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This dissertation is about the influence of the postwar Purge on francité, or French 

national identity and cultural memory, as expressed in cinematic and literary 

representations of the Occupation and the Resistance. My dissertation begins in 1944 

with the Liberation of Paris when Paris was plunged into a war with itself in what is 

known as lô®puration. The Purge as it is commonly known in English was a series of 

expedited trials beginning before the liberation which were meant to punish French 

citizens known or suspected to have collaborated with the Germans during the 

Occupation. I show that the Purge created an aesthetic and political shift in postwar 

French literature and film by constituting new metaphors to articulate francité which 

continues to permeate contemporary representations of the Occupation and the 

Resistance. I argue that the Purge casts a shadow over postwar France and its on-going 

effort to navigate the codes of national identity, cultural memory, and by extension, 

francité to show how the Purge and representations of the Occupation and the Resistance 

are not just historical events but part of a living experience that continue to shape and be 

shaped by French cultural memory. I conclude that since 1944 there has been an interplay 
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between the political and the popular that manifests in the representations of the 

Occupation and the Resistance which I demonstrate by drawing attention to shifting 

signifieds like patriotism and nationalism which form the contours of a more diverse and 

heterogeneous francité. My dissertation considers films with literature on an equal basis 

and contributes an analysis of French films of the period which have not received the 

same critical attention as literature. 

My dissertation is in two two-part chapters in which I contextualize popular 

cinematic and literary representations of the Occupation and the Resistance throughout 

the Purge and thereafter to highlight a development of a discourse of francité. Part I, 

ñThe Purge: The Resistance and Its Referentsò focuses on the immediate postwar period 

(1944 to 1946) as represented in film and demonstrates the importance of cinema during 

the Purge as France begins to try to come to terms with what has come to be known as les 

années noires, or the ñDark Years,ò of the Occupation. In first chapter ñLa Libération de 

Paris and the Liberation of French Cinemaò I discuss the short documentary film La 

Libération de Paris while exploring the cultural and historical demands on the postwar 

film industry as constituted by the Purge. I argue that the Purge rearticulated French 

identity in liberated Paris, shaping French cultural memory via the documentary film La 

Liberation de Paris. In chapter two ñPurpose, Intention, and The Purge in La Bataille du 

rail  and Jérichoò I develop this argument by analyzing two fictional films, both made in 

1946, that portray the Occupation and the Resistance using documentary footage: La 

Bataille du rail (dir. Réné Clément) and Jéricho (dir. Henri Calef). In this chapter I argue 

that French cinema responded directly to the Purge which then went on to impact French 
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postwar cultural memory and subsequent representations of the Occupation and the 

Resistance.  

In Part II, ñTracing the Purgeò I focus on writing and authorial intention and how 

the Purge and its legacy continues to inform French politics and identity. I begin with a 

chapter on Albert Camusô La Peste (1947) titled ñLa Peste: An Allegory of the Purge.ò 

This chapter serves as a literary analogue to the exploration of film from Part I and 

engages directly with the ethics of representation, especially allegory. In the chapter I 

argue that La Peste is a critique of the Purge in that Camus draws attention to social and 

political conflicts of postwar France to construct a narrative of fragmented francité. In the 

final chapter, ñGuy M¹quet and the Memory Laws: Tracing the Purge in the 21st centuryò 

I contextualize the contemporary and recurring discussion of the Second World War in 

France in order to explore the legacy of the Purge and to consider how these 

representations shift into the twenty-first century. I argue that the Memory Laws are an 

extension of the Purge in that they re-frame current representations of the Occupation and 

the Resistance and the cultural memory of the war into a more diverse and heterogeneous 

francité for the 21st century. 
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Introduction  

 

This dissertation is about the influence of the postwar Purge on francité, or French 

national identity and cultural memory, as expressed in popular representations of the 

Occupation and the Resistance. The impetus for this project was an observation I made in 

my coursework on the Second World War. In general these courses used contemporary 

film and literature both to evoke relevant aesthetic movements (Le Nouveau roman, La 

Nouvelle vague, New German Cinema) and to portray the period in question. Much of the 

subject matter included the Holocaust as a major aspect of the Second World War. 

However, I began to notice a glaring omission in the texts being studied which drew me 

to focus on post-Occupation France: Much of the literature, and most of the films dating 

from the immediate postwar years were absent from these courses. I became curious 

about those earliest representations, if they even existed, and formulated an area of 

inquiry: If films and literature of the immediate postwar period exist, what did they 

portray? To what extent did they articulate a postwar aesthetic? And what is their legacy, 

if any, in contemporary representations? When I had articulated some of these questions 

and settled on the content I wanted to explore, I went searching for a book that had not 

yet been written. 

To some degree Europe may have moved on from the Second World War as a 

colleague once suggested. But considering that Paris celebrated the 70th anniversary of 

the Liberation of Paris in 2014 and that in 2015 France declassified thousands of police 

and ministerial documents of the Vichy regime, I find it hard to believe that the Second 

World War has become irrelevant in Europe. In fact, while I canôt speak for Europe in 

general, the Second World War is a topic that is very much embroiled into Franceôs 
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psyche. One recent example is the award-winning television historical drama series about 

the Occupation Un Village français (2009-2017) which ran for seven seasons.  

This dissertation begins in 1944 with the Liberation of Paris when Paris was 

plunged into a war with itself in what is known as lô®puration. The Purge, as it is 

commonly known in English, was a series of expedited trials beginning before the 

liberation which were meant to punish French citizens known or suspected to have 

collaborated with the Germans during the Occupation. The French épuration, 

ñpurification,ò expresses the spirit of reform intended. 

A loosely monitored popular movement at first, the Purge resulted in 

denunciations, public humiliations, and summary executions of French citizens. The legal 

component of the Purge which followed the initial popular movement was established by 

Charles De Gaulleôs Forces françaises libres (Free France) under the Provisional 

Government of the French Republic (Le Gouvernement provisoire de la République 

française or GPRF; 1944-1946). The legal Purge also involved denunciations of 

suspected collaborators; however these were followed with formal trials which were 

often expedited and commuted to death sentences. Because of the dubious legal 

procedure involved with the trials most of the executions never occurred. Instead these 

death sentences were turned into cases of ñnational degradationò which involved the loss 

of civic rights. One tragic aspect of the Purge was the conflict among French citizens 

under the guise of justice and their respective identification as dutiful citizens. In my 

dissertation, I will refer to this condition of dutiful citizenship and the discourse of 

nationalism and patriotism associated with it as francité which will demonstrate the 

tragedy of a liberated nation that seems to implode. I do not make a distinction between 
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the different phases of the Purge noted above (legal and popular); I apply the general 

term of ñthe Purgeò to the period of my study which includes the Liberation, those years 

under the GPRF, and the beginning of the Fourth Republic, roughly 1944-1947. I 

investigate emergent cultural codes within French fiction during the Purge as a means of 

demonstrating a collective sense of identity, or francité. I will show that the Purge created 

an aesthetic and political shift in postwar fiction by constituting new sign systems to 

articulate public memory. 

I present a development of francité in French postwar cultural memory through 

literary and cinematic representations of the Occupation and the Resistance. Initially, I 

invoke the figure of Pierre Pucheu (1899-1944), the Minister of the Interior under the 

Vichy government who was executed during the Purge. His execution anchors my 

dissertation historically and symbolically. As Minister of Interior, Pucheu had the 

authority to free or condemn résistants (members of the French Resistance) or French 

citizens loyal to De Gaulleôs Free France. Symbolically, Pucheu establishes a theme for 

my chapters and serves to introduce their content. 

The first two chapters highlight the Resistance as portrayed in early postwar films 

and explores the ideological conflict between two versions of the French dutiful citizen ï 

those loyal to De Gaulleôs Free France versus those loyal to Philippe P®tainôs État 

français (French State), or Vichy France. Pucheu is central to this discussion because he 

collaborated with the Germans, condemned résistants to death during the Occupation and 

was selected as the first citizen to be executed under De Gaulleôs legal Purge initiative. 

As we see in the third chapter, we learn that Albert Camus was morally opposed 

to Pucheuôs execution. Pucheuôs execution and Camusô response helps to establish the 
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tone of action and reaction during the Occupation which Camus represents in La Peste 

(The Plague, 1947). 

Finally, the fourth chapter draws attention to the testimony of one of Pucheuôs 

victims, the adolescent named Guy Môquet, who was executed for his anti-Vichy 

Communist sympathies and his de facto association with the Resistance. This chapter 

goes on to examine French citizenship in the late 20th and early 21st centuries in light of 

the legacy of the Purge. 

In one sense my dissertation is historicist; I contend that the Liberation of Paris 

inaugurated a new mode in French history and culture, and that the post-Occupation 

Purge evoked a cultural stress not seen in France since the 19th century revolutionary 

period. In a span of less than ten years during the Second World War the French 

government shifted from a democratic governance to a fascist state to a provisional 

government and ultimately to the short-lived Fourth Republic. My dissertation is also a 

cultural semiotic reading of the shifting signifieds of patriotism, nationalism, and treason 

all of which are used to signify francité as evidenced by the various regime changes 

during the period in question. 

I work with both film and literature to constitute how I understand cultural memory. I 

propose that one legacy of the Purge was a new set of metaphors in postwar literature and 

film. My aim is to redirect the study of postwar French narrative away from the 

Occupation to draw attention to the Purge as the paradigmatic event that influenced 

postwar aesthetics and identity and by extension francité. Furthermore, my dissertation 

considers films on equal basis with literature and contributes an analysis of film in terms 

of representation and memory which has not received the same critical attention. Both 
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modes, film and literature, disclose the process by which the Purge generates meanings 

about the Occupation that permeate the postwar period. 

Broadly speaking, I examine contemporary French fiction with an interest in the 

intersection of popular culture and cultural memory. My work on the Purge stems from a 

methodology which originates in the early work of Richard Terdiman, a scholar of 

memory and of 19th century French cultural history whose critical investigation of French 

intellectual history is hinged on a social perturbation in France after the 1789-1815 

Napoleonic Revolution. With a similar interest in cultural history, I focus on the 20th 

century for my research and specifically the postwar era as a pervasive social experience. 

On one level I conduct a synchronic analysis of cultural codes in literary and cinematic 

representations of the Occupation in French memory beginning with the Purge and 

examine the cultural discourse that such a synchronic analysis creates about the 

Occupation in subsequent periods. On another level, I consider a diachronic analysis 

insofar as it situates my reading of these codes in the historical context from which they 

germinate, above all the Purge in the early postwar period and the lois mémorielles, or the 

ñMemory Laws,ò of the late twentieth century. My purpose is to contextualize popular 

cinematic and literary representations of the Occupation and the Resistance throughout 

the Purge and thereafter to trace a development of a discourse of francité. I will use the 

following questions to guide my response: How do intellectual debates about 

representation enter the public consciousness? That is, do metaphors in popular culture 

develop a collective memory? And what resources does fiction offer the documentation 

of these events? 
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This dissertation is in two two-part chapters. Part I, ñThe Purge: The Resistance 

and its Referentsò focuses on the immediate postwar period (1944 to 1946) as represented 

in film and demonstrates the importance of cinema during the Purge as France begins to 

try to come to terms with les années noires, or the ñDark Years,ò of the Occupation. 

In the first chapter ñLa Libération de Paris and the Liberation of French Cinemaò 

I discuss the short documentary film La Libération de Paris while exploring the cultural 

and historical demands on the postwar film industry as constituted by the Purge. I argue 

that the Purge rearticulated French identity in liberated Paris, shaping French cultural 

memory via the documentary film La Libération de Paris. In chapter two, ñPurpose, 

Intention, and the Purge in La Bataille du rail and Jérichoò I develop this argument by 

analyzing two fictional films, both made in 1946, that portray the Occupation and the 

Resistance using documentary footage: La Bataille du rail (dir. Réné Clément) and 

Jéricho (dir. Henri Calef). In chapter two I argue that French cinematic representations of 

the Occupation and the Resistance respond to the Purge which refocalized French 

postwar cultural memory. 

In Part II, ñTracing the Purgeò I examine writing and authorial intention and 

consider how the Purge and its legacy into the 21st century continues to inform French 

politics and identity. I begin with a chapter on Albert Camusô La Peste (1947) titled ñLa 

Peste: An Allegory of the Purge.ò This serves as a literary analogue to the exploration of 

film from Part I and engages directly with the ethics of representation, especially 

allegory. I argue that Camusô La Peste is a critique of the Purge in that Camus draws 

attention to social and political conflicts of postwar France to construct a narrative of 

fragmented francité. In the final chapter, ñGuy M¹quet and the Memory Laws: Tracing 
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the Purge in the 21st centuryò I attempt to contextualize the contemporary and recurring 

discussion of the Second World War in France in order to explore the legacy of the Purge 

and to consider how these representations shift into the twenty-first century. I argue that 

the Memory Laws are an extension of the Purge in that they re-frame current 

representations of the Occupation and the Resistance and the cultural memory of the war 

into a more diverse and heterogeneous francité for the 21st century. 

