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Abstract

The characters portrayed by Jean Gabin, a true star of 1930s films, are from the
working class but lack the usual attributes; they are more part of the popular classes
but without political identities. They are vividly urban, masculine, and individualis-
tically French. Their antisocial tendencies and their helplessness in the face of out-
side forces beyond their control leading to violent escapes into oblivion made them
seem heroic. Their often dual existence as criminal/legionnaire and worker played
on the frissons long associated in France with the combination “working classes, dan-
gerous classes.” These attributes made the Gabin characters more than members of
the working or popular classes and gave them a classless appeal as “everyman,” with
much the same universal appeal as Charlie Chaplin had for his audience. The col-
lective psychological profile of the Gabin-everyman includes: alienation, depression,
entrapment, helplessness, and escapes into nostalgia ending in violence and self-
destruction. In his nine films from 1935 to 1939, there are eight murders and seven
suicides! The atmosphere of Gabin’s environment is one of doomed destiny, a fate
created by forces beyond his control. The fate of Gabin’s characters is in part inspired
by an existing climate of hopelessness in French society and at the same time am-
plifies and reinforces it. The crisis in French society at which this study is directed
had its denouement in the collapse of France in June 1940, resulting from immedi-
ate temporal and long-range structural problems. By 1939 France had become a
stalemated society. Gabin’s imagined presence at the side of his popular audience in
its experience of these difficult times suggests a bonding between audience and star
whereby the performance of the latter and the daily struggles of the former become
one (the kind of convergence all film makers strive for but very rarely achieve).

PROLOGUE: The camera exposes a shabby room on the top floor of a tene-
ment. It traces the final agony of a man, François, a worker, a killer, at the end
of a night’s confrontation with his fate. He stands before a smashed mirror; his
lips move but make no sound. Casually, his right hand lifts the pistol from the
table. His left hand searches for his sternum and directs the muzzle. A shot rings
out, a body falls, and the alarm clock on the bedside table rings, shrilly an-
nouncing another ordinary workday. There is much in Marcel Carné’s Le jour se
lève to illuminate the mental climate in France before June 1940.

In 1935 Jean Gabin became an overnight leading star as a Spanish foreign
legionnaire in Julien Duvivier’s film La bandera. In eight major films that fol-
lowed, which overlapped with the approach, arrival, and departure of the Pop-
ular Front government in France, Gabin topped such favorites as Fernandel,
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Louis Jouvet, Pierre Fresnay, Raimu, and Michel Simon in popularity among
French film audiences, from the giant theaters of the grands boulevards to the
thousands of provincial theaters.1 At the time Gabin came to be viewed as the
populo-prolo hero, as un homme du peuple (man of the people), and magically
and metaphorically perhaps as the representation of troubled France itself.

In what ways are films related to the historical period in which they are pop-
ular entertainment? What forms of expression does this relationship take—
verisimilitudinal or symbolic? In my view the historical accuracy of films or the
characters depicted by actors is of no importance in assessing the role of films as
data, as reflections and distillations of social and psychological climates.2 Films
are made as mass entertainment and generally sidestep the important events of
their time.3 All the same, films indirectly and tangentially provide a commen-
tary on their contemporary world by providing image-surrogates for lived real-
ities. The analysis of repeated images from director to director and film to film—
the patterns they form, themes they repeat, and meanings they suggest—allows
us to analyze the historical role of the cinema of a time period such as the final
crisis of the French Third Republic.

My aim here is to look closely at the popular image of Gabin: at the variety
of characters, attitudes, difficulties, convictions, fates, associations, and solutions
he brought to the screen in these films. No historian is able to recapture the 
reaction of those distant audiences to the films discussed below. One can only
mark the images that acted as stand-ins for reality, to count the frequency 
with which themes, actions, and moods recur in adding to the sense of “social-
psychological climate” during the final years of the Third Republic.4 The fol-
lowing films are discussed throughout: Julien Duvivier, La bandera, 1935; Julien
Duvivier, La belle équipe, 1936; Jean Renoir, Les bas-fonds, 1936; Julien Du-
vivier, Pépé le moko, 1937; Jean Renoir, La grande illusion, 1937; Jean Gremil-
lion, Gueule d’amour, 1937; Jean Renoir, La bête humaine, 1938; Marcel Carné,
Quai des brumes, 1938; and Marcel Carné, Le jour se lève, 1939. All of these were
among the most popular films of their year, with wide and varied audiences.5

In this essay I will examine the kind of workers Gabin portrayed in relation
to the variety of flesh-and-blood workers of the late 1930s. This will be followed
by a closer look at the characters assumed by Gabin and (through an analysis of
the repeated images of characters, problems, and resolutions) by suggestions
about the social-psychological climate reflected in the films. Lastly, I hope to re-
late this climate of images and moods to the profound crisis of French society in
the last years before the war. In focusing on these relationships, I am fully aware
that the Gabin films are only reflections of contemporaneous reality that act as
historical data by the illuminations they offer of the “real world” that is the con-
text of these films.

