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Introduction: A Sequel and a Shift

Vinzenz Hediger, Florian Hoof, Yvonne Zimmermann

This book is unique in that it is a sequel. Academic publications do not
usually have sequels. Sequels in the film industry limit novelty as much as
possible to minimize risk, whereas in science, like in art, risk-taking is a
virtue and relevance flows from originality and novelty. This book, however,
departs from its predecessor, Films That Work," not through minimal varia-
tion, but through what the language of management calls diversification and
expansion. In business, diversification and expansion result from a quest for
profit. This book has a different motivation: It reflects the conviction that
the work which the first book started was not finished, but only beginning.
It also reflects the reality that a significant number of scholars, many of
whom are now represented in this volume, shared this conviction and had
already set out to consolidate and expand the field mapped by the first book.

The original Films That Work covered a wide variety of topics but was held
together by what may be described as a shared research design. It combined
a broad and bold working hypothesis with a manageable, relatively limited
focus. The working hypothesis was that economic activity is inexorably tied
to —i.e. dependent upon and shaped by — media and media infrastructures.
Industrial films were, in other words, not merely an add on and, over time,
a source of historical information but an indispensable part of industrial
organization. This was a bold claim for the fields of social and economic
history and, following the work of JoAnne Yates* and Susan Leigh Star,?
less so for management and science and technology studies. Prior to Films
That Work, Charles R. Acland and Haidee Wasson’s Usefu! Cinema,* Lee

1 Hediger, Vinzenz, and Patrick Vonderau, editors. Films That Work: Industrial Film and the
Productivity of Media. Amsterdam University Press, 2009.

2 Yates, JoAnne. Control through Communication: The Rise of System in American Management.
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989.

3  Star, Susan Leigh. “The Ethnography of Infrastructure.” American Behavioral Scientist,

vol. 43, no. 3,1999, pp- 377-91.
4 Acland, Charles R., and Haidee Wasson, editors. Useful Cinema. Duke University Press, 2011.
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Grieveson’s Cinema and the Wealth of Nations® and Florian Hoof’s Angels
of Efficiency,® it was certainly a bold claim for film studies — a field which
owed its existence to the demonstration that a canon of important art works
exists in cinema and which, as a consequence, had barely paid attention
to objects deemed artless like commissioned films, let alone to the nexus
between business, industrial organization and film. The focus of Films That
Work was manageable because it was limited to the firm as the privileged
organizational entity; to the 1895-1970 time period with an emphasis on
the post-war period of economic expansion; and to moving images as key
elements in the “Medienverbund” of the firm, the media network which
sustains the firm and makes its operation possible.

Films That Work Harder maintains the original working hypothesis and
diversifies and expands this approach to include a broader array of organiza-
tions beyond the classical firm; to cover a broader geographical territory — in
fact, all continents except Australia and Antarctica — and to expand the time
frame from about 1970 to the contemporary transformations of the global
economy. The most important modification, however, is the one indicated
by the subtitle of the book: a shift from a focus on production to circulation
or, if you will, a shift from the first volume of Das Kapital to the second.

Industrial films from the period of early cinema through what Anna Maria
Falchero in this volume calls the “golden age” of industrial film, which coincides
with Les Trente Glorieuses in France and the “economic miracles” in Germany
and Italy, i.e. the post-war economic expansion between 1945 and 1973, tend
to focus on processes of production. As Salomé Aguilera Skvirsky shows in
her contribution to this volume and her recent book,” the process film is a
genre unto itself, a cultural template of modernity which originates in visual
representations of the eighteenth century and, by way of the industrial film,
pervades other areas of cinema as well. In the spirit of the industrial film’s
focus on production, the subtitle of the first volume spoke of the “productivity
ofindustrial cinema.” But as Karl Marx writes in the Grundrisse einer Kritik der
politischen Okonomie, modern industry production is not an end in itself, but
ameans. Production serves to accumulate surplus value, which is the subject
of Volume 1 of Das Kapital. However, that value is only realized in the sphere
of circulation, which is the subject of the (unfinished and posthumously

5  Grieveson, Lee. Cinema and the Wealth of Nations: Media, Capital, and the Liberal World
System. University of California Press, 2017.

6 Hoof, Florian. Angels of Efficiency: A Media History of Consulting. Oxford University Press,
2020.

7  Aguilera Skvirsky, Salomé. The Process Genre: Cinema and the Aesthetic of Labor. Duke
University Press, 2020.
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published) Volume 2. So, if indeed we are to fully understand how industrial
organization relates to the moving image, we need to look not only at produc-
tion, but at circulation, and at how circulation enables and informs production.

This claim seems even more valid from the vantage point of today’s
economy and the transformation brought about by the introduction of the
standardized shipping container and the development of point-to-point
supply chain logistics,® which runs parallel to and goes hand in hand with
digitization. The classical factory, the focus of many, if not most, industrial
films up to 1970, had a specific location close to raw materials such as iron ore
and coal, proximity to markets and large inventories. From the eighteenth
through the twentieth centuries, the classical factory — in exemplary fashion
in the textile industry, which was at the forefront of industrialization in
North-western Europe — greatly benefited from colonialism’s exctractive
supply chains for raw materials and human labor spanning Europe, Asia,
Africa and the Americas, which also served to trade finished products back
to the point of extraction. But in this system, the classical factory was the
central node, a site of production organized around proprietary technologies
and processes which were jealously guarded by their owners. It was also
typically a national institution. “What is good for General Motors is good for
America,” Charles Erwin Wilson, president of General Motors, famously said
during his Senate confirmation hearings to become Eisenhower’s secretary
of defense in 1953. Wilson said this to justify his decision not to divest
himself of his important shareholding position in his company and was
widely ridiculed for it, but he expressed, in the words of one commentator,
an “undisputable fact of modern political life.” Container shipping has
largely invalidated Wilson’s equation. By dramatically lowering the cost and
increasing the speed and reliability of transportation, containerization has
replaced the classical factory model with global supply chains, which span
the globe according to where labour and raw material inputs are cheapest
and where demand is highest. General Motors took the lead in this process
when they relocated most of their production away from Detroit and Flint,
Michigan, to lower cost locations in the 1980s, leaving a trail of social and
economic destruction which Michael Moore showcased in what was at
the time the most successful theatrical documentary of all time, Roger

8 Levinson, Marc. The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller and the World
Economy Bigger. Princeton University Press, 2006; Klose, Alexander. The Container Principle:
How a Box Changes the Way We Think. MIT Press, 2015.

9 Redish, Martin H., and Howard M. Wasserman. “What’s Good for General Motors: Corporate
Speech and the Theory of Free Expression.” George Washington Law Review, vol. 66, no. 2,

1997-1998, pp. 235-96.
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and Me from 1989. But this change from what Marc Levinson describes as
the “massive industrial complexes in vogue since the turn of the twentieth
century” to “networks of much smaller factories, linked by international
supply chains and employing even smaller numbers of workers” affects not
just the volume and location, but the types and forms of labour. Well-paid
factory jobs disappeared, and in the new economy value comes “from in-
novation, design, and marketing, not from the physical process of tuning raw
materials into finished goods.”® What is more, as Anthony G. Hopkins writes,
“the breakdown of complementarities between industrial metropoles and
primary-producing peripheries, undermined vertical, hierarchic imperial
systems,” potentially furthering notions of racial equality and democracy."

What is clear is that what economists and sociologists started calling glo-
balization in the 1980s amounts to more than just an extension of trade and
a proliferation of what William Cronon, in his discussion of the emergence of
the futures market for grain in the nineteenth century, calls the “transmuta-
tion” of material objects and their displacement into “the symbolic world
of capital.”* From a media theory point of view one could argue that with
containerization production, distribution and consumption finally fully
catch up with the property of money as the primary medium of exchange,
which according to Marx, still in the Grundrisse, is to split exchange into
two acts, sale and purchase in different locations at different times. As
early as 1990, at the very onset of the second wave of globalization, Arjun
Appadurai described what the emerging economic and social order means
in terms of disjuncture and difference in the new global cultural economy.s
Considering the history of the industrial film and its long-standing focus on
production and the firm, the demise of the classical factory alone is reason
enough to shift the focus from production to circulation.

Film and media studies in the years since the publication of Films That
Work has seen a turn towards the study of infrastructure in the work of Marta
Braun, Charlie Keil, Lisa Parks, Nicole Starosielski, Gabriele Schabacher,
Rahul Mukherjee and others.'* A shift from production to circulation in

10 Levinson, Marc. An Extraordinary Time: The End of the Postwar Boom and the Return of the
Ord[nary Economy. Random House, 2016, p. 131.

11 Hopkins, A.G. “Globalisation and Decolonisation.” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth
History, vol. 45, no. 5, 2017, pp. 241-42.

12 Cronon, William. Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West. WW. Norton, 1991, p. 120.
13 Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Last: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. University of
Minnesota Press, 1996.

14 Braun, Marta, Charlie Keil, Rob King, Paul Moore, and Louis Pelletier, editors. Beyond the
Screen: Institutions, Networks and Publics of Early Cinema. John Libbey, 2012; Parks, Lisa, and



INTRODUCTION: A SEQUEL AND A SHIFT 23

the study of industrial film involves a similar focus on the material ar-
rangements that sustain industrial organization and economic activity
beyond the factory, both in the past and present. At the same time, the
question of how cinematic forms act as part of such material arrangements
remains central. Across the transformations sketched above, the moving
image remains a constant factor of the “Medienverbund,” which sustains
industrial organization, and it remains what is perhaps the privileged format
of corporate communication with so-called stakeholders, even as digital
infrastructures and technologies supplant older media across organizations.
The circulation of industrial films has always been facilitated by small-
gauge films and mobile projectors.’> But while Les Trente Glorieuses and the
“economic miracle” period may have been the golden age of the theatrical
industrial film, the transition to digital platforms and the emergence of
compression formats like MP4 — which is to sounds and images as the
shipping container is to consumer goods, and which is a global standard
approved and regulated by the same body, the International Organization
for Standardization (ISO)'® — has created more outlets for moving images
which can be described as industrial films than at any other point in history.
In particular, corporations use digital platforms like YouTube for global
recruitment and to spread messages of sustainability. The latter have become
de rigueur since the human and environmental costs of what J.R. McNeill
and Peter Engelke call “the great acceleration” have become apparent, i.e.
the phase of unprecedented growth since 1945, which has made humans
the determining factor in the history of the environment and which is also
known as the “Anthropocene.”? In that sense, the study of the circulations of
industrial film offers a perspective on media history more generally, as well
as on environmental history and the study of the ecology and/of media.’®

Nicole Starosielski, editors. Signal Traffic: Critical Studies of Media Infrastructures. University
of Illinois Press, 2015; Starosielski, Nicole. The Undersea Network. Duke University Press, 2015;
Schabacher, Gabriele. “Mobilizing Transport: Media, Actor-World, and Infrastructures.” Transfers,
vol. 3, no. 1, 2013; Mukherjee, Rahul. Radiant Infrastructures: Media, Environment, and Cultures
of Uncertainty. Duke University Press, 2020.

15 Wasson, Haidee. Everyday Movies: Portable Projectors and the Transformation of American
Culture. University of California Press, 2020.

16 Sterne, Jonathan. MP3: The Meaning of a Format. Duke University Press, 2012; Jancovic,
Marek, Alexandra Schneider, and Axel Volmar, editors. Format Matters: Standards, Practices,
and Politics in Media. Meson Press, 2020.

17 McNeill, J.R., and Peter Engelke. The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the
Anthropocene since 1945. Belknap Press, 2014.

18 See, for example, Fuller, Matthew. Media Ecologies: Materialist Energies in Art and Techno-
culture. MIT Press, 2007.
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What we propose to call the “circulations of industrial cinema” has three
aspects: How industrial films represent circulation, how they operate as
part of the infrastructures of circulation, and how they themselves circulate
(that is, how distribution affects and potentially transforms their meaning
and operation).

In sales, the role of film is usually limited to advertising rather than the
visualization of process (unless the visualization of process serves advertising
purposes, as a symbolic warranty of the quality of the product).' This makes
the infrastructures and networks of circulation all the more significant if
and when they come into view — for instance, in films about state-sponsored
building projects, shipping and communication, but also in films about the
primary medium of exchange, money. But it is equally as important to pay
attention when they remain absent and their operation is simply assumed.

In the first volume, industrial cinema was discussed as a parasite form,
i.e. a form of cinema that strategically adopts and inhabits other forms
of cinema and adapts artistic forms and techniques to the requirements
of specific pragmatic contexts or spaces of communication, to use Roger
Odin’s term,*® with the ultimate goal of “disappearing in communication,” as
Michel Serres phrases it.** This is a property of infrastructures more generally
speaking. Media infrastructures disappear into communication, and they
only become perceptible when they break down, as Karen Ruhleter and
Susan Leigh Star have argued,*” or, following Fritz Heider, when established
routines or formats of perception are thwarted.? In that sense, industrial
films as part of the media infrastructure of circulation are particularly
salient when they leave their designated space of communication. As they
migrate across other spaces, in the new, decentralized and fluid forms of
corporate communication, but also in new environments such as relational
databases and digital archives, industrial films become media boundary
objects,** i.e. objects that can mean different things to different people and

19 See Florin, Bo, Patrick Vonderau, and Yvonne Zimmermann. Advertising and the Transforma-
tion of Screen Cultures. Amsterdam University Press, 2021.

20 Odin, Roger. Spaces of Communication. Amsterdam University Press, 2022.

21 Serres, Michel. Le parasite. Grasset, 1980.

22 Star, Susan Leigh, and Karen Ruhleder. “Steps Toward an Ecology of Infrastructure: Design
and Access for Large Information Spaces.” Information Systems Research, vol. 7, no. 1, 1996,
pp. 111-34.

23 Heider, Fritz. “Thing and Medium.” On Perception, Event, Structure, and Psychological
Environment: Selected Papers. International Universities Press, 1959.

24 Hoof, Florian. “The Media Boundary Objects Concept: Theorizing Film and Media.” MediaMat-
ters: The Materiality of Media, Matter as Medium, edited by Bernd Herzogenrath. Bloomsbury,
2015, pp. 180—200.
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serve different purposes in different contexts, ranging from the original
purpose of industrial organization to an afterlife in the sense of Warburg,?
whether as historical markers or as raw material for artistic production.
The contributions to this book cover the three aspects of the circulations
of industrial film — representation, operation, distribution — from a variety
of angles and based on a broad range of case studies. The volume escapes the
fate of what Hegel calls the “schlechte Unendlichkeit,” the miserable infinity,
of an endlessly proliferating series of case studies by largely sharing the
modified heuristics which informs this sequel: that in industrial modernity,
there is no production without circulation and neither without media, and
that the moving image, as their enduring element, offers a privileged handle
on both the analogue and digital media networks of industrial organization.
The book is organized in seven sections. Section 1, “Networks and Flows:
Visualizing Value Chains,” consists of four approaches to infrastructures and
media networks beyond the factory. Furthermore, it tackles the afterlife of
industrial film both as the circulation of meaning and by focusing on the
material and political consequences that prevail over time. In Chapter1, “The
Aesthetics of the Global Value Chain: Container Shipping, Media Networks
and the Problem of Visibility in the Global Sphere of Circulation,” Vinzenz
Hediger addresses the question of the form of infrastructures by analysing
the corporate image strategy of Maersk, the world’s largest container shipping
provider. He develops the outline of an aesthetics of the global value chain
by analysing three different, but interconnected types or styles of visibility:
critical, operative and representational visibility. In Chapter 2, “Object
Lessons and Infrastructural Imperialism,” Lee Grieveson highlights the
antecedents of the recent transformations of the world economy by showing
how the US government in the 1910s and 1920s used industrial films to
promote the construction of roads and the Pan-American highway system,
with a view to facilitating the circulation of capital and new practices of
economic imperialism during the period in which the US become the world’s
dominant industrial state. Thomas Turnbull adds an aspect of media theory
in Chapter 3, “Energy and Industrial Film: Energo-Critical Registers,” by
proposing a thermodynamic reading of industrial film that addresses them as
agents of form, content and transmission of energy. He draws on a wide range
of industrial films from the 1920s through the 1960s to argue that industrial
cinema can be analysed in ways that are congruent with the physicist’s

25 Warburg, Aby. Nachhall der Antike. Zwei Untersuchungen. Edited by Pablo Schneider.
Diaphanes, 2011; Didi-Huberman, Georges. The Surviving Image: Phantoms of Time and Time of
Phantoms: Aby Warburg’s History of Art. Penn State University Press, 2016.
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concept of energy. In Chapter 4, “Digital Afterlife of Industrial Film: Weak
Dispositives, Choice Architecture and the Distribution of Industrial Cinema,”
Florian Hoof develops a theoretical model to describe the digital afterlife of
industrial film. Taking the German car industry as his example, he discusses
the reappearance of industrial film as a cinematic experience structured
by “weak dispositives” that are constantly being stabilized by relating them
to “cinematic time” and “cinematic space.”

Section 2, “Operative Iconographies, Industry and the Nation State,”
studies the implications, tensions and contradictions inherent in Charles
E. Wilson’s famous claim that corporate and national political interests
align. Putting a focus on water and (media) infrastructures of hydropower,
itillustrates how media and industrial film in particular turn the economic
resource of water into a (national) cultural resource.?® In Chapter 5, “Beauti-
ful Luxembourg, Steel Works and a Swimming Pool: The Corporate Film
Columeta and the Formation of a Corporate and a National Image,” Ira Plein
focuses on the steel industry in Luxembourg and shows how this industry,
represented by the dominant company, ARBED, created and perpetuated an
iconography that became operative also for the nation state of Luxembourg.
In Chapter 6, “Hydropower for a Sealess Nation: Representation of Water
Energy in Czech Visual Culture,” Lucie Cesalkova explores the cultural
imagination of rivers, waterways and generally water as a source of energy
in Czech film and visual culture in the nineteenth and twentieth century.
In particular, she traces landlocked Czechoslovakia’s dream of ocean ac-
cess and its water management projects across the economical paradigm
shift from capitalist to nationalized socialist order. In Chapter 7, “‘Modern
Water Sprites: History, People and the Landscape of Northern Sweden
in Vattenfall’s Film Production in the 1950s,” Fabian Zimmer outlines a
cultural history of hydroelectricity in Sweden by looking at films from the
Swedish state-owned enterprise Vattenfall. Zimmer traces the narratives
of hydroelectric modernity through the “golden age” of Vattenfall’s film
production to study their rhetoric and discursive contexts. In Chapter 8,
“Taxonomy of Techniques: Visions of Industrial Cinema in Post-war Japan,”
Takuya Tsunoda discusses an infrastructure project in post-war Japan, which
was the subject of Sakuma Dam, a series of highly popular industrial films
for theatrical distribution made between 1954 and 1958. Tsunoda shows

26 Bartelheim, Martin, et al. “ResourceCultures’ — A Concept for Investigating the Use of
Resources in Different Societies.” Persistent Economic Ways of Living: Production, Distribution,
and Consumption in Late Prehistory and Early History, edited by Alzbéta Danielisova and Manuel
Ferndndez-Gotz. Archaeolingua Alapitvany, 2015, pp. 39-50.
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how these films served to convey a new sense of industrial modernity
both through the infrastructural changes they represented and through
their form and technique as an epitome of state-ordained modernization
and democratization. In Chapter g9, “The Power of Flows: The Spatiality of
Industrial Films on Hydropower in Switzerland,” the final chapter of this
section, Yvonne Zimmermann draws on Manuel Castells’ concept of “the
space of flows” to explain how films on hydropower in Switzerland from the
1930s and 1950s mediate between the dynamic space of flows of technology
and economy and the static places of society within a national framework
that uses water — and its power — as a cultural resource.

Section 3, “Institutions and Distribution Frameworks: Archives, Festivals,
Fairs,” tackles the distribution aspect of the circulations of industrial film
and how this relates to the conceptualization and the building of audiences,
the creation of imagined communities, and technological frameworks of
visual display. In Chapter 10, “Industry on Screen: The British Documentary
in Distribution — British Transport Films: A Case Study,” Steve Foxon provides
an overview of the distribution of the British documentary film from the
interwar period to the 1960s and its “aftermath” in the age of video and
the digital. With a focus on the films made by British Transport Films, he
describes the various target audiences that should be persuaded by these
films and outlines a typology of distribution modalities and venues. In
Chapter 11, “On the Red Carpet in Rouen: Industrial Film Festivals and a
World Community of Filmmakers,” Brian Jacobson discusses the history of
industrial film festivals as key nodes in shifting global networks of cultural
and economic exchange. Tracing the history of these events from early film
festivals held in the 1950s in Europe, he argues that they were crucial to build
and unite a community of capitalists with an international community of
filmmakers. In Chapter 12, “Cinema and Industrial Design: Showmanship,
Fairs and the Exhibition Film,” Haidee Wasson discusses the history of
form and circulation of industrial film in context of industrial fairs and
exhibitions. By focusing on the 1939 World’s Fair in New York City, she
describes how cinema was an integral part of a wider array of presentational
techniques but also how film stood out as a key element of such events, as
one of the persistent and most voluble public interfaces for industrial and
sponsored media.