The Second World War and the postwar period continue to agitate France. I 

would even posit that the legacy of the Second World War in France is best articulated as 

a longue durée ï the long standing academic trope. More precisely, I argue that this 

longue durée of the postwar period and the ideological conflicts that shape francité and 

cultural memory that begin with the Liberation of Paris is initiated by the Purge. I 

consider the Purge as an attempt to stabilize the francité of the only European nation to 

both actively collaborate and resist the Germans, to affirm a binary between good and 

evil, French and non-French. 

Part of the lasting interest in the Second World War is the confluence of three 

clear and decisive crossroads in France that engage directly with francité. First, the 

Liberation of Paris; second, decolonization and the May 1968 student revolt; and third, 

the Gayssot Act of 1990 and the various Memory Laws which followed. The legacy, or 

memory, of the war has never really receded and manifests itself violently, subtly, or 

legally, in these three crossroads. The postwar period is ever-present and the war or more 

precisely the Occupation and its representation continues to bear cultural capital. 

Two terms frame my dissertation: francité and memory. Francité is drawn from 

Roland Barthes, but I use Pierre Noraôs re-imagining of the term which relates francité to 
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a French state of mind, as in a personality which reflects a mutual accord between the 

popular and the official. Barthes employs francité in his examination of cultural myths in 

Mythologies (1957). Myth, for Barthes, turns a sign into a signifier which, as he points 

out, is often imbued politically or is a thing of the tabloids. Barthes uses the example of a 

young black soldier saluting the French flag to identify two orders of myth. First as the 

signifier of an event, it is the image itself that one observes. In this case, the soldier 

saluting the flag. For Barthes, the second order is the location of myth. It is here that the 

signifier, or the image, resonates politically. At the second order the black soldier saluting 

the French flag signifies France as a multi-ethnic empire,1 demonstrating both 

Frenchness, or francité, and militariness at the same time. 

My dissertation is both more and less than an examination of myth in the 

Barthesian vein. That is, less because I do not consider the elasticity of the signifiers that 

I examine beyond their context of the Occupation and the Purge. More because by 

confining my analysis to the Occupation and the Purge I demonstrate an enduring effect 

of the signifiers as they continue to resonate both socially and politically within French 

cultural memory. Whereas myth distorts the meaning of certain signs, the codes I 

examine do not obscure their history. The signs I analyze connect to the Second World 

War, the Occupation, the Resistance, de Gaulle, and Vichy all still intrinsic to French 

culture. I show how the content of the signs is maintained diachronically. 

                                                 
1 One might even consider updating the image Barthes uses with the shot of the current French president, 

Emmanuel Macron, sitting with the heroic undocumented migrant from Mali, Mamadou Gassama, in a 

room in the Élysée Palace in Paris. Gassama was offered French citizenship by Macron after he scaled the 

side of a building to rescue a child dangling from a balcony in Paris. Here Gassama substitutes for the 

saluting boy and Macron for the flag. 
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My other term, memory, has a robust history. As Susan Suleiman and other 

scholars of memory point out, there are almost as many theories of memory as there are 

theorists of memory. Related to my dissertation, is Terdimanôs concept of ñmemory 

crisisò ï memory in times of social crises ï such as the Occupation, the Purge, and the 

Second World War in general. I also draw from Maurice Halbwachsô notion of 

ñcollective memory,ò and Jan Assmanôs expansion on Halbwachs with his concept of 

ñcultural memory.ò I also explore Suleimanôs idea of a ñcrisis of memoryò (which is 

more than just a chiasmus of Terdimanôs phrase) as referenced in her book Crises of 

Memory and the Second World War (2006). She provides both an apt framework and a 

useful formulation for collective memory and representation, emphasizing a concern 

often overlooked in the field of memory ï the conflict between individual memory and 

collective or public memory, which she describes as the ñdifficulties of remembranceò 

(5). Suleiman posits that ñmemory is a form of self-representationò (8) and that ñcrises of 

memoryò are ñmoments that highlight the relations between individual memory and 

group memory, concerning a past event that is stipulated as important by a group at a 

timeò (5). She draws attention to the function of choice in the act of remembering and its 

respective impact on collective memory. Suleiman holds that what gets represented, and 

more importantly, what gets popularized, complicates collective memory in that such 

representation and subsequent popularization is not a wholly collective process. In my 

dissertation every representation examined constitutes a crisis of memory per Suleimanôs 

definition. However, beyond labelling the texts as such, I look more closely at the 

cultural resonance of memory and its representation. In short, I am interested in the 
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specific choices of representation (images and signs) during the Purge and how the Purge 

as a result mediates francité. 

I situate my dissertation with two scholars of the Purge, French Cinema, and 

French postwar memory. First, Philip Watts who argues in his book, Allegories of the 

Purge (1998), that the literature of the Purge, relies on the Purge trials for their full 

signification while also pointing to an allegorical reading that is free for the reader to 

decide (10). He suggests that the ñspirit of the trialò continues to haunt contemporary 

writing and reminds his readers that the Purge was about judging writers and that despite 

literatureôs stake in representation it may be an unreliable witness. Watts articulates an 

effective method of understanding the interaction between literature and the Purge. 

However, he limits his discussion to Sartre, Blanchot, Eluard and Céline but does not 

include Camus ï a writer whose omission from Wattsô book is noticeable. The title of my 

third chapter on Camus (ñLa Peste: An Allegory of the Purgeò) is an homage to Wattsô 

study ï one of the very few to address literature with the memory of the Purge. Second, 

Suzanne Langloisô La Résistance dans le Cinéma Français, 1944-1994: De La Libération 

de Paris à Libera me, is an invaluable addition to the study of French Cinema and to the 

memory and history of the Resistance in cinema. It is a thoroughly researched book that 

spans fifty years of cinematic representations of the Resistance and was a significant 

resource for me. 

Finally, I agree with Nora, who stipulates that French identity, or francité, 

develops and evolves over time. Cultural memory develops in a similar manner in that it 

is subject to spatial and temporal factors ï forever changing, yet forever retaining a trace 

of its origin. As Assman proposes: ñIn cultural formation, a collective experience 
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crystallizes, whose meaning, when touched upon, may suddenly become accessible again 

across millenniaò (Collective Memory 129). Here Assman presents a temporal 

distinction, which is central to Chapter 4. Nonetheless, the origin or distinguishing factor, 

the source, is central to the material of the first three chapters. As will be explored in 

chapter four, the diachronicity of memories enables a subject to ñadoptò them or to 

become their addressee just as former French president Nicolas Sarkozy did when he 

invoked the letter that Guy Môquet wrote before his execution. 

In these pages I will demonstrate a limitation of representation. Assman 

articulates three levels of memory ï individual, communicative (collective), and cultural; 

and posits that the cultural level relies more heavily on the embodiment of memory in 

outward symbols like Noraôs lieux de mémoire (Communicative and Cultural Memory 

111). This formulation of memory enables me to interpret the cultural codes that develop 

from the Purge as the crystallization of memory from a more collective level to a cultural 

level. Assmanôs distinction between the collective and the cultural incorporates the realm 

of ñtraditions, transmission, and transferenceò that Halbwachs originally excluded from 

his concept of collective memory (Communicative and Cultural Memory 110). The first 

three chapters pertain to Assmanôs first two classifications of memory (individual and 

communicative (collective)) both of which correspond to Halbwachsôcollective memory. 

Chapter four, which examines the subsequent period after the institutionalization of 

representation, corresponds to Assmanôs third classification of the cultural. Consequently, 

I will trace a progressive codification of memory and its representation that develops 

from the Purge. 
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I hope that my dissertation sheds light on the impact of the Purge on literary and 

cinematic representations of the Occupation and the Resistance; and that it demonstrates 

the pertinence of the questions raised, and the observations discussed. Despite the fact 

that the Purge, as documented historically, may have come and gone, it continues to cast 

a shadow over postwar France and its on-going efforts to navigate the codes of national 

identity, cultural memory, and by extension, francité. 
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Chapter 1: La Libération de Paris and the Liberation of Paris 

At dawn on March 20, 1944, five months before the Liberation of Paris, Pierre 

Pucheu, Minister of the Interior to the Vichy government who had signed various orders 

of execution during the Occupation, gave the order for his own. This time not as the head 

of the tribunal, but as prisoner, tried for treason and condemned to death by General 

Charles de Gaulleôs Free French Army2. Just before daybreak the headlights of the 

gendarmerie vans cast an ominous glow over the field of the Alger hippodrome. At 6AM 

Pucheu gave the order: ñątes-vous pr°ts, Messieurs?éEn joueéFeuò (ñGentlemen, are 

you ready?...AiméFireò; my trans; Pucheu 380)! 

No visual record of Pucheuôs execution exists. A written account was appended to 

Ma vie the memoir he wrote during the short period of his incarceration. The appendix 

was written by eye-witnesses of the execution including Pucheuôs lawyer. During the 

collapse of the German Occupation and of the Vichy regime, Pucheu sought asylum in 

Algeria where De Gaulleôs Free French Army had set up headquarters. However, upon 

his arrival, Pucheu was arrested for treason which included collaboration with the 

Germans and held accountable for the murder of résistants, members of the Resistance. 

De Gaulle needed a symbol of collaboration and Pucheu filled this purpose. Pucheuôs 

execution marked the first official execution of what is known as the épuration, or the 

Purge and marked the advent of a postwar politics of complicity and dutiful citizenship in 

France that would come to the foreground with the Liberation of Paris. 

                                                 
2 Below is a brief timeline of the French governing presence in Algiers. 

1. November 1942 - Allied army arrives 

2. May 1943 - De Gaulle arrives 

3. June 1943 - Comité Français de Libération Nationale (CFLN) founded 

4. (June) 44 ï CFLN becomes Provisional Government of the French Republic 

As early as November 43 a Provisional Consultative Assembly sat is Algiers to develop what would 

become the first laws of the postwar Republic (Lottman 44). 
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The Purge was a series of expedited trials intended to punish French citizens 

known to have collaborated or suspected to have collaborated with the Germans. Its 

French term, épuration, literally ñpurification,ò further connotes the spirit of reform in 

which the trials were carried out. The trials took place from Pucheuôs execution in 1944 

to January 1951. Despite Pucheuôs ñofficialò execution in Algiers, initially the Purge in 

Occupied Paris consisted of summary executions and popular trials. The status of the 

Purge transitioned to a more legitimate due process after the Liberation. Legal trials were 

carried out until 1946 by the Provisional Government of the French Republic and then 

were carried out by the Fourth Republic. Alice Kaplan summarizes the trials as a ñsevere 

but short-lived manifestation of justiceò (79). She further reminds us that the trials ñwere 

acts of war in a partially liberated countryò (79). The ethics of the Purge further divided 

citizens loyal to P®tainôs Vichy government from those loyal to the Resistance and De 

Gaulle. The controversy which followed the Purge trials, and which still resonates today, 

concerned the legality of the procedures. Were individuals simply marked for revenge? 

Were the trials, which often lasted a mere couple of days, carried out with due process? 

And overshadowing their legality was francité, oneôs allegiance to France, and peopleôs 

response to collaboration and complicity with the Germans all of which would feature 

critically both politically and aesthetically after the Liberation of Paris. 

The Liberation of Paris on August 25, 1944 inaugurated a documentary aesthetic 

in both literature and film. However, in this chapter and the next, I will focus on the 

status of film during the Purge. My particular focus will be three films shot and released 

during this period ï La Libération de Paris, released days after the Liberation, and La 

Bataille du rail and Jéricho, both released in 1946 and directed by René Clément and 
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Henri Calef respectively. All three films document the strain of Occupation as well as 

French citizens resisting the German Occupation. These films depict the critical network 

of the Resistance including the French railway workers to also depicting various acts of 

espionage and sabotage. Following standard plot development each film erupts in either a 

climactic battle against the German army, the derailment of a German train transport, the 

bombing of a cityôs ramparts. However, the films represent more than the effort of a band 

of French citizens who share a common cause. Filmed during the Purge, I argue that they 

represent a politics of complicity and dutiful citizenship. I contend that these films 

present a distinct response to the Occupation and exemplify novel cultural codes that 

existed in the postwar era. 