Gabin as Worker-Hero

Who was Gabin the actor and what were his affinities to the popular characters
he portrayed?6 Born in Paris in 1904 with parents on the vaudeville stage, an un-
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interested and difficult student, he drifted in his early manhood years. After
holding odd jobs as a concrete worker, laborer in a foundry, and warehouse
worker, Gabin began to appear in vaudeville, where he quickly became suc-
cessful as a song-and-dance-man. After appearances in several minor films came
his breakthrough in La bandera. Given his popular origins, Gabin’s projections
of the faubourien (denizen of poor suburbs) on the screen became a persona
which he nurtured: the local accents, restrained and even awkward gestures, con-
trasted by a self-assured body language and aura of masculinity with hints of vi-
olence. In the four years of his prewar stardom (1935–39), he retained the com-
mon touch of his origins, viewed the Popular Front government as the champion
of social justice, and signed antifascist manifestoes.7

Gabin created a remarkable idol who worked with his hands and had an
atypical collection of traits for a cinema hero: a hardened body and enormous
reserves of physical energy, Gallo-Roman features, curt and almost inarticulate
speech, expressive body language, a cocky cloth cap and dangling cigarette, and
an explosive temper. Gabin projected the virility of the common man and made
the image of the mec (the working stiff) admirable. But his worker was not
drawn from the new industrial proletariat, was not a trade union member, did
not engage in any politics; he was more an ideal worker of the belle époque.8 A
yearning for the past, for a time less uncertain and more hopeful, was expressed
as a fond memory and desperate nostalgia in all of Gabin’s prewar films and in
many other films of the late 1930s. But in the Gabin films of the period, this pro-
totypical everyman is also a marginal figure maladapted to his time and place
and an object of forces beyond his control.9

During the 1930s, the atelier (workshop) with artisanal forms of production,
small numbers of workers, and individualistic workplace socialization gave way
to more modern factory production in centralized plants. The Berliet, Renault,
and Citroën plants in suburbs of Paris, with workforces up to 30,000, were typi-
cal of this transition.10 But even in Paris, in the thirteenth arrondissement (dis-
trict), a variety of middle-sized factories employing from five hundred to one
thousand workers produced flour, paper, compressed air, chocolate, gas, and au-
tomobiles.11

The worker identities assumed by Gabin are far removed from these new
centers of production, technology, and organization in which workers were and
acted as proletarians.12 Nor can they be found in the mining sector, where large
shifts of workers were the norm. In three of the films, Gabin is just simply a work-
er: in Duvivier’s Belle équipe he is one of five unemployed artisans in the con-
struction trades who win the lottery and decide to use the money to refurbish an
auberge (inn) in the countryside using their own skills; in Renoir’s Bête humaine
he is a railroad engine driver who, as witness to a murder, becomes ensnared in
a deadly triangle; and in Carné’s Jour se lève he is a sandblaster in a foundry driv-
en by his emotions to love and death.

In four films Gabin plays the dual role of soldier or legionnaire with a pri-
or career as worker either obvious or suggested. In Duvivier’s Bandera he is a
worker of unspecified métier (profession) who kills a man, joins the Spanish for-
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eign legion, and expiates his crime. In Grémillon’s Gueule d’amour he is a quar-
termaster sergeant in the French Spahis (Foreign Legion cavalry) who leaves the
service in pursuit of a woman and is forced to assume a prior identity as type-
setter. In Carné’s Quai des brumes he is a deserter from the French colonial in-
fantry turned pacifist. Finally, in Renoir’s La grande illusion he is a lieutenant in
the French air force with a prewar career as mechanic.

In two further films Gabin is a criminal with a past as workingman. In
Renoir’s Bas-fonds the thief Pepel is a former locksmith. In Duvivier’s Pépé le
moko, Pépé, the leader of an Algiers criminal gang, experiences flashbacks of
his prior life as cabinet maker in Paris.

In all of the film narratives and denouements powerful emotions are the
defining traits of the characters portrayed by Gabin: an admixture of alienation,
depression, and imprisonment, with flashes of nostalgia for other times and pre-
vious existences—leading to violence. In Bandera a desperate flight from France
sends the hero into the Spanish Foreign Legion, where a continued sense of be-
ing hounded leads him into a desperate act. The cooperative country inn being
constructed in Belle équipe experiences a series of catastrophes, leaving the two
principal characters in a depressed and desperate mood, which annuls former
nostalgic Impressionist reveries about beauties of the countryside. Jeannot and
Charlot in fierce competition for the latter’s estranged wife Gina face off in a vi-
olent confrontation. Even in the depressive atmosphere of Bas-fonds there are
dreams of a clean and normal world, but they are too ephemeral to forestall a
deadly outcome. Pépé le moko is cock-of-the-walk in the Casbah—his domain
but also his prison—which he dare not leave. A sense of suffocating confinement
leads him in desperation to pursue the high-priced mistress of a rich man (she
has passionately given herself to him) into the forbidden world outside. The nos-
talgia which Gaby and Pépé share for common landmarks of Paris, the metro
ticket that Pépé carries—symbol of his days as a working cabinet maker—and
the plaintive song that Frehel (a great pop singer of the time) sings tearfully
about other times in Paris13 heighten Pépé’s desire to risk all to break out and
accept his fate. Similarly, Lucien in Gueule d’amour is driven by his passion for
Madeleine, an elegant kept woman, into leaving the Spahis to be by her side.
Out of his dashing uniform and facing a dreary existence as a typesetter, his fan-
tasies about the glamorous past only heighten his depression and sense of alien-
ation for which only violence offers relief.

In the three Gabin films released shortly before the war both narrative and
denouement reach an ultimate level of despair and pessimism. In Quai des
brumes, Jean, the deserter from the colonial infantry, is seeking a peaceful es-
cape away from the killing fields of Tonkin and the African desert and to clear
the fog from his brain. In the waterfront honky-tonk bar “Panama” he meets
Nelly, an attractive waif, herself at loose ends. Pursued by a punk (from what ap-
pears to be a right-wing league) and the army, Jean finds one night of refuge in
Nelly’s arms. Attempting to escape, running, returning, running again, Jean cir-
cles and succumbs to the forces that close in on him.14

In the winter of 1938 Renoir abandoned the pacifism and hopefulness
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which animated Grande illusion (more of that later) and denounced the Munich
pact just concluded as a humiliation for the French. Bête humaine, released in
December, after the abortive general strike and the collapse of the Popular
Front, exuded a pessimism every bit as unrelenting as that of Carné, which he
had criticized only months earlier.15 Based on one of Emile Zola’s eugenic nov-
els, the film traces the life in extremis of the railroad engine driver Jacques
Lantier, who is caught between inherited tendencies to oblivion through vio-
lence and the demands by the woman he loves to kill her husband.

