
Zeitschrift: Histoire des Alpes = Storia delle Alpi = Geschichte der Alpen

Herausgeber: Association Internationale pour l'Histoire des Alpes

Band: 27 (2022)

Artikel: Renegotiating the public interest : EDF's alpine hydropower
constructions and industrial film (1940s-1960s)

Autor: Zimmer, Fabian

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-1053106

Nutzungsbedingungen
Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften. Sie besitzt keine Urheberrechte
an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich für deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in der Regel bei
den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Siehe Rechtliche Hinweise.

Conditions d'utilisation
L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En règle générale, les droits sont détenus par les

éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. Voir Informations légales.

Terms of use
The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. See Legal notice.

Download PDF: 22.05.2025

ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch

https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-1053106
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/about3?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/about3?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/about3?lang=en


:K' '



Renegotiating the Public Interest
EDF's Alpine Hydropower Constructions and Industrial
Film (1940s-1960s)

Fabian Zimmer

Résumé - Renégocier l'intérêt public. Les constructions hydroélectriques alpines
de l'EDF et le cinéma industriel (1940-1960)

Cet article contextualise les films produits ou commandé dans l'après-guerre par l'Électricité

de France sur la construction des centrales hydroélectriques dans les Alpes
françaises. LEDF en tant qu'entreprise étatique d'exploitation et de distribution d'énergie
s'appuyait pour ce faire sur un mandat implicite d'agir dans l'intérêt de la nation et donc de

pouvoir passer outre les intérêts de la population locale. À l'aide d'une sélection de films

concernant deux grands projets de barrages et la submersion de villages de montagne
(Tignes et Serre-Ponçon), il est montré l'usage qui est fait de ce moyen de communication

d'entreprise pour renégocier cette prétention. Tout en reconnaissant, dès les années 1950,

les répercussions négatives de ses projets sur le paysage, les moyens de subsistance et

les émotions de la population concernée, l'EDF ne s'engage pas vers une planification plus

participative.

Introduction: EDF, hydropower and the public interest

After the Second World War, French energy infrastructure lay in ruins.
Transmission lines were broken, workforce for the coal mines of northern
France was missing and exceptionally cold and dry winters limited hydropower
production while raising the need for fuels and causing frequent rationing.1
Against this background, the goals set by the Monnet Plan of 1946 for the
reconstruction of the French economy gave high priority to the reconstruction

of the French electricity system and relied heavily on the expansion of
hydroelectricity production.2 It was Electricité de France (EDF), the new State



company founded through the «nationalisation» of electric utilities in the same

year, that became responsible for equipping the nation's mountain regions with
hydroelectric infrastructure, most notably in the French Alps.3 Within its first
ten years, EDF more than tripled the capacity for hydropower production in a

massive construction boom that lasted into the early 1970s, spanning the period
of the Trente Glorieuses, the French post-war economic boom.4

While France is known today as «Europe's Nuclear Macho» and
histories of technology in France have highlighted the close entanglement of
nuclear energy with national identity, in the post-war decades before the
advent of nuclear energy public imagination very much saw France as a

hydroelectric nation.5 In 1973, when EDF's public relations department
conducted its first surveys on the image of the company, the over 2000
interviewees saw hydroelectricity as France's most characteristic source of energy.
A majority held the opinion that it was the energy source that would give
«the country a maximum of national independence in the energy sector»,
and an overwhelming percentage of 69 percent thought that hydroelectricity
supplied the bulk of French electricity production, on which the editors of
the survey commented with surprise: «The production of electrical energy
is strongly associated with the image of the dam. The French - of all
categories - are deeply mistaken about the fact that oil supplies most of it.»6 As
French historian Virginie Bodon has noted, the post-war era was marked by
a strong «mythology» of hydroelectric dams, which fed into the enthusiasm
of the Trente Glorieuses7