Section 4, “Teaching Oneself and Others,” focuses on pedagogy and
governance in and through industrial films. It looks more closely on how
these films were part of the co-creation and the circulation of knowledge
and how they affected concepts of subjectivity. In Chapter 13, “Putting
Films to Work: System, the Magazine for Business,” Gregory A. Waller studies
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how this prominent American business periodical advised manufacturers
and retailers on how to use moving pictures to boost sales and increase
efficiency and managerial oversight in the workplace. Waller argues that
System at this formative historical moment articulated the possibilities
of film as an emerging and still largely untapped “force in the world of
business.” In Chapter 14, “New Media for the Schools of Tomorrow: The AV
Instructional Films of Robert W. Wagner,” Charles R. Acland looks at how
new media and multimedia ensembles related to the educational realm
in the post-WWII period. He parallels the work of Robert W. Wagner with
ecological concepts from media theory that try to understand new environ-
ments of images and sounds. In Chapter 15, “We Must Know More Than We
Can See: Images for Vocational Training and the Emergence of Cognitive
Ergonomics,” Guilherme Machado analyses techniques of video-based
pedagogy and the emergence of a new type of ergonomics, which is focused
on mental rather than bodily processes in a key moment in the broader
history of industrial labour, the transition to the so-called “post-industrial”
or service economy in the 1960s and 1970s. In Chapter 16, “Free Enterprise
Film: Aims of Industry, Economic Propaganda and the Development of a
Neoliberal Cinema,” Scott Anthony discusses the filmmaking activities
of Aims of Industry, an influential educational organization in Britain in
the immediate post-war years. He analyses how Aims’ library circulated a
range of industrial and sponsored films and argues that in the consumerist,
privatizing and post-industrial mode of cinema patronized by Aims some
of the cultural origins of neoliberalism can be discerned.

Section 5, “Post/Colonial Industries and Third Industrial Cinemas,”
brings together approaches to industrial film and empire at the threshold
of decolonization and shows how industrial film built and shaped colonial
audiences. In Chapter 17, “Framing Local and International Sentiments
and Sounds: Unilever and Royal Dutch Shell in a Changing Nigeria,” Rud-
mer Canjels shows how the film department of Royal Dutch Shell, one of
the oldest and most prolific units of any major company, used music to
anchor their image and educational films in local and regional cultures
and soundscapes to postulate a connection between enterprise and na-
tion with a view to its continued operation in post-independence Nigeria.
In Chapter 18, “Working through the End of Empire,” Tom Rice discusses
industrial film as a governmental approach to shape concepts of citizenship
in the context of the colonial history of the British Empire and shows that
film became increasingly important in the government’s work to define
and shape productive citizens and to formalize economic ties between
colonizer and colonized. In Chapter 19, “Cinema-going on the Railway
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Tracks: Transportation, Circulation and Exhibition of Information Film in
Colonial India,” Ravi Vasudevan addresses the role of railways as a mode of
film distribution and a site of exhibition in colonial India. Discussing the
logistics and programmes of the mobile exhibition by train, Vasudevan shows
how the British administration used film to educate the rural population
by intermingling educational films with travel films and other attractions
to cultivate an audience. In Chapter 20, “The Latin American Process Film,”
Salomé Aguilera Skvirsky addresses a shared concern with process, i.e.
with the material and bodily aspects of production, across a wide range
of Latin American films and discusses the connection between post-war
industrialization and the emergence of the New Latin American Cinema
of the 1960s and 1970s.

Section 6, “Production Cultures and/of the Industrial Film: Amateurs and
Professionals,” demonstrates that, much as film has never been exclusively
tied to the dispositive of cinema, industrial films are not exclusively tied to
the factory. Rather, they need to be understood as cultural practices that exist
beyond and constantly permeate organizational boundaries. In Chapter 21,
“Soviet Industrial Film across Categories: Negotiating between Utility, Art
and Science,” Maria Vinogradova shows how despite the absence of an
established category of “industrial film” within the Soviet film industry, such
films were produced and spanned a broad variety of types, such as industrial
process, educational, labour and advertising film. She explains how the
focus on production processes reflects an economic system based on central
planning. In Chapter 22, “There Is No Life More Reckless and Adventuresome
Than That of the Oil Prospector’: ENT’s Geologist-Filmmakers in Iran,” Luca
Peretti shows how the prospectors of Italy’s state energy company ENI were
also consummate amateur filmmakers who combined their geological
exploration with the making of personal travelogues and family films,
which complement the official presentation of the company’s activities in
Iran in films, such as Bernardo Bertolucci’s three-part documentary La via
del petrolio. In Chapter 23, “Industrial Film from the Home Studio: Amateur
Cinema and Low-Budget Corporate Moving Image Culture in West Germany
(1950 to 1977),” Alexander Stark takes amateur filmmaker Elisabeth Wilms,
“the filming baker’s wife” from the city of Dortmund in Western Germany,
as his case study to show how amateur film practices intersected with the
field of sponsored film in the 1950s to the late 1970s. In Chapter 24, “Movie
and Industry in Italy: The ‘Golden Age’ of Italian Industrial Documentary
(1950—1970),” Anna Maria Falchero offers a comprehensive account of in-
dustrial film production during the post-war boom era, with a focus on
the main lines of film on output in terms of production arrangements,
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themes and distribution. And finally, in Chapter 25, “A Film That Doesn't
Seem to Work: A Shot of Renault’s Early Assembly Line (1920 to 1929) — A
Case Study, Methodology and 3D Restitution for Film Analysis,” Alain P.
Michel traces the trajectory of At the Renault Factory, a film produced in the
1920s to showcase Renault’s effort during WWI, through different storage
and distribution formats. He discusses the implications of the loss of the
film’s original materiality as he reconstructs the film’s original production
context through a combination of new methodologies such as systematic
cross-analysis and 3D technology.

Section 7, “Ephemeral Artistry: Ecologies of Authorship in Industrial
Cinema,” addresses a spectre which continues to haunt industrial film
research despite the field’s radically pragmatist orientation and focus on the
nexus of cinematic form and industrial organization rather than expression:
the spectre of authorship. In doing so, the section highlights one aspect of
cinematic form in particular which has hitherto been largely neglected:
sound. In Chapter 26, “Business and Art: Pharmaceutical Industries, Film
Production and Circulation, and the French Film Production Company
ScienceFilm, 1960-1980,” Christian Bonah sheds light on the production
and circulation of chemical-pharmaceutical films from the point of view of
the film production company ScienceFilm, founded by French film director
Eric Duvivier, a nephew of Julien Duvivier. Bonah shows how Duvivier
connected his industrial filmmaking practice, which spans fifty years from
1950 to 2000, with contemporary film art while enlisting leading physicians
as allies for contracting with industrial sponsors. In Chapter 27, “Transfer
of Power: Films Officers in the British Coal Industry,” Patrick Russell sug-
gests that pragmatism and functionalism developed in the early phases of
industrial film research by arguing for a concept of co-authorship. Based
on a comprehensive survey of the British post-war film production in the
energy field, Russell proposes an engagement with film style which remains
attentive to moments of singularity rather than focusing exclusively on
regular patterns. In Chapter 28, “Saudi Arabia’s John Ford? Robert Yarnall
Richie, Desert Venture and Ephemeral Authorship in Industrial Film,” Martin
Stollery offers an even more direct challenge to Rick Prelinger’s sugges-
tion that we should try to avoid the trap of auteurism this time around.
He proposes the concept of “ephemeral authorship” to show how reviews
and other paratexts treated Robert Yarnall Richie’s Desert Venture, a film
commissioned by Saudi-American oil giant ARAMCO, as a documentary
work in the tradition of Robert]. Flaherty and John Ford, enlisting auteurist
discourse to broaden the audience for a corporate film. In Chapter 29,
“Sounds Industrial: Understanding the Contribution of Music and Sound
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in Industrial Films,” Annette Davison focuses on a sample of promotional
industrial films produced by the Shell Film Unit in the 1950s under the
supervision of Arthur Elton to highlight the importance of sound and music
in industrial films. She identifies and evaluates techniques of audiovisual
rhetoric which are crucial to the work of industrial films but have so far been
overlooked. In the final contribution to the volume, Chapter 30, “Creative
Films for Creative Corporations: Music and Musicians in Experimental
Italian Industrial Films,” Alessandro Cecchi shows how Italian corporations
in the 19508 and 1960s enlisted modernist composers like Angelo Francesco
Lavagnino, Franco Potenza and Vittorio Gelmetti to produce musical scores
which often featured electronic sounds and projected an aura of innovation
and technological sophistication even as they resonated with some of the
major trends of the contemporary musical avant-garde.

This book is partially based on a discussion and screening event held in
Frankfurt in December 2015. Other contributions were then added to fully
represent the current state of the field. Frankfurt is an apposite choice for
a discussion on industrial film and circulation not just because of its role as
the financial centre of Germany and, increasingly, Europe. Frankfurt was
also the headquarters of the Thurn und Taxis postal service monopoly from
1810 t0 1867, which was a key system of communication in the early phases
of industrialization and became an agency of the Prussian state after the
war of 1866, further boosting the industrial development of “Griinderzeit”
Germany. Frankfurt is today the site of DE-CIX, the world’s largest internet
exchange in terms of average traffic throughput and the key node of the
internet in Europe. It is, in other words, a good vantage point for further
sequels.

The editors wish to thank the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) for
funding. The book was made possible with the help of Nayang Technological
University, ConTrust Frankfurt and MECS Liineburg. And, last but not
least, the editors wish to express their gratitude to our editorial assistants,
Matthias Augsbach and Luca Schepers, without whose tireless effort this
book would never have seen the light of day.
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Networks and Flows: Visualizing Value Chains






1 The Aesthetics of the Global Value
Chain

Container Shipping, Media Networks and the Problem of
Visibility in the Global Sphere of Circulation

Vinzenz Hediger

Abstract

Facilitated by containerization global value and supply chains have largely
replaced the factory-in-one-place model of production prevalent from the
industrial revolution up until the 1970s. But if there was an aesthetics of the
factory, i.e. a generic way in which the visibility of the production process
was organized in the interest of controlled transparency, operational
efficiency and social legitimacy, is there a comparable aesthetics of the
global value chain? Drawing on recent work in infrastructure and media
studies, this contribution focuses on the social media, film and design
work of Maersk, the world’s largest container shipping company, to analyze
three different, but interconnected regimes of visibility in and of global

value chains: critical, operative and representational.

Keywords: infrastructure; visibility; containerization; globalization; social

media; corporate communications

Factories are now like ships: they mutate strangely, masquerade, and sometimes
sail away stealthily in the night in search of cheaper labor, leaving their former
employees bewildered and jobless.

— Allan Sekula and Dave Sinclair, “Freeway to China (Version 2: For Liverpool),” 2000

Always act as if there were a crisis and the company was in a crisis.

— Maersk internal management guidelines, September 5,1994
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Prologue: Sailing into Sight

On March 23, 2021, the Ever Given, a four-hundred-meter-long container
ship carrying 20,000 TEU, twenty-foot equivalent unit containers, was
hit by strong side winds and got stuck in the bank of the Suez Canal. The
ship, operated by the Taiwanese Evergreen line and one of the largest of
its kind, blocked the world’s busiest waterway for six days. Close to four
hundred ships lined up on either side of the canal, causing significant
delays and an estimated nine billion dollars of losses. The Suez Canal
Authority released photographs, and memes started circulating. Among
them was one which identified the container ship as the main vehicle of
global capitalism, and as something critical theory should study (albeit
probably to little effect).

That suddenly everyone paid attention to container ships seemed to
illustrate one of the properties of infrastructure identified by Susan Leigh
Star, namely that it is usually transparent and only “becomes visible upon
breakdown.” In the prologue to his 2010 film essay The Forgotten Space,
which he co-directed with Noél Burch, Allan Sekula describes container
shipping as “100,000 thousand invisible ships, 1.5 million invisible seafarers,
binding the world together through trade.” To the extent that these are
indeed invisible, it is not so much because their owners hide them from
view like the capitalists of the nineteenth century hid machines and
working conditions behind factory walls. Rather, “the increasing reliability
of [...] operation makes rapid diffusion feats unremarkable,” as Vaclav
Smil writes.? However, the infrastructures of global trade — which for the
purposes of this contribution we take to include ships, ports, contain-
ers, traffic networks connecting the sea to the hinterland, media and
knowledge — have in fact been highly visible for some time now, and have
become increasingly so just around the time Sekula and Burch released
their film.

Maersk Line, long the world’s largest container shipping company with
roughly eighty thousand employees, a turnover of €40 billion and a world
market share of seventeen per cent in 2020, is a case in point. Unusually
for a business-to-business company, Maersk has systematically built a
social media presence in the years after the financial crisis of 2008—2009,
which evolves around corporate videos and photographs providing inside

1 Star, Susan Leigh. “The Ethnography of Infrastructure.” American Behavioral Scientist,

vol. 43, no. 4,1999, p. 382.
2 Smil, Vaclav. Growth: From Microorganisms to Megacities. MIT Press, 2019, p. Xiv.
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EVER

“Global
capitalism

Fig. 1.1b. The memefication of the EVER GIVEN incident (@author unknown).
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Maersk @
May 14, 2021 @

On board Moscow Maersk with 2nd Officer J.M. Dinesen and passing sister ships Matz Maersk
in Antwerp, Belgium and Magleby Maersk at APM Terminals Maaswviakie I, in Netheriands.
Thanks tar sharing and keeping the supply chains running.

#hlaersk #seafarersareleyworkers #lifeatsea

Fig. 1.2. Maersk crews share pictures via the company’s Instagram account, May 15, 2021.

views of global supply chains with a documentary feel rather than the
default glossiness of more conventional corporate image films.3 Maersk was
surprised, according to one executive, to find out that a business which it
suspected people find “boring” was anything but in the eyes of a substantial

3 Agerdal-Hjermind, Annette. “The Enterprise Social Media Strategy: The Case of Maersk.”
Communication & Language at Work, no. 3, 2014, pp. 3-17; Katona, Zsolt, and Miklos Sarvary.
“Maersk Line: B2B Social Media - ‘It’s Communication, Not Marketing’.” Berkeley Haas Case
Series, vol. 56, no. 3, 2014, pp. 142—56.



THE AESTHETICS OF THE GLOBAL VALUE CHAIN 41

public.# Maersk’s Facebook page had more than three million followers in
May 2021, more than seven times the number of BASF, the world’s largest
chemical company, also a multinational and a company roughly twice the
size in terms of turnover (but with a similar number of employees, roughly
eighty thousand). Maersk’s Instagram account had 234,000 followers, as
opposed to BASF’s combined 50,000 for its global and German accounts.

The combined impact of the 2008 financial crisis and climate change
have led shipping companies to adopt new ship models with up to 25,000
TEU or twenty-foot equivalent unit containers, i.e. five times the capacity
of an average container ship in the 1990s. These gigantic ships have become
the object of a widespread fascination even as their carbon footprint is the
focus of growing concerns. In 2009, the shipping industry’s carbon footprint
was slightly larger than that of Germany.> It has since decreased through a
variety of measures including the lowering of travel speeds from twenty-four
to as low as twelve knots,® and companies like Maersk and CMA-CGM
currently work to fully decarbonize their fleets in the space of a few years
rather than a decade or two. But in online forums, the ships themselves
are the main concern. Ship-spotting videos of mega containerships are a
popular YouTube genre. Discovery documentaries about the building of these
ships and their operation often have an afterlife with millions of clicks on
YouTube. One six-minute video made by a Maersk crew member offering
a tour of his cabin in March 2019 had registered no fewer than 2.3 million
views by May 2021.7 Ship-spotting videos and photographs, whether sent
in by employees or followers, are also an important part of the Facebook
and Instagram feeds of Maersk.

Astride between the operative requirements of global supply chains and
the widespread fascination with ships sits a website like MarineTraffic.
com. Here volunteers provide data through an automated identification
system (AIS) to track the movements of more than eighteen thousand ships
worldwide on Google Maps in real time. MarineTraffic.com was started
in 2007 as an academic project by Dimitri Lekkas, a professor of systems
engineering at the University of the Aegean on the island of Syros in Greece,

4 Katona and Sarvary. “Maersk Line: B2B Social Media,” p. 146.

5 Casdesus-Masanell, Ramon, Forrest L. Reinhard, and Frederik Nellemann. “Maersk Line
and the Future of Container Shipping.” Harvard Business School Case Study 9-712-449, 2012,
p-5-

6  Carriou, Pierre, Francesco Parola, and Theo Notteboom. “Towards Low Carbon Global
Supply Chains: A Multi-trade Analysis of CO, Emission Reductions in Container Shipping.”
InternationalJournal of Production Economics, 208, 2019, pp. 17—28.

7 https://youtu.be/JBH78Lt3Kbw.
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https://youtu.be/JBH78Lt3Kbw

42 VINZENZ HEDIGER

il Blarina Traffic

Fig. 1.3. The MarineTraffic.com landing page on May 10, 2021, 10:11 am CET (green: bulk cargo and
container ships; red: tankers; orange: fishing ships; blue: passenger line ships; lilac: cruise ships and
yachts).

the original hub of the Greek shipping industry. In itself an infrastructure
in the sense that it is a boundary object which means different things to
different people,® MarineTraffic.com caters to both industry professionals
and shipping enthusiasts and combines tracking with options for uploading
ship-spotting images and videos for a network of correspondents from
around the world.

Among other things, this shows that visibility and invisibility, as Brian
Larkin argues, “are not ontological properties of infrastructures.” Rather,
they “are made to happen as part of technical, political, and representational
processes.” What is more, in the shipping industry “visibility” is also a

8 Star. “The Ethnography of Infrastructure.”

9  Larkin, Brian. “Promising Forms: The Political Aesthetics of Infrastructures.” The Promise of
Infrastructures, edited by Nikhil Anand, Akhil Gupta, and Hanna Apel. Duke University Press,
2018, pp. 178-86.
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technical term which refers to the ability to track assets in real time or, more
specifically, “the data-based creation of transparency through tracking of
assets or events and the generation of information and insights from that
process.”™®

Visibility in this technical sense matters because what economists call
“value creation,” i.e. the input activities of a company to create value for cus-
tomers, now no longer happens in self-contained factories located near vital
resources and markets, but in dispersed locations across the globe chosen
for cost considerations. The container made “global sourcing imaginable
because it is cheap and logistically manageable,” as historian Michael B.
Miller writes." Because of containers, the factory model of organization,
which drove economic activity from the eighteenth to the late twentieth
century, has largely been replaced with what has been known since the
1990s as global value chains.'” These global value chains in turn rely on
the operation of global supply chains, i.e. transportation and distribution
networks which put resources and assets in the right place at the right time.
Setting up and operating global supply chains is no longer just a matter of
shipping and distribution. Swiss-born Napoleonic general and military
theorist Antoine-Henri Jomini (1779-1869), a continuing influence on the
US armed forces’ doctrine of overwhelming force, coined the term “logistics”
to describe “the practical art of moving armies” and supplying troops in the
field. Now it refers to the management of supply chains, the backbone of
economic globalization, another term of relatively recent vintage.'+

The EverGiven accident, then, reveals not so much that global value chains
are hidden from sight. Instead, it points us to the ways in which these value
chains and the infrastructures of global trade “as technical objects, take on
form™> and become visible and readable. Brian Larkin has recently argued

10 Bauhaus, Henrik, Frederik Moller, Maleen Stachon, Christina Hoffmann, and Boris Otto.
“Data-Driven Business Models in Logistics: A Taxonomy of Optimization and Visibility Services.”
Proceedings of the 53rd Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, 2020, p. 5379, https://
hdl.handle.net/10125/64403.

11 Miller, Michael B. Europe and the Maritime World: A Twentieth Century History. Cambridge
University Press, 2012, p. 343.

12 Gereffl, Gary. Global Value Chains and Development. Cambridge University Press, 2018.

13 Van Creveld, Martin. Supplying War: Logistics from Wallenstein to Patton, 2nd ed. Cambridge
University Press, 2004.

14 As Deborah Cowen’s analysis suggests, as global supply chains and their networks have
themselves increasingly become a security concern, the military origins of the term have come
full circle in the twenty-first century. Cowen, Deborah. The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping
Violence in Global Trade. University of Minnesota Press, 2014.

15 Larkin. “Promising Forms,” p. 175.
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that one “risks fundamentally misrecognizing the range of ways in which
infrastructures address, order, and constitute political relations” if one fails
to consider technics and aesthetics as mutually constitutive.’® The study of
industrial film has similarly assumed that technology and aesthetics are
mutually constitutive. But it has also assumed that we risk missing out on the
operational logics of both if we fail to address economic activity as the third
term of the relation. Starting from the firm, the study of industrial film has
assumed that every company is a media company, since all economic activity
is made possible and shaped by media networks.”” The global value chain
expands the horizon of inquiry to an articulated sequence of companies
interacting in and through media networks.

In what follows, I want to argue that global value chains are the object
of, and shaped by, three different, but related types of visibility: critical,
operative and representational. These share two commonalities: First, all are
aspirational. In the world of global trade and globalized production no one
ever sees enough — not the Marxist critic, not the supply chain manager, not
the shipping customer, technology enthusiast or ecological activist. And,
second, all compensate for their limitations by resorting to different types
of what Susan Leigh Stars calls “master narratives” of infrastructures, stories
told by a “voice [which] speaks unconsciously from the presumed center
of things.”® In modernity, which includes the compressed modernity of a
country like South Korea, the default master narrative of infrastructure is the
national epic: a heroic tale of achievement through bravery and technology.
But the new technologies and practices of global communication and trade
increasingly challenge that framework. Nicole Starosielski has shown how
conflicting approaches to the operation of undersea cables can be sorted
into narratives of connection, disruption, nodes and transmission.” Along
similar lines, I want to argue that in critical visibility gives form to the
infrastructures of global trade though narratives of crisis; operative visibility
is tied to narratives of efficiency; and representational visibility produces

16 Ibid., p. 178.

17 Hediger, Vinzenz, and Patrick Vonderau, editors. Films That Work: Industrial Film and the
Productivity of Media. Amsterdam University Press, 2009; Acland, Charles R., and Haidee Wasson,
editors. Useful Cinema. Duke University Press, 2011. Lee Grieveson has offered a comprehensive
view of cinema, government, and global trade networks in the first half of the twentieth century
in Cinema and the Wealth of Nations, while Alexander Klose has discussed the “box” as a new
paradigm of thinking in culture and the arts. Grieveson, Lee. Cinema and the Wealth of Nations:
Media, Capital, and the Liberal World System. University of California Press, 2017; Close, Alexander.
The Container Principle: How a Box Changes the Way We Think. MIT Press, 2015.