Jour se lève was released only three months before the declaration of war
and left audiences stunned if not hostile.16 The foundry worker François is des-
perately in love with the florist assistant Françoise, childish and flowerlike in ap-
parent innocence. François is a defeated man, estranged from everything and
everyone, with the only hope that his love will provide a personal salvation. His
discovery that his beloved’s innocence has been compromised by Valentin, a mu-
sic hall dog trainer, unhinges him completely. In frantic acts of violence he loses
all vestiges of humanity and denies even his identity.

Heroes drawn from the popular classes, especially Gabin, an everyman fig-
ure, fail to inspire hope. They are tormented souls made to express the thren-
ody of doom, which was a major leitmotif of 1930s films. As victims of a blend
of personal and social alienation they are driven to desperate acts, and murder
is committed by a significant number. (In the nine films under discussion, there
are eight murders.) For Gabin love is no haven in a heartless world; it is the rea-
son for his crimes. Two of Gabin’s characters kill their mistresses: Jean Lantier
in Bête humaine kills Séverine, with whom he can neither live nor do without;
Gueule d’amour finally kills Madeleine, a rich man’s mistress, who has been toy-
ing with him. The rest kill to protect their loved ones in acts of jealousy. Pepel,
in Bas-fonds, kills the landlord to protect the innocence of his desired Natasha.
Jean, the deserter in Quai des brumes, kills Zabel, his beloved Nelly’s venomous
guardian. François, the foundry worker in Jour se lève, kills Valentin, the de-
spoiler of his virginal Françoise. Charlot, in Belle équipe, kills his mate Jeannot
in a quarrel over the latter’s sexually provocative wife Gina.

Murder and other acts of desperation are not unique to the films of this
decade, although one could argue that the frequency of such violent acts is re-
vealing about the tensions of the time. But the recurrence of suicide in 1930s
films is peculiar both to the times and to France, where they appear to mirror a
sense of resignation and hopelessness in the last years of the Third Republic. A
general theme prevails: The suicides are driven by fate into a negative destiny
they cannot avoid; they are powerless before the forces that override their will,
making self-destruction the only exit from an unbearable existence.

The actual fates are varied by temperament and circumstance, but a world-
weariness alternating with a sense of confinement pervades all of them. In La
bandera a man guilty of murder runs off to the Spanish Foreign Legion. He ex-
piates his guilt and regains his honor by willing his death in a hopeless desert out-
post under “native”17 attack. The criminal Pépé le moko is no Hollywood-style
gangster. He almost takes on the appearance of a social rebel—as chief of a crim-
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inal gang who defies the French authorities. His yearning for the expensive mis-
tress of an old man lures him to certain destruction. His kismet is his past; there
are no new beginnings for his kind. Shackled at the departure gates of the ship
that bears his paramour out of sight and sound, he drives a knife into his heart.
There are two suicides in Quai des brumes. The painter Kraus verbalizes his vi-
sion of the world as one of lurking evil, violence, and chaos, and takes direct ac-
tion by choosing death in the sea. Jean, the army deserter, follows no such clear
path to his destruction. The fog he complains of is not the atmosphere of Pana-
ma’s gin mill in the port of Le Havre; it is in his brain, put there by years in Tonkin
and Africa, pulling the trigger and watching his targets clutch their guts before
disappearing from view. His discovery of Nelly and their love is too good to be
true. It is challenged by the young thug Lucien and even more by Nelly’s
guardian, a hypocritical secondhand dealer who lusts after his charge. Jean must
leave to avoid being caught as a deserter. He books passage on a boat and al-
most escapes, but his destiny refuses to be cheated. Prescient of his doom, he re-
turns to Nelly once more, kills Zabel, and is gunned down in front of the shop
by Lucien, much as had been foretold by his cards.18

Renoir’s Jacques Lantier in La bête humaine was no less self-destructive
than Carné’s deserter.19 The engine driver is trapped between his love for Séver-
ine (the station master’s wife, who demands that he kill her husband) and his in-
ability to commit a cold-blooded murder. As the lovers’ relationship runs down,
Lantier acts to free himself of desire and kills Séverine. The penultimate scene
alternates between a railroaders’ ball, at which the confrontation of Lantier and
Séverine is pure anguish, and Séverine’s bedroom, where a randomly discovered
knife becomes the instrument of Lantier’s doomed release. The two locales are
beautifully joined by Renoir through the song “Petit coeur de Ninon.” The mur-
derer Lantier appears late for the morning run to Paris, fully in the grip of the
fate that has haunted him from the beginning. The train’s pulsations as it enters
and leaves tunnels on its confining route corresponds to the violent alterations
in Lantier’s feelings. At full speed, without a word, he leaps to his death. Renoir’s
“hero” suffers from the excesses of his forebears (Zola’s primitive eugenics) and
is ensnared by his passion, much as Pépé le moko had been.