At the heart of this «mythology» was the conception that EDF, as a State

company, had an almost unquestioned mandate to act for the common good of
the nation. This is very clearly expressed in the body of sources on which I focus

in this paper: the industrial films produced or commissioned by EDF between
the mid-1940s and the mid-1960s to document the construction of hydroelectric

dams.8 The films I analyse and contextualize in the following pages are
associated with two major alpine dam projects, both of which involved the
submersion and resettlement of local communities, thus challenging EDF's mandate

to act in the interest of the public good: the Tignes dam and the Serre-

Ponçon dam. Scholarship on conflicts of use has frequently pointed out that
claims to be acting in the interest of «the public» are a central resource in these

conflicts.9 As I demonstrate in my analysis, EDF had to renegotiate the idea of
public interest in their films well before the 1970s, the period commonly associated

with more reflexive and participatory approaches to technology and
planning.10 EDF, the often feared and decried technocratic giant, began to experiment

with new narratives during the 1950s, hesitantly acknowledging the
repercussions of their alpine projects on landscape, livelihoods and the emotions of
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the affected populations - without however moving towards more participatory
planning practices.11

Film and PR at EDF

Film played a vital role in the post-war reconstruction of Europe, as a

burgeoning historiography of «useful cinema» has shown recently.12 As box office
admissions peaked during the 1950s, both State policies and companies took
an increasing interest in documentary, educational and industrial films.13 EDF
does not buck this trend, as is evidenced by the extensive film archive held by
the company.14 In the first three years of its existence EDF's Press Service spent
16 to 17 million Francs on film production alone, and the company clearly had
the ambition to bring their films to a large public by introducing them into the

pre-programme of cinemas nationwide.15 A list of films produced and
commissioned by EDF's Construction Department accordingly labelled the films
on a scale ranging from «very technical», «technical», «semi-technical», to
«semi-public», «public», «very public», up to «extremely public».16

Yet, these early film productions did not «seem to fulfil a precise goal»,
according to an internal report from 1950, which also documents that the central

film service had been dissolved the year before and that film production
was left to the various divisions of the company in the following years.17 Thus, in
terms of advertising, PR or film production, as historian Yves Bouvier aptly puts
it, EDF «did not develop a real communication policy until the mid-1950s».18

This might explain why the vast literature on EDF and its history has

largely overlooked both the company's early PR work and its film archive.
Virginie Bodon-Dolso has argued, for instance, that EDF appointed a permanent
and central PR service only in the early 1970s.19 Indeed, a «Central Service for
Public Relations» (Service central des relations publiques - SCRP) was formed
only in 1965 and restructured in 1971 and 1977.20 Nevertheless, EDF did possess

a number of services in the post-war years involved in PR and film
production, whose duties were then gradually adopted by the SCRP. Shortly after
EDF's foundation the company had installed the aforementioned «Press
Service» (Service de presse), which also incorporated the company's film service.
The Press Service was superseded already in 1949 by a new «Liaison and
Communication Mission» (Mission de liaison et d'information) as a result of political
struggles in EDF's management departments.21 In parallel to the Mission, EDF
also maintained a Service création diffusion from at least 1956 on, which edited
the in-house magazine Contacts électriques, first issued in the same year, and
other publications. Advertising and customer service in turn were taken care of
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by APEL (Société pour le développement des applications de l'électricité- Society
for the development of electricity applications) which was affiliated with EDF
since nationalization of electric services and which went under the new acronym

SÖDEL after 1954. Moreover, the various company departments (especially

construction and distribution) employed personnel charged with
publicity-relevant tasks.22

Considering the sometimes conflicting structures underpinning EDF's
PR work as well as the lack of a unified communication strategy, EDF's early
films are a valuable historical source. Even if their actual impact is unclear,
they reflect an ambition to present EDF to the general public as a modernizing
force and they are thus embedded in contemporary discourse and the imagery
of technological modernity in France - both the «mythology» of hydropower
and its contestation.