18 Star. “The Ethnography of Infrastructure,” p. 384.

19 Starosielski, Nicole. The Undersea Network. Duke University Press, 2015.
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contested, but similarly aspirational narratives of growth, sustainability
and inclusiveness, which can also be read as globalization age reiterations
of the modernist logic that “through infrastructures and circulation [...]
development and modern subjectivity can be achieved” — albeit, as we will
see, a reiteration in which global trade figures as a substitute for politics in
the nation state.>® With their adjacent narratives each of these three types
of visibility constitutes what Jacques Ranciere calls a “scene,” a clearly
delineated territory where we can study and verify the constituent elements
of an organization, and which is not reducible to shared metaphysical
principle or any other scene, let alone an underlying “ur-scene.” The task
of an aesthetics of global value chains, then, is to provide a composite view
of the form of their constituent elements as articulated through the three
scenes of critical, operative and representational visibility. The task is further
to account for how these three scenes exceed, challenge and transform the
frames of the nation state and the firm, which provide the dominant form of
infrastructure and the visibility of economic activity in the pre-1970s period.

Precisely to capture the transformation of these frames, and since
shipping firms “have been singled out as key drivers of economic glo-
balization,” it seems legitimate to start with an individual firm.** Apart
from its already mentioned proactive media work, Maersk, a family- and
partnership-controlled multinational headquartered in Denmark, is an
appropriate choice because of the size of the company and its historical
role in establishing container shipping. The Maersk group also covers — or
covered at one point — all elements of shipping infrastructure. As of May 2021,
Maersk operated 708 ships and held a16.9% world market share. Alongside
the Maersk Line, the Maersk group includes APM, which operates container
terminals, including the hub in Algeciras, Spain, which connects West
Africa with the main routes into Europe and Asia, a terminal in Singapore
and a string of terminals in West Africa, including Apapa, the container
port of Lagos, Nigeria. Until it was absorbed under the man brand in 2020,
Maersk also owned DAMCO, a freight-forwarding/supply chain logistics
firm. Maersk also operated a shipyard until 2009, and from 1962 to 2017 it
included Maersk Oil, a prospecting and drilling firm specializing in deep
sea oil rigs.

20 Larkin. “Promising Forms,” p. 190.

21 Ranciére, Jacques. La méthode de [égalité. Entretien avec Laurent Jeanpierre et Dork Zabunyan.
Bayard, 2012, p. 99.

22 Peterson, Niels P, Stig Tenold, and Nicholas J. White, editors. Shipping and Globalization in
the Post-war Era: Context, Companies, Connections. Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, p. 257.
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If Brian Larkin is (partly) correct in suggesting that in “the study of
infrastructure, form is both ubiquitously visible yet absent from analytic
consideration,” something similar can be said of shipping networks. The
literature is growing fast now, but until recently systematic studies have
been few and far between.? In the first section I want to review the
emergence of container shipping from earlier networks with a focus on
media and the organization of global trade. In particular I want to discuss
the national epic as the default master narrative of infrastructure in its
tension with the emergence of global value chains. In the second section
I want to focus on what I propose to call the cinematic shape of trade and
argue that the shift from factory to global value chain can be described
as a shift from framing to tracking, with Maersk as the case study. And
in my conclusion, I want to summarize my findings by discussing the
notion of containerization as a revolution. Because of the antecedents of
contemporary shipping networks and the current shape of the industry, the
analysis is Euro- and US-centric. Further work will be required compensate
for this defect.

1. From Empire to Logistics: Containerization and the Four Gs

Containerization can be seen as a part of the global history of the four Gs:
The Great Transformation, the Great Divergence, the Great Acceleration
and the Great Convergence. The Great Transformation is Karl Polanyi’s term
for the industrial revolution®4; the Great Divergence describes the period of
rapid growth in the nineteenth century which sees Europe and the United
States pull ahead of other parts of the world, like India or China, which as

23 Marc Levinson, an economist by training, wrote his now classic book about container
shipping as a history because the data were not sufficient for an economic study of the impact
of containerization on the world economy (Levinson, Marc. The Box: How the Shipping Container
Made the World Smaller and the World Economy Bigger. Princeton University Press, 2006). Simi-
larly, in the introduction to their historical case study of Maersk, Jephson and Morgen note that
“the theoretical and empirical literature on the role of transport is surprisingly weak. [...] [T]
he role of transport remains ambiguous and subject to shallow interpretation” (Jephson, Chris,
and Henning Morgen. Creating Global Opportunities: Maersk Line in Containerization, 1973—2013.
Routledge, 2014, p. 4). Finally, Peterson et al. (Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era)
consistently reference Michael B. Miller’s 2012 cultural history of European shipping networks
(Europe and the Maritime World: A Twentieth Century History) as a groundbreaking work to be
emulated in further studies.

24 Polanyi, Karl. The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time.
Beacon Press, 2001.
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late as the mid-eighteenth century enjoyed comparable levels of economic
welfare®5; the Great Acceleration is the period of unprecedented economic
and population growth after 1945 in which humans become the decisive
factor in the ecology for the first time in history, a period now also known
as the “Anthropocene®; and the Great Convergence is the period of growth
since 1990, which has seen the centre of the world economy shift to Asia
as countries like South Korea, China or Indonesia progressively draw level
with the wealthiest parts of the so-called West.?” At the dawn of the Great
Acceleration, containerization dissolves the factory, the main locus of the
Great Transformation and the Great Divergence, into the global value chain,
the driver of the Great Convergence. At the same time, containerization can
be seen as part of the intertwined processes of decolonization and economic
globalization, in which, as Anthony G. Hopkins argues, “horizontal’ concepts
of racial equality and universal democracy, as well as the breakdown of
complementarities between industrial metropoles and primary-producing
peripheries, undermined vertical, hierarchic imperial systems."28 As such,
containerization substitutes the promise of a reliable, accessible and coherent
global network for the circulation of goods for what John Darwin describes as
the often haphazard and structurally violent practices of colonial domination
of the “unfinished” European empires.*d To situate this promise we have to
first look more closely at the power differential containerization promises
to overcome, and how that power differential, and its transformation, have
been framed.

The Shipworm and the Steam Engine

Different from their landed predecessors, the European empires of the
sixteenth to the twentieth centuries were built by sea.3° Starting from an
experience of cultural inferiority to the mature landed empires which they
encountered on their voyages of “discovery” to the Americas, India and

25 Pomeranz, Kenneth. The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern
World Economy. Princeton University Press, 2000.

26 Engelke, Peter, and J.R. McNeill. The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the
Anthropocene since 1945. Harvard University Press, 2014.

27 Baldwin, Richard. The Great Convergence: Information Technology and the New Globalization.
Belknap Press/Harvard University Press, 2016.

28 White, Nicholas J. “Thinking Outside ‘The Box": Decolonization and Containerization.”
Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era: Context, Companies, Connections, edited by Niels
P. Peterson, Stig Tenold, and Nicholas J. White. Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, pp. 68—69.

29 Darwin, John. Unfinished Empire. Bloomsbury, 2013.

30 Darwin, John. After Tamerlane: The Global History of Empire since 1405. Bloomsbury, 2008.
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China,?' Europeans progressively translated their technological superiority
into a sense of cultural superiority from the second half of the eighteenth
century and the Enlightenment onwards. Innovations in shipping and
navigation, which in turn led to the invention of the steam engine, the
railway and the steamship, laid the groundwork for their networks of
global dominance. The connection between innovations in shipping and
industrialization is complex, but in some ways quite straightforward.

Capitalism came about through the emergence of mass consumer
markets in North-western Europe from the seventeenth century onward
(with important input in terms of capital provided through the plunder of
Bengal in 1757).3* Land enclosures in seventeenth and eighteenth century
Europe had created a landless underclass, which migrated to cities and
provided the cheap labour required for industrialized mass production.
But neither the emergence of mass markets nor the industrialization
of production would have been possible without shipping. Inexorably
intertwined with colonialism, capitalism as a system of industrialized
innovation owed its emergence in large part to the growth of shipping
networks. “Little of what Europeans made, sold, or consumed [...] was
independent of overseas markets or sources of supply,” and it was shipping
networks and infrastructure which made mass industrial and consumer
societies possible.33 Ships brought raw materials, particularly cotton, from
the various colonies to Europe and finished products back to the territories
of extraction.

One of the most important innovation in the late eighteenth century
was copper sheathing for ships, which prevented damage from tropical
shipworms, a long-standing problem. Copper sheathing boosted the tri-
angular trade of slaves to the Americas and goods to Europe by cutting
“the death rates of slaves in the middle passage by half.”34 This turned the
“planned disaster” of the middle passage — which incidentally, as Christina
Sharpe points out, registers no mention in Allan Sekula and Noel Burch’s
film on shipping and capitalism35 — into a more calculable risk, which in
turn increased the supply of cotton, coffee and other trade goods to satisfy

31 Bitterli, Urs. Die Wilden und die Zivilisierten. Grundziige einer Geistes- und Kulturgeschichte
der europdisch-iiberseeischen Begegnung. C.H. Beck, 2004.

32 Plumpe, Werner. Das kalte Herz. Kapitalismus: die Geschichte einer andauernden Revolution.
Rohwolt, 2019.

33 Miller. Europe and the Maritime World, p. 3.

34 Ronnbick, Klas, and Peter M. Solar. “Copper Sheathing and the British Slave Trade.” Economic
History Review, vol. 68, no. 3, 2015, p. 806.

35 Sharpe, Christina. In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Duke University Press, 2016, pp. 25-27.
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demand in the emerging capitalist mass consumer markets in Europe.3® The
steam engine was originally developed to pump water out of copper mines
in Cornwall37 From there it was adapted to power factory production lines,
railway locomotives and ships.

The introduction of steamships in the mid-nineteenth century reduced
travel time and made schedules more reliable, paving the way for what is
generally referred to as the first era of globalization, a period of global free
trade between 1870 and 1914, which also includes the Berlin Conference and
the subsequent comprehensive colonial occupation of Africa. Barriers to
trade for European companies were minimal, and the new trade networks
powered by steamships and the telegraph — as well as, in the view of some
economic historians, an abundance of coal3® — consolidated the Great
Divergence.

But while shipping has been an important factor of both the Great Trans-
formation and the Great Divergence, it can be argued that the technological
superiority of the West was initially a superiority of media technology.
Ships as carriers of goods, people and ideas can, of course, be understood
as media. Ships have been around for a long time, but the most important
novelty in European expansion were improved instruments of navigation
and what Bruno Latour calls “immutable mobiles,” scalable and portable
media like maps (even though Erhard Schiittpelz has rightly pointed out
these technologies only reached reliable levels of standardization in the
nineteenth century).3? Infrastructures from the telegraph to channels
and ports, which have been discussed in terms of a theory of media and
communication by Karl Knies in the nineteenth and Harold Innis in the
first half of the twentieth century,*® further consolidated European and
Western dominance. Starting in the mid-nineteenth century, shipping lines
aligned with global telegraph networks. According to economic historian
Stig Tenold “shipping lines can be considered — in tandem with the telegraph
network — as the tentacles of empire.” This is particularly true for the British

36 Sharpe. In the Wake, p. 27.

37 O’Sullivan, Mary. “Power & Profit: Copper Mines & Steam Engines in Late 18th century
Cornwall.” Working Paper, Paul Bairoch Institute of Economic History, 2021, https://www.unige.
ch/sciences-societe/dehes/files/2516/1821/2863/Power_Profit WP_2021.pdf.
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Empire: “By 1914 the submarine cables that Britain controlled were almost
twice as large as those of the next two powers (the United States and France)
combined.” A precursor of sorts to the Internet of Things, the “shipping lines
were to cargo what the telegraph network was to information,” and both
were “a manifestation of British power, which contributed to preserving
the very same dominance that it reflected.™

Until the onset of decolonization global shipping networks evolved around
European companies and ports. The most important ports were Hamburg,
Rotterdam, Antwerp, Liverpool and London, with London serving as the
hub of finance, insurance, ship sales and charter. A limited number of large
companies like HAPAG (Hamburg), Holland Amerika Line (Rotterdam), P&O
Lines (London) or Holt (Liverpool) dominated the industry. They maintained
transnational networks and cooperated in so-called “conferences,” cartels
with a regional focus designed to limit competition and reduce overcapacity.
The conferences were suspended during the world wars but quickly resumed
operation after both and disappeared only with containerization in the late
1990s. Britain also dominated the shipbuilding industry, with up to eighty
per cent of new merchant and passenger ships in the early decades of the
twentieth century coming from British yards.

As the alignment of shipping and telegraph networks suggests, ship-
ping networks were knowledge networks. The infrastructures of these
knowledge networks expanded beyond ships, paperwork and cable
technology. Early access to information through oral communication
could create a competitive advantage. Ports had always served as hubs of
information, and pubs and clubs were important conduits of knowledge
exchange. At least until the 1960s, letter writing was an important part
of these networks. Agents sent out by shipping companies or forwarding
agencies received detailed instructions in writing from their company
heads.#* The global networks of shipping were both cosmopolitan and
Eurocentric, and colonial club culture facilitated the interaction between
large shipping companies.*3 Clubbiness, writes Michael B. Miller, “was
the transnationalism of a maritime community in which Europeans of a
common formation predominated.” Even in colonial outposts, “the cultural
juxtaposition of territories and enclaves within a broader construct of

41 Tenold, Stig. “The Declining Role of Western Europe in Shipping and Shipbuilding 1900—2000.”
Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era: Context, Companies, Connections, edited by Niels
P. Peterson, Stig Tenold, and Nicholas J. White. Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, p. 16.

42 Miller. Europe and the Maritime World, pp. 176ff.

43 Ibid., ch.1.



THE AESTHETICS OF THE GLOBAL VALUE CHAIN 51

cosmopolitanism, fit a globalism that remained fragmented, imperial,
and Eurocentric.”*

A master narrative which gives these networks shape can be found in
the canon of early modern and modern European literature. Luis Vaz de
Camdes’ Os Lusiadas, a sixteenth-century epic poem, turned Vasco da
Gama'’s discovery of a sea route to India into Portugal’s founding national
epic and provided a narrative framework for future colonial enterprises,*
while the novels of Joseph Conrad dramatize how the shipping networks
of the colonial club culture era intersect with the violent modes of govern-
ance of the “unfinished” European empires. Conrad’s first novel, Almayer’s
Folly (1895), tells the story of a failing Dutch trader married to a Malayan
woman who considers himself superior to his extended family by virtue of
his European origin. But he has never been to Europe and is treated with
indifference and even contempt by the Dutch ship crews and trade agents on
whom he depends for his survival. The novel, which was filmed by Chantal
Akerman in 2011, can be read as a story about the limits and boundaries of
infrastructure told from the perspective of someone who thinks he is part
of a national epic but progressively finds out that he is not.

The First Innovation: Multinational Corporations meet Anti-colonial
Imperialism at Sea

If the First World War led to a first shift of economic and cultural power
towards the United States, the Second World War laid the groundwork for the
erosion of European dominance in global shipping and trade in the second
half of the twentieth century. Requisitioned merchant ships which supplied
Allied forces on the Western Front played an important role in determining
the outcome of the First World War. The Second World War brought with it
innovations in logistics in Jomini’s sense of the term — i.e. the deployment of
armed forces in the field — which laid the groundwork for the transformation
of the shipping industry after 1945 and the emergence of logistics in the
now current sense of the term. As Miller writes: “All the pioneering ways of

44 Ibid., p.193.
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moving cargo after the war had roots in logistical experiments during the
conflict.” These include in particular roll-on/roll-off (RORO) ferries modelled
on allied landing crafts, palletization, which was widely used by US supply
services, and containerization, “the great vitiator of traditions [which was]
implied in the lashing of boxes to the decks of ships to maximize carrying
capacity to global theaters.¢

The first important innovation of the post-war period was the creation
of the multinational shipping company. If the shipping networks of the
pre-World War II period hat been informally cosmopolitan, if decidedly
Eurocentric, the new shipping companies were legally and economically dis-
persed over several countries to take advantage of tax shelters and low-cost
labour. As a result of wartime overproduction, the United States had more
ships at its disposal than the government or American shipping companies
knew how to operate. With funding from US banks, Greek shipowners
Aristotle Onassis and Stavros Niarchos bought up the excess tonnage. Their
companies became important conduits for the post-war oil boom, a key factor
of the Great Acceleration, which was largely driven by consumer demand
and the rapid spread of the private automobile as a means of transportation
in Europe and the United States. While both were outsiders in the Greek
shipping industry, Onassis and Niarchos had established international
networks since the 1930s, continuing a centuries-old tradition of business
in the Greek diaspora.*” Onassis operated his shipping line from New York
until he became the target of a pressure campaign orchestrated by US vice
president Richard Nixon after he obtained a contract as the preferential
carrier for Saudi 0il.4® At the behest of their American funders, Onassis
and Niarchos had registered their ships in Liberia, Panama and Honduras,
low-tax, low-regulation countries in the American sphere of influence. This
gave the US government the option of requisitioning their fleets as reserve
capacity for the US armed forces in the case of war.*® Thus were born the
so-called “flags of convenience,” which shipping companies, including

46 Miller, Europe and the Maritime World, p. 288.

47 Harlaftis, Gelina. Creating Global Shipping: Aristotle Onassis, the Vagliano Brothers, and the
Business of Shipping, c. 1820-1970. Cambridge University Press, 1970.

48 A.P. “A Plot on Onassis Charged in Article.” New York Times, August 3, 1978, https://www.
nytimes.com/1978/08/03/archives/a-plot-on-onassis-charged-in-article-nixon-burger-and-a-
hughes-aide.html.

49 Harlaftis, Gelina, and Christos Tsakas. “The Role of Greek Shipowners in the Revival of
Northern European Shipyards in the 19508.” Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era:
Context, Companies, Connections, edited by Niels P. Peterson, Stig Tenold, and Nicholas J. White.
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, p.187.


https://www.nytimes.com/1978/08/03/archives/a-plot-on-onassis-charged-in-article-nixon-burger-and-a-hughes-aide.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1978/08/03/archives/a-plot-on-onassis-charged-in-article-nixon-burger-and-a-hughes-aide.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1978/08/03/archives/a-plot-on-onassis-charged-in-article-nixon-burger-and-a-hughes-aide.html

THE AESTHETICS OF THE GLOBAL VALUE CHAIN 53

Maersk, continue to use today. The “flag state principle can be seen as an
expression of national sovereignty and thus of the traditional so-called
Westphalian system of international law,”>° as Katharina Reiling writes.
But the “slicing up of the value chain” in the post-war shipping industry
and particularly in the wake of containerization has made it “difficult to
determine the true nationality of a ship or a shipping company.”*
Viewers of the 2013 Hollywood docudrama-thriller Captain Phillips (dir.
Paul Greengrass), the first big-budget studio film set on a container ship,
would gain little or no understanding of this background. The film stars Tom
Hanks in the title role and tells the story of the Maersk Alabama hijacking off
the coast of Somalia in 2009. Hanks reprises his role as the explorer, sufferer
for and saviour of the American cause which he had also played in Apollo
13 and Saving Private Ryan. At the time of the hijacking, the Taiwan-built
ship, which had launched under a Danish flag, happened to be registered in
the United States, which made the attack the first successful act of piracy
against an American ship since 1839. In the film three US navy ships and
a SEAL team come to the rescue of the Alabama Maersk. The US built up
its ability to police the seas and wage war with aircraft carrier fleets at any
point around the globe at (almost) any time in the course of the Korean War
and has maintained it ever since.5” The US Navy exemplifies the teachings
of military strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan, who has been described as “the
most influential American author of the nineteenth century” and who in
his 1890 book The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660-1783, argued
“that control of the seas is always crucial to countries seeking to achieve or
maintain far-reaching power.”3 Mahan’s doctrine of sea power aligns with
a bipartisan trade policy which historian of diplomacy William Appleman
Williams has memorably described in 1959 as “anti-colonial imperialism.”
Since the 1890s US policy has focused on maintaining access to foreign
markets for American exports, if necessary at the price of “regime change,”
like the US-engineered coups in Guatemala and Iran in 1953 to the third Gulf
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War in 2003.54In line with this policy, the US Navy became the guarantor of
free passage for international commercial shipping after the Second World
War, with a particular focus on the Gulfregion and oil tankers since the 1970s.

The shipping industry has returned the favour where the occasion
presented itself. In September 1990, for instance, following the Iraqi inva-
sion of Kuwait, the CEO of Maersk, Maersk Mc-Kinney Moller, “made the
unilateral decision to offer garage space on two of Maersk Line’s combined
roll-on/roll-off (RORO) container ships to US authorities free of charge”
in the build-up to Operation Desert Storm. Ostensibly, this was done in
gratitude for the shelter the US had offered Maersk, then in charge of the
New York office of his father’s company, during the Second World War. The
US Navy subsequently chartered Maersk ships to complete the build-up in
the gulf.55 Maersk also cooperated with the producers of Captain Phillips
and documented the film shoot on its Facebook page. However, in the film
no mention is made of the Danish origins of the ship’s owner.

By remaining silent on the multinational character of the shipping
industry Captain Phillips builds a patriotic narrative about the United
States protecting free markets through military strength at sea, a national
epic as master narrative of infrastructure. At the same time Captain Phillips
points to another aspect of containerization: That its rise was related to the
deregulation of global trade and finance, which started in the late 1970s and
accelerated in the 1980s. Early in the film there is an altercation between the
captain and a unionized crew member who insists that his union contract
does not cover fighting hijackers. Organized labor as a form of cowardice
in the face of the enemy: Hollywood’s take on containerization in Captain
Phillips is to frame it as the Reagan Revolution at sea.