The final descent into pessimism came with the release of Carné’s Le jour
se lève in June 1939, as the last-minute collective security attempts in Moscow
were turning sour and France was forced to face a much-feared destiny. As a pro-
tagonist, François is more hopeless than any of the other suicidal antiheroes—
Pépé, Lantier, or Jean the deserter. François is beaten from the start; the work-
er image he projects is at the limit of his class. He is no longer young, but expe-
rience has given him nothing; he has no roots and belongs to no place; all jobs
and all towns are the same to him; unemployment is as normal as working; he
holds no views, has no friends, and belongs to no party or union; his daily life,
including sex on Sundays, is a routine. It is an existence but not a life, and his re-
lationship with Clara, a real and mature women, can go no further than other
such pairings in other places and at other times. He harbors a hope against hope
for salvation from his ugly and meaningless life through his desperate love for
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Françoise, an orphan like him but much younger. He creates an image of her as
a flower-woman, a child-woman, delicate, pure, and virginal.

It is a fantasy of a man waiting to be destroyed, of a man no longer in com-
mand of a basic sense of reality. In the final scene between Valentin, trainer of
dogs and despoiler of young women, and François in his dingy tenement room
(with which I began this essay) in which a series of skillful flashbacks create the
plot, Françoise’s loss of virginity is revealed and Valentin is murdered. In the fi-
nal hour before his suicide, François stands at the window talking to the crowd
below, many of whom have been encouraging him to give himself up. In a
poignant stutter of emotion he strips away the few strands that bind him to life:
mockingly offering that there is a good job to be had; insisting that there is no
use yelling for François, because he doesn’t exist anymore.20 What was lost when
Jean lay dead as the alarm clock rang? What would be lost if all others like him
suddenly disappeared? Despite its depressing mood and message, or perhaps be-
cause of it, the film had a strong run only cut short by the outbreak of war in Sep-
tember and its banning by the government of Edouard Daladier in December.

It would be more than negligent to overlook the one film in which Gabin is
not a doomed hero; it serves as the exception that proves the rule. Renoir was
at the height of optimism in response to the Popular Front government and a de-
clared pacifist when he directed La grande illusion in 1936–37.21 Far from the
battlefields in German prisoner-of-war camps harboring French, English, and
Russian officers, the visual narrative unfolds. Throughout, the relations between
German guards and French prisoners are very civil, even friendly, and Lieu-
tenant Maréchal (Gabin) finds no nationalist barrier to his amorous relations
with a Württemberg farmer’s widow. Renoir implies that the reasonable side of
man calls for peace and understanding across national divides and that only oc-
casional instinctual outbursts bring a patriotic hatred to the fore. There is a sui-
cide, but of a very noble variety. The aristocratic captain De Boeldieu simulates
an escape, allowing two comrades (representing the new France) to gain their
liberty, knowing full well that he will be killed. Gabin/Maréchal emerges victo-
rious at the end: He steps on Swiss soil, gains his freedom, and “gets the girl.”

Before turning from the worker images projected by Gabin to the illumi-
nations they offer of crisis-ridden France, it may be useful to assemble a com-
posite of the varied and at times contradictory qualities of his doomed heroes—
to attempt to explain what made the French movie-going public identify with
Gabin the unrivalled star.22

If we review the roles played by Gabin in the nine films of this period, the
“worker image” that emerges hardly corresponds to the variety of real workers
at the time (as defined, for instance, by the trade unions or as stereotyped in the
conservative press). Gabin characters are from the working class but lack the
usual attributes; they are more a part of the popular classes but without politi-
cal identities. They are vividly urban, masculine, and individualistically French.
Their antisocial tendencies, their helplessness in the face of outside forces be-
yond their control leading to violent escapes into oblivion made them seem
heroic. Their often dual existence as criminal/legionnaire and worker played on
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the frissons long associated in France with the combination “working classes,
dangerous classes.”23 These attributes made the Gabin characters more than
members of the working or popular classes and gave them a classless appeal as
“everyman,” with much the same universal attraction as Charlie Chaplin had for
his audiences.

Audiences were enticed to view Gabin-everyman and his characters’ re-
peated situations, problems, and fates as supplements to their everyday exis-
tence. Reality was thus exaggerated by the films but also never actually replaced.
These representations together with the characters’ defining traits—alienation,
depression, ensnarement, helplessness, and nostalgic escapes—ending in vio-
lence and self-destruction offer illuminations of contemporary France and of the
social-psychological climate in the last years of the Third Republic that led to
the collapse of June 1940. Gabin-everyman was preordained to a “fate”—a
clearly projected lethal end. The “destiny” of France—its predestination with a
generally positive connotation—became fateful during the late 1930s.

Jean-Pierre Jeancolas, one of the most perceptive contemporary film his-
torians, has suggested an excellent association between Gabin films and illumi-
nations of reality: “France was suffering from a depression and had to face an
increasingly threatening reality: the specter of war. She didn’t want to confront
it. She exorcised it with a sacrifice—she sacrificed Jean Gabin.”24

Illuminations: Spotlights

Before turning to the way Gabin’s worker-hero films illuminate the social-
psychological climate of late 1930s France, there are two conjunctions between
films and recorded history that lend themselves to a focused analysis: colonial-
ism/racism and the images/conditions of women.