Among the aforementioned representations of the Occupation and the Resistance 

that appeared after the Liberation of Paris, the collective and anonymous film project La 

Libération de Paris (1944) holds a privileged position. It is the first film to be screened in 

liberated Paris on September 1, 1944. Incidentally, by the time the film opened in Paris, 

the legal portion of the Purge was beginning as De Gaulle had relocated the Provisional 

Government from Algiers to Paris3. The film is a short 30 minute documentary with a 

voiceover narration and depicts the battle for Paris. We see episodic representations of 

the Resistance, Germans, barricaded Parisian streets, street level combat, and even De 

Gaulle. The film employs various shooting techniques such as high-angle shots to long 

                                                 
3 Later in 1945, the notable execution of French journalist Robert Brasillach would resonate within the 

production of La Bataille du rail and Jéricho and again within the public consciousness during their 

respective openings in 1946. 
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Figure 1. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 

shots of combat, including over-the-shoulder shots of résistants positioned in a window 

marking an unseen target. [Figure 1]. The filmôs climax contains tanks rolling into the 

city, shots of captured Germans, and culminates with De Gaulle marching with an 

entourage of administrators along the Champs-Élysées. In short, we see the heroic 

struggle of France against the Germans. This documentary film is, what Albert Camus 

would later call, the ñquest for legitimacyò [ñla recherche dôune l®gitimit®ò] of his 

generation, that is, the generation of those who had lived through the nihilism and 
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destruction of the first half of the twentieth century4. La Libération de Paris is part of a 

general post-Liberation effort to represent the Occupation and Resistance5. 

The first days of the Liberation of Paris were an uncertain period. Public debates 

on complicity with the Germans and the revelation of collaborators gained traction. With 

Pucheuôs execution taking place five months before the Liberation, the initial reactions to 

Pucheuôs execution reveal 60% approval while 75% felt that additional executions should 

be deferred until the Liberation. Additionally, leading up to the Liberation numerous 

impromptu tribunals were set up to expedite so-called justice. In the six administrative 

districts grouped around Toulouse for example there were 654 executions ranging from 

D-Day, June 6, 1944 to August 20 by which time most of the region had been liberated 

(Lottman 62). It was not until after the Liberation when the Provisional Government was 

relocated to mainland France when the official legal Purge would reduce the peopleôs 

tribunals and its summary executions. Herbert Lottman, in his study The Purge writes 

that after the Liberation, during the months of September 1944 and October 1944 there 

had been ñsome one thousand victims of summary executions during the liberations, and 

about a thousand others sentenced to death and executed by special tribunals, court 

martial, and resistance courtsò (74). The film, La Libération de Paris, plants the seed of 

association for francité; that is, it outlines the earliest visual conception of what it means 

to be French. The film defines loyalty to France by juxtaposing collaborators with 

                                                 
4 In 1957 Camus would receive the Nobel Prize for literature. In his speech Camus suggests that his 

generation must forge an art of living against the ñinstinct of deathò [ñlôinstinct de mortò] of the twentieth 

century, or to what he calls the ñtimes of catastropheò [ñtemps de catastropheò]. Camusô Nobel Prize 

speech will be explored briefly in chapter 3. 
5 Incidentally, documentaries about the Occupation and the Resistance were also made during the 

Occupation such as Caméras sous les bottes! (Robert Gudin, 1944). This short documentary was shot 

clandestinely in Occupied Paris with a camera hidden in a storage compartment (saddle bag) of a 

motorcycle. 
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German atrocities and makes a public spectacle of the expectations of French citizens and 

their role in the war. The figure of the résistant figures prominently which signifies an 

early cinematic representation of résistancialisme, the Gaullist myth, as conceived by 

Henri Rousso in his book The Vichy Syndrome (1987), that posits a unanimous French 

Resistance against the German Occupation. The film would etch itself in the French 

postwar consciousness. In her book, French National Cinema (1993), Susan Hayward 

remarks that La Libération de Paris depicts a ñdifferent war,ò that is, ñan imaginary 

war.ò Or as Hayward further defines this difference, the film depicts the Second World 

War as a war ñin which France did not fight except as a résistanteò ï a detail that is 

emphasized in the subsequent representations of the Occupation and the Resistance after 

the Liberation. Hayward finds that, during the post-Liberation period between August 

1944 to December 1945, eleven films about the war were made with eight being about 

the Resistance to constitute about 15% of the total film output (seventy six) (189). 

The impact of La Libération de Paris comes from various scenes and how they 

portray themes, which we can call codes. These scenes will reappear in various 

subsequent postwar representations of the Occupation and the Resistance. The codes 

constitute the combination of signs, symbols and their shared meaning within a culture. I 

employ the words ñsignsò and ñsymbolsò as separate yet connected elements. The words 

can be synonyms. For instance, signs and symbols communicate information; and in the 

film, signs and symbols that connote complicity and citizenship intersect. Although the 

words overlap to some degree in their use and meaning, in my argument there are a few 

distinctions. In particular, symbols are one type of sign. Signs are used to represent 

something that is absent by means of a photograph or an object imbued with meaning (for 
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example, a relic or a piece of the original) while symbols represents something absent by 

an arbitrary connection. For the sake of clarity, I use the distinction offered by Wendy 

Leeds-Hurwitz in her book Semiotics and Communication (1993) where a sign is a 

ñbuilding blockò and functions as a ñgeneral categoryò whereas a symbol is a ñparticular 

variety of signò (22). For example, consider the words ñpatriotò and ñtraitor.ò These 

words constitute a code, and during the Purge their respective meanings, or signification, 

depend on the dominant discourse. For instance, the gendarmerie and the milice were 

patriotic during the Occupation under the Vichy regime while the Gaullists were 

represented as the traitors. There is nothing inherently patriotic or treasonous in De 

Gaulleôs croix de Lorraine, a symbol which existed before its association with Gaullist 

patriotism. The distinction between ñpatriotò and ñtraitorò relies on a discursive 

representation and its accepted meaning. For women this distinction between ñpatriotò 

and ñtraitorò is also marked symbolically. During the Purge, French women accused of 

collaboration with the Germans had their heads shaven to signify treason. The shaven 

head, or tondue, functioned as an icon, or reference to treason and was implicitly 

juxtaposed to a woman whose head was not shorn to reference patriotism or dutiful 

citizenship. This distinction revolved around femininity and its association with unshorn 

or longer hair worn by a woman. The signs and symbols developed during the Purge, like 

those seen in La Libération de Paris, such as the tondue, become the codes that are used 

to represent the Occupation and the Resistance. Audiences would connect with these 

codes which then would foster a cultural memory. The codes then continue to appear in 

the fictional texts from the Purge and thereafter. 
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The codes, or images introduced in La Libération de Paris that would become 

recycled in a variety of films following the Liberation can vary. These codes are images 

of famous figures like Charles de Gaulle and anonymous individuals like les tondues. 

They also include sequences of film for example De Gaulle marching along the Champs-

Élysées and of tanks in Parisian neighborhoods. The idea of repeating images and scenes 

from a primary source reminds us of the argument Benjamin puts forth in his essay ñThe 

Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproductionò (1936). Benjamin concludes in his 

essay that film, like art, does not lack its presence in time and space (240-41). Rather, I 

propose that film suspends its presence in a constant and extended deferral forming a 

series of recognizable images that evoke uniformity and collectivity for a target audience. 

In the case of postwar France the reproduction of scenes of the Occupation imagines a 

narrative for a distressed society or at least a society bearing the weight of its own 

troubled francité and produces, what French historian Pierre Nora has called, lieux de 

mémoire [ñsites of memoryò]. The reproduced and recycled images from La Libération 

de Paris can be seen later in such films as Marcel Oph¿lsô polarizing documentary Le 

Chagrin et la pitié in 1966 and Ren® Cl®mentôs mega-production Paris brûle-t-il? also 

from 1966 or even later in Edgardo Cozarinskyôs La Guerre dôun seul homme from 1982. 

Scenes and images from the Occupation become iconic through their respective repetition 

and begin to connote cultural tropes with the primary source material being La Libération 

de Paris; however, it must be noted that newsreels from the Occupation become lieux de 

mémoire as well as proponents of a collective cultural memory. For the sake of continuity 

of my argument, I will limit my discussion to the footage presented in La Libération de 

Paris and omit discussions of ñactualitiéesò or newsreels from the period. 
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La Libération de Paris sets a standard for postwar representation of the 

Occupation. Its influence is noted greatly in Cl®mentôs Paris brûle-t-il? which recycles 

much of the battle sequences and the celebratory scenes for its culminating sequences. 

The film eschews the idea of a journey or the representation of an individual and it is 

estimated that more than half of the adult population viewed the film upon its release 

(Langlois, Résistance 46). La Libération de Paris represents the fight for liberty of the 

population of a besieged city, Paris. Furthermore, we see the portrayal of a mass 

movement without the idea of a singular hero ï a concept which will be underscored in 

Cl®mentôs La Bataille du rail. And yet, like La Bataille du rail, the film represents a 

group of individuals, the résistant. More markedly however, the film amplifies the city 

itself. Paris is the proverbial hero of the film which even De Gaulle acknowledges 

towards the conclusion of the film when he is seen proclaiming: ñéParis lib®r®. Lib®r® 

par lui-m°me.ò The notion of a collectivity begins here and is central to the narration that 

accompanies the images. 

Film historian Suzanne Langlois reminds us that the Paris insurrection, the subject 

in that the event was in actuality a carefully planned production (Images 465). This 

means that the seemingly haphazard appearance of the film as a spontaneous and 

incidental document of the insurrection is itself more of a newsreel. Consequently, the 

film connects with French film critic and philosopher François Nineyôs assertion 

regarding the constructed parallel between fiction and non-fiction films. Langlois notes 

that film in general during the immediate postwar years in France had a ñsocial and 

historical mission to fulfillò with a dominant association with education (Images 466). 

With such moral urgency in mind, postwar cinema of the Purge, whether conscious of its 
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own conditions and the legacy of its representations of the Occupation and the Resistance 

finds a dominant figure in the image of Charles de Gaulle. [Figure 2.]. Therefore, it is 

possible to note that De Gaulle is the unstated or implied hero who is visually celebrated 

throughout the closing shots of La Libération de Paris. 

Figure 2. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 
 

Allegiance to either Phillipe Petainôs legacy and the Vichy government or to De 

Gaulle and the anti-Vichy resistance divided France during and after the war. There are 

many shades to this division, but at stake during the Purge was francité and the dutiful 

French citizen who harbored between complicity and citizenship. 

The figure of Charles de Gaulle occupies a prominent role in the culminating 

scenes of La Libération de Paris. The film does not portray an individual or a singular 

hero. Yet, De Gaulleôs representation at the end of the film might situate him as a hero of 

the Resistance. In August 1944, one month before the Liberation of Paris and five months 
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after the execution of Pucheu, the official capacity of the Purge trials had just been 

relocated from Algiers to Paris. While the official capacity of the Purge is being 

established in Paris unofficial summary executions of citizens deemed as collaborators 

was the order of the day. The situation was dire. De Gaulle and the FFI needed to 

establish order as the planned insurrection for the end of the August was approaching. 

The climate of having a popular Purge and a legal Purge fostered a tenuous condition for 

francité. This conflict between the popular and the legal needed a resolution in order for 

France to move forward as a unified nation. Did one move forward with De Gaulle as the 

new symbol of a liberated France, or did one remain loyal to Pétain, the hero of Verdun 

and figure of indisputable patriotism? The political and national intersections between De 

Gaulle and Pétain polarized French citizens. Charles Rearick summarizes this situation 

as: ñEveryone not with [P®tain] was óanti-Franceôò (252). Rearick goes on to explain that 

P®tainôs ñnew orderò Vichy government made use of P®tainôs public image and legacy as 

a war hero to the extent that his propagandists deemed Le Mar®chal a ñMessiah, a 

Christlike figure, redeeming his fallen country and bringing salvationò or simply deemed 

P®tain to be the nation incarnate: ñP®tain is France / France is P®tainò as the lines of the 

popular song ñMar®chal, nous voil¨!ò from 1941 indicate (253). Vichy propagandists 

promoted the local rural life, the terroir, and deemed work and the land as ñsaving 

graces, the guarantors of an óeternal Franceôò (253). The Resistance by definition was a 

terrorist organization pit against the fabric of French cultural identity. De Gaulleôs 

rallying spirit against the German Occupation presented a clear binary to P®tainôs 

complicity against France which divided the public. La Libération de Paris suggests an 
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answer to the civil rift at the time of the Liberation which was to signify de Gaulle as a 

unifying and edifying symbol. 

 
Figure 3. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 

 

De Gaulleôs marching along the Champs-Élysées and the concurrent celebration 

at the Place de la Concorde carry historic and cinematic value. [Figure 3.]. In addition to 

this culminating sequence in La Libération de Paris, other notable sequences include the 

juxtaposition of shots between the Resistance and the Germans during the street fighting. 