The Second Innovation: Containerization, Decolonization and the
Formalization of Knowledge Networks

The early stages of containerization coincide with the dissolution of the
European colonial empires. The year in which the Ideal-X, a converted
tanker, shipped the first containers from Newark, a manufacturing hub
in New Jersey, to Houston — 1956 — is also the year in which Morocco and
Tunisia gained independence from France. The year the first purpose-built
container ship, the Gateway City, started operating — 1957 — is the year in
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which Ghana became independent from Britain, the first country in West
Africa to do so. But decolonization intersects with containerization beyond
this historical coincidence.

Containerization was driven primarily by cost considerations. Loading
and unloading ships used to require significant manpower, and in the
post-war period labour costs grew significantly. In London loading costs
doubled between 1960 and 1970, for instance.? Loading and unloading ships
also took a long time, to the point where ships often spent more time at or
near harbour than at sea. Containers could be loaded at an inland factory
and unloaded again at a warehouse in the port’s hinterland, with significant
time savings and at a fraction of the labour cost. Another cost factor driving
containerization was insurance: Container shipping significantly reduced
damage and theft, and thereby insurance rates. In the late 1960s and 1970s,
New York harbour, once one of the busiest in the world, was replaced by
the container terminals in Port Elizabeth, New Jersey. Taking advantage of
point-to-point container shipping the textile industry left Lower Manhattan
for cheaper locations inland or overseas. New York City lost seven hundred
thousand jobs in the process.5” The city’s economy grew back when the
financial service industry boomed as a result of the deregulation of global
capital. At the same time artists, designers and music producers took over
the vacant Manhattan factory lofts to create what Elizabeth Currid-Halkett
calls “The Warhol Economy.”® To frame it in terms of film history, contain-
erization destroyed the world of On the Waterfront to make room for Wall
Street and Studio 54.

Like the flag of convenience and the multinational shipping company,
containerization originated from the initiative of newcomers and outsiders.
American entrepreneur Norman McLean is considered the inventor of
the container. McLean moved from trucking to shipping when he bought
Pan-Atlantic in 1956, a shipping company which he renamed SeaLand in
1960, to highlight the company’s distinctive service feature: point-to-point
delivery on land without long layovers and loading time in port, made
possible by container shipping. McLean was the owner and operator of the
Ideal-X and the Gateway City, which was retrofitted from the Sumterinigs7,
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an American navy cargo ship built during the Second World War. The names
are significant, whether by coincidence or whether the “imaginary force of
history” wanted it so, as Foucault would say. Fort Sumter was the site of the
opening salvo of the American Civil War, a war fought over the right to own
human beings as property. The gateway city, as environmental historian
William Cronon puts it, is “the principal colonizing agent of the western
landscape”, an urban hub of traffic and trade to and from the American
West in the nineteenth century.59 As long as people and goods moved
mostly on rivers the gateway city was St. Louis, situated at the confluence
of the Mississippi and Missouri rivers; with the advent of the railway, the
role of gateway city shifted to Chicago. The West looms large in America
culture in the 1950s and 1960s. In Hollywood the Western thrives, and in
the political imaginary the West beckons as a libertarian utopia free of
government interference (read: school integration, voting rights and other
forms of civil rights legislation).®® At the same time and in the words of John
F. Kennedy, space becomes the “new frontier.” Naming the first purpose-
built containership Gateway City casts the sea as another new frontier and
container shipping as the infrastructure of a new, de-territorialized form of
American expansionism — precisely the alignment of global sourcing and
American interventionism that the Maersk Alabama hijacking dramatizes.®'

While the name of the first purpose-built container ship links containeri-
zation to the history of American settler colonialism, the United States is now
no longer a player in the container shipping industry. SeaLand remained the
only significant container line in the US and was absorbed by its long-time
partner Maersk in 1999. Maersk, which was founded in 1904, had entered
container shipping relatively late, in 1973. Through endogenous growth and
mergers and acquisitions Maersk became the biggest shipping company in
the world in 1996, a position which it held until January 2022, when MSC,
a Swiss-Italian company overtook Maersk in terms of TEU capacity. In
the former European-dominated shipping networks Maersk had been an
outsider, operating ships in Europe and on a New York-Asia route through
the Panama Canal since its opening. But a good part of Maersk’s later growth
came from the absorption of remnants of legacy lines from the colonial
era. Apart from SeaLand in 1999, Maersk acquired P&O Nedlloyd in 2005,
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which in turn had been a merger of the Dutch and British flag lines and
their respective country’s main colonial carriers. As Nicholas White writes,
P&O, which was founded in 1837, had served as “the bloodline of the Raj”
with its service to India in the nineteenth century.

Maersk’s absorption and dissolution of the British and Dutch flag carriers
into a multinational company points to another aspect of the colonial
and decolonial legacy of container shipping. When the former colonies
became independent, they tended to adopt the national epic narrative
of infrastructure and worked to build their own national infrastructures
to compete with other nations. Apart from dams, power stations, roads,
factories and universities, these included flag carrier shipping lines. For
instance, upon independence in 1957 Ghana launched the state-owned
Black Star Line to compete with Europeans for cargo to Europe and the
US. However, these lines were welded to an outgoing paradigm of shipping
and were quickly overtaken by containerization. In former colonial ports
like Lagos or Colombo, dock workers organized, causing regular disrup-
tions and raising labour costs. As a consequence, multinational container
shipping lines bypassed these unruly decolonized ports and directed trade
to countries like Taiwan and South Korea instead, where authoritarian
regimes held unions at bay to provide the low-cost, high-discipline labour
which made global sourcing a profitable enterprise.5? Taiwan and South
Korea took advantage of containerization to move from import economy
to import substitution and export economies in the 1960s and 1970, and,
together with Singapore and Hong Kong, became important players in the
global container shipping networks.%3 Perhaps somewhat ironically, the
former European colonial powers also lost out. British shipping companies
had taken an early strategic lead in container shipping in the 1960s. They
were “in large part concerned with preserving Commonwealth links which
were threatened by post-colonial globalization.”84 But the trade worked both
ways and ultimately empowered decolonized ex-dominions like Singapore.
This further contributed to the decline of the former colonial national flag
carriers and prepared the ground for their merger with a multinational
like Maersk. Among the ten largest container shipping companies today,
the only legacy line which was already part of the global trading system in
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the nineteenth century is Hapag-Lloyd at number ten. Headquartered in
Hamburg, Hapag-Lloyd operated 256 ships with a world market share of
7.3% in May 2021.

Decolonization thus not only coincided with but drove containerization,
which in turn was facilitated by computerization. Specifically, computeriza-
tion led to a standardization and formalization of knowledge and knowledge
networks. As Miller writes, containerization “took away the quays and pubs,
and replaced them with computers and logistics.”®> Company-specific, partly
tacit knowledge about the efficient operation of cargo ships accumulated
over decades became obsolete and was replaced with “knowledge that was
explicit, codified and easily transmitted.” By eliminating the competitive
advantage of legacy lines, commodified knowledge lowered thresholds
of entry and “transformed shipping from bottleneck to engine of global
connectivity.” By the 1980s, “with infrastructure in place and knowledge
readily available, newcomers from Asia’s developing countries found it
relatively easy to enter the industry.”®® The consequence was a dramatic
shift in the networks of global shipping. In the 1990s and early 2000s, the
biggest shipping lines apart from Maersk were all Asian, notably COSCO
(the People’s Republic of China [PRC] state line), Evergreen (Taiwan), Ocean
Network Express (Japan), the now defunct Hanjin shipping line (South
Korea) and Pacific International Lines (Singapore). The market share of
European lines shrank from close to one hundred per cent in 1880 to around
twenty-five per cent in 2010.%7

A similar shift happened in port operations and shipbuilding. While
European ports continue to service European consumers Rotterdam,
Europe’s largest port, barely even makes the top ten now, with Shanghai
topping the list, followed by Singapore and four other Chinese ports.
Bespoke container ports have been built downstream from existing older
ports, as in the case of Rotterdam and Shanghai, and in entirely new loca-
tions with cheaper land and good access to the hinterland like Algeciras
or Felixstowe, which is now England’s busiest port. London, the hub of the
colonial shipping networks, is no longer a port town, and Liverpool, long
Britain’s second port, barely registers anymore. British shipyards had a
quasi-monopoly from the mid-nineteenth century and the beginning of
the steamship era until the Second World War. In the early 1960s Japan
became the world’s largest shipbuilder. Hyundai, South Korea’s largest
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chaebol (a term for industrial conglomerates which translates as “wealth
gang”), opened a shipyard in the south-east fishing village of Ulsan in
1974. Taking advantage of low labour costs, a highly educated workforce
further disciplined by three years of mandatory military service and
massive state subsidies, Hyundai Heavy Industries became the largest
shipbuilder in the world by 1983, a position which it has retained ever
since.%® Maersk started ordering ships from Korea, Taiwan and Japan
early on but maintained its own shipyard in Odense, Denmark, until
2009, when it closed down in the wake of the global financial crisis. The
Triple-E Class ships with a capacity of 20,000 TEU, currently the biggest
vessels operated by Maersk, were built by Daewoo, another chaebol, in
Geoje, South Korea. The remaining European shipyards like Meyer in
Papenburg, Germany, are now focused on war ships, cruise ships and
megayachts for the world’s super rich.

The life cycle of ships now also mostly ends in Asia. Around seven
hundred container and bulk carriers are withdrawn from service every
year. Ship breaking, i.e. the process of dismantling ships and recycling their
components from scrap metal to furniture, is concentrated in Pakistan,
India and Bangladesh, with Chittagong in Bangladesh alone processing
forty per cent of the annual volume. If the emergence of Asian shipping lines
and shipyards can be seen as both an indicator and a factor of the Great
Convergence, the role of the Indian subcontinent as the ship-breaking hub of
the world is better understood from a world-systems perspective. “Centrality
in the world-system,” writes sociologist R. Scott Frey, “allows countries
to externalize their hazards or environmental harms on others.”® These
include extremely dangerous work conditions in the ship-breaking industry
and environmental harm caused by toxic metals.”” While ship-breaking
proceeded out of sight for decades,” it has recently become more visible,
like other parts of the infrastructure of global trade, through documentaries

68 “Militarized management is a major factor in accounting for the success of South Korea’s
export-oriented industrialization.” Lie, John. “What Makes Us Great: Chaebdl Development,
Labor Practices, and Managerial Ideology.” Transformations in Twentieth Century Korea, edited
by Chang Yun-shik and Steven Hugh Lee. Routledge, 2006, p. 147.

69 Frey, R. Scott. (2015). “Breaking Ships in the World-System: An Analysis of Two Ship Breaking
Capitals, Alang-Sosiya, India and Chittagong, Bangladesh.” Journal of World-Systems Research,
vol. 21, no. 1, 2015, p. 25.

70 Fakhruddin, A.N.M., M.I. Taluder, and M.A. Hossain. “Environmental Impacts of Ship
Breaking and Recycling Industries of Sitakunda, Chittagong, Bangladesh.” Advances in Natural
Sciences, vol. 8, no. 1, 2015, pp. 51-58.

71 Cairns, George. “Postcard from Chittagong: Wish You Were Here?” Critical Perspectives on
International Business, vol. 3, no. 2, 2007, pp. 266—79.
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by filmmakers and artists such as Michael Glawogger, Yasmine Kabir and
Hira Nabi and a dedicated genre of YouTube videos.”

The rise of Asian shipping was also the result of top-down economic
policies initiated by authoritarian governments. The entry of Hyundai into
the shipbuilding business is a case in point. As historian Bruce Cumings
writes, in the early 1970s president Park Chun-hee “had heard that there was
a big global demand for oceangoing tankers” because of the OPEC shake-up
of the global oil market. Park was a former military officer who came to
power in a coup in 1962 and pursued a relentless industrialization policy
in close coordination with the country’s large industrial conglomerates;
he died in office at the hands of his own bodyguard in 1979. Acting on
the information about the demand for tankers, Park summoned Chong
Chu-yong, the founder of Hyundai, and basically ordered him to enter the
shipbuilding business. Chung “flew off to Greece and landed two contracts
for 260,000-ton oil tankers, by promising cheaper and quicker delivery than
any other company.” What he neglected to mention was that Hyundai, at
this point mostly a car company, “had no shipyard to build them.””3 Nor did
Chung have the capital or the staff. Barclay’s bank lent Hyundai the money
based on the contracts Chung brought back from Greece, and a team of
Hyundai engineers were sent to Scotland to learn the craft. Hyundai then
proceeded to open the shipyard in Ulsan and delivered the ships on time,
under budget.

In a somewhat less adventurous fashion, the PRC entered container
shipping with its state-run company COSCO after the turn to state capital-
ism in the 1980s. They did so with support from European companies,
including Maersk.7 In the 1990s and particularly after its ascension to
the World Trade Organization in 2001, the PRC established itself as the
“world’s manufacturer” thanks to container shipping, while it also became
the world’s biggest operator of container ports. While South Korea under
Park was focused on rapid industrialization to catch up with the West,

72 Michael Glawogger. Working Man’s Death, Austria 2005 (episode 3 was filmed in Gadani,
Pakistan; Yasmine Kabir, The Last Rites, Bangladesh 2016, 17 min (filmed at Chittagong), https://
vimeo.com/144362610; Hira Nabi, All That Perishes at the Edge of Land, Pakistan 2018 (filmed at
Gadani). I thank Bishnupryia Gosh and Pujita Guha for the references to Kabir and Nabi. For
an example of a drone shot beaching video, see https://youtu.be/DLYIbmLogLw.

73 At what cost to workers may be guessed from the fact that the Ulsan yard, a relatively
high-paying employer, was the site of significant labour unrest in 1974. Cf. Cumings, Bruce.
Korea’s Place in the Sun: A Modern History. WW. Norton, 2005, pp. 323—24.

74 Iversen, Martin Jes. “East Asiatic Company’s Difficult Experiences with Containerization.”
Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era: Context, Companies, Connections, edited by Niels
P. Peterson, Stig Tenold, and Nicholas J. White. Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, pp. 147ff.
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containerization in China is part of a larger geopolitical project. China’s
current Belt and Road initiative aims to achieve through infrastructure
projects across the world what the United States achieve though military
dominance of the seas, namely secure stable access to world markets
for domestic exports. The Chinese revolution had been a watershed mo-
ment in the move towards decolonization. Starting in the 1950s, Maoist
China provided military assistance to anti-colonial insurgencies, but
also invested in infrastructure, particularly in Africa.”> Considering that
PRC president Xi Jinping likes to style himself as the second coming of
Mao, Belt and Road can also be understood as a reprisal and extension
of Mao’s infrastructure export policy with a new focus on Central Asia
and Europe in addition to Africa.7®

The New Ascendancy of the Multinational European Family Business
and the Persistence of the National Epic

Even though the center of the world economy may be shifting to Asia
and the Pacific, the most important development in the decade after the
2008 financial crisis was a shift of the centre of container shipping back to
Europe. Container shipping is now dominated by three European carriers,
which together with Hapag-Lloyd had a world market share of more than
fafty per cent as of May 2021. Apart from Maersk, these include Mediter-
ranean Shipping Company (MSC), a former Italian cruise operator which
ran 589 container ships for a 16.1% world market share in May 2021 and
is now headquartered for tax reasons in landlocked Geneva, Switzerland.
They further include Compagnie Maritime Affrétment/Compagnie Générale
Maritime (CMA-CGM), which operated 557 ships with a market share of
12.5% as of May 2021, about even with COSCO, the PRC’s state line and
the fourth-largest carrier. Incidentally, all three companies are family
businesses. Maersk is still controlled by the Maersk family, MSC is owned
by the Aponte family, and CMA-CGM was founded by Jacques Saadé, a
Lebanese exile who fled the civil war in 1978. In 1996 CMA-CGM absorbed
the former French state shipping company Compagnie Générale Maritime,
but the Saadé family still controls the company. One of the narratives of
the infrastructures of global trade in the twenty-first century, then, would
be that of the ascendancy of the multinational family business. The Krupp
family inspired Visconti’s La caduta degli dei, tale of decadence, Nazism

75 Lovell, Julia. Maoism: A Global History. The Bodley Head, 2019, pp. 185-222.
76 Magaes, Bruno. Belt and Road: A Chinese World Order. Oxford University Press, 2019.
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and crime. The Murdoch family’s internal power struggles were chronicled
in Succession. Mersk Mc-Kinney Moller the long-time company patriarch,
is briefly alluded to in the figure of a power broker in Borgen, the Danish
TV series about a female prime minister. The Aponte and Saadé families,
by contrast, have so far managed to be boring enough to stay out of the
entertainment industry limelight.

Meanwhile, the national epic persists elsewhere. South Korea, which
moved from the periphery to the centre of the world system by inserting
itself early and forcefully in the economy of global value chains, is a case
in point. Over the last twenty-five years, TV dramas, pop music and films
have become South Korea’s most important export after cars, electronics
and semi-conductors. In the transition to democracy in the 1990s the South
Korean government relinquished its control and censorship of the film
industry. Investing in new infrastructures for the media industries, the
government recast film, television and music as a “central to the govern-
ments export-focused economic development strategies”’? — both as exports
themselves and carriers of what Joseph Nye has called “soft power,” an
accumulation of cultural capital which elevates the standing and reach
of other Korean exports. South Korean domestic films now win major
awards in Europe and the US while easily holding off the competition from
Hollywood films at home. Two of most successful South Korean films to
date domestically are both from 2014, Ode to My Father (No. 4), directed
by Yoon Je-kyoon, which sold 14.2 million tickets in a country of 51 million,
and Kim Han-min’s The Admiral (No. 2), which sold 17 million tickets. Both
films are historical dramas with a significant share of CGI effects, and
both films have shipping storylines. The Admiral chronicles a historical
sea battle with an unlikely Korean victory over imperial Japan. Ode to
My Father is a Korean version of Forrest Gump: Yoon Deok-soo (Hwang
Jung-min), the proverbial everyman, lives through all the major events
of post-war Korean history. He steadfastly runs a small family business
but never fulfils his lifelong dream, which is to sail the seven seas as the
captain of a freighter ship.

Like the CGI effects for an earlier film by Yoon Je-kyoon, Haeundae,
the effects in Ode to My Father were “an amalgamation of outsourced and
regionalized visual effects,” as Jihoon Kim writes. The outsourced parts
were produced in Hollywood by Korean technicians under the guidance of
American specialists (the effects for Haeundae cost $5 million, a fraction of

77 Kim, Joseph, and Seung-ho Kwon. “The Cultural-Industry Policies of the Korean Government
and the Korean Wave.” International Journal of Cultural Policy, vol. 20, no. 4, 2013, pp. 422—39.
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the VFX budget of a Hollywood film).” Reversing the global value chain to
their advantage, Ode to My Father and The Admiral assimilate Hollywood
standards “into a perceptually seamless national spectacle.”” The Admiral
broadens the scope of a slate of recent historical dramas about the colonial
period and travels back in history to celebrate an unlikely victory over Korea’s
colonial oppressor Japan as a historical predictor of sorts of current national
strength. Ode to My Father, on the other hand, chronicles South Korea’s
compressed modernity in the aftermath of decolonization after the end of
World War Two. Having barely escaped the advancing communists in North
Korea by ship at the beginning of the film, the hero works as a shoeshine in
Seoul early in the film. One day, Chong Chu-yong is his customer, the founder
of Hyundai, who tells him about his dream of building ships — a dream
which he makes come true. As Bruce Cumings reminds us, Chong’s entry
into shipbuilding was a matter of serendipity and top-down authoritarian
economic policy. In Ode to My Father Chung appears as the man with a
mission to make South Korea a shipping power from the outset. The scene
establishes an important background narrative to the travails of Yoon
Deok-soo, the everyman at the centre of the film. While he suffers though
the various stages of South Korea’s tortuous history of compressed modernity,
the chaebols and the government, acting in concert in the interest of the
country, secure the growth and welfare of the entire nation, which Yoon
gets to enjoy with his extended family in old age, even as his longingly looks
at the ships in the port of Seoul from the terrace of his apartment. Like Os
Lusiadas, the ur-text of early modern European sea-faring literature, Ode to
My Father casts the networks of global trade in the terms of a national heroic
narrative, one which is not just perceptually, but ideologically seamless
and in which the interests of the chaebols implicitly align with those of the
country — an idea which still shapes economic policy in important (albeit
not unproblematic) ways.®° One challenge for an aesthetics of global value
chains is to account for the persistence of this narrative even as it traces
how globalization transforms the nexus of media networks and industrial
organization in ways which transcend both nation and firm.