Its colonial empire played an important role in France’s national self-image
as a principal power. In official government pronouncements, its civilizing 
mission was proclaimed, especially if there were “native” rumblings for self-
government or if doubts were raised about the economic benefits of empire.
With the world poised for war in 1939, the Minister of Colonies, Georges Man-
del, boasted that with a population of 110 million the French empire was able to
raise two million soldiers and half a million workers.25 In 1931 a colonial exhib-
it in Paris commemorating one hundred years of rule over Algeria had already
illustrated the success of France’s civilizing mission with displays of Orientalist
otherness (mosques, souks, dancers, camels, etc.) and had been well attended by
large audiences, especially from the popular classes.26

Surprisingly, the official colonial policy, essentially based on “no change,”
was supported across the political spectrum: by the conservative parties for ide-
ological reasons and by the Radicals who, more as a matter of protecting privi-
leges, rallied behind the status quo; the Socialist party remained in favor of as-
similation but talked vaguely about freedom for Moslems without giving any
support to self-government; the Communist party did an about-face from cham-
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pioning anti-imperialism in 1922 to abandoning national independence move-
ments by 1935.27

Not all of the public imperial triumphalism went unanswered by social and
political critics. In 1932 the automobile company Citroën organized an African
rally which it publicized with a film called L’Afrique vous parle. The popular nov-
elist Georges Simenon had just returned from an extended African trip and
wrote a series of articles about his experiences for the periodical Vu. He subti-
tled his series “L’Afrique vous parle: Elle vous dit merde.”28

The paternalism of official colonial policy and popular sentiment was ex-
pressed in racist terms.29 North Africans were regarded either as ornamentally
present in their locales (like camels or mosques) or as fanatical villains congen-
itally driven to violence against their benefactors. Their women were classified
as dancers, prostitutes, and fortunetellers in the casbahs. The most popular im-
age of Europeans in the colonies was of the legionnaire, Spahi, the colonial in-
fantryman who, denigrated and declassed in his metropolitan setting, seeks the
magic of the colonies to gain status as a white man. As executors of the nation’s
colonial will, who as often as not were in flight from the police, they hoped to
gain personal redemption by pacifying the salopards (sons of bitches). Especially
during the Depression, the ranks of these uniformed civilizers were swelled by
workers. It was the boys of the Parisian proletarian districts of Pantin and
Belleville for whom the popular singers Frehel and Edith Piaf had created such
songs as “Derrière la clique” and “Mon légionnaire.”30

Four of the Gabin films linked with empire and colonies reinforce and am-
plify existing beliefs and attitudes: Bandera, Pépé, Gueule, and Quai. They are
based on popular novels and neither aim at social criticism nor pretend to be his-
torical; all had very successful runs in the working-class neighborhoods. Where
natives and native settings are shown—Bandera and Pépé —racism is quite ex-
plicit. In the former, the Arabs in the town perched on the edge of the desert in
Spanish Morocco are shadowy figures, an absence in contrast to the whites; the
enemy attacking the outpost at which Gilieth “seeks death on the field of hon-
or” are only identified as salopards; his Arab mistress Aîcha is a prostitute.31 In
the latter, the Casbah, which is the domain/prison of the gang leader Pépé, is
shown to harbor a population of mixed colors and nations but no ordinary
Arabs. Arabic is hardly heard even though it is the predominant language, spo-
ken by Slimane (the Algerian policeman tracking Pépé) as well as the Algerian
gang member Regis who informs on his comrades and is murdered. The white
members of the gang are all honorable criminals—Frenchmen. Only the Arabs
are untrustworthy. Inèz, Pépé’s steady Algerian mistress, is rendered unattrac-
tive by lighting, while Gaby, the rich man’s tart, who drives Pépé to his desper-
ate fate, is given all the props of attractiveness. The white, French criminal is pic-
tured like a lion in a domain of lesser creatures, but the reality of his cage assures
that he cannot escape his predestined end.

Lucien in Gueule d’amour adds another powerful image to explain the pop-
ularity of colonial films: the romantic figure on horseback, tough and ruthless
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when necessary, the white man called upon by his nation to keep order, fight mis-
creants, and uphold its honor. Riding out from the Spahi garrison at Orange on
a magnificent stallion, enveloped in a huge cape and turbaned, Lucien is indeed
the “lover boy” of all the ladies and deferred to by everyone. This aura is fur-
ther enhanced by Gabin’s silences, mocking speech, and attachment to his regi-
ment, which ensures his popular image. As we know, attachment to Madeleine,
a rich man’s paramour, becomes a compulsion that puts him in the hands of un-
controllable forces leading to murder. Without his steed, shed of his theatrical
uniform, and reduced to his prior profession as typesetter, Lucien is no longer
lover-boy and has lost his machismo, which he attempts to regain by destroying
the object of his compulsion. Symbols are ephemeral and deceptive: in civilian
clothes the proud emblem of the French empire is a nobody.

If Gilieth, Pépé, and Lucien are heroic figures of colonialism, Jean, the de-
serter from the colonial infantry in Quai des brumes, is an antihero who was nev-
er glamorous, never commanding, never more than a cog in the colonial ma-
chine. He served in the most proletarian of the colonial organizations; we know
little about how he shouldered “the white man’s burden” in Tonkin and the
desert of Africa to which he refers. When we first encounter him arriving at
Panama’s gin mill in Le Havre he has already denounced all killing out there,
which had created a great fog in his mind. Jean talks as if he wants nothing but
peace, but he remains basically a violent man who uses his fists to attack a young
rival for Nelly’s attentions and kills an older one before meeting his fate. Jean
seems always to have been slated for a bad destiny. He deserted from the colo-
nial service because of the “work” demanded of him that he grew to hate. He
paid for that desertion in the end (as the Ministry of War preferred).

Regardless of whether he is a Spahi on horseback or a defeated deserter,
Gabin consorts with a woman or women who act as foils, define his aims and de-
sires, create or add to his sense of entrapment, and ultimately turn an uncertain
destiny into a doomed fate. The roles assigned to women add important dimen-
sions to these films by revealing: the restricted definitions of their personas, per-
mitted aspirations, and arenas of action; and male taboos, machismo, and resis-
tance to challenges of their privileges. For the purposes of analysis we might use
the stereotypic designation of “good women” and “bad women” and thereby
mark the absence of that vast majority of women who lie in between these ex-
tremes in the real world.