Renegotiating public interest

Many of the early films produced by EDF have to be interpreted against
the background of nationalization, which had been a highly political affair,
contested between those in favour and those against State management of
electric utilities.23 These films demonstrated how the new State company
served the public interest by deploying what historian Robert Frost has called

«a strategy of proof by production, showing the nation that nationalization was

an indisputable success.»24 This can be clearly illustrated by examining one of
the first films produced by EDF around 1950: Barrages futurs (Future dams),

a «public» film according to the taxonomy cited above.25 This film applied a

rhetoric of modernization that is very well known among historians of
technology. Produced to showcase EDF's hydropower constructions in the context
of the Monnet plan, the film staged these efforts as a battle of man against
nature. It brought into play what David Nye has called the «technological
sublime», focussing on gigantism of machinery, highlighting the enormous size

of the projects and using religiously loaded imagery and rhetoric, all coupled
with a large dose of patriotism.26 To demonstrate this it is sufficient to quote
the final passage of Barrages futurs, where the speaker declared, accompanied

by a triumphant orchestra: «Since 1947, 285 km of tunnels have been drilled.
23 million m3 of earthwork have been excavated. Four and a half million m3

of concrete have been poured. Across all construction sites 40 000 workers
have been engaged in this prodigious activity. Thus the work of Electricité de

France continues, enabling the use of the vast resource of hydraulic energy that
is one of the great riches of France.»
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In this nationalist rhetoric, which dominated EDF's early film production,
there was no place for local concerns. In spring 1950, when a film production
company sent a letter asking for permission to shoot footage for a feature-length
film on a dam construction site, the Liaison and Communication Mission
initially responded in a friendly manner and held out the prospect that permission
and assistance could be granted, provided that the planned film was of «real

general interest».27 Subsequent letters however tell us that the production
company could not fulfil this expectation: «The director of this company visited us
and gave us the broad outlines of the script he envisages. Unfortunately, in his

mind, it is about insisting on the sentimental effects of the construction work
on the dispossessed population, and we did openly tell our visitor that at least

this part of his programme did not seem appropriate to us.»28

With this letter, the correspondence ends abruptly; the folder in which it is

archived is labelled «Cimetière» (cemetery).

Tignes: Invisibilizing and Othering Alpine Peasants

The Tignes dam and the controversy surrounding it offer a perfect example
of EDF's rejection of the «sentimental effects of the construction work on the
dispossessed population». Tignes was the first major construction site that EDF
tackled after nationalization and it would become the company's first encounter
with public opinion. At 181 metres, the dam in the high valley ofTignes was
projected to be the highest one in France and was designed to produce hydropower
and regulate the flow of the Isère river. Its completion, however, involved the
submersion of the village of Tignes and several farms in the valley. The Tignards
resisted EDF's plans with various forms of protest, ranging from petitions and

delegations to Paris to a lawsuit against EDF and to acts of sabotage and arson
at the construction site. None of these protests managed to alter the original
scheme. In March 1952 the bottom outlet of the dam was closed and the inhabitants,

with whom no agreement for resettlement had been reached, were evacuated

from the valley. Yet, from 1946, the Tignards could count on the attention
even of the national press, who closely followed the affair.29

Even though the public protests and media attention did not force EDF to
reformulate their original plans, the company could not go on without somehow

referring to the incident in their public communications, including film
productions. Two interrelated rhetorical strategies to renegotiate the terms of
public interest and to exclude the Tignards from what constituted «the public»

according to EDF can be identified in the films produced by the company
between 1946 and 1953: a strategy of invisibilization and a strategy of othering.
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Indeed, most films about the construction of Tignes produced and
commissioned by EDF were of a technical nature and approached the delicate

Tignes affair by rendering invisible the fate of Tignes or by casting it in a narrative

of active forgetting. A striking example of this invisibilization can be found
in Barrages futurs, produced at the height of the conflict over Tignes around
1950. The film presented the future development of the dam and the reservoir
until its planned completion in 1952 in a trick sequence. With gradual fades the
animation showed how the water in the valley basin would rise. Between two
frames, the village simply disappeared in the expanding reservoir, while the
narrator announced the key data of the construction progress, again accompanied

by proud fanfares (see figure at the beginning of the paper).
Other films did not take this drastic shortcut, but nevertheless cast the

history of Tignes in a narrative of oblivion. Such is the case with the short film
Pastorale interrompue (Interrupted Pastoral) commissioned by EDF in early 1951.30