These sequences further an iconography of the Liberation. They frame the central 

ideological opposition between francité and resistance. The themes of paranoia, 

collaboration, victory, and salvation all layer the narrative of La Libération de Paris. 

These themes play out visually on screen and in novelist Pierre Bostôs screenplay which 

is narrated by a notable résistant within the film community, Pierre Blanchar (English 

narration by Noël Coward). Furthermore, the themes would occupy postwar politics and, 

as I contend, postwar representation and mnemonic discourse of francité. Additionally, 
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the film contains shots of collaborators and their respective charge of denouncing France, 

the tondue ï women shaven and humiliated publicly, the roundup of Germans, and 

American tanks and troops. Together, these shots constitute mnemonic codes, that is, they 

become reference points for repetition and subsequent iteration for a French public of the 

mid 1940s caught in a transitional period reconceptualizing its own collective memory 

and francité. 

La Libération de Paris marks the beginning of French postwar film and 

representation of the Occupation. I qualify the filmôs status first by its initial public 

presentation on 29 August 1944 just after the liberation of Paris, by its subsequent 

dissemination throughout France, and by the publicôs presumed presence in the theaters 

to view the short documentary. I would even argue that La Libération de Paris is the first 

postwar cinematic success of France. According to the Fondation de la Résistance 

website, the limited available electricity in postwar Paris was reserved for those theaters 

showing the film increasing the possibility that it would have been seen. Secondly, I 

qualify the filmôs status by the images that become recycled in subsequent films 

representing the Occupation suggesting the influence that this film offers. In addition, I 

further qualify the filmôs significance given the postwar screenwriting success that its 

writer Pierre Bost would come to have. In short, as cited by the Fondation de la 

Résistance: ñThe Liberation of France will have been, above all, one might say, the 

liberation of French cinema.ò [ñLa Lib®ration de Paris aura ®t®, presque avant tout, 

pourrait-on dire, la lib®ration du Cin®ma fran­ais.ò Merry Bromberger in Le Livre dôor 

du cinéma français (1945) qtd in Debono.] 
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La Libération de Paris sets in motion postwar cinema, that is, a cinema that is 

one, not censored by Germans, but administered by the French themselves; and two, a 

distinct rupture from the poetic realism of the prewar period. Despite the seemingly 

haphazard production of the film, the conception and distribution of this ñquasi-

documentaryò as Susan Hayward has called it (190), were very calculated. The 

production crew of the CLCF (Comité de Libération du Cinéma français) led by Hervé 

Missir, a reporter during the Allied landing on Normandy, along with a full team divided 

Paris into ten sectors and set to the streets during the Battle for Paris between 16 and 26 

August 1944. After the De Gaulleôs triumphant march along the Champs-Élysées which 

signified the end of the Occupation of Paris, the film was quickly turned around and 

became the first film presentation of Liberated Paris on August 29, 1944 (Debono). 

 
Figure 4. From Les Enfants du paradis (1945) 

 

 

Although La Libération de Paris contains footage that will become stock for 

various subsequent representations of the Occupation and the Liberation, it is worth 
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noting that the films that would fill Parisian cinemas during the initial years of the 

Liberation would be bereft of representations of De Gaulle. For example, in 1945 the top 

three grossing French films, La Cage aux rossignols (remade in 2004 as Les Choristes), 

the much celebrated Les Enfants du paradis, and Carmen contain no explicit references 

to De Gaulle. The two latter works are period pieces which removes any potential 

recourse to evoke a temporal signifier such as De Gaulle. However, the opening credits to 

Les Enfants du paradis6, which were added after the Liberation, acknowledges its Jewish 

crew7. [Figure 4.]. Additionally, La Cage aux rossignols takes place in the 1930s but 

centers on the protagonist trying to get published in the journal La Dépêche which was 

banned after the Liberation for its collaboration and support of Pétain. [Figure 5.]. The 

following year in 1946 the top three French films contain two representations of the 

Occupation, Mission Spéciale and Le Père tranquille, and a literary adaptation, La 

Symphonie pastorale, all of which still make no direct reference to de Gaulle. There are 

two avenues to consider here. First, the respective positions of the top grossing films 

reflect what people are actually paying to see. The other consideration is the rebuilding of 

the French film infrastructure which may have influenced the increase in representations 

of the Occupation and the Resistance. 

                                                 
6 Shot in Nice during the Occupation. 
7 Alexandre Trauner and Joseph Kosma frequent collaborators with Marcel Carné had fled to the 

Unoccupied Zone after the installation in 1940 of C.O.I.C. (Comit® dôorganization de lôindustrie 

cinématographie, the Vichy organization that restricted Jewish employment in the film industry. 
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Figure 5. From La Cage aux rossignols (1945) 

 

In 1945, a little over a year after the release of La Libération de Paris, De 

Gaulleôs interim government created a ñMinistry of Reconstructionò which would 

continue to be part of the French government through the Fourth Republic and renamed 

in the Fifth Republic as the ñMinistry of Construction.ò The function of this branch was 

the literal ñreconstructionò and ñconstructionò of buildings which included theaters. In 

October of 1946, more than two years after La Libération de Paris, film was nationalized 

with the creation of the CNC, Le Centre national de la cinématographie (National Center 

for Cinematography [Cinema and the Moving Image]). The implementation of a 

regulated public entity positioned film in France to receive structural aid from the 

government in all aspects of film including production and distribution. La Libération de 

Paris predates these initiatives which are still in effect today. However, the film was part 

of the proto-national organization the CLFN which organized and funded the project in 
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the interest of creating the collective discourse which resonates in the film. In fact, the 

CLFN declared the films made during the Occupation under Vichy and/or the Germans 

as invalid (Jeancolas 13-14). 

The French film industry suffered during the Occupation. The onset of war had 

suspended French film production; and under the Occupation in 1940 much personnel 

(actors, directors, crew, etc.) either emigrated from France or fled to the Unoccupied 

Zone in the South. As Alan Williams writes in his book, Republic of Images: A History of 

French Filmmaking, French cinema under the Occupation was ñdisastrously dividedò 

finding itself with ñfacilities and capital in the Northò and ñpersonnel in the Southò (248). 

Despite the fact that C.O.I.C., the Comit® dôOrganisation de lôIndustrie 

Cinématographique (Organization Committee for the Cinema Industry), a Vichy 

sponsored agency, managed to save the French film industry from ruin, the eventual 

implementation of Vichyôs anti-Semitic laws would further divide the industry. In 1942, 

the Germans would take complete control over France and its film industry which would 

be overseen by Joseph Goebbels, the German Minister of Propaganda. French film 

production would continue but under German censorship. During the Occupation, the 

Germans managed to control much of the market and controlled French film production. 

The post-Liberation reconstruction and reanimation of the film industry fostered a wave 

of literary adaptations re-connecting France with its legacy to cinema and the arts in 

addition to releasing previously unreleased fictions films like Marcel Carn®ôs Les Enfants 

du paradis (Children of Paradise, 1945), which ran with a credit to the Resistance. As the 

French film industry regained its momentum after the liberation, representations of the 
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Occupation and the Resistance would become popular, some of which would include 

newsreels and actualités to tether itself to French collective memory. 

In October 1946, French postwar cinema underwent a careful reconstruction that 

would culminate with the establishment of the Centre national de la cinématographie 

(National Center for Cinematography), the CNC. La Libération de Paris was made 

before the CNC was founded making the film more significant because it contains the 

immediate and raw memory of the Occupation and the Resistance. That is, it contains a 

memory unmediated by a national discourse8. The memory represented in the film is 

personal to the viewers and the filmmakers. The nationalization of film and founding of 

the CNC would mediate the discourse regarding the Occupation and the Resistance, 

encounters that would result in a collective discourse towards a singular conception of 

francité. That is not to say that the CNC dictated content. However, I contend that the 

creation of an institution like the CNC would influence a collective memory of such a 

catastrophic national experience, especially during a time of reconstruction. 

Colin Crisp highlights various perspectives surrounding the development of 

French cinema after the war. La Libération de Paris demonstrates the ñclean breakò or 

the ñradical breakò that Colin Crisp notes in The Classic French Cinema 1930-1960 that 

occurred in the conception of French cinema after the war (43-44). He notes various 

perspectives that suggest the complication of cinematic continuity for France. But it is 

this film that lays the framework for the public and introduces the on-screen 

representation of the resistant, a central figure that will embody popular memory and 

become a collective representation during the latter half of the 20th century. On the one 

                                                 
8 Similary, La Bataille du rail and Jéricho are products of a pre-CNC film industry. A point which will be 

explored in chapter 2. 
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hand it is a decidedly radical shift in the production. On the other hand it is the 

consequence of a legislative framework established shortly after the Occupation. Crisp 

posits that the liberation in fact did not bring forth a new beginning, but rather that the 

ñindustrial conditions established during the war served as the foundation of postwar 

classic French cinemaò (44). Although this position is cogent and I agree with the 

framework of a classic French cinema after the war as a continuity of sorts, his argument 

puts emphasis on the economic and the political condition of 1940. I also agree with 

Crisp that the political conditions require primacy in the case of postwar cinema, but the 

postwar Purge and the aesthetic climate of a national impulse and reaction to the 

Occupation need further attention in relation to the development of film after the 

Liberation. 

Crisp provides a useful analysis of the political conditions of the Occupation in 

relation to French cinema that ultimately influenced the economics of film production, 

distribution, and exhibition. It is logical, as Crisp notes, that the Germans through their 

Occupation of France would seek control of ñthe principal systems of signification and 

representationò (45). This condition would lead to the need to purge any trace of this 

effect after the war. The aesthetic response becomes a singular experience that positions 

itself firmly alongside film. This conception functions well especially if we consider the 

nature of film as an accessible and popular art form. Leah Hewitt reminds us that French 

cinema after the war was in a singular position aesthetically in tandem with its political 

role in that after the war a cinema culture developed where ñFranceôs public audiences 

and its government officials looked on French cinema as an integral part of its postwar 

rebuilding, and more generally of its cultural patrimonyò (7). Crisp continues his analysis 
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of German-controlled cinema by pointing out that the control and monitoring of 

cinematic production by the Germans or this ñsanitizing of social consciousnessò by 

totalitarian regimes was one of ñprogressive unification with a view to nationalizationò 

and had already begun to take place with the German-controlled production agency, 

Continental Films (45). By 1944 Continental Films had achieved a major share of the 

market and allowed the Germans to control French film production. It is these political 

conditions that led to the articulation of a post-Liberation collective memory that I find 

more useful to arrange French postwar cinema. 

Postwar film critic André Bazin notes that after the war there was a lot of death on 

the screen in Europe (169, 138). In fact he continues by stating that the war was the only 

identifiable object of representation with which a European could identify collectively. 

But it is in France where the collective memory of the war becomes complicated. 

Franceôs status as both officially resisting and collaborating created a complex scenario 

for the public as it negotiated its wartime memory (Hewitt 2). Leah Hewitt points out the 

significance of film as a medium for disseminating a common memory and for gauging a 

publicôs definition of itself. It is filmôs ñaccessibility and popularity,ò she states, that 

positions it to possibly be ñthe most forceful of art forms in articulating a public sense of 

the historical and political stakes of the warò (5). La Libération de Paris established itself 

as a paradigmatic film after the war. It suggested the national and essential direction of 

the postwar memory of the war which as Hewitt further states regarding the nature of 

film in general: ñIt is an effective way to create public (national) identity via a shared 

story, a communal fiction that can organize recognizable elements of a pastðwhether as 

myth or as critical re-evaluationðas totalizing narrative or deconstructive multiplicity (5-
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6), and that ñ[i]n addition to its capacity to reflect and shape popular views of past events, 

film allows for and promotes the airing of current concerns through the lens of memoryôs 

(re)creationsò (6). It is useful then given this apt definition of film and its utility to see 

how the idea of the Resistance is portrayed in La Libération de Paris and the tone that it 

suggests for subsequent films that address the Occupation. 

The Purge promoted a collective cultural identity, or francité. Cultural identity 

involves an interplay of behavioral and symbolic systems. The behavioral system refers 

to distinguishing actions and their respective responses while the symbolic system 

represents the conventions that convey meaning. The result is a permanent yet evanescent 

condition. That is, a mutable condition dependent on the dominant discourse. Given the 

interplay previously explored, francité is the signification of the ideal citizen through 

thoughts and ideas. Advocates of the Purge articulated this ideal citizen in opposition to 

treason. For example, initially the Purge utilized rhetoric from the 1789 French 

Revolutionôs ñReign of Terror.ò The penal codes9 articulate the complicity of those guilty 

of treason by identifying acts that are against France. Furthermore, the commentary in La 

Libération de Paris connects certain scenes with the commune of the 1870s. For 

example, an image of Charles de Gaulle in 1945 the chairman of the provisional  

                                                 
9 From Herbert Lottman. The Purge. 1988. (pp. 44-47). 

Crimes to be punished were those already defined in existing legislation; no new crimes were to be created. 