78 Kim, Jihoon. “Perceptual Realism and Digital VFXs in the Korean Blockbuster of the 2010s:
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vol. 47, no. 1, 2019, pp. 9—20.
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and Joseph E. Stiglitz. Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, pp. 348-70.
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2. From Framing to Tracking: The Cinematic Shape of Trade

Economists and economic historians associate containerization with the
so-called second wave of globalization after 1990 in the wake of the GATT
agreements and the creation of the WTO. The first wave of globalization,
in which aliberal system of global trade coincides with the imperial phase
of European colonialism, starts in the mid-nineteenth century and ends
with the nationalist excesses of the First World War. However, as Michael
B. Miller and others argue, the economic concept of the two phases of
globalization is reductive. After the First World War, global trade contracted
under a new tariff regime, but cultural globalization continued apace.
Perhaps most notably, Hollywood emerged as the first truly global cultural
industry capable of reaching audiences and setting trends across the world.
The American film industry harnessed the advantage accruing from the
size of its home market into global ascendancy through what Gerben Bakker
has called an “escalation of quality.” This was based on three factors: The
new studios used downtown movie palaces as collateral to tap into Wall
Street credit previously reserved for larger and more established industries;
they built international networks of distribution to guarantee the widest
possible exposure for their films; and they partially adapted the assembly
line model of production from the automobile industry to rationalize pro-
duction and standardize the quality of their output.®* But Hollywood was
not only an agent of cultural, but of economic globalization as well. While
Hollywood looked to Detroit in the 1910s for their organizational models,
it can be argued that the American film industry was at the forefront of
the global movement to dissolve the self-contained factory model in the
post-war period. Even as European economies embarked on their golden
age and Les Trente Glorieuses, which also happened to be the golden age of
industrial cinema,®? Hollywood transitioned to flexible specialization, i.e. a
system in which qualified specialists cooperate on individual projects rather
than staying on a company’s payroll on annual or longer-term contracts.
The Paramount Decree of 1948, which outlawed the vertical integration of
exhibition and distribution, and a tax raise for high salaries for employees
made it attractive for stars, directors and producers to become self-employed

81 Bakker, Gerben. “The Quality Race: Feature Films and Market Dominance in the US and
Europe in the 1910s.” The Classical Hollywood Reader, edited by Steve Neale. Routledge, 2012,
pp. 31-42.

82 See, for instance, Falchero, Anna Maria. “Movie and Industry in Italy: The ‘Golden Age’ of
Italian Industrial Documentary (1950-1970).” This volume.
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and work with studios on a case-by-case basis. Hollywood also anticipated
global value chains by relocating production to Germany and Italy in the
1950s and 1960s, countries with excellent production infrastructures, high
levels of technical proficiency and lower salary costs than the US.58

For entirely different reasons the automobile industry soon followed suit,
but it was not Detroit, but Nagoya which took the lead. Toyota was the first
company to introduce the keiretsu just-in-time delivery system in 1956, in
which the factory served to assemble parts pre-produced by a network of
suppliers, a system which cut inventory costs and distributed risk across
the entire supply chain.®* The keiretsu supply chains were organized mostly
in regional clusters. Among the first industries to move from regional to
global supply chains was the textile industry, which had driven much of
the industrialization of North-western Europe from the late eighteenth
century onwards. The pioneering companies included Li & Fung,% a Hong
Kong-based firm, which started off as a trading house in 1906 and introduced
transnational supply chain management in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
As co-owner Victor Fung wrote in 2011, “We were there at the beginning
of globalisation of labour-intensive manufactured goods. We were in the
middle of it, but we didn’t know what to call it until the academics told us
it was globalisation!” Run by a group of Harvard MBAs, Li & Fung is now
registered for tax reasons in the Bermudas. Their supply and production
lines typically are structured as follows:

the filling for a down jacket may come from China, the outer fabric from
Korea, the zippers from Japan, the inner lining from Taiwan and the elastic,
labels, Velcro and other trim from Hong Kong. The garment might be dyed
in Southeast Asia, stitched in China, sent back to Hong Kong for quality
control and finally packed for delivery in the United States or elsewhere.3

If global supply chains tend show a rhizome-like structure, global value
chains can be visualized in a U-shaped graph which is somewhat euphe-
mistically known as the “smiling curve.” This curve indicates the level of
value creation or profit margins along a given good’s trajectory. Margins
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are highest at the design, development and branding stage (prefabrication),
lowest in the manufacturing stage (fabrication), and rise again as the product
reaches retailers and consumers (post-fabrication).” Geographically, the
beginning and end of the smiling curve tend to be located in high-cost areas
like Europe, the US or Japan, while the middle and low point is located in
low-labour cost countries, particularly in Asia. The iPhone is the prime
example: designed in California, manufactured and assembled mostly in
the PRC, and sold again in brand stores across the more affluent parts of
the world.

While the smiling curve was relatively flat in the early stages of con-
tainerization from the 1970s through the 1980s, it has become considerably
more accentuated in the first decades of the twenty-first century. The
deepening of the curve indicates that global trade may well make most
people richer, but that it also exacerbates global inequality rather than
abolishing it, at least for the time being. In that sense, the smiling curve is
both an illustration of the global value chain as an operative reality and
an aspirational concept: It speaks to a promise deferred for those who
happen to be at the nadir of the curve, wherever that may be at any given
moment. The economic policies of South Korea since the 1970s and the PRC
since the 2000s, which have been focused on building global brands like
Samsung or Huawei, can also be described as strategies to move from the
manufacturing nadir to the prefab and post-fab ends of the smiling curve.
Part of the problem of the visibility of global value chains is that the nadir
of the smiling curve may be deepening, but it is also constantly on the
move from one low-labour cost area to the next — in itself a constitutive
element of what we may call their cinematic shape. But the core problem
of visibility of global value chains is the dissolution of the boundaries of
the form in the new order of production.

Images of/as Resources

In her 1959 book The Theory of the Growth of the Firm, economist Edith
Penrose argues that the resources with which management is accustomed
to work, as well as their experience and knowledge, shape the productive
services a firm is capable of delivering. Knowledge and mental repre-
sentations are, in other words, a key asset and element of the company’s
resources. Management tries to make the best of its resources in a dynamic
interaction with its environment. In this process, “the environment is

87 Baldwin. The Great Convergence, pp. 154—60.
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treated as an ‘image’ in the entrepreneur’s mind of the possibilities and
restrictions with which he is confronted, for it is, after all, such an ‘image’
which determines a man’s behavior.”®® Images are interpretive frameworks
“to make sense of the world,” and an important part of management is
“setting up new interpretive frameworks [...] for handling new types of
problems.” These interpretative frameworks are not concentrated in the
minds of top management, however. Rather, they are distributed across the
firm in the shape of what contemporary management theory describes as
“corporate culture” a “shared mental construct” which helps “coordinating
distributed knowledge by infusing employees with firm-specific shared
knowledge.”°

Penrose’s concept of the image has significant overlap with the concept
of “social image” or image of society which Raymond Williams develops
almost simultaneously in his 1961 book The Long Revolution. The social
image is an interpretation, a way “of describing the organization and
of conceiving relationships, necessary to establish the reality of social
life but also under continual pressure from experience.”" As Williams
indicated by dedicating most of the rest of the book to a study of media
and communication, such images and the knowledge are created through
media. Similarly, the distributed knowledge of corporate knowledge
cannot exist or be shared without the media networks of the firm.
Photographs, films, factory plant maps, charts and diagrams are build-
ing blocks of mental frames and archives and carriers of firm-specific
distributed knowledge.%*

One operation of media in the production of corporate culture is to
clearly mark the boundary between firm and market. Production can be
broken down into different activities, which can be ranged according to
similarity or dissimilarity. Dissimilar activities require different capabilities
and imply different forms of organization, while similar activities can
be subsumed under a coherent structure of governance. To put it dif-
ferently, “capabilities are determinants of the boundaries of the firm.”
Process films can be understood as visual inventories of capabilities.
Photographs and films of workers leaving the factory, incidentally, one
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Fig. 1.4. Drone tracking shot of ship at sea. Evergreen line corporate video, 2019.%3

Fig. 1.5. Aerial tracking shot in a CMA-CGM video introducing the natural gas-powered line
flagship Jacques Saadé, 2020.°4

of the first motifs in the history of cinema, are both inventories of the
company’s resources — they show the workforce as a dynamic unit — and
markers of the boundaries of the firm.9 Another example are the panoramic

93 https://youtu.be/L6IVAM]zRGo.

94 https://youtu.be/jVVGfcT]DFo.

95 The Lumiere film of workers leaving the Lumiére factory in Lyon was part of the first public
projection at the Paris Grand Café in December of 1895. Similar films were made by Mitchell
& Kenyon, a pioneering film company from Blackburn in north-western England. Mitchell &
Kenyon screened these films in their evening programmes to offer the workers in the pleasure
of recognizing themselves on screen. On the occasion of the centennial in 1895, Harun Farocki
subjected the Lumiére films to a critical reading in a film essay. Workers Leaving the Factory,
then, is an image which works in all three types of visibility: critical (Farocki), representational
(Lumiére, Mitchell & Kenyon), and operative (Krupp, Lumiere).
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Fig. 1.7. Aerial tracking shot of OOCL Hong Kong’s maiden call at Felixstowe, 2017.%6

360-degree photographs produced at the Krupp steel works in Essen at
regular intervals starting 1862. For one thing, these serve to demonstrate
the advanced media capabilities of Germany’s largest steel producer, which
created its own media department, the “Graphische Abteilung” in 1861.%% In
succession, the panoramic photographs document the growth of Krupp’s
main factory, as well as the growth of Essen as a company town, just beyond
the boundaries of the factory. Benchmarks of growth and success, they

Cf. Toulmin, Vanessa. Electric Edwardians: The Films of Mitchell & Kenyon. British Film Institute,
2006, ch. 3; Harun Farocki, Arbeiter verlassen die Fabrik (D 1995, 36 min).
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98 Wolbring, Barbara. Krupp und die Oﬁ‘entlichkeit im19. Jahrhundert. C.H. Beck, 2000.
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can also be read as a visualization at a glance of the company’s assets and
resources.??

The dissolution of the factory is a process in which production transcends
the boundaries of the single firm and happens in sequences of succes-
sive, spatially distributed capabilities. As a consequence, devices such
as panoramic shots of factory plants no longer map the knowledge base
of production and are no longer sufficient to delineate an interpretive
framework for management. In cinematic terms, this transformation can
be described as a shift from framing to tracking. Perhaps the emblematic
visual trope of the new order is the drone tracking shot of a container ship
in movement, which appears repeatedly in corporate image films and
across social network platforms: an epitome of the problem of tracking and
an image of the — mental, social — image of the global value chain. To spell
out its implications, I want to now turn to the three scenes of visibility of
the infrastructures of global trade.

Scene 1 - Critical Visibility: Waking up to the Smiling Curve

The scene of critical visibility can be delimited as encompassing all
narratives and argumentative templates which aim to reveal the hidden
realities of the global value chain, including in particular ecological
impacts of container shipping and the exploitation of labour. These
narratives come in different genres and tonalities but share a focus on
moments of crisis. Their temporality may be described as melodramatic:
awrong turn has been taken, and it may be too late to avert disaster, but
we are certainly approaching the point of no return, or we are already at
it. Their aspirational content is discovery, revelation and social change.
In the combination of their melodramatic temporality and aspirational
content narratives of crisis create what Raymond Williams calls a “struc-
ture of feeling” of urgency and looming crisis, a pattern which holds
regardless of genre and tonality. It is the “culture of a period,” in this
case the period of global value chains, or at least an important part of
it, and it “is firm and definite” yet “operates in the most delicate and
least tangible parts of our activity.”°° By implication, critical visibility
is shared visibility: it is not limited to individual decision-makers, but

99 Bosdorf, Ulrich, and Sigrid Schneider. “Ein gewaltiger Betrieb: Fabrik und Stadt auf den
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edited by Klaus Tenfelde. C.H. Beck, 2000, pp. 123—50.
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shared by groups, communities and that largest of political entities in
modernity, the general public.

The narratives and templates of crisis that constitute the scene of
critical visibility range from documentaries like Sekula and Burch’s The
Forgotten Space or Glawogger’s The Workingman’s Death to the work of
a political economist like Benjamin Selwin, who in a recent article put
the claim to the test that global value chains benefit everyone, even the
low-paid workers at the nadir of the smiling curve, and in the light of his
results proposed to re-label them as global poverty chains.'®* A case can
be made that global supply chains have been the focus of critical visibility
almost since they first emerged. Long before Western activists and artists
started paying attention, performative forms of labour activism drew
attention to life at the nadir of the smiling curve. The textile industry
in South Korea in the early 1970s is a case in point. The self-immolation
of textile worker Jeon Tae-il 1972, chronicled in Park Kwang-su’s 1995
film A Single Spark,'**> was a signal event in South Korean labour history
together with a preceding strike by female textile workers and served
as an important point of reference in the country’s long march towards
democracy.'*

In Europe and the United States, the scene of critical visibility for global
trade took shape in the late 1980s and 1990s. As Allan Sekula and Dave
Sinclair write, containerization and the expansion of production lines
beyond the horizon of the classical factory left many in Europe and the
United States, “jobless and bewildered.” Michael Moore captured this
bewilderment in a way which resonated with a broader public in his 1989
documentary Roger & Me. The film chronicled Moore’s repeated attempts to
meet the CEO of General Motors Roger Smith — one of whose predecessors
had famously identified the interest of the company with those of the
country — to hold him accountable for the devastation which the outsourcing
of production into global supply chains had wrought on Detroit and Flint,
Michigan. In terms of genre, Moore’s documentary is also a comedy, with
the filmmaker’s repeated failure to secure a meeting with Smith as the
main storyline.

101 Selwin, Benjamin. “Poverty Chains and Global Capitalism.” Competition & Change, vol. 23,
no. 1, 2018, pp. 71-97.

102 Available in a restored version on the Korean National Film Archive’s YouTube channel:
https://youtu.be/tTvVq_aeC6g.

103 Doucette, Jamie. “Minjung Tactics in a Post-Minjung Era? The Survival of Self-Immolation
and Traumatic Forms of Labor Protest in South Korea.” New Forms and Expressions of Conflict
at Work, edited by Gregor Gall. Palgrave-Macmillan, 2013, pp. 212—32.
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If Moore highlights the impact of outsourcing and the dissolution of the
classical factory model on workers in the United States, the focus shifts to
working conditions in sweatshops in South Asia and Southeast Asia in the
1990s. Here, documentary journalism, which has been part of the repertoire
of media in liberal democracies since the 1920s, provides the narrative
templates.'°* An article published in Harper’s in 1992 showed the pay slip
of an Indonesian worker employed by a Korean manufacturing firm that
subcontracted for US-based company. The hourly wage was fourteen cents,
below even the minimum wage in Indonesia. The US company, as it turned
out, was Nike, incidentally one of Maersk’s most important global brand
customers.'* The article marked the starting point of a pressure campaign
in the United States which ended up becoming a threat to the brand value
of Nike and expanded to other industries as well. Making the behaviour
of consumers their focus, activists managed to force brand companies to
ask subcontractors to move towards minimum safety standards and pay
better wages, incidentally a move which gave the global brands and their
affiliated subcontractors a competitive edge because their scale allowed
them to better absorb the additional costs.'® Ecological considerations were
soon added to concerns about working conditions and became another
focus of pressure group activists. Ecological consciousness as it emerged
in the nineteenth century was already concerned with conservation and
the protection of wildlife and “nature” in a broader sense from the fallout of
industrial modernity. But it was only in the 1960s, as the Great Acceleration
became a shared experience, that the temporality and aspirational content
of critical visibility took shape in debates about ecology and conservation.
Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring (1962), an indictment of the pernicious
effects of pesticides, is a turning point for the United States. It shared the
structure of feeling of the wrong turn, impending disaster and approaching
point of no return; its impact was significant enough to actually change
policy.**?

104 Stott, William. Documentary Expression and 1930s America. University of Texas Press, 1973,
chs.10-13.

105 Greenberg, Josh, and Graham Knight. “Framing Sweatshops: Nike, Global Production, and
the American News Media.” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies, vol. 1, no. 4, 2004,
pp. 151-75; Bies, Robert J., and Jerald Greenberg. “Justice, Culture, and Corporate Image: The
Swoosh, the Sweatshop, and the Sway of Public Opinion.” The Blackwell Handbook of Cross-Cultural
Management, edited by Martin J. Gannon and Karen L. Newman. Blackwell, 2002, pp. 320—34.
106 Frost, Stephen, and Richard Welford. “Corporate Social Responsibility in Asian Supply Chains.”
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, vol. 13, no. 3, 2006, pp. 166—76.
107 Kroll, Gary. “The ‘Silent Springs’ of Rachel Carson: Mass Media and the Origins of Modern
Environmentalism.” Public Understanding of Science, vol. 10, no. 4, 2001, pp. 403—20.
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From a film studies point of view, Western customers waking up to the
depredations at the nadir of the smiling curve and the ecological implications
of global value chains can be described in terms of the spectatorship of social
documentary. As William Stott writes, social documentary “has an intel-
lectual dimension to make clear, what the facts are, why they came about,
and how they can be changed for the better.” But it also has an emotional
aspect: “feeling the fact may move the audience to wish to change it.”*8
More specifically, “feeling the fact” involves what Judith N. Skhlar describes
as “passive injustice”: the experience of witnessing injustice without doing
anything about it."9 Social documentary creates a normative tension by
addressing the viewers or readers as a citizen with a duty to not to remain
complicit in passive injustice and act. Part of the reason why this mode of
address has come to resonate so strongly and widely in the face of global
value chains is that it casts the consumer as an activist who can effect change
through choices in consumption, incidentally an attitude in which the
enjoyment of one’s own moral stance can become a powerful driving force."*

One of the outcomes of the broad resonance of critical visibility is
that it has become part of the knowledge base and corporate culture of
multinational corporations — not necessarily in the active mode of discovery
through documentary form, but as a pre-emptive response to the pos-
sibility of such discovery. Large corporations have adopted sustainability
as one of their publicly professed core values and made corporate social
responsibility (CSR) an integral part of their governance and communica-
tion strategies, to the point where “sustainability” is now without doubt
the most regularly used term in corporate social media campaigns, from
chemistry giants like BASF to shipping companies like CMA-CGM and
Maersk."" For instance, a Maersk video released on Instagram on June 5,
2021, on the occasion of the World Environment Day, outlines the main
points of the company’s sustainability policy, which includes responsible
ship recycling — a testament to the fact that the ship breaking industries of
South Asia have entered the realm of critical visibility — decarbonization
and zero-dumping policies for ships at sea. A study in 2007 had shown
that Maersk’s communication about corporate social responsibility was
relatively scarce in comparison with a retail giant like Wal-Mart, which

108 Stott. Documentary Expression, p. 20.

109 Skhlar, Judith N. The Faces of Injustice. Yale University Press, 1990, p. 41.

110 Chouliarki, Lilie. The Ironic Spectator: Solidarity in the Age of Post-Humanitarianism. Polity
Press, 2012.

11 Hynan, Katherine A., and Anne H. Reilly. “Corporate Communication, Sustainability, and
Social Media: It's Not Easy Being (Really) Green.” Business Horizons, no. 57, 2014, pp. 747-58.
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Fig. 1.8. Maersk Instagram video, released on World Environment Day, June 5,2021.14

is understandable considering that shipping is a business-to-business
industry; this has clearly changed.”*

In a webinar from May 2021, Sanjay Vasudevan, who handles key accounts
for Maersk, stated that the company responded to pressure from Nike and
H&M, who are acutely conscious of their customers’ preference for sustain-
able products and modes of shipping in accelerating the decarbonization of
their fleet."s Critical visibility, in other words, is now part of the knowledge
base of the operators of global value chains, and it can be said to directly
shape the infrastructures of global trade. This also connects critical visibility
to operative visibility.

112 Kampf, Constance. “Corporate Social Responsibility.” Corporate Communications, vol. 12,
no. 1, 2007, pp. 41-57.

13 https://youtu.be/uzXY_HpbTUM.

114 https://www.instagram.com/p/CPvNSODjTIQ/.
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Scene 2 — Operative Visibility: Apprehending the Knowledge Base of
the Global Value Chain

Figs. 1.9a-i. Screen shots from the Maersk Instagram video.

The scene of operative visibility is circumscribed by the extension of
the global value and supply chains themselves. It is organized through
narratives of efficiency, and their aspirational content is the optimiza-
tion of performance. Like critical visibility, operative visibility is a form
of distributed knowledge, but with a more limited scope: it is tied to
decision-making along the supply chain and potentially involves all
participants in the management of the chain, from cargo owners to port
operators, freight forwarders, customs authorities and shipping firms.
Getting lost at sea and finding your way home through cunning and
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skill, the plot of Homer’s Odyssey, is one of the founding narratives of
European subjectivity, understood as a technique of mastery of self and
others. Building a civilization from a shipwreck using that technique
is the plot of another enduring work of European modern literature,
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (even if in the hands of a twentieth-century
writer like Michel Tournier the plot can become one of the subject at
least partially losing itself to the forces it tries to master). Mastering the
forces encountered at sea is also the drama that plays out in the scene
of operative visibility.

From an operational perspective, the main problem of global supply
chain management is knowing what happens where and when, and whether
what was supposed to happen is actually happening in the right place at
the right time. The ability to track assets and adjust process if necessary is
a key factor of productivity. According to the company’s website, Maersk
alone moves 120 million containers per year, a significant share of which are
so-called “reefer” or refrigerated containers which carry fruit, vegetables, fish
and other time-sensitive goods around the globe. The operational concept
of visibility, which refers to the ability to track assets, is, to use a Kantian
term, a regulative idea. It invokes an ideal state of full information, but one
which is posited as achievable. Decision-making in corporate management
remains based on incomplete information. Penrose’s “image” is always an
approximation with a persistent element of uncertainty, as are tables and
graphs which offer a view of the situation “at a glance” to help managers
make decisions. “Visibility” in global supply chains refers to an ideal state in
which it is possible to track every movement of every good in real time -like
the ship-tracking function on MarineTraffic.com, but with a much higher
resolution, in which ideally each individual container and its cargo can be
located at any given moment.