There are four “good women,” all of whom are distinguished by a passive
willingness to let circumstances shape their personas and the Gabin character to
define them. The German farm widow in Grande illusion says that she has lost
her identity without a man, accepts Maréchal in her bed for the night, and
promises patiently to await his return. Nelly in Quai des brumes is a waif in the
body of a woman, who has no personality other than to tempt her guardian and
to inspire the world-weary deserter Jean. For the defeated foundry worker
François in Jour se lève, Françoise represents a flower-like ideal for whom he
kills when he discovers that her assumed virginal purity had been defiled.32
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Natasha in Bas-fonds has no persona other than as object of men’s desires. Pe-
pel the thief regards her as the means of his salvation.

There are six “bad women,” all of whom use their sexuality in defining their
life style and aspirations and in gaining moments of control over men who dom-
inate them, sometimes to the point of destroying them. Four of them are from
the demimonde of kept women. Aïcha in Bandera is an Arab prostitute in the
legionnaire town, content to receive Gilieth’s favors and waiting passively for
him when he embarks on his suicide mission. Another Aïcha is Pépe le moko’s
servile Algerian mistress, pushed aside for the high-priced French mistress
Gaby, unwilling to trade her life of luxury for the good sex offered by Pépé in
his casbah-cage. Madeleine is a rich man’s paramour in Gueule d’amour unwill-
ing to abandon her comforts for the physical pleasure offered by the Spahi Lu-
cien. To win and dominate her he abandons the trappings that had defined him
as “lover-boy” only to turn to murder in frustration.

Two of these “bad women” lead more ordinary lives as dependent wives.
Ginette in Belle équipe is Charlot’s estranged wife, who seduces his best friend
Jeannot at the auberge (inn) being built, thereby unleashing a jealous con-
frontation between the two men and destroying the collective enterprise. Séver-
ine, the station master’s wife in Bête humaine, uses her sexual hold over the en-
gine driver Lantier to encourage him to kill her husband. Ensnarement and
desperation end in murder and suicide.

The most persistent spotlight thrown by these film images on women re-
gardless of their social status is their definition by men—by fathers, guardians,
husbands, retainers, and lovers.33 Regeneration to make up the deficit of French
wartime casualties became the battle cry of male legislators and repopulation-
ists, making reproduction women’s primary goal.34 Calls for women’s return to
the foyer (hearth) flew in the face of the reality that France had the highest per-
centage of women in the work force (39 percent in 1921 and 36.4 percent in
1936), demonstrating that they were needed in public life outside the home. Al-
though abortion was outlawed in most industrial countries, except for very spe-
cial circumstances, contraception and birth control publicity was increasingly
widespread. But in France two laws of 1920 and 1923 criminalized all activities
restricting birth, which in no way reduced illegal abortions (600,000 per year) or
increased the birth rate.

Neither force nor the feeble attempts at family assistance and child sup-
port35 succeeded in altering the overwhelming prevalence of the one-child fam-
ily. It was accomplished by the women themselves, with or without their part-
ner’s cooperation, at a hazard to their health, and under the threat of legal
punishment. This demonstration of private power only underlined the legal,
electoral, and political powerlessness of French women. By 1939 they still had
the least political rights in Europe, on a par only with Switzerland and Bulgar-
ia. A reform of the Civil Code in 1938 gave some rights to property-owning
women, but these too were well below the norm in other countries.

Good or bad, the women of the Gabin films were dependents and objects
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of male needs and fantasies, infantilized child-women or seductresses without
the selfhood of independent beings. In real life citizenship and personal fulfill-
ment of capabilities was denied to French women, who continued to be narrowly
defined by the male world.

Illuminations: Floodlights

I ended the section on Gabin as worker with his collective psychological profile
as everyman: alienation, depression, entrapment, helplessness, and escapes into
nostalgia ending in violence and self-destruction. The atmosphere of his en-
vironment is one of a doomed destiny, a fate created by forces beyond his con-
trol. In what follows a broad floodlight will be thrown on the final crisis of the
Third Republic by using the Gabin image surrogates to illuminate its social-
psychological climate set against a background of political,  economic, and so-
cial conditions. My argument will be that there is no one-to-one relationship 
between the films and French reality in the late 1930s. Rather, I hope to illus-
trate how the fate of Gabin’s characters is in part inspired by a pervasive feeling
of hopelessness in society and at the same time amplifies and reinforces it.

The crisis in French society at which this study is directed had its denoue-
ment in the collapse of France in June 1940 in the face of the German onslaught.
Military historians have persistently refused to regard the defeat of 1940 as any-
thing but a strictly military defeat.36 Such monocausal explanations only beg the
question of why, the complicated answers to which are provided by a host of dis-
tinguished historians. Philippe Burin observes: “Defeat struck France as light-
ning strikes a tree. . . . The world, hanging upon the event, was stupefied. . . . In
every respect the 1930s had undermined the cohesion of French society, recre-
ating old cleavages and complicating them further with new confrontations.”37

This interpretation is in clear sympathy with Marc Bloch’s early attempt to link
military defeat to conditions in interwar France.38 No one has more clearly and
more consistently analyzed French society during the crisis years of the 1930s
than Stanley Hoffmann, who, although a staunch Francophile, has never hesi-
tated from stating the hardest truths. Over a period of thirty-five years he has
explained the “great disaster” of June 1940 as an outcome of the collapse of the
“republican synthesis” that turned France into a “stalemated society” between
1934 and 1940.39 French institutions, he argued, were too weak and immobile to
deal with an increasingly dynamic, even revolutionary world leading to a com-
bination of explosiveness and paralysis. Looking at the same French trauma 
thirty-five years later, he concludes that “the death of France’s liberal democra-
cy resulted from suicide.”40

The temporal problems facing France in the 1930s—encirclement by the
dictatorships of Germany, Italy, and Spain; Munich; pacifism; and the collapse
of the Popular Front—all stemmed from political, economic, social, and cultur-
al conditions, conflicts, and dysfunction. Let us now take a tour d’horizon (gen-
eral survey) of the key elements of the national crisis, with the aim of exposing
the realities underlying the psychological climate into which the Gabin films
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were projected. Gabin’s characters, as analyzed above, and their common an-
guish and sense of being bystanders and victims in events beyond their control
are a silent presence in this short excursion into structural problems that set lim-
its to action and dampened the public’s expectations. Gabin’s imagined presence
at the side of his popular audience in its experience of difficult times suggests a
bonding between audience and star whereby the performance of the latter and
the daily struggles of the former become one (the kind of convergence all film
makers strive for but very rarely attain).