Such as Articles 75 to 83 of the penal code. 

Article 75 (the principal authority for the trials) defined as a traitor punishable by death: 

 -Any French person who bears arms against France; 

-Any French person who engages in collusion with a foreign power for the purpose of encouraging 

it to wage war against Franceé 

-Any French person who, in time of war, engages in collusion with a foreign power or with its 

agents for the purpose of assisting the acts of this power against France. 

Article 76 goes on to deal with defense secrets, demoralization of the army or the nation; subsequent 

articles deal with attacks on the security of the nation (punishable by terms of hard labor), acts harmful to 

national defense (prison, fines, a five- to twenty-five year loss of civil rights. 
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Figure 6. From Le Monde Illustré (12 May 1945): De Gaulle victoire 

www.arretsurimages.net/chroniques/2015-05-09/Le-Pen-le-rouge-et-le-V-id7718 

 

government and the liberating general on the cover of Le Monde Illustré represents the 

optimism of the postwar period against the stark memories of the Occupation. [Figure 6.]. 

The future president of the Fifth Republic whose call to arms in 1940 indicated himself as 
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the person the follow10 (ñI call upon all Frenchmen who want to remain free to listen to 

my voice and to follow me.ò) and follow they did as memorialized in the final sequence 

of La Libération de Paris. While his image is loaded with optimism, its same presence is 

parodied later in the sixties. During the May 1968 students riots the image becomes a 

caricature and resonates more as a generational divider as the image bears the weight of a 

burdened administration. [Figure 7 (left)]. The image evokes change yet it is a constant 

idea that evokes the legacy of French identity as understood in the distinct silhouette of 

de Gaulle and his military hat. The fluctuating images retain the same signified content 

(de Gaulle) but its signification varies according to its composition and its context: the 

first image evokes the stoic and triumphant presence of an esteemed military leader 

which becomes its antithesis and caricaturized in 1968 during the dissolution of his 

postwar Republic. The silhouette thus suggests the absence of substance or any corporeal 

legitimacy. Subsequently, the signification of De Gaulleôs historical double valence is 

further connoted, however ironically, during the presidency of Nicolas Sarkozy, 

especially during the 2008 student protests against Sarkozyôs plans for education reform. 

[Figure 7 (right)]. A similar arc occurs for Pétain before, during, and after the war. Pétain 

represents French nationalism, a return to traditional values and ideals, yet P®tainôs 

signification fluctuates. The valence of such imagery and what essentially are codes of 

representation can be worked through a series of questions: How do images resonate 

change? What do codes offer a culture? And for the sake of the examination performed 

within the limits of this project, how do we identify change and how do we know when 

                                                 
10 Incidentally, De Gaulleôs broadcast was largely unheard in France but managed to secure his leadership 

role in the eyes of the British cabinet of Winston Churchill. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/jun/18/charles-de-gaulle-bbc-broadcast 
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there is change, or when there is a need for change? I contend that in postwar France the 

system of change in the cultural context that is motivated through signification is 

understood through the political lens of the Purge which continue to resonate beyond 

their specific legal existence of the late forties of Liberated Paris. 

 
Figure 7. From Le Figaro (10 Oct. 2015): ñChienlitò: De Gaulle / Sarkozy 

www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2015/10/15/chienlit-ce-mot-mis-a-l-index_4790489_823448.ht  
 

As a film La Libération de Paris is not just a vehicle for memory or an historical 

document, it is an exercise in style. And this style, I contend, comes from the period of 

the Purge that puts forth the problematic relationships among French citizens and the 

various ideological positions with which a citizen can identify. The film would be well 

defined as a documentary; however, François Niney reminds us that a documentary ï 

here understood to be a narrative representing nonfiction or fact ï cannot stand without, 

or is always imbued with, the fictive. In his study Le Documentaire et ses faux-semblants 

(2009), Niney suggests that the shot, the basic element of a film, and which fiction films 
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and documentaries are based, transforms real time into a narrative; and that the fiction 

fil m can act or pretend to be a documentary because no shot can prove its referent (62, 

78). 

Let us consider for a moment three respective types of films and their relationship 

to representation of the Occupation. La Libération de Paris is a documentary. I refer 

again to Nineyôs thoughts on the genre. La Libération de Paris ñdocumentsò the event 

referenced in its title ï the insurrection of Paris against the German Occupation at the end 

of August 1944. Niney likens the contrast between the genres documentary and fictional 

films to the difference between the essay and the novel (16). He reminds us of the 

common characteristics of a documentary, often highlighted in its dictionary definition ï 

the opposition of real imaginary: the didactic purpose which is not a fictional film. 

However, to avoid epistemological complications suggested by these oppositions, Niney 

surmises that both fiction films and documentaries can have a didactic, or informative, 

capacity. He proposes that the documentary could just as well be a boring fictional film 

burdened with commentary, while acknowledging that this position does not account for 

fiction films with voice-over narration (16). Niney uses this playful approach to highlight 

a central characteristic of the differences in genre among films, the relation to the real. 

Niney proposes that the nature of a documentary should be determined not by its content 

but by the form (i.e. interaction between the camera and the world), the mode of address, 

and the belief demanded from the audience: 

[L]e caractère documentaire ne serait pas déterminé par le seul contenu 

(informatif) mais par la forme (dôinteraction cam®ra/monde) et par le 

mode dôadresse (s®rieux et non feint) et de croyance (plut¹t 

anthropologique et historique) demandé au spectateur. (17) 
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The character of a documentary would not be determined soley by the 

content (informative) but by the form (interaction of camera and world) 

and by its tone (serious and genuine) and by the trust (most likely 

anthropological and historical) demanded of the spectator. (my trans.) 

 

It is this characteristic which contributes to the development of cultural memory. 

La Libération de Paris comprises a commentary written by Pierre Bost and 

narrated by the actor Pierre Blanchar and stood for two noteworthy objectives in its 

original conception. First it was to serve as a testimony to the Parisian revolt against the 

Germans, and second it was to set the standard for future newsreels that the CLCF would 

release in liberated France. These newsreels in fact would come to occupy a greater 

presence than the American run newsreels of Le Monde libre (Debono). 

To understand the condition of film under consideration here, it is necessary to 

examine different modes of memory involved and what these differences suggest. 

Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities reminds us of the codifying nature of print 

language for mnemonic national discourse. Anderson suggests that novels and 

newspapers ñprovided the technical means for óre-presentingô the kind of imagined 

community that is a nationò (25). This technical aspect of print creates a mechanical 

method of developing a discourse. The twentieth century introduces a new technical 

means, that is, a new mode of memory: the moving image. Film serves memory in a more 

identifiable and accessible structure through its visual composition. 

Richard Terdiman in his examination of 19th century cultural memory and 

representation puts forth two points that I would like to consider as I see the development 

of representation in the 20th century. First, in relation to print culture and newspapers in 

particular, Terdiman observes that ñthe daily paper was arguably the first consumer 

commodityé[and] became the most ubiquitous example of the habits of consciousness 
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and of socioeconomic practice which in more explicit, thematic forms it sought to impart 

to its audienceò (Discourse 120). He argues that newspapers sold a ñtransformed 

perception of its cultureò (Discourse 120) and essentially embodied the dominant 

discourse of the middle class. Incidentally, Terdiman examines newspapers along with 

department stores as subsystems of the emerging dominant discourse of the 19th century. 

Terdimanôs articulation of the function of newspapers is significant here because the 

newspaper constituted a technical composition of daily life, that is, it was a sign system 

that had organized social life much in the same way that Anderson argues for print 

language. Elsewhere, Terdiman introduces his notion of a ñmemory crisisò which he 

suggests is a disarticulation of time and subjectivity where recollection ceases to integrate 

with consciousness. In short, a ñmemory crisisò is a sense that oneôs past has evaded 

memory (Part 3-4). For Terdiman, a ñmemory crisisò is more complicated than simply 

forgetting something over time. In fact it is quite the opposite. A ñmemory crisisò is the 

incoherence between recollection and consciousness. It is a cultural stress where the rapid 

alteration of the present disrupts the coherence of a peopleôs relation to their history. 

Terdiman finds this ñcrisisò to exist in the representation of memory in the 19th centuryôs 

post-Revolutionary writers who contested the hegemonies of the era and who contributed 

to what we hold as modernism (modernité). Terdimanôs argument for and development of 

a ñmemory crisisò is hinged on a social perturbation in France after the 1789-1815 

Napoleonic Revolution. The Liberation of Paris inaugurated a new mode in French 

history and culture, and the post-Occupation Purge evoked a cultural stress not seen in 

France since the social flux of the 19th century revolutionary period. In a span of less than 

ten years during the Second World War the French government shifted from the 
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democratic governance of the third republic to P®tainôs fascist French state to a 

Provisional government and ultimately to the short-lived Fourth Republic. The period in 

question here demonstrates a series of revolving governments each with its own 

ideological agenda acting in the service of the national interest. The postwar Purge 

instated a similar mnemonic rupture in the disruption of the ideological expectations 

fostered by the Liberation and by De Gaulleôs concurrent speeches. There is a disruption 

of consciousness during this period and the Purge in particular denotes a cultural stress. A 

cultural stress reminiscent of the 19th century revolutionary period. The Purge created a 

lived experience of paranoia and fear that was reminiscent, or what seemed as an 

extension, of the Occupation. While the Occupation is known as Les années noires [the 

ñDark Yearsò], one might consider the period of the Purge as the ñDarker Years.ò The 

effect was beyond the intelligible and graspable and stunted the continuity of history. The 

Purge trials and the provisional government were a move away from the conditions of the 

Occupation, but it was impossible to resurrect the grandeur of the prewar period. 

Terdiman bases his theoretical framework in the 19th century and not in the century of the 

moving image. Yet, Terdiman recontextualizes Andersonôs use of print language by 

layering it with the dynamic of social interplay. The textual production of print memory 

required literacy and distribution of the text for public consumption. Newspapers 

certainly provided this resource for the public as Terdiman points out; however, the 

introduction of film and its effect in the twentieth century and more specifically in the 

postwar period as I am arguing, employed images to evoke principles of culture and 

identity, or francité, avant la lettre. Film made memory more accessible to the masses in 
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the dissemination of a collective discourse making it more successful than print media in 

creating an imagined community. 

Michel Foucault articulates this idea effectively in an interview for Le Cahier de 

Cinéma in 1974. The interview titled, ñFilm and Popular Memoryò uses the recent 

election, at the time, of Val®ry Giscard DôEstaing as president of France in conjunction 

with the rise of the la mode rétro in film to examine popular memory and representations 

of the Occupation and the Résistance in a post-Gaullist France. Foucault notes the 

political complication of the right, that is, of the national right of De Gaulle and of the 

collaborating right of P®tain. He suggests that the two are ñinextricably linkedò and the 

current election of DôEstaing in addition to the influx of films like Le Chagrin et la pitié, 

Louis Malleôs Lacombe Lucien (1974), or even The Night Porter (Il portiere di note, dir. 