Visibility in this operational sense is inextricably linked to media tech-
nologies. Historically, these have included letter writing, the telephone,
telex machines, computers and floppy disks and the internet. One of the
factors that allowed Maersk to become the world’s largest container ship-
ping company was an early investment in communications technology.
Meaersk Mc-Kinney Moller was a personal friend of Thomas Watson Jr. and
in1970 became the first non-American to join the board of directors of IBM.
Maersk used this connection as a sounding board for decisions concerning
the development of the company’s data operations, run through its own
subsidiary, Maersk Data. The Maersk Telex System, later superseded by the
Maersk Communication System, gave the company a matchless ability to
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Fig. 1.10. The visibility problem in global supply chains: The Paper Trail of a Container (Maersk, 2015).1"%

communicate globally which became a “hidden differentiator” in the 1980s
and 1990s."6

Even despite computerization and the internet, however, operative vis-
ibility, and with it the promise of efficiency, remains aspirational. Three
main problems persist: (1) information about a given shipment continues
to be stored in different company-specific systems along the supply chain
which are difficult to coordinate, which creates delays and additional
transaction costs; (2) end-to-end shipments still require about two hundred
different documents and certificates to be completed; and (3) infrastructure
can break down or operate according to different standards. In the early
2000s, for instance, a Nigerian-Liberian entrepreneur paid teenage boys to
track down containers by their numbers with flashlights at night in Lagos’
Apapa container port to speed up delivery."'” As a consequence of these
problems of coordination and operation, as late as 2010, seventy per cent
reliability in terms of delivery of assets was enough to make Maersk the
market leader. For most competitors, reliability was closer to fifty per cent.
But the aspiration persists. Maersk’s stated goal since the early 2010s was to
get to ninety-five per cent, which “would allow our customers significantly to
reduce their inventory buffer and increase our lead over our competitors.”
From 2011 onwards, Maersk tried to achieve this goal by offering its customers

115 https://youtu.be/p8yHge-Aafk.

116 Jephson. Creating Global Opportunities, p. 74.
117 https://youtu.be/mmi8crp7DM4.

18 Jephson. Creating Global Opportunities, p. 341.
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Fig. 1.11. Aspirational concepts: Advertisement for Maersk’s Flex Hub, May 21, 2021.1"°

“Daily Maersk,” a premium service with higher frequency of shipping and
no storage time in ports, but demand remained low, and the service was
abandoned in 2015.'2°

Incidentally, the 2008 global financial crisis may have contributed towards
an improvement of operative visibility and reliability. In the wake of the crisis,
libertarian-minded IT activists and denizens of the dark net moved to develop a
new technology which would make financial transactions possible without the
intermediary of banks or government institutions. The solution was blockchain,
a distributed, immutable ledger designed to keep track of transactions and
goods. Blockchains consist of blocks of transaction data linked by a crypto-
graphic hash and marked by a time stamp. The time stamp authenticates the
existence of the transaction data at the time of publication in order to obtain
its hash. Each block contains the cryptographic hash of the previous block,
which makes the chain unalterable and secure by design. Blockchains can be
described as a technology for the industrial production of trust. They promise
to lower transaction costs, including in particular the time and work invested
in creating a bond of trust in conventional business relationships. Potentially,
blockchains constitute what economist Jason Potts has described as a “fourth

government technology” besides the state, the market and the firm.**!
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While blockchains have so far mostly been used for the mining and
circulation of cryptocurrencies, public administrations have made attempts
to use the technology to operate land registries, with varying success.'**
Since the mid-2010s, Maersk and IBM have built on their fifty-year alliance
to develop a platform called “TradeLens,” a label which suggests enhanced
visibility and a close-up look at global supply chains. “TradeLens” aims to
substitute the physical networks of shipping information with a single
platform to which all actors provide data, a platform “populated by whoever
is in control of the physical assets,” according to TradeLens CEO Michael
White. Ideally, on his platform, one set of data replaces the two hundred
documents usually required to move a container from source to destination,
and automated transaction protocols, so-called smart contracts, to move
goods forward. To achieve this, the platform uses “chain code to drive
cross-organizational workflow,” i.e. to break open the “silos” of firm-specific
information systems to produce “one consistent view of the supply chain.”?3
TradeLens, in other words, ties together the firm-specific images in the sense
of Penrose into an encompassing shared knowledge base which covers the
entire supply chain.

Blockchains were originally designed to be “unpermissioned,” i.e. ac-
cessible to everyone adhering to protocol. The Maersk/IBM platform uses
blockchain as a permissioned ledger, which means that it is a proprietary
technology operated by an ownership consortium, in this case Maersk
and IBM, and accessible only to accredited users. However, with a view to
establishing the platform as an industry standard, Maersk and IBM have
made it available to their competitors. As of May 2021, CMA-CGM and
MSC - which together with Maersk represent close to fifty per cent of world
container traffic — had signed up, and TradeLens had been made available to
Chinese users through China Unicom, the PRC'’s telecoms provider.'** This
created significant pressure on state actors, including customs authorities
and other holdouts, to join. Whether blockchain technology will solve the
problem of operative visibility in the long run remains open. However, a

and Jason Potts. “Die vierte Regierungstechnologie: Uber Blockchain.” Zeitschrift fiir Medienwis-
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124 Maersk. “TradeLens Available in China through Collaboration with China Unicom
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platform like TradeLens is another step towards what Niels P. Peterson, Stig
Tenold and Nicholas J. White propose to call “deterritorialization” through
containerization: a development in which shipping companies “challenge the
nation state in ways and to a degree that would be difficult for companies in
more location-bound industries” by weakening and ultimately severing “the
link between economic activity and the national jurisdiction.”*5 Incidentally,
a sense of loss of national jurisdiction over economic activity is one of the
sources of populist movements which aim to “take back control”. In that
sense, the scene of operational visibility is no less a political site than that
of critical visibility.

A much simpler platform like MarineTraffic.com, which is a low-cost
bricolage of existing technologies (GPS, Google Maps), similarly speaks to
the aspiration towards full operative visibility. But it is also a platform that
connects to the third scene, representational visibility, by tracking ships
and simultaneously hosting documents of another, more passionate form
of tracking: ship spotting.

Scene 3 — Representational Visibility: The Politics of the Form of Global
Trade

The scene of representational visibility is largely one of positive emotions:
marvel at technology, confidence derived from hardships overcome, opti-
mism derived from a sense of opportunity for all. Their narratives of growth,
sustainability and inclusiveness address social and political concerns but
are mostly driven by a seductive promise as “most people want to see more
growth,” to quote Vaclav Smil.**® The audiovisual formats which make up
the scene of representational visibility range from amateur films made
by ship spotters, on-board footage shot by crew members with GoPro and
other cameras to corporate films of container ships and automated ports
and other elements of the global supply chain infrastructure. It is a graded
field. Amateur footage is now often repurposed by corporations as part
of their official communication, which is possible not least because the
technical standards of amateur filmmaking, including the availability
of drone cameras, are now so high that the difference in image quality
between officially commissioned films and repurposed amateur footage has
become negligible. Ship-spotting videos as a form of the enjoyment of what
David Nye has called the “technological sublime” deserve their own longer

125 Peterson, Tenold, and White. Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era, p. 264.
126 Smil. Growth, p. x.
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study.®” In the following I want to focus on the corporate videos of Maersk
instead, because of their volume and quality, but also because they offer a
consistent narrative of growth, diversity and opportunity, which provides
the overall structure of feeling for the scene of representational visibility.
The primacy of trade over politics, which is implicity in operational visibility,
becomes explicit in representational visibility: Ultimately, the promise of
the infrastructure of container shipping is that access to frictionless trade
will solve problems otherwise assigned to the realm of politics.

Maersk and the Aestheticization of the Space of Global Trade

In the wake of the spread of internet-capable personal devices, or smart
phones, in the early 2010 Maersk became the first major shipping company
to develop an intensive social media presence. As the company’s director
of social media, Samantha Adeluwoye, puts it, Maersk benefited from
early mover advantage, Maersk’s amibition was to to set a new standard in
corporate communication for multiple audiences in an industry in which
business-to-business relations prevail.**® In the terms of this essay we can
read this as an indicator that critical visibility had indeed become part
of the knowledge base of the company: In a digital media environment
which empowers individual users to make political statements and lowers
the threshold for activism it becomes imperative even for a non-consumer
brand like a logistics provider to cultivate a positive image. At the same time
social media image work facilitates recruitment, an important concern for a
global logistics provider. For instance, smart phone penetration in India, the
Philippines, and Indonesia, three important source countries for low cost
labor and services in the logistics industry, all were at or above 75% in 2022.

Reflecting the multiple target audiences the films, photographs, anima-
tion and texts Maersk publishes on their social media accounts (Facebook,
YouTube, Instagram, Twitter) run the gamut of corporate communication
formats from image films to historical materials and instruction videos for
customers and employees, but also includes non-commissioned content
submitted by crew members. Overall, Maersk’s published content can be
sorted according to the three Rs of corporate communication'*9: (1) record,

127 Nye, David. American Technological Sublime. MIT Press, 1996.

128 Interview with Maersk Global Social Media Content Manager Samantha Almon Adeluwoye,
May 11, 2021.

129 Hediger, Vinzenz, and Patrick Vonderau. “Record, Rhetoric, Rationalization.” Films That
Work: Industrial Film and the Productivity of Media, edited by Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick
Vonderau. Amsterdam University Press, 2009, pp. 35-50.
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i.e. materials designed to document the operation of the company — these
include films and segments about the history of company and container
shipping, films about life at sea on Maersk ships, snapshots and films from
company employees; (2) rhetoric, materials designed to induce cooperation
from employees, shareholders and stakeholders — these include videos and
animation addressing stakeholders like the Environment Day Instagram
video, recruiting videos featuring successful employees telling their life
stories or giving inside looks of Maersk’s training programmes, videos
featuring employees explaining the meaning of Maersk’s core values
to them personally, webinars featuring upper management explain-
ing company policies like decarbonization; and (3) rationalization, i.e.
materials designed to facilitate and optimize operations — these include
instructional videos explaining the use of online tools addressed to cus-
tomers and employees, e.g. videos introducing Filipino sailors to a new
online registration tool which spares them long trips back to port which
take time out of their family vacation, webinars about the introduction
of TradeLens etc.

Maersk’s audiovisual work stands out in comparison to the corporate
films of its competitors such as Evergreen Lines in style and mode of address.
The corporate image film of Evergreen from 2019 features multiple aerial
tracking shots of ships in movements, containers on tractor trailers traversing
landscapes, Asian crews at work and stock shots of a lily-white family of
three generations celebrating a children’s party at a table in a garden, all
tied together with an animation of golden sparks moving through space,
a visualization of the free flow of goods through container shipping. It is
a competently made, smooth corporate image film remarkable not least
for the suggestion that the primary beneficiaries of container shipping
are upper-middle-class white people.’3° By contrast, Maersk films tend to
tell stories of trade evolving around individual company employees and
customers. They emulate the templates of documentary filmmaking rather
than the tropes of more conventional corporate films. In terms of their
tonality and visual finish they are clearly superior, for instance, to those of
other multinational corporations like chemistry giant BASE.3' And some
of Maersk’s films which can be found online are closer to documentary
art films than corporate videos. For instance, one video entitled On Board

130 https://youtu.be/L6IVAMJzRGo.

131 See also Hediger, Vinzenz, and Florian Hoof. “The Agency of the Agency: Why Do All Corporate
Image Films Look the Same?” A History of Cinema without Names, edited by Diego Cavallotti,
Federico Giordano, and Leonardo Quaresima. Forum, 2016, pp. 209-18.
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Fig. 1.12. Evergreen Line corporate video, 2019.

Edith Maersk consists of a fifteen-minute series of long takes of footage
showing various aspects of life on board. Excerpts from these long takes
show up as short clips in other corporate videos, but presented uncut, in
sequence and without commentary and music, they are reminiscent of a
film by James Benning.'s*

This difference in style can partly be explained by national origin.
Among other things, Maersk is a Danish design project.’33 Organization
has “always been an aesthetic phenomenon,” writes Timon Beyes. But in
the face of “the ubiquity of digital media and its corresponding devices
that influence what and how we perceive and how we express or perform
ourselves” organization is perhaps more than ever “tied to processes
of aestheticization,” including the aestheticization of space and built
environments.’3* Maersk, however, has been aestheticizing the spaces
of business since long before digital media became ubiquitous. It starts
with the company’s corporate identity. The logo springs from an episode
in company lore when the company founder was lost at sea and saved by
a seven-pointed star. The logo also refers to the seven seas and the seven

132 https://youtu.be/PHTgkVMoook.

133 Sornn-Friese, Henrik. “Containerization in Globalization: A Case Study of How Maersk
Line Became a Transnational Company.” Shipping and Globalization in the Post-war Era: Context,
Companies, Connections, edited by Niels P. Peterson, Stig Tenold, and Nicholas J. White. Palgrave
Macmillan, 2019, p. 115.

134 Beyes, Timon. “Art, Aesthetics, and Organization.” A Research Agenda for Management and
Organization Studies, edited by Barbara Czarniawska. Edward Elgar, 2016, p. 115.
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days of the week. Since 1955, all Maersk ship hulls have been painted in
the distinctive light blue colour, which makes them instantly recognizable.
Maersk was also the first shipping company to impose a uniform office
design regardless of location and inspired by Danish interior design styles
of the 1950s and 1960s.'35 Industrial film companies from which Maersk
commissions corporate films receive detailed briefs specifying, among
other things, the colour scheme with a palette of colours geared towards
cooler tones and built around the company’s signature light blue hull
paint.’3® There is a clearly defined look to be achieved during shooting and
in colour grading and post-production. The importance of the logo and the
company’s colour scheme is directly highlighted in the corporate films.
The corporate films produced in 2015, which exist in continent-specific
variations targeted at European, African and Asian audiences, opens
with a montage of views of urban landscapes, travelling container ships
and containers traversing landscape on tractor trailers cut together with
a close-up view of a painter refreshing the paint on the company logo on
one of the ships. Later, a similar montage involves shots of workers finish-
ing the paint on a new container in Maersk’s reefer container factory.s”
The company’s motto and “core value” is “constant care,” an exhortation
reportedly handed down from company founder A.P. Mgller to his son,
Mersk Mc-Kinney Moller, in a letter in 1946.38 It is a motto that clearly
also a applies to the company’s aestheticization of space.

Time Lapse and Travelling Shots

Apart from the aerial drone tracking shots of moving ships and containers
moving on trains and trucks, which can be read as an epitome of the image
of the global value chain, one of the visual tropes recurring regularly in
Maersk’s corporate films — but also in many other contemporary corporate
image films — is the time lapse shot of urban traffic nodes.

Globalization is often defined as the free circulation of people, goods,
and ideas. In a world marked by the twin dynamics of global value chains
and urban migration to fast-growing megacities, cities are the “factories of
the future,” as Richard Baldwin argues: urban space supersedes the factory

135 Jephson. “Creating Global Opportunity,” p. 233.

136 Interview with Maersk Global Social Media Content Manager Samantha Almon Adeluwoye,
May 11, 2021

137 https://youtu.be/k2IVNBCV4ssc.

138 Jephson. “Creating Global Opportunity,” p. 23.
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Fig. 1.13. Aerial tracking shot of container being unloaded from a Maersk ship with converging
movements of drone and container. Maersk corporate video for Europe, 2011.14°

as the site where the lines of economic activity converge and intersect.'3
If the image of workers leaving the factory can be read as a visualization
of the workforce in the classical industrial era, then time lapse shots of
urban traffic modes capture the productive energy of the global value
chain economy in an image of unimpeded mobility. Often framed as a
slow-moving tracking shot, these images of mobility are also images of
layered temporalities. The time of the factory was ordered, hierarchi-
cal and homogeneous, organized in shifts and structured by the time
clock. The factory’s temporal regime was one of regularity and density,
of a methodical life and constant activity.'**'# The shots of urban traffic
nodes transfer these ideas of regularity and density to urban space, even as
they suspend the spatial boundary of the factory. This is particularly true
of tracking shots, which emphasize the space beyond the frame through
camera movement. The same combination of suggestions of regularity
and density in movement through space rather than in the closed site
of the factory can be found tracking shots of ships, containers and other
goods in movement. But the urban traffic shots usually involve people and
vehicles moving at different speeds in the same space. Underscoring the
different layers of temporality, Maersk corporate videos regularly include

139 Baldwin, The Great Convergence.

140 https://youtu.be/vDosHC]scio.

141 Snyder, Benjamin H. “From Vigilance to Busyness: A Neo-Weberian Approach to the Time
Clock.” Sociological Theory, vol. 31, no. 1, 2013, pp. 243—66.
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Figs. 1.14a and 1.14b. Time-lapse shots of urban traffic flows, from We Are Maersk (2015).

shots of vendors in local markets, usually women, with containers, which
function as simultaneously concrete and abstract signifiers of constant
activity and methodical life, moving past through urban space on tractor
trailer in the background.

It is important to note that the factory space has not simply disappeared
from corporate films. Quite to the contrary: Scenes of production, whether
inside views of textile factories or harvest scenes on fruit plantations, feature
regularly in these films. But they are framed by time lapse and tracking
shots of people and goods in movement and figure as mere chain links in
a broader order of limitless circulation.
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Fig. 1.15. Multi-layered temporalities: Market vendor and Maersk reefer container in Hong Kong,
2011.142

Fig. 1.16. Inside a Nike factory in China, from We Are Maersk (2015).143

Temporalities of Trade and the Politics of Infrastructure

Taken together, the time lapse shots of traffic nodes, the shots of vendors
with traffic in the background and the factory shots in combination with
tracking and time laps shots speak to “layers of temporal interdependency
as a particular form of power,” as Sarah Sharma writes, a power that also

142 https://youtu.be/-JOKwS64mRU.
143 https://youtu.be/k2IVNBCV4sc.
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“plays out in private life.” Rather than deploring the loss of a coherent public
space, Sharma argues for a “power-chronography” which treats “all social
spaces as transit spaces,” an approach which “allows for recognition of the
temporal contingency of political and public life.”44 It can be argued that
what can be described as the documentary quality of Maersk corporate films
lies in how they acknowledge such temporal contingency and articulate
it by focusing on how the temporal interdependencies created by global
trade play out in the private lives of the company’s employees. Maersk’s
film work on ports and shipping in Africa are a case in point. Where the
Evergreen corporate film shows ship crews at work and a white middle-class
family connected by sprinkling animated stars, in one video Alphonse Bea,
an executive for Maersk’s freight forwarding service DAMCO working in
Cameroon, talks about how he explains to his colleagues how geography
and politics make logistics in Central Africa entirely different than in
North America and Asia, fracturing the idea of one world held together
by the infrastructures of global trade.’#> And when Maersk films discuss
infrastructure, they argue in structural, but also in personal terms. Films
about the container terminal which APM, Maersk’s port-operating subsidi-
ary, built in Monrovia, Liberia, after the end of the second civil war in 2003,
focus on how the port transforms the life of employees, with Jacqueline
Paye, a single mother who works as a crane operator, appearing at the

146 Numerous films — for instance, an entire

centre of two films from 2014.
series of short case studies entitled The Heart of Trade from 2017 — focus on
case stories of small entrepreneurs and particularly women entrepreneurs
from Africa succeeding in South-South trade thanks to access to Maersk’s
services.'#

However, as much as power relations and differential temporalities are
openly addressed in these films, it is ultimately coherent story of sustainable
growth and inclusion through global trade and its infrastructures which
brackets these films together and gives them a narrative coherence which
matches their trademark visual style. Diversity and inclusiveness are a key
element of that story. In May 2021, for instance, Maersk sent a number of
containers with a rainbow finish on trips around the world as a statement in
favour of equality and asked ship spotters and staffers to send in photographs

144 Sharma, Sarah. In the Meantime: Temporality and Cultural Politics. Duke University Press,
2014, p. 148.

145 https://youtu.be/iD7x5Q0OUkik.

146 https://youtu.be/-MzEcvmmXgs; https://youtu.be/2jJaltdPO8k.

147 See for instance https://youtu.be/6ivPtgfKHeM; https://youtu.be/fHXrCRHGB]Jc; https://
youtu.be/btcVnNCwnrM.
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1,347,863 followers + Follow

ALP. Moller - Maersk
yr « Edited -

Watch our rainbow container touring the beautiful tulip garden on Denkers BV
truck of our customer Jan de Wit en Zonen BV, in the Netherlands, "This week
we gave our cooperation to Maersk's Rainbow Containers World Tour! 3?" The
containers were photographed at our bulb fields and at our tulip show garden.
These containers represents Maersk's position on diversity and inclusion. The
rainbow containers are also used for humanitarian work, such as the supply of
aid freight to survivors of hurricanes in the United States. Jan de Wit en Zonen
BN, is very proud to be a part of Maersk's devotion to diversity and inclusion.”

Thank you Jan de Wit en Zonen for your support and commitment to equality.

If you spot one of our rainbow containers on their voyage, take a picture and
share on social media platforms using the #inclusionAll TheWay,

#Maersk #rainbowworldtour #diversityandineclusion #togetheralitheway
#equalitymatters #rainbowcontainers

Fig. 1.17. A Maersk rainbow container touring the tulip fields outside of Amsterdam. Maersk
Instagram account, May 19, 2021.

of the containers in different surroundings to the company’s Instagram
account. Corporate videos always take great care to stress the diversity and
inclusiveness of Maersk’s hiring policies by foregrounding local staffin Africa
and Asia. Maersk’s social media director, Samantha Almon Adeluwoye, is
a London native and a person of colour, who appears as one of the faces of
the company in their corporate communication
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Fig. 1.18. Samantha Almon Adeluwoye interviewing Maersk CEO Sgren Skou on innovation at
Maersk under the watchful eyes of Maersk Mc-Kinney Mgller, 2020.48

On occasion, Eurocentric social and racial hierarchies still shine through,
however. Two seemingly contradictory but equally inadequate perceptions
about Africa — a continent in misery and in need of help, and “Africa rising”,
a continent full of promising start-ups which only lack proper logistics —
remain part of the rhetorical arsenal of Maersk films. Another example is
a Discovery channel documentary about the building of the Triple E 18,000
TEU ships at Daewoo shipyards in South Korea, narrated by a journalist with
a Scottish accent, which only features Danish engineers as talking heads.
It includes a montage in which a Danish engineer apparently threatens
Korean staff with a shutdown of operations because of delays and, so it
is implied, incompetence. Considering that this was filmed and edited at
one of the world’s most successful and productive shipyards shortly after
Maersk had shuttered its own yard and shifted all its shipbuilding to East
Asia, there is a whiff of imperial nostalgia in this montage. It is obviously
an editorial choice of Discovery channel, but Maersk still put the segment
on their YouTube channel.’#® Overall, however, a carefully curated narrative
of diversity and inclusion prevails.