Psychologically, the experience of World War One played an inordinate role
in postwar life. On the one hand, there was a victor’s sense of having vanquished
the enemy and driven him off. On the other hand, there were the enormous costs
of the long struggle: the high casualties and destruction of the economy of north-
eastern France.41 It seemed as though the cost of victory had been too high, as
defeated Germany appeared quite soon to be better off than France. At all lev-
els of French public life the diminished size of the nation’s population became
an obsession, as natalists urged families to procreate.42 The real reason for the
failure of population growth was the death rate, which was the highest among
industrial nations and the causes of which—poor public health and hygiene—
were neither paraded before the public nor addressed by the state authorities.43

Both the real costs of the war and its psychological surcharge, which made
the loss in manpower the ready explanation for the serious problems faced by
the nation and for the failure to address these in significant ways, created a sense
of stagnation and listless resignation. The real loss was in dynamism and tempo,
in the failure to renew aging systems, in the inability to keep pace with forms of
modernization readily adopted elsewhere, and in living off an excessive diet of
past glories and national pride.

Parliamentary government was at the root of the immobilism, which, ac-
cording to Stanley Hoffmann, produced the “stalemated society.”44 In the twen-
ty interwar years the system appeared to be in constant crisis with forty-two gov-
ernments lasting an average of six months and circulating the same 281 elite
figures in their cabinets. Under these circumstances the initiation or execution
of programs to revitalize existing institutions or to initiate much needed projects
(such as public housing or public health) was all but impossible. With initiatives
by the cabinet and Chamber of Deputies blocked, the bureaucracy gained in
power but without being able to substitute itself for the elected government.
Electoral politics was dominated by small towns, which, rather than urban and
industrial areas, were favored by the distribution of seats in the Chamber. The
same imbalance determined the composition of the Senate, which acted as an
obstacle to reforms throughout the period by granting or withholding decree
powers from the executive when the legislature had reached an impasse. Street
politics added a public sense of instability, with confrontations between right-
wing leagues and communist militants, growing xenophobia toward past and ar-
riving immigrants, and hate mongering of the right-wing and gutter press threat-
ening one of those historic national explosions that tear the nation asunder.45

In comparison to other industrial countries the French economy appeared
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to stagnate.46 Too much of its active population was still engaged in agriculture
(32.5 percent, compared to 38.3 percent in industry and transportation) which,
though lauded to the skies as the seat of the “true” France, was a major barrier
to growth of the economy. Alfred Sauvy concludes that French agriculture re-
mained one of the most backward in Europe, about the level of Spain.47 The 
development of modern industrial production faced a variety of obstacles: Fam-
ily-owned small-sized firms were resistant to innovation, and industrial machin-
ery was over-aged. By 1931 France finally became urban, with 51.2 percent of
the population living in towns of 2,000 or more, but the predominant mentality
remained small-town and rural, marked by a clinging to tradition in the face of
threatened economic or social change.48 Hoffmann underscores that the ethos
of the bourgeoisie was social status to the exclusion of economic rationality.49

The Popular Front government commenced with a public outburst of hope
and ended in widespread feelings of despair. How had it managed to fire popu-
lar imagination with great expectations and fail to fulfill them?50 The initial
sense of public euphoria stemmed from the spontaneous strike movement of
May-June 1936 (during which business men had asked Léon Blum, “Is it a rev-
olution?”), and not from the modest platform of the Popular Front or from
Blum’s conception of his mandate. The most remarkable gains of this avalanche
of sit-down strikes—the forty-hour week and paid vacations—were won by the
workers themselves and not by their leaders. But the results of the election upon
closer examination revealed that the mood of the country was not for a restruc-
turing of society. The electoral slide to the right in 1936 signaled that the com-
bined strength of the rural population and bourgeoisie was greater than the pow-
er of the urban work force and that, consequently, the socialists would not be
able to carry out much needed social reforms.51 This political reality helps to ex-
plain Blum’s failures after September 1936: abandonment of the public works
program, failure to reform the bureaucracy, and unwillingness to take his strug-
gle with the Senate to the nation.