Originally conceived as part of the advertising campaign for the 1952 public
sector bond, EDF apparently held back the film until at least 1953 so that it
would not be «screened in theatres too soon after the impounding of the Tignes
dam.»31 The film's main narrative portraying the old village and the construction

works was framed by a sequence that followed a shepherd and his flock.
Ascending to the summer pastures, they discovered «a new landscape», «a lake

- that didn't exist a year ago». In its closing sequence the film then portrayed
life along this new lake and returned to the opening shepherding scene, while
the speaker commented: «Next to the calm waters, life comes back to its old

right. And on the flowery slopes the flocks rise again. [...] The pastoral is no
longer interrupted.» The new landscape of the reservoir was cast as one that did
not carry any trace of the valley's history. The beauty of the lake and the
pastoral scene became tokens of the Tignes affair being successfully forgotten.32

The most striking feature of Pastorale Interrompue, however, was its
portrayal of everyday life in the old village in the film's main part. No other film
on the construction of Tignes devoted as much attention to the old village
and its inhabitants - which might be one of the reasons why the film was only
screened after the impounding of the reservoir. It portrayed Tignes in winter.
The church tower and the cemetery were shown in several views. Ringing bells

could be heard, and the speaker indicated: «Life flowed along here, quiet and

monotonous. The future resembled the past.» A long and quiet camera pan then
revealed the interior of one of the houses in Tignes. It first showed a family eating

a meagre meal at a table, moved on to the wood-burning stove, to three cows

sharing the space with the family, and finally a bed. «In the houses, at the table

with the family gathered around,» the narrator commented, «people conjured

up memories, because after six months of snow they didn't have much new to
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say to each other. Even the cows were bored and longed for their pastures.» This
depiction of life at Tignes was clearly designed to emphasize the old-fashioned
and backward aspects of the village. The Tignards appeared as remnants of the

past, living a life hardly better than their cattle's. They clearly stood on the other,
the «wrong», side of the dividing line between modernity and tradition.33

This depiction of the Tignards amounted to nothing less than historical
falsification. The film showed the Tignards as EDF wanted them to be. In stark

contrast to the actual events mentioned above - the arsons, blockades, protest

letters, press reports, lawsuit, etc. - the film's commentator expressed
surprise at the «calm face» of the village «when you knew what history it was
going through.» The Tignards appeared in Pastorale interrompue not as
historical agents, but as passive spectators of a drama that unfolded without their
intervention. Quite explicitly the commentator characterized them as such in
the final section of the film: «Months passed - the great works the village had
witnessed became a reality.» It was only with the damming of the new lake that
the Tignards, «ceasing to be spectators», abandoned the valley of Tignes to the

rising waters - the village «had to accept its destiny», as the speaker explained.
This was the only role that the Tignards were allowed to play in EDF's staging
of the construction of the Tignes dam, essentially reinterpreting the victimization

of the village as a valuable sacrifice for the public good.
Nothing about this representation was unconventional. Rather, it fitted

seamlessly into a discourse on the fate of the village that had already been
established before the foundation of EDF. Historical research on Tignes has found
that the regional and national press paid a lot of attention to the concerns of the

Tignards, but nevertheless presented them as backward and already belonging
to the past.34 The «modern» aspects of everyday life and economy in the high
valley of Tignes, such as the legal dispute brought by the Tignards, seasonal

labour migration or the efforts to establish a winter sports centre in Tignes,
remained largely invisible in this discourse.35 Accordingly, the construction of
the Tignes dam was interpreted in public discourse as a «clash of two worlds»
between quasi-primitive peasants and the ruthless technology of modern
engineers.36 This coincided perfectly with EDF's view. Thus, the Tignards were
portrayed, not in an actual confrontation with the points of contention and the
problems of hydropower development, but as antagonists in the drama of
progress.37 The conflict over Tignes was not understood by contemporaries as a

conflict over the use of resources, but was interpreted on a «pseudo-cultural
level», as Anne Dalmasso has put it.38
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Serre-Ponçon: Regional development and the fate of progress