An important feature of the documentary aesthetic of Maersk corporate
films is the use of experts as talking heads, particularly development econo-
mists from the region in question. They serve to provide scientific credentials
to the narrative of growth and opportunity through infrastructure which

148 https://youtu.be/iThr7hI3a-g.
149 https://youtu.be/RUfGCngFgDI.
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Chief Shonekan
Formar Presidant
iigena

The main chall

Figs. 1.19a and 1.19b. Economic experts: Former president of Nigeria Ernest Shonekan and
Professor Aby Awosika explain Apapa container port.'>°

the films propound. A ten-minute documentary on Apapa container port
in Lagos from 2011, which APM took over from the Nigerian government
in 2006 and which is now the largest container terminal in West Africa, is
entitled Apapa Terminal’s Impact on Nigerian Society and features analysis
from Ernest Shonekan, a Harvard MBA and former president of Nigeria, and
Professor Aby Awosika. A 1966 film directed by Carlo Audisio, a veteran
Italian industrial film director who also directed, among other things, a

150 For another example, see independent economist Eduardo Garcia explain the shift from
Volkswagen to Kia in the Mexican automobile industry: https://youtu.be/n53_-N-e_1g.
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Fig. 1.20a. Computer graphics locate growth at the point of congestion: Map of Lagos with Apapa
container port in the foreground right. APM corporate video, 2011

v

Fig. 1.20b. Congestion at Apapa port, 2018.2

theatrical documentary about the production process in the Italian film
industry, chronicles the construction of Apapa port by an Italian company,
culminating in a unabashedly nationalist celebration of Italian engineering
prowess.’s3 In the APM film, the nation state is, if anything, an obstacle to
progress. The Nigerian government, Shonekan argues, needs to learn how to

151 https://youtu.be/mmi8crp7DM4.
152 https://youtu.be/sQoHGJdanWk.
153 https://youtu.be/CTHrUxGdUmQ.
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@ Maersk

Our Chief Engineer A. Shpek shared these awesome
photos while sailing past a wind farm at Piraeus,
Athens. k #lifeatsea

Figs. 1.21a and 1.21b. Sharing the thrill of life at sea via the Maersk twitter acount.

get out of the way of private business. The film also exemplified the tension
between the promise and actual operation of infrastructure. An animated
info graphic places a 3D growth column almost exactly at the hot spot of
congestion on the freeways to and from the port. Congestion, as Brian Larkin
notes, is almost a cliché of the current state of Lagos’ urban infrastructure,
but it is an enduring problem in Apapa, and one the film also talks about.

In exemplary fashion this film lays out how the contemporary narrative
of infrastructure and global trade differs from the classical modernization
narrative which, as Larkin summarizes it, posits that “through infrastructures
and circulation [...] development and modern subjectivity can be achieved.”
First, the contemporary narrative assumes that subjectivities are fully formed
and do not need to be developed; however, to realize their full potential they
require an acknowledgment of diversity, a commitment to inclusiveness and
proper infrastructure. Second, enterprise is superior to the nation state in
providing, maintaining and improving infrastructure, particularly considering
the transnational character of industrial organization in the age of global sup-
ply chains. And third, and this is the modified promise of infrastructure, once
opportunity is guaranteed, i.e. once the infrastructure is in place and operative
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and entrepreneurs can fully realize their potential, growth, prosperity and
equality will materialize as if automatically and on a global scale.

Raymond Williams argues that the dominant images of society in
modernity tend to reduce society to two spheres of interest and versions
of social relationship: “politics (the system of decision) and economics (the
system of maintenance).”5* Representational visibility of global supply
chains, one could argue, presents an image of society in which politics is
subsumed by economics: An image of society as a boundless firm, in which
the proper operation of the global supply chain is the only political problem
that remains to be addressed, because though it all other political problems
will be solved. In that sense, the politics of the form of global trade can be
summarized by a Maersk Instagram post from June 6, 2021: “Let trade take
care of it and make a wish upon a seven-pointed star.”

Conclusion: No Fragrance, Just Technology

In Michael Miller’s history of shipping networks a freight forwarder remi-
nisces about the challenge ofloading and unloading ships and getting cargo
to destination in the time before containerization:

I belong to the very old guys who had really fun at the time you had general
cargo because you had to work with your brains. Now “it’s all container
stupidity, it’s just a box.”55

Another of Miller’s informants says that there was “nothing like something,
an elephant or something, being swung on your ship,” while yet another one
points out “the irony that ports had once smelled of the world, but that in
this moment of globalization, there was no fragrance, just technology.”5
Considering that containerization is routinely described as a revolution (to
the point where the Wikipedia entry for “container revolution” redirects
to “containerization”), these statements recall Talleyrand’s famous dictum
about the ancient régime: “He who did not live in the years before the Revolu-
tion cannot understand what the sweetness of living is.”

But is containerization really a revolution? With an eye to the early
investment of British legacy lines in containerization, which mainly aimed
at maintaining their grip on the Commonwealth, Nicholas J. White argues

154 Williams. The Long Revolution, p.138.
155 Miller. Europe and the Maritime World, p. 371.
156 Ibid., p. 372.
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that for all “that talk of a ‘container revolution’ containerization was not
that revolutionary.”’5? But then revolutions may actually take longer than
we assume and happen not where and how we expect to see them.

Apart from Hollywood, the second main factor of cultural globalization
after the First World War was the Russian Revolution, which gave birth to
the idea of the world revolution. Revolutions, dating back to the Glorious
Revolution of 1688, which pitted an absolutist against a constitutional
model of governance, can be described as — usually violent — confronta-
tions between competing projects of modernization.'s® In that sense, the
French Revolution can be seen as a contest between absolutist centralism,
which had delegitimized landed nobility, and a democratic society based
on a notion citizenship regardless of status or origin.">® The Cold War, a
decades-long contest between competing projects of modernization at a
global scale, can similarly be seen as an extended revolutionary situation.
Stalin gave up the Cold War was an extended revolutionary situation.
Stalin gave up on the world revolution in 1943 to please his American allies
and consolidate power at home, but the idea of world revolution found a
second iteration in Maoism, a driving force of decolonization in the 1950s
and a global political and cultural movement in the 1960s.%° As the Cold
War ended, the liberal democratic system of governance combined with
the market economy seemed to emerge triumphant. The neoconservative
project of “democracy promotion” was designed to take that victory to a
truly global level, with the Middle East as its point of attack. Its historical
novelty was that it administered revolutionary violence on a large scale
through the United States military. But the neoconservative revolution
foundered in Iraq, even as the universalist ambition of market-based lib-
eral democracy ran up against what Dani Rodnik calls the “globalization
paradox,” i.e. the problem that of frictionless global trade, democracy and
national sovereignty you can only have two at a time and not all three
(a problem which representational visibility solves by taking national
sovereignty out of the equation).!®

The concept of “world revolution,” then, is part and parcel of the history
of globalization in the twentieth century, as is the failure of its successive

157 White. “Thinking Outside ‘The Box’,” p. 64.

158 Pincus, Steven. 1688: The First Modern Revolution. Yale University Press, 2o11.

159 Lefort, Claude. L'invention democratique. Les limites de la domination totalitaire. Fayard,
1994.

160 Lovell. Maoism.

161 Rodrik, Dani. The Globalization Paradox: Democracy and the Future of the World Economy.
‘W.W. Norton, 2010.
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iterations. As we have seen, at some crucial points containerization intersects
with the neoconservative project, and it aligns with the neo-Maoism of cur-
rent PRC president Xi Jinping. But there is a conceptual connection as well,
i.e. one of form. For the proponents of what I propose to call critical visibility,
containerization is a rather depressing story of enhanced exploitation and
looming economic crisis, which may well lead up to a violent confrontation
and transformation of the current social order, i.e. a revolution in the classical
sense. The container industry itself tried out several other narratives, starting
with the one which made the logistics of American settler colonialism its
central metaphor in the 1950s and which is encapsulated in the name of the
very first purpose-built container ship. Over the last decade in particular
and led by Maersk, the industry has settled instead on the uplifting story
about opportunity, welfare and growth in which trade supersedes politics.
This, in fact, is a narrative which places containerization alongside the other
grand twentieth-century projects for radical social and political change as
their more palatable, non-violent alternative.

To quote Raymond Williams once again: “If it is pointed out, in traditional
terms, that democracy, industry, and extended communication are all means
rather than ends, I reply that this is precisely their revolutionary character,
and that to realize and accept this requires new ways of thinking and feeling,
new conceptions of relationships, which we must try to explore.”®* In that
sense, the container industry’s own “promise of infrastructure” can be
described as as structure of feeling tied to an optimistic practical philosophy
of history in which efficiency in logistics holds the promise of revolutionary
outcomes without violence — or rather without violence other than the
economic violence of what Schumpeter calls “creative destruction.”

But at the same time, the primacy of trade over politics and the progressive
removal of economic activity from national jurisdiction, which are the end
state of operational visibility and supported by what this contribution has
called representational visibility, help set the stage for another, populist and
reactionary revolution, not the control revolution, but the “take back control”
revolution. How much, and which kind of revolution is containerization
really? To quote former PRC prime minister Zhou Enlai, who said in 1974
about the French Revolution (some say that he referred to the one of 1789,
others that of May ’68): “Too soon to tell.”3

162 Williams. The Long Revolution, p. 14.
163 https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-
ed4-00018657.
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2 Object Lessons and Infrastructural
Imperialism

Lee Grieveson

Abstract

This chapter uncovers the history of the US government’s use of film in the
interwar years to foster new domestic and transnational road networks.
It explores the role and place of media in state-led efforts to generate

circulation and foster forms of economic imperialism.

Keywords: infrastructure; governmentality; economic imperialism; liberal

developmental media

Beginning in the 1910s, the US government made a series of films explicat-
ing precisely the methods by which roads could be constructed and the
benefits this would bring to industry, government, and people. What follows
explores this history in two parts. The first section examines the efforts of
the Office of Public Roads in the US Department of Agriculture to use film
to disseminate information on road-building practices in the US. In 1918 the
office became the Bureau of Public Roads and thereafter made a number of
films in collaboration with major automobile manufacturers that told stories
about the varied benefits road building brought to people and communities.
The second section explores the bureau’s efforts in the mid-1920s to foster
a proposed Pan-American road network. Moving pictures were significant
to this too. Produced in collaboration with major industrial corporations,
banking interests and some Central and South American governments, these
films were made in particular for “distribution [...] in the countries of South,
Central, and North America” to be used “in educating the people to the value
of better highways.” Both are examples of the governmental use of media to

1 Pan American Confederation for Highway Education. The Pan American Confederation for
Highway Education. 1927, p.13; Highway Education Board. Highways of Friendship. 1924, p. 22.

Hediger, V., F. Hoof, Y. Zimmermann, with S. Anthony (eds), Films That Work Harder: The Circula-
tion of Industrial Film. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
DOI: 10.5117/9789462986534_CHo2
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foster the circulation of capital and new practices of economic imperialism
during the period the US become the world’s dominant industrial state.
Roads, and the vehicles that travel across them, are best understood as
political technologies that work together with economic logics to expand
extraction and circulation. Domestically the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act
supplied up to $75 million in federal monies to states to build new roads,
principally farm-to-market roads. The 1921 Federal Aid Highway Act sup-
ported interstate road building, creating over 400,000 miles of highways
in the 1920s in what has been described as the “golden age” of highway
construction.? Quite clearly also the markets and materials of Central and
South America came to be ever more important to the US in the context of
its rapid industrialization in the latter parts of the nineteenth century. The
completion of the Panama Canal in 1914 enabled expanded and accelerated
movement of raw materials and manufactured goods. In 1915, the Panama-
Pacific Exposition celebrating the completion of the canal saw the first
demonstration of long-distance telephonic communication in a further
illustration of the complex enmeshing of infrastructural, communicative
and media forms integral to the rising political and economic significance of
the US. In that same year an important Pan-American economic conference
discussed economic ties, and thereafter a series of Pan-American conferences
in the 1920s focused on travel infrastructures.? The central objective of
the US in developing economic ties with Central and South America was
in opening access to raw materials as well as new markets and investment
opportunities.* Raw materials associated in particular with automobility
were particularly prized, notably including oil in Colombia, Venezuela,
Peru and Mexico and rubber in Brazil. The US government countered local
efforts to nationalize mineral resources by organizing private loans from
banks. Two examples can quickly illustrate this form of what has been called
“dollar diplomacy.” In 1917 the Mexican government asserted sovereignty
over mineral rights — including in particular oil but also the silver that

2 Seely, Bruce E. Building the American Highway System: Engineers as Policy Makers. Temple
University Press, 1987, pp. 66—99.

3 Rosenberg, Emily S. Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural
Expansion, 1890-1945. Hill and Wang, 1982, pp. 66—67.

4 Tuse “state” here rather than “government” to signal an interest in the persistence of state
structures — such as the civil service, the military, the police, the legal system — that have greater
continuity than governments placed in temporary control of the state. By doing so I follow a
relatively common use of state as genus to government as species.

5  Nearing, Scott, and Joseph Freeman. Dollar Diplomacy: A Study in American Imperialism.
Allen and Unwin, 1925.



OBJECT LESSONS AND INFRASTRUCTURAL IMPERIALISM 107

perhaps made their way into celluloid — but the US government forced the
country to grant legal guarantees of American property by organizing a
banking consortium that promised much needed loans in return for such
safeguards.® Colombia reformed its subsoil laws in 1919. The US government,
working with Gulf Oil’s attorney, Allen Dulles — the future director of the
CIA and the secretive but influential Council on Foreign Relations — worked
to safeguard US investment. The Department of Commerce cautioned
American investors about loaning to Colombia until its government agreed
to safeguard Gulf’s properties — at which point Colombia received a loan
from National City Bank.” In short: the state, large extractive corporations
and finance capital colluded to safeguard the plundering of the material
resources needed for economic expansion; indeed, perhaps also for the
materials that enabled the visual record of that development.

Global expansion also in terms of markets was mandated by the contem-
porary idea that high levels of production needed new global outlets — the
so-called “overproduction thesis” — and this shaped the practices of large
corporations and trade associations like the United States Chamber of
Commerce and the American Manufacturers’ Export Association. To be
sure, there was a history of US global economic expansion that predates the
1910s and 1920s, visible in the imperial agendas that sustained the Spanish-
American War of 1898 and the annexation of Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guam
and the Philippines that were predicated both on access to raw materials
and prized shipping connections to China.® Likewise, the Panama Canal
can be seen in part as a material enactment of the Monroe Doctrine. But
the developments in the 1920s in particular marked a (partial) shift away
from a European-style colonialism and its territorial logics of power towards
“economic imperialism” and what economic historian Emily Rosenberg calls
the “liberal developmental paradigm” that sustained the US’s rise to global
hegemon in the interwar years.? It is a central tenet of my argument here

6 Grandin, Greg. “The Liberal Traditions in the Americas: Rights, Sovereignty, and the Origins
of Liberal Multilateralism.” American Historical Review, vol. 117, no. 1, 2012, pp. 87-88.

7 Rosenberg. Spreading the American Dream, pp. 130—31.

8 Schoonover, Thomas. Uncle Sam’s War of 1898 and the Origins of Globalization. University
Press of Kentucky, 2013.

9  Arrighi, Giovanni. The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the Origins of Our Times.
Verso, 1994, pp. 269—99; Harvey, David. The New Imperialism. Oxford University Press, 2003; Rosen-
berg. Spreading the American Dream, pp. 7-15. The central features of this liberal developmental
paradigm included faith in private free enterprise, support for fee trade, and growing acceptance
of governmental activity to protect private enterprise and stimulate American participation
in international economic exchange. The shift towards a different model of empire was only
ever partial because US state elites regarded the protection of the Panama Canal and American
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that film and media played varied roles in that complex and globally signifi-
cant process.”® What follows here concentrates on delineating the precise
connections between the material and semiotic networks that underscored
the US’s centrality to an ever-expanding market-driven modernity.

k%%

In early 1914, the Office of Public Roads (OPR), located within the Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), produced a number of films that documented
the testing and building of durable road surfaces. Amongst the films pro-
duced were Road Building and Testing Scenes, Macadam Road Construction,
Gravel Road Construction and Road Conditions and Maintenance (all OPR/
USDA c.1914)." All of these were designated as “films designed for popular
agricultural education,” defined in internal USDA documents as those
“designed (1) to illustrate progressive agricultural methods, (2) to arouse
general interest and lead to community adoption of these methods, (3)
to ‘break ground’ for the work of the personal demonstrator or county
agent, and (4) to familiarize people with activities of the Department which
directly touch their daily business.”* Three “professional films” were also
available, entitled Testing Rock to Determine Its Value for Road Building,
Rock Tests with Traction Dynamometer, and Cement and Concrete Tests (all
OPR/USDA c. 1914). “These films,” the department’s annual report stated,
“are designed to show specialists the exact technical methods employed
by the Department or to give those interested in an industry an accurate

economic interests abroad to be of paramount importance and acted accordingly, as visible in the
examples of Mexico and Colombia. In 1922, Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes sponsored a
conference with the nations of Central America to discuss regional stability, guarantees for the
protection of property, and methods for combating revolutions. Hughes supported the notion
that governments should not recognize new governments formed from revolutions. In practice,
this meant that the US frequently supported repressive standing governments, like it did in
Nicaragua in 1926 when it went so far as to create a national guard to ensure stability without
the further need for American intervention. Schmitz, David F. The Triumph of Internationalism:
Franklin D. Roosevelt and a World in Crisis, 1933-1941. Potomac Books, 2007, pp. 11-12.

10 See also Grieveson, Lee. Cinema and the Wealth of Nations: Media, Capital, and the Liberal
World System. University of California Press, 2018.

11 Department of Agriculture. “Report on Motion Picture Activities.” October 6, 1915. National
Archives and Records Administration II (NARA), College Park, RG16, General Correspondence of
the Office of the Secretary, 190670, Box 214, p. 4. (Hereafter NARA materials from state bureaus
and departments will be referenced by their record group (RG) number with a corresponding
box number, date, and page number, where available.)

12 Ibid,, p. 3.
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idea of the best practice of their field.”3 Film was integrated in this way
directly into the scientific testing procedures of the Office of Public Roads.
“Educational” and technical “professional” road films from the OPR sought
in this way to shape new road-building practices by specialists and to
educate rural populations in the methods for constructing and maintaining
farm-to-market roads.

Experimentation with surfaces and materials had become central to the
scientific agenda of the Office of Public Roads since its creation in 1905.'4
OPR officials had close connections with the USDA’s Bureau of Chemistry.’s
Government experts examined different materials, from asphalt to concrete
to gravel to macadam; and different construction processes.’® Expanding
after 1905, partly to accommodate the arrival of the automobile, the OPR
constructed a new laboratory to test materials and began to disseminate
information about standards.”” Its goals were consistent with those of the
Department of Agriculture more broadly to orchestrate scientific knowledge
in a robust bureaucratic form to foster a market economy in agriculture —
here, specifically to enable the speedy distribution of crops to urban areas
that could both sustain farm production and a very rapidly expanding
urban society.

To accomplish these goals the Office of Public Roads constructed a num-
ber of roads as what they called “object lessons.”® These were constructed
for local rural communities who were encouraged to visit them to observe
construction and maintenance practices and from this to move forward
in constructing local roads themselves with assistance from the OPR. Cel-
luloid’s storage capacity, and indexicality, made film a useful supplement
to the state use of extension models to facilitate new productive practices.
Concrete Road Construction, for example, was described in a later USDA
catalogue like this:

Illustrates the essential requirements in the design of concrete pavements
to provide the necessary stability to resist the destructive action caused
by the volume, weight, and speed of modern motor traffic. Shows the

13 Ibid,, p. 5.

14 The OPR grew out of an earlier Office of Road Inquiry. On the early history of both Offices,
see Seely. Building the American Highway System, pp. 11-23.

15 Ibid,, p. 21.

16 Holley, Irving Brinton. “Blacktop: How Asphalt Paving Came to the Urban United States.”
Technology and Culture, vol. 44, no. 4, 2003, pp. 703—-33.

17 Seely. Building the American Highway System, p. 27.

18 Ibid., pp. 14-15, 27.
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principal operations in the most advanced methods of concrete-pavement

construction.

Other films also “illustrated” methods of road construction advocated by
the OPR to local communities and states.*® Film was in this way a useful
informational medium, capable of making clear — of concretely illustrat-
ing — the materials and methods needed for the construction of a new
transportation infrastructure. Valued for its indexicality, its ontological
ties to objects, and for its mobility (unlike those object lesson roads), film
was put to work to help facilitate the new farm-to-market road construction
that would connect rural and urban markets and so grease the wheels for
the expansion of markets.

Later films by the Office of Public Roads, mostly after it became the
Bureau of Public Roads in 1918, supplemented this agenda by extolling the
virtues and benefits of road construction to rural communities and, in the
later 1920s, urban workers. They did so in lockstep with the federal policies
that began to establish new road networks beginning with the 1916 Federal
Aid Road Act that supplied up to $75 million in federal monies to states to
build new roads. The act proposed a model of federal/state collaboration
whereby the federal government carried out fundamental research and
provided matching funds, and newly formed state highway departments
carried out the road construction.* Roads were mostly constructed at this
point in order to enable farmers to move produce to markets, increasingly
urban ones.