Liliana Cavani, 1974) point to a healing of the breach between them. Furthermore, the 

fact that the exoneration of the right by de Gaulle which had ended, as Foucault 

describes, with the election of DôEstaing, presents an ñold rightò that is ñcoming back 

into the lime-lightò (25). The condition, as Foucault sees it, is a struggle over popular 

memory. Popular memory is the memory of the people, that is, of the individuals who are 

ñbarred from writing, from producing their books themselves, from drawing up their own 

historical accountsò (25). Foucault reminds us that these people nevertheless have their 

own way of recoding memory which was more active during the 19th century. These 

memories would be transmitted orally or through songs for example. Foucault continues 

by contextualizing popular memory in the postwar era, and more contemporarily in a 

post-Gaullist era, as having been successfully obstructed by various apparati, like film, to 

reprogram popular memory. He summarizes his idea simply: ñSo people are shown not 
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what they were, but what they must remember having beenò (25). Foucault isolates a 

political crossroads to present a shift in consciousness and a shift in awareness of the 

history of France, especially as it relates to the Occupation and the Résistance. The 

primary theme he isolates in the films and the history written so far had been of 

representations of heroes (de Gaulle, Churchill, etc) and the absence of a popular struggle 

which Le Chagrin et la pitié calls into question. Le Chagrin et la pitié complicates the 

heroic memory of the past to re-present the official history of the experience in the guise 

of ñwhat really happened.ò The effect is the disruption of a mythology of the war and the 

rise of a social ambiguity in a post-Gaullist period which urges the French public to 

question the official history of what they have been told and to effect a perspective that, 

in addition to the absence of heroes, was an absence of a struggle. Later, French historian 

Henri Rousso in his book, The Vichy Syndrome (1991), would refer to this Gaullist 

mythology as résistancialisme. Foucault further contextualizes the contemporary climate 

by asking if it would be possible to make a positive film about the struggle of the 

Résistance at the moment. Foucaultôs observations on the period help explain for instance 

the critical rejection of Paris brule-t-il? and the box-office success of the comedy La 

Grande vadrouille in 1966. Yet Foucault understands that the complication he observes 

and his insistence on a popular memory are not simply about the disruption of the hero 

discourse of the postwar period: ñThe problemôs not the hero, but the struggle. Can you 

make a film about a struggle without going through the traditional process of creating 

heroes?ò (26). The conditions presented by Foucault urge us to rethink the films of the 

immediate postwar. If la mode rétro presents the end of Gaullism, what does La 

Libération de Paris present? At the time of the Liberation there is no distinct film 
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movement or style. The classic style of the ñTradition of Qualityò (La Tradition de 

qualité) is forthcoming which will lead to its successor in the New Wave (La Nouvelle 

vague). The early days of Liberation during the Purge consist of a nascent postwar film 

industry organized by the CLCF, La Comité de liberation du cinéma français (The 

Committee for the Liberation of Cinema), a creative team that would later gain individual 

notoriety for their own work11. This early film movement contains the seeds of Gaullism 

which will flower shortly during the Fourth Republic with the election of Vincent Auriol 

in 1947. 

The insurrection in Paris against the Germans marked a new paradigm in the 

development of film. Insofar as the Liberation of Paris initiated a liberated cinema, the 

political condition of postwar France in one way constricts yet also fosters the aesthetic 

impulse of works that address the recent events of the war. The impulse to identify and 

bring down collaborators after the war grasp the collective memory of the French public. 

French individual memory and the private experience of the Occupation became a public 

spectacle. La Libération de Paris demonstrates the genesis of a collective memory and 

portrays the critical issues that will govern French collective memory through discursive 

combat up to the twenty-first century. ñMemory,ò Jan Assmann notes, ñis the faculty that 

enables us to form an awareness of selfhood (identity), both on the personal and on the 

collective levelò (Communicative 109). Conceived during a period of crisis, or as 

previously explored, a ñmemory crisis,ò La Libération de Paris offers a framework of the 

recent events in a mnemonic narrative for a French public that just four days prior had 

watched de Gaulle march along the Champ-Élysées. The memory seen on-screen rallies 

                                                 
11 For example, in 1954 alone two of the top films of that year belong to two members of this committee: 

Jacques Becker, Touchez pas au grisbi, and Jean Paul Le Chanois, Papa, maman, la bonne, et moi. 
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its viewers within the cinemas of a politically divided French public. La Libération de 

Paris proposes the direction for an ideologically unified French public in what will 

become résistancialisme ï the myth of a collective unanimous Resistance. 

La Libération de Paris was produced prior to the nationalization of the film 

industry in the midst of the civil disorder of the Purge. There is a general feeling of 

reconstruction after the liberation of Paris. It is a period of national reconstruction of both 

the film industry and of francité. The tumult of the Purge casts a political shadow for the 

other films of the period.12 La Libération de Paris filled Parisian cinemas upon its debut 

and La Bataille du rail went on to win the Jury Prize and the Director prize at the Cannes 

film festival the same year. This signification becomes more evident as the genres of 

films shift into the sixties with dramas and comedies and still even later into the late 20th 

and early 21st centuries with a diverse signified content which one suspects was always 

already present but had remained untold. 

La Libération de Paris determines codes of representation and many of the 

symbols that are prevalent in postwar French cinema such as the image of the résistant. 

The film follows a chronology of events that culminated nicely in terms of narration with 

a climactic battle and subsequent celebration. Yet the film is also only half an hour in 

length with a script by Pierre Bost and narrated by Pierre Blanchar. The brevity of the 

film offers snapshots that become cinematic fodder. However, as the first cinematic 

release in liberated Paris, postwar representations of the Occupation and the Resistance 

were only barely underway and by extension so was the effort to define francité. 

                                                 
12 The three films represent the same period in question but they do so very differently. The three films 

currently being analyzed, La Libération de Paris, La Bataille du rail, and Jéricho, are not an exhaustive 

list. Rather, they have been singled out for their distinct forms which facilitate a general survey of post-

Liberation representations of the Occupation and the Resistance. 
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Chapter 2: Purpose, Intention, and the Purge 

in La Bataille du rail and Jéricho 

 
The Liberation of Paris in August 1944 generated a liberated French cinema. The 

first film of Liberated Paris was the appropriately titled documentary La Libération de 

Paris which recounted the Paris insurrection against the Germans and their surrender all 

of which had happened a few days before the filmôs release. The film captured the 

tension of the Occupation, the valor of the Resistance, and culminated with General 

Charles de Gaulleôs triumphant march along the Champs-Élysées. La Libération de Paris 

exemplifies the significance of film during the postwar reconstruction of the French film 

industry. Additionally, it fostered francité during the tumult of the Purge ï the postwar 

initiative to filter French society of its complicity with the German Occupation. La 

Libération de Paris stimulated a category of cinematic representations of the Occupation 

and the Resistance. After the Liberation, the Purge expanded. It grew from a public 

initiative to a legal procedure to criminalize collaboration with the Germans and gained 

greater prominence in the public imagination. The film industry continued to explore 

francité ï the relationship between the dutiful citizen and the Occupation. The question of 

complicity or resistance impressed significant social pressure on postwar France. In 1946, 

the films La Bataille du rail by Ren® Cl®ment and Henri Calefôs Jéricho stand as 

representative examples during the Purge for their articulation of francité. The films use 

signs and symbols to mitigate the Purge and to cultivate a collective memory of the 

Occupation and the Resistance. 

Henri Calefôs Jéricho offers a distinct representation of francité that is worth 

exploring first. Like La Libération de Paris, Jéricho juxtaposes the oppression of the 

Occupation with the exhilaration of Liberation. Unlike La Libération de Paris, Jéricho is 
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a more complex narrative of liberation. The theme of Liberation is central to both films 

and is the general theme of most representations of the Occupation and the Resistance. La 

Libération de Paris addresses who liberated Paris by showing that it is Paris, as De 

Gaulle asserts in the film, who liberates itself thus personifying the city and signifying its 

population. The American army which is known to have participated in the Liberation 

has a passive role in the film which focalizes the act of liberation to the French and the 

Resistance and contextualizes it as a proto-résistancialiste film. For Jéricho, francité and 

the Resistance figure prominently, yet résistancialisme is only marginally represented. It 

shows the claustrophobia of the period while complicating the condition of French 

citizens. Furthermore, although the Resistance plays a role in the film, its heroes are 

pilots of the British Royal Air Force, the RAF. These factors make Jéricho less glorious 

than La Libération de Paris or even than La Bataille du rail (which will be explored 

later) all of which result in an early example of the strain in the collective memory of the 

Occupation. 

Jéricho was released on December 14, 1946. It tells of the liberation by the 

British Royal Air Force (RAF) of an unnamed town (which turns out to be Amiens) in 

which the German army is scheduled to execute fifty inhabitants of the town. Jéricho 

depicts heroism but the heroism of the résistant is elided. The film includes a dedication 

and an epilogue that reference the RAF as the liberator of the town with the Resistance 

playing a supporting role. Unlike La Libération de Paris or even La Bataille du rail, 

liberation in Jéricho is portrayed as the effect of external forces. Jéricho does not 

represent the encomium of a self-made liberation which De Gaulle bestows on Paris at 

the end of La Libération de Paris. Instead, the RAF delivers the freedom. 
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In an article published one year after the Liberation, Jean-Paul Sartre observes: 

ñThese days, if a man isnôt willing to say that Paris liberated itself, he is taken for an 

enemy of the peopleò (Liberation 161). Here Sartre comments on the agency of the 

Resistance and its legitimacy one year later. He provides a window into the Purge and the 

burgeoning résistancialisme of 1946 to suggest a dubious agency of the Resistance in the 

Liberation. Sartre indicates that résistantialisme, avant la lettre, was already an aspect of 

postwar collectivity. Regarding the Resistance, Sartre states that the Liberation was the 

result of Allied forces and posits wryly that ñ[o]ne does notédrive out people who are 

leaving of their own free will, and by the time the insurrection first broke out the 

Germans had already begun to evacuate the cityò (Liberation 161). A year after Sartreôs 

article, Jéricho would echo Sartreôs assertion and represent liberation by the RAF. 

Despite résistants only marginally effecting liberation, Jéricho emphasizes human 

agency in freedom. That is, the ñpower of freedomò which Sartre acknowledges in the 

previously mentioned article and which Sartre underscores as the essentially unifying 

principle of the Paris insurrection irrespective of the impact of the Resistance: 

All Paris felt, during that week in August, that it still had a chance, that it could 

still win over the machine; and even if the battle had ended with the crushing of 

the Resistance forces, as it did in Poland, these few days would have been enough 

to prove the power of freedom. So it makes little difference that the FFI did not 

strictly speaking, liberate Paris from the Germans: at each instant, behind each 

barricade and on each street they exercised freedom for themselves and for each 

Frenchman. (163) 

 

Jéricho is a representation of an historical experience ï the liberation of fifty 

hostages at Amiens scheduled for execution after the murder of two German officers. 

Aerial documentary footage contributes to an effect of realism and serves as an homage 

to the British Royal Air Force. The film portrays the townôs inhabitants as fearful yet 
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spirited victims of the Occupation, the Resistance as a small and restive and almost 

ineffectual enclave, the Germans as impersonal aggressors, and the British Royal Air 

Force as valiant heroes despite their limited on-screen presence. 

The film presents the isolation of the Resistance and the RAF while presenting 

their interdependence. The Resistance and the RAF are working towards the same goal of 

liberation yet the film presents a difference their respective force and authority. The 

townôs inhabitants (which I categorize here as non-résistants) are in their homes, the 

résistants are in their hideouts (and their homes), the British army is geographically 

isolated, and even the patrolling German soldiers appear isolated from the town they 

occupy. All of these factions are interdependent yet the film presents how they come 

together at a single point in history. 

 
Figure 8. From Jéricho (1946) 

Jéricho begins with a standard title screen and opening credits over a background 

soundtrack of a German military march. The marching boots of the German soldiers 
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signify the oppressive regime and serves as a leitmotif for the German army. Unlike La 

Libération de Paris which employed cultural codes that were politically motivated (i.e. 

les tondues, De Gaulle), Jéricho imbues a mundane object: the boot, with the 

signification of standing in for the German army. This example of metonymy produces a 

new cultural code that will function alongside those already introduced in La Libération 

de Paris. The marching becomes a thematic element at two poignant scenes in the film. 

 
Figure 9 From Jéricho (1946) 

 

The first scene is in the opening of the film. This scene establishes the tone of the 

omnipresent German soldiers. The cadence of their boots tramping around the town is 

menacing yet it concurrently disempowers the soldiers because it signals to the townôs 

inhabitants of their approach. The shots of the marching soldiers vary from either close-

up tracking shots of the marching boots to long shots of the marching soldiers. [Figures 8 

and 9]. The emphasis is on the boots and their sound as the soldiers are reduced to 

faceless automatons. The second scene comes near the end of the film before the planned 
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execution. In this scene German soldiers march in formation to the execution site. [Figure 

10]. This second scene is the prelude to the air-raid by the Royal Air Force that will 

destroy the German hold on this town and provide the culmination to the allusion 

established in the title of the fortified biblical town of Jericho13 and to the destruction of 

its walls. Despite the foreboding presence of the soldiers, there is a disempowering of the 

German soldiers in both scenes. A similar effect occurs in the opening scene of the film. 

Here, the sound of the boots ends abruptly when the dialogue in a café commences. 

Although the rupture could have been a technical limitation in sound editing, this rupture 

connotes the significance of the citizenôs voice over the marching boots. The voice of the 

citizen takes precedence over the threatening presence of the Germans.  

 
Figure 10. From Jéricho (1946) 

 

                                                 
13 Incidentally, the film takes its title from the historical raid by the Royal Air Force: Operation Jericho ï so 

called because of the rampart surrounding the town. 
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Leah Hewitt reminds us that postwar French cinema conforms to French historian 

Ernest Renanôs assertion of forgetfulness in the development of a national consciousness 

which Benedict Anderson also echoes in Imagined Communities. Hewitt points out that 

De Gaulleôs heroic vision of France galvanized a mythos of résistancialisme that 

appeared markedly on the screen (10). But such a vision of France is absent during the 

immediate postwar period of the Purge. The immediate postwar period is largely glossed 

over by Hewitt with the indication that ñan abundance of films about the war appeared 

before the French public,ò and noting that twenty ñheroicò war films were made in 1945 

and that between 1946 and 1948 France averaged about three films per year on the topic 

(35). In short, Hewitt does not adequately explore the period in question. The question to 

explore then is not simply why were these films of such interest, but how or to what 

extent were these films engaged in the poetics of reconstruction, or more specifically in 

the process of the Purge which can be understood as an ideological turn that fostered an 

aesthetic and political response in the collective consciousness of the French public? 