The Tignes incident became a model for the subsequent conflicts that
EDF faced between hydro exploitation and local interests. In 1947, EDF began
planning a dam on the upper reaches of the Durance in the Provençal Alps.
The Serre-Ponçon dam was to form a lake 15 kilometres long, making it the
largest reservoir in France. In addition to generating hydroelectric power, it
would serve to regulate floods and provide a steady flow for the run-of-river

power plants on the lower reaches of the Durance, as well as irrigate agricultural

land and, on top of that, supply Marseille with drinking water. This dam
also involved the flooding of several villages: Savines and Ubaye and some
smaller hamlets, a total of about 1200 inhabitants, with several thousand
hectares of land, and a textile and cellulose factory. 14 kilometres of railway tracks

— and about 60 kilometres of roads had to be relocated to secure the transport
network.39

Already during the planning phase, therefore, EDF was concerned with
preventing «another Tignes».40 As soon as the negotiations for land sales began,
EDF stationed a representative of the legal department in Savines, tasked with
«ensuring all the connections necessary with the town hall and the residents of
Savines to achieve mutual information».41 In 1957, EDF also set up a «General
information bulletin for equipment managers» (Bulletin d'information générale
des cadres de l'équipement), which regularly informed executives at the
construction sites about the «impacts of development», among other issues.42 The

strategy was successful, at least judging from the fact that the construction of
the Serre-Ponçon dam went ahead without major protests. It is true that
several associations for affected people were formed in Savines and in Ubaye after

EDF submitted its request for a building permit in 1951. However, they did not

oppose the construction per se, but concentrated mainly on demanding

adequate compensation and a transport connection that would be convenient for
the villages by the future lake.43 In contrast to the conflict over Tignes, media

attention with regard to Ubaye and Savines was largely absent.44

While several films documenting the construction of Serre-Ponçon
continued the tradition of rendering the local population invisible, the development

towards a more conciliatory approach is also mirrored in a number of
EDF's films.45 The most notable among these is the feature film L'eau vive (Wild
Water). This film, released in the summer of 1958, was directed by François Vil-
liers, who had already been responsible for several documentary films about

the hydro-development of the Rhône, and it was based on a screenplay by Alain
Allioux and the well-known Provençal writer Jean Giono.46 Leau vive was
commissioned by EDF, who supported the film financially and reserved the final
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say on the script, which was to be devoted to depicting in detail the construction

work on the river.47 Its main narrative, however, was introduced by the
voice of Jean Giono, who added a truly Provençal touch to the film: «From the

Alps to Avignon, the Durance never sleeps in her riverbed. [...] Today she is in
the grip of people who speak an apocalyptic language. It is no longer a question
of submitting to her fantasies, but of making her enter the factory, to demand
from her not her beauty but her work. All along this Durance there live human
families. For these families the endeavour poses and will pose many problems.»

This acknowledgement of the «human problems» brought about by the
construction of a dam was in contrast with EDF's above-mentioned dismissal
of a film addressing «the sentimental effects of the construction work on the
dispossessed population». Hence, Virginie Bodon has interpreted lleau vive

as a «seduction operation» intended to win over the local population in the

course of negotiations for resettlement and compensation.48 The local press
and television followed the filming with great interest.49 When it finally came
to the silver screen, the film was successful far beyond the local audience in
Haute-Provence. Almost three and a half million people saw it in cinemas; it
was among the ten best-attended films of 1958 in France.50

Yet, although in this film EDF acknowledged the problems inherent in
the hydroelectric modernization of France, the construction of hydroelectric
dams was still portrayed as an inescapable fate. Certainly, lleau vive placed
the problems of the affected population at the centre of its narrative. However,

the real trigger of the plot was not the resettlement and the encroachment

on nature and the livelihood of the local residents, but rather the considerable

amount of compensation that the film's heroine Hortense was to inherit, which
ignited envy and resentment in her extended family. In the film, therefore, it
was the local population that appeared in a negative light and not hydropower
development.51 The hydroelectric development of the Durance unfolded in
the background of the plot as a non-negotiable fate. This fatalism is repeatedly
expressed by the film characters, who face the submersion of the valley with an
acquiescent shrug of the shoulders. Already in the exposition, Simon, the wise
and modest shepherd, calms down the upset old villager Joséphine, who has

just learned of the planned resettlement: «Well, that's progress, my poor girl.»
«I don't give a damn about their progress, if that's the case.» «It's always been
like that.» And at the film's climax, when the family holds Hortense confined
in her inherited house in Ubaye, which gradually sinks into the rising waters of
the reservoir, her niece, the meanest character in the film, tries to excuse herself
by saying, «It's not us who make the water rise!»