Interwar France was burdened by a large number of contradictions that
sapped the energy of its people and left the country ill-prepared to bring about
changes or to respond to unexpected crises. Pacifism, rooted in the nightmare
visions of World War One, grew by leaps and bounds across the political spec-
trum. By 1938 the antifascist movement had become totally preoccupied with
domestic proponents of fascism to the neglect of Adolf Hitler’s very threatening
expansionist policies. The Munich Accord epitomized the lack of national will
to face harsh realities, escapism, and abandonment of France’s international
commitments.52 Alexander Werth, one of the most astute journalist observers
of the French scene in the 1930s, concluded that “France’s responsibility for
Berchtesgaden was immense.” He commented on the blasé calm of the Parisian
grand monde (upper crust) and the cynicism with which Daladier, speaking in
the Chamber, minimized what had been done to Czechoslovakia.53 Pacifism led
to a virtual split of the Socialist party at its Royan Congress in 1938. The Muni-
choise faction under party secretary Paul Faure, who in April 1939 summed up
its position with the remark that “Danzig isn’t worth the life of a single wine-
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grower from Macon,”54 abandoned all pretensions to socialism. Pacifism was at
the root of the schizophrenic position on Spain, a sister popular front, which was
abandoned to the transparent policy of “non-intervention” all the same. Conse-
quently, France stumbled between sentimental pacifism and a rearmament pro-
gram, begun by Blum in 1937, and was prepared to act on neither peace nor
war.55

On the domestic front, social problems, inherited from years of neglect and
exacerbated by a lagging economy and governments lacking the power and will
to act, grew worse and threw a pall over expectations, especially by the working
class that reforms would now improve the quality of life. Habitations in Paris
and major cities were of a poor standard unique among European cities in which
massive slum clearance and building programs created livable domiciles and
neighborhoods with increased concern for sanitation and public health. In Paris,
by contrast, some eleven slum islands dispersed throughout the city symbolized
the failure to provide adequate housing or to build sufficient new housing to
meet desperate public needs.56 The deplorable state of public health and sani-
tation accounts for the continuing high rates of tuberculosis (twenty-five percent
of all mortality) until 1939.57 Tuberculosis together with a high rate of venereal
disease and a staggering amount of alcoholism accounted for the highest death
rate among industrial countries. It was the latter and not declining births that re-
ally explains the failure of France’s population to grow.58 The disinterest of the
government in fighting widespread alcoholism was a disgrace. Annual con-
sumption of pure (one hundred percent) alcohol per person over twenty years
of age between 1930 and 1939 was thirty-three liters (or 264 bottles of wine at
twelve percent alcohol!).59

France’s foreign policy during virtually the whole interwar period was con-
tradictory. Despite flirtations with a Soviet treaty including a military conven-
tion, France operated in the shadow of or as an appendage to British foreign pol-
icy. At the same time the French media once more conjured up images of
“perfidious Albion,” a propaganda that became shrill and clearly hateful after
the French capitulation in June 1940.60 National-chauvinist distinctions between
true Frenchmen and foreigners increased dramatically between the onset of the
economic crisis in 1931 to the outbreak of war when the reaction to all foreign-
ers became xenophobic.61 The level of anti-Semitism in the press grew to a fever-
ish pitch when Blum became prime minister, extending from verbal abuse to
physical attacks by Cagoulards and other agents of the right-wing leagues.62

Xenophobia was fed by leaders from all walks of life, who proclaimed their peas-
ant ancestors and rural roots and made village life (largely imaginary and with
no mention of the widespread rural poverty) the emblem of a national ethos re-
sistant to the allures of modernity imported from abroad, which were perceived
as a threat to France’s ancient heritage.63

By the end of 1938 the earlier sparks of hope to make the impossible pos-
sible had died in a climate of defeat, despondency, and seeming submission to
fate:64 The Popular Front coalition was ended by the defection of the Radicals.
The cost of living had risen by forty-six percent, vitiating the gains of the
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Matignon Accords. The general strike of November had been badly beaten by
the Daladier government. First Spain and then Munich had split the nation. Fi-
nally, fatigue carried the day in the last year before the war.65

Between Christmas 1939 and the end of the phony war in May 1940, France
was in limbo: The German blitzkrieg (lightning war) raged against Poland but
the General Staff sent 750,000 men on leave; only one clearly anti-Nazi film
(Anatole Litvak’s Confessions of a Nazi Spy) was shown in Paris; and no prepa-
rations were made for evacuating the population in the event of a German at-
tack. The nation appeared to be waiting for its destiny to be decided by forces
outside its control. Immobilized by fear and desperate to escape its fate, the
French psychological climate resembled the doom of the last Gabin films of the
period: Jacques Lantier, the engine driver, in the grip of desperation before cut-
ting Séverine’s throat, before leaping to his death and nothingness; Jean, the de-
serter, running from the scene of his crime, escaping from himself into the bul-
lets to end his existence; or François, the foundry worker, trapped and helpless
in his room, oblivious of the crowd below and the police coming closer, dazed,
mechanically picking up the revolver of his “liberation.”

French audiences flocked to see Gabin the star in his various worker dis-
guises, who from Bandera onwards recapitulated the fate of everyman driven by
forces beyond his control. Gabin’s last three films of 1938–39 narrowed the dis-
tance between a character driven by despair to murder and suicide, clutching at
distant memories of better and calmer times, and his audience, psychologically
weakened by the societal crisis described above, gripped by fear and uncertain-
ty about where events would now lead. We can only hazard some guesses at why
audiences continued to relish Gabin’s films considering their bleak messages. It
might have been Gabin’s superb stylized acting blending Frenchness with alien-
ation and especially the explosions of temper like the outbursts of a trapped an-
imal against its tormentors. Gabin might have appealed to his audiences as a sac-
rificial figure who, in acting out and encapsulating that which terrorized them,
safeguarded them from the destinies depicted (much like the role of Roman
gladiators). Or Gabin’s magnetism may have drawn audiences to his films know-
ing full well that glimpses of their own fate were in store for them (as self-
fulfilling prophecies).

EPILOGUE: Pépé le moko, hands manacled, clutches the metal grille barring
the way to the dockside at which the ship of his salvation is about to depart with
Gaby, whom he desires. Slowly the foghorn sounds its sorrowful note of depar-
ture, signaling Pépé’s doom. He takes a knife from his pocket, opens it, directs
it, and drives it home. His eyes glaze over and his body slumps as he meets his
fate. The circle between image symbols and reality is thereby closed.
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