While any selection of films might sufficiently explore this question, I have 

chosen the two films for this chapter for their singularity in terms of representation about 

the Resistance. In particular, I am interested in the imagery that presents an idealized 

French public. By extension, I want to show how this imagery demonstrates an implicit 

relation to the Purge which is part of the cultural fabric and the psyche of a French 

audience viewing these films. Most importantly however, the films were selected for their 

popular acclaim in French cinema as suggested by Simon Simsiôs numbers in his 

impressive guide, Ciné-passions (2000). While La Libération de Paris does not appear on 

this list, it provides the framework for working within this context and provides some of 
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the visual vocabulary and the images that will be recycled which establish referential 

continuity among the viewing public. 

What makes this film about the Resistance and the Occupation? Despite the 

temporal markers: homage to the RAF and the presence of Germans marching in the 

town; what are the signs that categorize Jéricho as a representation of the Occupation? 

Renowned French film critic André Bazin notes that Jéricho is a respectable film but 

suffers because of its dialogue (110). As he puts it, the Resistance is a ñsubject that 

doesnôt have a high tolerance for dialogueò (198). According to Bazin, a film signifying 

the Resistance should contain a prevalence of documentable ñactions,ò that is, codes that 

one can associate with the Resistance. 

By comparison, recall that the actions documented in La Libération de Paris are 

underscored by a voice-over narration. As a documentary, La Libération de Paris is 

expositional; Jéricho, a fictional film, presents an intersection of filmic demands. It 

commemorates the action of the RAF and it presents a story of the internal conflicts 

among the hostages. Interestingly, it includes a collaborator as a charcater. This character 

indicates the period and signifies a distinctive action in the recent memory of its 

contemporary French audience. The image of a collaborator distinguishes this film and 

positions the film as a document of immediate postwar experience. Calef uses close-ups 

to evoke critical moments for the viewer as in the confessional scene and during the 

marching sequences of German soldiers. 

A French audience of 1946 would be familiar with the framework of signs that the 

film evokes. Jéricho and La Bataille du rail are both released in 1946 with La Bataille du 

rail becoming the paradigmatic film of the Resistance. In 1944 when La Libération de 
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Paris was released the episodic images of tondues, of Germans, of fighting in the streets 

and of the heroism of the Resistance against the backdrop of Paris flood the screen. 

[Figures 11,12, and 13.]. 

 
Figure 11. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 

 

 
Figure 12. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 
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Figure 13. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 

 

Audiences also see De Gaulle as the liberator and benefactor of Liberation 

receiving a bouquet of flowers from a grateful citizen. [Figure 14.]. Historian Charles 

Rearick points out in his book, The French in Love and War (1997) that the French 

public throughout its wars of the twentieth century were in constant negotiation of how to 

articulate its past into a contemporary situation of war in order to maintain a positive and 

mythological approach to its self-identity. Rearick illustrates that Les Enfants du paradis 

which debuted in Paris of March 1945 reaches beyond the idyllic prewar years into the 

mid-nineteenth century to evoke the time honored image of the ñle petit people.ò In fact, 

Les Enfants du paradis occupies a definitive role in the perception of postwar French 

cinema in that among the top grossing French films that year, it is the only film currently 
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distributed widely.14 Although La Libération de Paris was the first billed film of postwar 

France and received a positive response across France and beyond, Les Enfants du 

paradis is the first popular postwar fiction film, especially in Paris.15 The significance of 

this position can be underscored by the symbol of a flower, a subtle icon that would later 

resonate in some of Cl®mentôs early films. 

 
Figure 14. From La Libération de Paris (1944) 

The image of the flower, Rearick notes, became prominent in the postwar cultural 

life (271). As Parisian nightlife resumed to its prewar grandeur during the Purge, Maurice 

Chevalierôs song ñFleur de Parisò which debuted in October of 1944, became a popular 

favorite among the French public (271). The titular flower signifies francité. As 

                                                 
14 The top grossing film in France in 1946 is The Great Dictator (1940) by Charlie Chaplin from the United 

States. 
15 Actuallly, Les Enfants du paradis is a special case in which the film was released after having been made 

during the Occupation. 
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expressed in the song, the flower has kept its colors ï blue, white, and red ï after four 

years and blossoms with hope: 

Pendant quatre ans dans nos coeurs 

Elle a gardé ses couleurs, 

Bleu, Blanc, Rouge, 

Avec lôespoir elle a fleuri, 

Fleur de Paris. (ñFleur de Parisò 00:00:48-00:01:02) 

For four years in our hearts 

She kept her colors, 

 Blue, White, Red, 

With hope she blossomed, 

Flower of Paris. (my trans.) 

 

The song invokes the pervasive and probable resistance of many citizens in the 

role of public service including the grocer, tax collector, pharmacist, etc. all of whom 

have cared for or nurtured the flower. In Cl®mentôs films the flower would generate a 

similar association as its portrayal lies with characters who embody dutiful citizenship ï 

Public servants, résistants, and children. 

Cl®mentôs use of flowers demonstrates a similar francité as articulated in ñFleur 

de Paris.ò For example, in Le Père tranquille (1946) Noël-Noël plays an insurance 

agent/clandestine leader of the local Resistance unit who uses his orchid nursery to 

conceal his true identity. Also, in Jeux interdits (1952) the young protagonist, Paulette, 

carries a flower-adorned necklace which Michel, the boy who endears himself to the 

recently orphaned Paulette, tries to hide when she is taken by the gendarmes in charge of 

retrieving lost children to return them to the Red Cross. These two films function as 

bookends to the imagery of the flower that begins with the popular song ñFleur de 
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Paris.16ò Le Père tranquille was released shortly after La Bataille du rail in 1946 and 

Jeux interdits was released in 1952. These films coincide with the years of the Purge. It is 

probable that Clément did not intentionally create this bookend treatment. However, the 

timing of the films and their respective use of flowers function as symbolic markers of 

the period. 

The aftermath of the liberation of Paris required significant reconstruction in 

order to reconstitute both Parisian life and the public psyche. In Paris of September 1944 

cinematic activity was minimal. There was a shortage of studios especially since the 

largest and most productive studio of the Occupation, Continental Films, had been run by 

the Germans. These conditions are outlined in greater detail in Jean Cocteauôs production 

diary for La Belle et la bête, a film which would eventually be released in 1946 

(Jeancolas). Despite these and other conditions of film production, Parisian night-life 

would soon return and Clément would put together his most notable work of the period: 

La Bataille du rail. 

In 1946 La Bataille du rail became a popular success and immediately occupied a 

singular, almost mythical position in French cinema which is still true today. Its popularity 

alone in particular allows us to contextualize the film in terms of collective memory. It 

quickly became a highly celebrated film and appeared at the first Cannes Film Festival the 

same year and won both the Jury Prize and the Grand Prix (International Best Director).17 

To underscore this point, Noah McLaughlin in his book French War Films and National 

                                                 
16 To some degree, Les Enfants du paradis contributes to this imagery through the eponymously named 

love-interest in the film, Garance. Flowers comes to stand in for the character played by Arletty. 

Additionally, the characterôs name is also the word for a type of flowering plant, garance. Although Les 

Enfants du paradis was released after the liberation and its flower imagery corresponds to the period in 

question, the film was actually made during the Occupation and predates the song. 
17 Also, in 2010 the film was one of the official selections of the Cannes Classics and was digitally restored 

and re-released on DVD. 
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Identity concludes that ñ[La Bataille du rail] was a story that the French wanted to tell and 

be toldò (116). McLaughlin also suggests there are three distinct features that surround La 

Bataille du rail: 1) It was the most celebrated film of its time, 2) It has a documentary-like 

aesthetic, and 3) It eschews the Western convention of an individual protagonist for a 

collective one. Consequently, the film offers its own perspective of portraying (and 

possibly recovering) a divided francité. La Bataille du railôs representation of the 

cheminots demonstrates collectivity through the activity of the Resistance. While the 

content of La Bataille du rail appeals to collectivity and embodies postwar francité, the 

form in which the content is communicated is worth exploring as well. 

La Bataille du rail  is part documentary and part fictional film. The documentary 

film footage evokes a sense of realism.18 Cl®mentôs early work in the 1930s as a 

cameraman and director of short documentaries influenced this aspect of the film 

(Williams 303). In fact, Clémentôs work on a documentary of the Resistance Railway 

Workers entitled Résistance-Fer would become the feature length film La Bataille du 

rail . The use of documentary or stock-footage to evoke realism was a feature of films 

about the war during this period, as was seen with Jéricho. While Le Père tranquille was 

more of a character analysis portraying individual résistants, La Bataille du rail focuses 

on collective action for its representation. Although there was an uptick in film 

production, the postwar film industry was still recovering. 

                                                 
18 Bazin actually says that this was one of the faults of the film that, as he defines it, prevented it from 

achieving the unity of style of a masterpiece: ñlôemp°che dôacc®der ¨ lôunit® de style dôun chef-dôoeuvreò 

(151). He notes that: ñCon­u ¨ lôorigine comme un documentaire, partiellement comment®, il semble que le 

film ait souffert de son ®tirement final. Sauf exception, un 2400 m¯tres ne saurait se passer dôune histoire.  

Lôintrigue est ici ¨ la fois insuffisante dans sa construction dramatique et un peu confuse dans son 

d®veloppement.  Le film nôa plus la nudit® du documentaire sans se d®cider tout ¨ fait ¨ nous int®resser 

dôabord  ses personnages et ¨ leur histoireò (151-152). 
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National reconstruction and the Purge seemed like inauspicious conditions for 

film production. Nevertheless, Clément was an industrious filmmaker during the Purge. 

In addition to Le Père tranquille and La Bataille du rail, Cl®mentôs other films during 

this period include Les Maudits (1947) and Au-delà des grilles (1949). Liberated France 

provided the opportunity to return to prewar conditions of cultural entertainment, and yet 

La Bataille du rail reflects the problematic process of postwar film production. The initial 

production of La Bataille du rail was for it to be a short film documenting the French 

railway workers, les cheminots. As production continued and as Clément screened 

portions to backers of the film, he garnered more interest in the film until it became what 

it is today ï a feature length film representing various stories of the railway workers 

including their derailment of a German artillery transport. Its final sequence represents 

the victory of the résistant-railway workers. La Bataille du rail culminates with in the 

capture of the German soldiers and the declaration of liberation of a provincial French 

town. During production, Cl®ment is working within the interim governmentôs ñMinistry 

of Reconstructionò and in the shadow of the Comité français de libération nationale 

which saw the production and distribution of La Libération de Paris one year earlier. 

Moreover, La Bataille du rail was released in 1946 before the creation of the Centre 

national de la cinématographie (CNC) and its eventual lois dôaide in 1948 which would 

ensure financial support for the creation of French films. Despite these conditions, La 

Bataille du rail was a success. La Bataille du rail would not be glossed over as one of 

many. Instead it would stand out as a singular achievement in the representation of the 

Resistance and as an early contributor to the promotion of a mythos of the Resistance 

which would polarize the French public during the Purge. The paradigm that these early 
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postwar years created was a binary of those who collaborated versus those who did not, 

and if one was not a collaborator then one presumably was a member of the Resistance. 

During the Purge, the French film industry was reorganized to engage more 

directly with national identity and the effects of the Occupation. As a result numerous 

feature films about the Resistance were made. These films addressed francité not just for 

the nation and for how it perceived itself, but for audiences abroad as well. This aspect of 

the films was important given the visible divisions of France during the Occupation and 

the ongoing civil division of the Purge. La Bataille du rail emphasizes resistance and 

more specifically the theme of ñactionò which resonated with Sartreôs proposition of 

social responsibility and engagement. Cl®mentôs La Bataille du rail exhibits this aspect 

of engagement through its distinct form and content as part fiction film and part 

documentary about the actions of the Resistance19 during the Occupation. 