Besides this industrial fatalism, EDF also offered a positive vision of the
development of the Durance valley by casting the new lake of Serre-Ponçon as
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a tourist destination.52 This must be seen in the context of a new approach to
regional planning that gradually departed from the traditional French centralism.53

The model that EDF and public discourse looked to when harnessing
the Durance was the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and the hopeful narratives

of prosperity brought about by multi-purpose river development in the era
of the Great Depression and the New Deal.54 These narratives were frequently
called upon in EDF's films and other PR materials, with the development of
tourism as a new local industry playing a major role. For instance, Le verrou de

la vallée (The Lock in the Valley), a short film produced for EDF by the
Marseille-based company Les Films du Soleil in 1964, devoted a large section to the
tourist use of the new lake.55 After praising the modern roads and railway lines
elegantly set in the landscape, the narrator turned to the rebuilt main town
of the valley: «Let us now marvel at the sight of Savines, which, overrun with
tourists and summer visitors, has been forced to turn the village square into an
international car park, happy to have discovered a new industry in tourism.»

The crowning glory, however, was the Saint-Michel chapel, which after
the damming of the lake stood on a tiny island in the water, accessible only
on foot at low water. The speaker commented accordingly, alluding to the
famous tourist attraction in Normandy: «Serre-Ponçon also boasts its Mont-
Saint-Michel.»

Conclusions

Using industrial films as source material, this paper has explored a shift in
how EDF renegotiated what constituted the public interest during the 1950s.

The company's narrative strategies switched from negating protest and problems,

rejecting the «sentimental effects of the construction work on the dispossessed

population», to overtly acknowledging and projecting «human
problems» on the silver screen, thus making them part of the public interest that
EDF had to serve - at least by openly addressing the problematic sides of the

hydroelectric modernization of France. Long before the 1970s, the period
commonly associated with more reflexive and participatory approaches to technology

and planning, the official narratives of dam construction thus began to
include a more reflexive and ambivalent perspective on modernization.

The cases of Tignes and Serre-Ponçon that I have examined here were to
set the pattern for subsequent conflicts around the construction of alpine hydro-

power plants. Later conflicts were perceived and narrated through the lens of
these two conflicts: as the intrusion of modernity into backward areas of the

Alps, with all of its «human problems» and simultaneously as a promise of
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local economic development with the expansion of tourism.56 On a legal level,
however, EDF's position was further consolidated as a result of the experience
gained in Tignes and Serre-Ponçon. The instrument of the déclaration d'utilité
publique, i.e. the right of expropriation, was strengthened with an amendment

to water law in 1958 so that future infrastructure projects could be implemented
more easily.57 Thus, the acknowledgement of «human problems» in EDF's public

communications should not be overestimated. It did not represent a shift
towards a more participatory approach in planning, nor a PR strategy that
conceived of external communication as the proverbial two-way-street. Hydropower
did not become a «public technology», as Helmuth Trischler and Robert Bud
recently proposed as a label for the co-shaping of technology by public opinion,
during the Trente Glorieuses,58 Protests against the dams at Tignes and Serre-

Ponçon, while catching the attention of national media, could not rely on any
larger backing in civil society, thus limiting their influence.59 Writing in 1976

about its strategy towards the anti-nuclear protests that were just arising, EDF's
Central Service for Public Relations still described these protests as «often
irrational» and stated: «The temptation to ignore the opponent was certainly great
and we have sometimes succumbed to it.»60

In opening: The future of Tignes in

Barrages Futurs.
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