The suturing of documentary and fictional film in La Bataille du rail creates a 

stylistic overlapping. The overlapping can be read allegorically as a reconstitution of a 

divided francité and cultural memory. In much of the scholarship on the film, the Purge is 

often just the historical backdrop during the filmôs production. For instance, Sylvie 

Lindepergôs article ñPolitical and Narrative Ambiguities in La Bataille du railò considers 

the political tug of war during the filmôs production which involved various groups offering 

Clément financial support seeking to mediate representation and political allegiance in the 

film. However, there is no interpretation of the climate to imply its influence on Clément 

or on the production of the film itself. Ultimately, the Purge and its political transition 

                                                 
19 From this point forward I use the term Resistance to refer to both the railway workers, about whom the 

film concentrates, and the maquis who also play a significant role in the film but seem to occupy a critical 

yet marginal role of resistance in the film. 



62 

 

 

complicate any potential aesthetic postwar cinematic intention. I contend that La Bataille 

du rail fulfills a purpose. Contemporary viewers of the film constitute citizens in the midst 

of social and political reconstruction which stirs a particular effect in this audience. The 

idea is analogous to the politically minded scope of literary creations which Sartre qualifies 

with his notion of engagement. 

Film scholar Suzanne Langlois observes that postwar cinema in 1946 demonstrates 

a shift. She asserts that immediate representations of the Occupation were ñusing the 

Resistance instead of serving itò ï which made many earlier examples disappointing. 

According to Langlois, the earlier representations were disappointing until release of La 

Bataille du rail which ñimposed its aesthetic and emotional weight on all films which came 

afterò (Images 479). The argument Langlois traces is that these early explorations lacked 

an ñessence of the Resistance,ò which was captured in La Bataille du rail by orienting the 

film to the ñactionò of the Resistance. Here we see that she agrees with Bazinôs earlier 

statement about the proverbial essence of a film about the Resistance which he felt was 

missing in an example like, Jéricho. Langlois further concludes that postwar film 

production revolved around navigating the Purge and the respective values of francité. 

Langlois articulates this point efficiently: 

Despite the emphasis placed on action, it is possible to discern some of the values 

expressed in the films. They were collective: patriotism, solidarity, and even esprit 

de corps as far as railway workers were concerned. These values could inspire a 

range of attitudes: energy, courage and audacity, sometimes even recklessness; or 

discretion and humility, or a spirit of sacrifice. No individual was irreplaceable.  

Patriotism remained the essential motivation and a common denominator because 

it could reconcile the Resistanceôs diversity, from the Left to the patriotic Right. As 

political ideas were moving to the Left after the Liberation, the emphasis on action 

in post-war films allowed for this reconciliation, even including the anti-republican 

Right. The spirit of the Resistance, for a good part influenced by patriotism, was 

more concerned with the republican values of liberty, equality and human rights. 

But the spirit of the Resistance was not considered a very cinematographic subject 
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in 1944-6 so the patriotic Right, even the anti-republican type, could be included in 

post-war films. Anti-republicanism would have been contrary to the spirit of the 

Resistance but was not contrary to the action of the Resistance. (479) 

 

Langlois reconciles the problematic that seems to distill contrasting political motivations 

into core values. This contrast of politics and values eventually disseminates into the 

action of the films which effects a purposive cinema. For my argument, I borrow 

ñpurposive cinemaò from pioneer film critic and filmmaker, John Grierson. Grierson 

defines ñpurposive cinemaò as a cinema with a responsible social intention. That is, it 

fulfills a conscious purpose which is ethically and ideologically responsible or as 

Grierson has described it: ñpropaganda that is órightôò (qtd. in Ellis 344). In the present 

consideration of Clément, and more specifically La Bataille du rail, this cinematic 

intention must be read within the politics of the Purge ï the public trials and executions 

of French citizens. Yet we must also consider the urgency to document the travails of the 

Resistance as testimony beyond any political motivation. In fact, Clément was concerned 

with achieving authenticity of the subject. He felt that casting actual railway workers as 

actors would help achieve his desired authenticity. He was also concerned with timing of 

the filming and wanted to avoid delays while shooting because his intention was to 

provide a visual testimony and to shoot the reality of the event and not artificial ruins 

(Langlois, Images 472). Clément is working in a postwar context where prevalent 

cinematic trends in postwar Europe, such as Italyôs Neo-realism or Germanyôs 

Trümmerfilm (Rubble films), suggest a distinct aesthetic for representation. 

The medium to unify francité was French postwar cinema this was most likely 

due to its social and historical mission. On one level unification involved reaching into 

the cultural fiber of Franceôs historical position in the development of cinema and on the 
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other hand it meant exploiting the function of film to bring people closer together 

(Langlois, Images 466). La Bataille du rail has a mission and function as previously 

stated, but this function is to serve as an effect within the spectrum of categories 

emerging in this period. 

Three distinct categories exist in postwar French cinema. These categories include 

the large scale productions of the La Tradition de qualité, or the Tradition of Quality, 

film noir, and the apparent successor to the Tradition of Quality, La Nouvelle vague, or 

the ñFrenchò New Wave. La Bataille du rail is not a Tradition of Quality film, it is not 

film noir, and it is much too early to be a New Wave film. Yet its timing can qualify it as 

partly Italian neorealist for its postwar working class subjects, or even, but to a lesser 

extent, as a Rubble film because of Cl®mentôs use of sites and props from the war to 

create authenticity in the subject matter. Central to each movement and of primary 

concern for Clément is the effect of realism. In an interview in 1985, Clément reminds us 

that he had always sought realism in his films, as seen in Au-delà des grilles (1949) for 

example. Clément further insists that he was shooting in the style of the New Wave ten 

years before the fact (71). His example here helps to articulate the difficulty of categories 

especially since creative innovation cannot be bound categorically. No aesthetic 

movement is made in a void. Therefore, the Purge provides unique conditions ï however 

brief ï for a cinematic aesthetic. Despite the emergence of the Tradition of Quality, the 

fiction of the period is at a crossroads of representation and memory. 

There is no distinct cinematic category for films during the Purge. Instead, what we 

find is a group of films in the process of both rebuilding a national cinema and tethered to 

a tenuous political backdrop. These films, like La Bataille du rail, demonstrate a politico-
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aesthetic in the vein of collective testimony and representation. If the Purge is marked by 

Sartreôs call to engagement on the part of the artist or writer, the conditions for filmmakers 

is analogous. In 1946, La Bataille du rail shares the French cinematic field with imported 

films and holdovers from the Occupation, like Disneyôs animated film, Pinocchio (Norman 

Ferguson et al) or the British film The Thief of Bagdad (Ludwig Berger et al), both 

originally from 1940. Unlike the other films, La Bataille du rail is a self-referential film. 

It is a representation of recent events and not a literary adaptation like Jean Delannoyôs La 

Symphonie pastorale or escapist adventure to a distant past lie Robert Vernayôs Le Capitan. 

La Bataille du rail uses authentic material from the war which approximates it to Italian 

neorealism. However, Italian neorealism has a distinct grounding in post-fascist Italy that 

does not necessarily correspond to the French postwar experience. Nevertheless, Langlois 

reminds us of yet another category of films from the era, films-documents. Films of this 

nature demonstrate qualities of both documentary and fiction films (Images 474). 

Regardless of a category, La Bataille du rail is an example of a postwar nationalization of 

French Cinema, that is, a national cinema that, like Jéricho, constructs a narrative of 

endurance and human freedom. Since film had both a social and historical mission to fulfill 

during the immediate postwar period ï reaching into the fabric of a national consciousness 

of Franceôs role in development of cinema and bringing people together because of filmôs 

educative function (Langlois, Images 466), cinema was the best medium to unify francité. 

The Liberation of Paris presented the opportunity for France and in particular, French 

cinema, to initiate a renewed social program similar to the way that was taking place in 

Italy and Germany. Although La Bataille du rail does not necessarily fit into any of the 

postwar film categories, one might consider it as an unrealized ñFrenchò neorealism. 
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However, this label does not account for the distinct effect and condition of cinema in 

France during reconstruction and the Purge. 

La Bataille du rail has a function during the Purge. However, this function is to 

serve as an effect within the spectrum of categories emerging in this period. The films made 

during the Purge perform a distinct effect ï it is a purgative effect which generates a 

particular interpretation of postwar francité instituting signposts and markers which will 

determine the aesthetic motivation of the postwar. In addition, the films constitute a unique 

direction in French cinema creating a narrative of national unity. 

Unlike the visual and overall composition of Tradition of Quality films, La Bataille 

du rail is more concerned with effect than quality. Hollywood films inundated the French 

market after the Liberation. The consequence of such an influx of American cinema, forced 

the French to compete at the level where success was assumed to require high budgets for 

stars, attractive costumes, elaborate sets, etc (Williams 278). Or as Alan Williams observes 

about the Tradition of Quality: ñ[S]tars turned into fetishes acting in wish-fulfi lling decors 

and stories (Republic 284). The consequent cinematic wave of The Tradition of Quality, 

among many factors, was to compete with the American market and to emphasize a 

tradition of ñFrenchò quality, that is, of francité ï in this case ñFrenchò being qualified as 

non-ñGermanò or non-ñAmericanò and the representation of perceived cultural difference 

or uniqueness. In short, French cinema during the Purge, like the public trials from which 

these films germinate, emphasizes francité to construct a distinct representation of 

collective memory. However, the pressure for La Bataille du rail was not necessarily an 

ñexoticò American cinema. Instead, the contentious legal climate and the complex 

condition of rebuilding and restructuring francité after the Occupation fostered an 
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atmosphere of purpose in French cinema, especially when it came to representing the recent 

memory of the Occupation and the Resistance. The war had divided France literally and 

ideologically. The result was a period of purging anything anti-ñFrench.ò The recent 

memory of a German controlled cinema led to filmmaking that underscored national unity. 

Made during the Purge, La Bataille du rail is not strictly a Tradition of Quality film. It 

nevertheless produces an effect. It generates a particular interpretation of postwar francité 

and constitutes a new direction in French cinema. La Bataille du rail constructs a narrative 

of national unity. This function of the film corresponds to the literary movement of 

engagement that Sartre defines during this transitional and agitated period. Consequently, 

La Bataille du rail is a committed text and engaged politically. 

 
Figure 15. From La Bataille du rail (1946) 

 

Let us consider two scenes from La Bataille du rail that demonstrate the filmôs 

political engagement and promotion of francité. The film begins with a scrolling preface 

that lists the production companies involved and informs viewers of the historical 
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backdrop. The documentary footage of the Resistance with a voice-over narration in the 

first part of the film contributes to its realism. Despite its realism, the film also functions 

allegorically to constitute a theme of francité. For instance, three important codes 

contribute to this theme: first, the smoke/steam of the opening sequence; second, the 

railway system itself; and third, the city of Paris. These codes are cultural and generate an 

associative effect for the viewer which breaks from the expected ñactionò of so-called 

successful postwar films. 

 
Figure 16. From La Bataille du rail (1946) 

 

The use of smoke/steam during the filmôs opening credits can be read two-fold. 

[Figure 15.]. The billowing smoke immediately suggests the central figure of the film ï 

the train. It further connotes the murky and suffocating atmosphere of the Occupation. 

Smoke and steam are recurring motifs and return throughout the film at critical moments. 

They are represented conventionally throughout the film trailing behind moving trains, 

jetting from braking trains and those preparing to run, but their reappearance during an 
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execution of cheminots suggests the trainôs personification and omnipresence. This scene 

implies autonomy by the train as seen by the way the train seems to disrupt the execution 

and assert its resistance against the Germans. In the scene immobile trains begin to 

bellow smoke/steam and whistle in response to the death of the cheminots. The second 

feature is the railway system itself. The significance of the railway is self-evident because 

of the title of the film. However, its importance is indicated throughout the opening 

credits of the film from listing ñles cheminots de Franceò as actors in the film and to 

thanking the French Railways National Society (SNCF). Nevertheless, the symbolism of 

the railway system that is underscored in the film connotes a life-source like an 

interconnected network of veins and arteries that sustain the life of the nation. First, 

consider the opening long-take with the trainôs arrival into the station with the German 

soldiers who remain mostly immobile and awaiting the trainôs arrival. The immediate 

observation is the resemblance to Lumi¯reôs famous train shot. With the camera angle 

and the trainôs diagonal arrival Cl®ment writes himself into a dialogue of national 

cinematic tradition. In fact, Clément was filming La Bataille du rail on the 50th 

anniversary of Lumi¯reôs famous train shot (Spear 284). Furthermore, the effect of this 

scene evokes the subordination of all the characters to the train and railway itself. The 

mostly immobile German soldiers appear powerless waiting for the approaching train to 

stop. [Figures 16 and 17.]. Furthermore, the scene evokes Bazinôs observation that 

Clément is working with particularly cinematic material, that trains and the railway have 

been privileged themes of film (150). Finally, the third feature needing exploration is 

Paris. The capital of France indicates a national referent which is absent in the film. Paris 

is the city which defines the nation, and it is the city which must be saved. Yet, the 