Rapid rises in individual car ownership, from 78,000 in 1905 to 3.3 million
in 1916 and 8.1 million in 1920, also pushed federal and state governments
to devote resources to road building. Automobile corporations and trade
groups, like the American Automobile Association, lobbied for new road
construction, including new intercity roads. Firestone, an important

19 Motion Pictures of the United States Department of Agriculture. 1935. RG33, Records of the
Extension Service, Box 1, p. 33. My emphasis.

20 These films arelisted in the 1935 catalogue. An internal 1917 memorandum listed the following
films having been completed by 1917, all of which appear to follow the OPR’s technical use of
film to support road-building programmes: Testing Rock to Determine Its Value for Road Building,
Road Tests with Traction Dynamometer, Cement and Concrete Tests, Gravel Road Construction
in Virginia, Macadam Road Construction in Maryland, Concrete Road Construction (Ohio Post
Road), Bituminous Macadam Road Construction (Maine Road). “List of Motion Pictures.” RG16,
General Correspondence of the Office of the Secretary, 1907-1970, Box 415, 1917.

21 Theact and its consequence are discussed in Seeley. Building the American Highway System,
pp. 46-65. Federal highway engineers came in practice to be the dominant partners. Ibid., pp. 47,
67.
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early innovator in rubber tires with close connections to Ford, organized a
transcontinental publicity tour in the summer of 1920 that included films,
speakers and a handbook about the necessity of road construction.** In the
wake of these developments the 1921 Federal Aid Highway Act “fulfilled some
of the objectives of the automobile industry” in supporting limited interstate
road building, as well as supplementing the extant focus on farm-to-market
roads.* Following passage of the act, a series of state conferences with the
Bureau of Public Roads and the American Association of State Highway
Officials created new maps of how the road network interconnected, ef-
fectively creating a national road infrastructure.>* State highway budgets
increased from $430 million in 1921 to $1.3 billion in 1930.?5 Federal monies,
state bonds and gasoline taxes supported the emergence of a vast automotive
infrastructure thereafter, with deleterious consequences for the environment
and global ecology but profitable ones for automobile manufacturers and
related industries like steel, iron, rubber and the oil industry. Gasoline taxes
beginning in 1919 were earmarked specifically for new road construction in
a “self-replicating system” that was, Christopher Wells has argued, “designed
explicitly to stimulate near-constant growth in American demand for
gasoline.” By doing so it also mandated an increasingly aggressive foreign
policy and military expansion, parts of which were explicitly designed to
control the crucial resource of oil.

But for now I shall stick with a few of the films the bureau produced in
the wake of the 1916 and 1921 federal legislation. I have written elsewhere
about one of these films, called The Road to Happiness, and produced in
collaboration with the Ford Motor Company.*” It is worth briefly examining

22 Ibid,, p. 53. Firestone sourced much of its rubber in Liberia. The company loaned large sums
to the Liberian government, after receiving guarantees from the United States government that
it would support the security of its investment. Writes Rosenberg: “Firestone Rubber, for all
practical purposes, ran Liberia’s economy.” Rosenberg. Spreading the American Dream, p.134.
23 Ibid., p. 63.

24 Ibid., pp. 71-88. These maps were supplemented by the so-called Pershing Map in 1922,
created by the Bureau in consultation with the War Plans Division of the Army to plot military
strategic routes. General of the Armies John Pershing presented this plan to Congress in1922, and
most of the 78,000 miles of roads requested were built with many of them becoming interstate
highways. McNichol, Dan. The Roads That Built America: The Incredible Story of the US Interstate
System. Sterling Publishing, 2006, p. 62.

25 Seely. Building the American Highway System, p. 73.

26 Wells, Christopher W. “Fuelling the Boom: Gasoline Taxes, Invisibility, and the Growth of
the American Highway Infrastructure, 1919—-1956.” Journal of American History, vol. 99, no. 1,
2012, pp. 72—73. The federal government introduced the gasoline tax in 1919.

27 Grieveson, Lee. “The Work of Film in the Age of Fordist Mechanization.” Cinema Journal,
vol. 51, no. 3, 2012, pp. 35-37.
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this though now from the perspective also of the state objectives that it
embodied. The Road to Happiness (c. 1924) told the story of a young farmer
who is instructed by his bad-tempered father to deliver eggs to market,
but he misses the connecting train because the roads are so bad and his
eggs are destroyed along the way. The father blames the boy for being lazy
and dismisses his argument for the need for better roads. Later, at school,
the boy is invited to enter a competition to write an essay about his local
community and he writes about the need for good roads to enable the easy
transportation of rural goods. The lesson learnt by the young farmer was
about the commercial necessity of improving roads to enable the smoother
flow of commerce and the integration of rural spaces with the national
market. The young farmer’s essay is the winning entry in the competition
and he goes to accept his award from President Calvin Coolidge on the lawn
of the White House.

Coolidge’s appearance was possible because The Road to Happiness
was produced with the cooperation of the Bureau of Public Roads.?® In
a memorandum in the National Archives in the US the director of the
USDA’s Extension Work, C.W. Warburton, recounts how the Bureau of
Public Roads helped “in the location of suitable scenes for picturization
and in the loaning of one or two members of the staff of that Bureau to
act in the picture.” Warburton revealed that the “Motion Picture Labora-
tory” of the USDA “was also used by the photographers of the Ford Motor
Company in developing the film.” Ford’s resources mingled together with
the state’s to tell a story that carefully orchestrated allegiance to the cause
for road building embodied in the young farmer. Policy was encoded in
character and became narrative. Warburton concluded that the “film itself
is entirely commendable and it is quite in keeping with those produced by
the Department. As a matter of fact the Department might have produced
the film in exactly its present form.” His remark in this respect makes
clear that the film perfectly illustrated the mutuality of interests between
state and corporation such that it was hard to tell which had produced
it. Warburton’s memorandum revealed that bureau officials acted in the
film, in front of Ford’s cameras, before the celluloid was developed with

28 “Latest Film Is Released.” Ford News, March 15, 1924, p. 1. The sequence with President
Coolidge is not in the extant version I have seen from the National Archives, but the Ford News
reporting on it has a still from the scene. Officials of the Bureau of Public Roads were a little
anxious that their support for the film compromised their ostensible neutrality in relation to
industrial companies. Letters bat this back and forth, before concluding that the film was better
advertised as a Ford film rather than as a collaboration between the company and the Bureau.
29 Warburton, CW. Memorandum for Mr. W.A. Jump. April 2, 1924. RG16, Box 1070.
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the help of USDA chemicals. The Road to Happiness embodied the goals of
what Rosenberg calls “the cooperative state” that promoted industry and
trade in the liberal belief in the mutuality of public and private interests.3°
Coolidge’s appearance as the “good father” of the nation is fitting in this
sense for it was he who famously pronounced, in a pithy articulation of
the principles of liberal political economy, “the business of America is
business.”

Quite clearly, the films arguments about the necessity for a new mate-
rial infrastructure for the transport of commerce were significant to the
states interest in expanding markets that dovetailed also with the goals of
commercial automobile manufacturers to facilitate the sale of expensive
technology to new markets. What was at stake here was the innovation of
anew technological space, a networked infrastructure shared out between
corporate and state forces that would enable market expansion and the
incorporation of rural America into an emergent consumer economy. Ford’s
happiness is akin to the states. The road to happiness is born from the union
of the political and economic forces that prioritized the mobility of goods
and capital.

Ford and the bureau disseminated the film through their own networks
of distribution. The bureau circulated the film in particular through the
Highway Education Board that had been set up by the chief of the bureau
in 1923 to spread information about road building chiefly to schools. (The
Highway Education Board is listed on the title card of the extant copy of
the film, alongside the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce that
functioned principally as a lobbying group for the automotive industry and
that had close ties to government.3') In a press release to accompany the film
on its way through these networks the bureau even imagined a future for
the character of the young farmer. Escaping the grumpy backwards-looking
father, anointed by the president as the good father of the nation, he “becomes
a highway engineer,” the bureau’s PR had it, and

is privileged to bring about such changes in the condition of the roads of
his community that even the most sceptical opponents of road improve-
ment are brought to a realization of the truth of the maxim which forms

30 Rosenberg. Spreading the American Dream, pp.138—60.

31 See also “Latest Film is Released”; Warburton. Memorandum for Mr. W.A. Jump. Bureau of
Public Roads chief Thomas Harris MacDonald set up the Highway Education Board as a public
relations arm that produced material for schools, held nationwide contests, and had a speaker’s
bureau.
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the moral of the picture that “we pay for improved roads whether we
have them or not, and we pay less if we have them than if we have not.”s*

In the context of the Highway Education Board’s work with schools, the
young farmer becomes an exemplar of the technocratic management of
an emerging networked society.

Other films produced by the Bureau of Public Roads narrate a story of
progress and happiness that culminates with the car and the paved road,
as well as celebrating the advanced technology that enabled government
engineers to build roads in treacherous conditions.?3 See, for example,
Highways of Service (Bureau of Public Roads, c. 1927), A Road Out of Rock
(Bureau of Public Roads, n.d.), Building Forest Roads (Bureau of Public Roads,
n.d.) and Highways and Skyroads (Bureau of Public Roads, n.d.). Government
and advanced construction technology intertwine, these films suggest,
the one strengthening the other, establishing the networks that facilitate
commercial and personal movement across the nation. “Education” through
media sought to facilitate the kinds of mobility integral to this particular
formation of liberal capitalism. The liberal state’s efforts to establish new
patterns of circulation for materials, objects, information and capital was
supplemented, even partly facilitated, by film and/as education.

X2

In these representations of technological advancement, as well as in their
circulation, the state advertised and emphasized its power and modernity.
This became particularly important with respect to the US government’s
efforts to establish a Pan-American road network that would enable the
hemispheric circulation of raw materials and manufactured objects. In
1919 a Pan American Commercial Conference presented the need to dis-
seminate information among Latin Americans about the superiority of US

32 Press Service. “Road to Happiness, New Motion Picture Showing Value of Highways to
Community.” Bureau of Public Roads, March 10, 1924. RG16, Box 1070. The press service distributed
information about the film to “Farm Papers; Farm Editions of Daily Papers; Daily Newspapers
(One in a city — all cities); Sunday Editions of Dailies; Washington Correspondents and freelance
writers; County Seat papers; Trade papers as follows: Highway Publications; Motion Picture list;
Auto journals.” Press Service. Memorandum to Mr. Perkins, Motion Pictures. Bureau of Public
Roads, March 11, 1924. RG16, Box 1070.

33 See Highways of Service (Bureau of Public Roads, c.1927), A Road Out of Rock (Bureau of Public
Roads, n.d.), Building Forest Roads (Bureau of Public Roads, n.d.), and Highways and Skyroads
(Bureau of Public Roads, n.d.).
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road-building methods as a prelude to exporting those methods, along with
the machines that made roads and drove across them. Participants were
told also of the effectiveness of “publicity films” to present US firms and
products more effectively to South American markets.34 In 1923 the efforts
to foster road construction in South and Central America, and connect-
ing roads across the continent, were addressed at the fifth Pan American
Conference in Santiago, Chile. Delegates passed a resolution calling for a
Pan American Highway Commission to be formed that would observe the
US highway system and US means of financing, administering, constructing
and controlling modern highways and to work to establish similar road
networks.35 Quickly thereafter the National Automobile Chamber of Com-
merce in Washington began arranging funding after the Bureau of Public
Roads and the recently formed Department of Commerce endorsed the
notion. It received funding from the bureau’s Highway Education Board and
pledges of $1,000 or more “from prominent bankers and leading automotive
and road machinery manufacturers of the United States.”®

Indeed, members of the Pan American Highway Commission’s executive
committee had strong ties to US automotive and banking interests. Roy D.
Chaplin, chairman of the board of Hudson Motor Car Company, chaired
the committee, which included also Fred I. Kent, vice president of Banker’s
Trust of New York, and W.T. Beaty, president of the Austin Manufactur-
ing Company in Chicago, which made road maintenance equipment.3?
Amongst the advisory committee were representatives from the American
Manufacturers Export Association, Atlas Portland Cement Company, Barber
Asphalt Company, First National Bank of Boston, General Motors, Mack
Trucks, Inc., Standard Oil, B.F. Goodrich Rubber Company, amongst others:
all large corporations with clear economic interests in the expansion of road
networks3® US-sanctioned encouragement of investment in transportation
infrastructures filled the coffers of the companies that made the machines
and materials for road building and automobiles as well as the banks that

34 Salvatore, Ricardo D. “Early American Visions of a Hemispheric Market in South America.”
Transnational America: The Fading of Borders in the Western Hemisphere, edited by Berndt
Ostendorf. C. Winter, 2002, pp. 59—63.

35 Downes, Richard. “Autos over Rails: How US Business Supplanted the British in Brazil,
1910-28.” Journal of Latin American Studies, vol. 24, no. 3,1992, p. 565.

36 Pyke Johnson to Francis White, Latin American Div., US Department of State. December 8,
1923. Qtd. in Downes. “Autos over Rails,” p. 565.

37 Forabriefaccount of the Austin Manufacturing Company, see “F.C. Austin Manufacturing
Company (1888-1934).” Historical Construction Equipment Association, http://archives.hcea.
net/?p=creators/creator&id=229. Accessed July 16, 2012.

38 Highway Education Board. Highways of Friendship, p. 50.
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invested in these construction projects. It is worth noting also that the
US’s support for Pan-American road networks supplanted previous British
investment in expensive rail networks in Central and South America. The
emergence of cheaper road-building projects, supported by the United
States and US corporations, is a concrete example of the way US economic
imperialism supplanted the extant economic exploitation orchestrated
mostly by the British.39

Engineers and businessmen from Latin American countries were invited
by the Pan American Highway Commission to consult with the Bureau of
Public Roads and to travel on an expenses-paid excursion through the US
focusing principally on highway construction and automobile manufacture.
Coolidge gave an address of welcome to the delegates, when they arrived in
June 1924: “We see today, more clearly than ever before, that the improved
means of communication is not only one of the great forces making for
cultural and economic advance, but it is also one of the basic factors in the
development of Pan-American unity."*° Likewise, Secretary of State Charles
Evans Hughes told the delegates: “Highway construction enlarges the market
for your products which in turn stimulates production and leads to general
economic advance.™ Liberal developmentalism was supplemented by a
political argument that road systems — operating as what Coolidge described
as communication networks — were “closely related” to what Hughes called
“democratic development.” The secretary of state accordingly proposed
that “[ilmproved communication means the elimination of sectionalism
and contributes in no small degree to the formation and construction of
an intelligent and controlling public opinion.™* Economic arguments
dovetailed with political ones in a way that presented road networks as
the magical solution that both kick-started economic development and
stabilized political regimes. By doing so this would also ideally preclude
the socialist reorganization of property rights that caused the United States
and US corporations such problems in, for example, Mexico and Colombia,
and that would later involve all sorts of expensive and troublesome coups
needed to overthrow governments in Latin America that stretches at least
from Guatemala in 1954 to oil-rich Venezuela in 2002, through Cuba, Chile,
Nicaragua, Panama and so on.*

39 Downes. “Autos over Rails.”

40 Coolidge, Calvin. Qtd. in Highway Education Board. Highways of Friendship, p. 1.

41 Hughes, Charles Evans. Qtd. in Highway Education Board. Highways of Friendship, p. 3.
42 Ibid.

43 Alltold, the US played a role in the overthrow of twenty-four governments in Latin America
during the period of the Cold War alone. Coatsworth, John. “The Cold War in Central America,
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Visits were arranged for the delegates to tour automobile manufacturers
in Detroit, including meetings with General Motors and with Henry Ford
himself, “for the serious study of the manufacture of the automotive vehicle
designed to run over the highways they had seen in course of construction
and maintenance.™* Also included in the itinerary were visits to the rubber
manufacturing companies located principally in Cleveland and Akron,
Ohio. US automotive and rubber corporations had begun to invest in Latin
America, notably in Brazil where Ford established an assembly plant in 1919
(and a disastrous rubber processing plant in 1928), and where the Goodyear
Tire and Rubber Company, the United States Rubber Company, and the
General Tire and Rubber Company all opened businesses in the 1920s.45 The
agents for US firms associated with road building began to criss-cross Brazil
and other oil- and rubber-rich states, in particular, offering their wares, often
with a letter of introduction from the US ambassador.4® Corporations were
helped by the “cooperative” United States to source the materials necessary
for car and road construction from the mineral and plant resources of Latin
America and then to sell the technologies of cars and roads back from
whence much of the material came. It was in this way a textbook example
of an economic imperialism that relied on the cheap extraction of primary
materials and their transformation into expensive technologies that are
exported back from the metropole to the periphery, even on the very road
networks created from (and for) the endeavour.

Towards the end of the tour of Latin American engineers and business-
men, the USDA organized a film screening. Amongst the films screened
in the summer of 1924 to help persuade these men to establish a network
of roads connecting their countries to the US, and to buy US materials and
machines to accomplish that, was a film of the tour itself. It was carefully
planned. Fred Perkins of the USDA Motion Picture Laboratory had been
appointed a member of the Pan American Highway Commission and had
accompanied the delegates on their tour to film it. The resulting film was no
doubt partly a diplomatically flattering use of government film technology,
but it functioned also as a way of circulating the agenda of the commission
across the hemisphere. “The motion picture record of the trip and a handbook
on the underlying reasons for highway development,” the official account

1975-1991.” Cambridge History of the Cold War, Vol. 3: Endings, edited by Melvyn P. Leffler and
0dd Arne Westad. Cambridge University Press, 2012, pp. 220—21.

44 Highway Education Board. Highways of Friendship, p. 10.

45 For a fascinating account of Ford’s jungle rubber plant, see Greg Grandin. Fordlandia: The
Rise and Fall of Henry Ford’s Forgotten Jungle City. Metropolitan Books, 2009.

46 Downes. “Autos over Rails,” pp. 570, 579—80.
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of the tour observed, “are two outgrowths of the tour now in preparation,
which will unquestionably find a wide circulation here as well as abroad.™
It functioned, then, as a reminder of the “highways of friendship” built by
the money invested by the US government and its industrial and financial
collaborators, and as a mobile and visible way of circulating knowledge
about the tour and the effort to orchestrate new road networks.

Also screened for the delegates was the Ford-financed The Road to Hap-
piness, with the titles specially translated into Spanish. The film was to be
“sent to their countries for use in educating the people to the value of better
highways,” a central part of the broader imperative to “arouse public interest”
and provide “[e]ducation in the effects of highway development” in Latin
America.*® It is not clear if the film was produced with this purpose in
mind, though it is possible given that the Highway Education Board began
planning for the tour in late 1923, the film was made in March 1924, and the
tour began in June 1924. The films’ narrative of economic advancement to
rural and peripheral areas, and of the progress and modernity brought by
road networks could well have been seen by those delegates in allegorical
and hemispheric terms. The Road to Happiness clearly connected well to the
goals of the tour to convince the Latin American delegates of the advantages
to be gained from building roads and using automobiles. The film’s composite
production, whereby it was financed from the money accruing from new
mass assembly practices and made with equipment and personnel from the
US government, makes abundantly clear the close ties between government
and industry in orchestrating new transnational markets. Here, remarkably,
was film as a “cooperative” endeavour between state and business operating
as bridgehead to foreign economic policy and integrated directly with the
economic imperialism that was repositioning the US as global hegemon. In
this context, indeed, the movement of young progressive farmers out of the
sphere of their old-fashioned, bad fathers towards that of the enlightened
president of the US was invested with geopolitical resonance. Oedipal
narrative was replayed as geopolitics and economic imperialism.

In the wake of the decisions made at the 1923 Pan American Conference,
and following the forming of the Pan American Highway Commission in
1924, a Pan American Congress of Highways was organized in October 1925 in
Buenos Aires. US interests dominated the congress. The Highway Education
Board, an “associationalist” organization made up of members drawn from
government, industry and finance capital, formed the executive committee

47 Ibid., p. 53.
48 Ibid., pp. 29, 28.
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of the congress and shaped the agenda.* Accordingly, the central goal of
the congress was to establish “a network of connecting highways for the
American hemisphere,” and its “primary purpose” was defined as “the dis-
semination of the fundamental principles of highway construction, finance,
administration, and maintenance, and the advancement of the social and
economic uses of the highway and the automotive vehicle.”s° Keeping with
the film and extension practices of the Bureau of Public Roads, and those of
the Highway Education Board in the summer of 1924, the congress proposed
that these principles could be disseminated through “the distribution of a
series of new films in the countries of South, Central, and North America.”s*
Amongst these were Perkins’ film of the 1924 tour, called Wheels of Progress,
and a film called Building Roads in North America that appears to have been

’ «

one of the Bureau of Public Roads’ “popular agricultural education” films
demonstrating “progressive” methods of road construction “to arouse general
interest and lead to community adoption of these methods.”* Roads for All
America, a film of the conference itself, was subsequently used, the director
of the United States Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce observed,
“to inform American firms of road conditions in Latin-America.”3

By the early 1920s, then, various films produced by the Bureau of Public
Roads, and interested corporations, were put into circulation principally by the
US to help expand material networks of circulation across the continent. Here
was cinema being used to elaborate infrastructural pathways of circulation
for American capital and machines. The films were a form of governmental
modernism literally in the service of the construction of the material means
to compress space and time to enable the expansion of markets.

L2 23

49 Irefer here to historian Ellis Hawley’s account of the emergence of the “associational
state” in the US in the 1920s that was predicated on the establishment of a cooperative system
of self-regulating business associations and an expanded state bureaucracy in order to foster
modern industrial and commercial practices and reconcile the emergent corporate form with the
traditions of non-statist liberal government. See Hawley, Ellis. “Herbert Hoover, the Commerce
Secretariat, and the Vision of an ‘Associative State, 1921-1928.” Journal of American History, vol. 61,
no. 1,1974, pp. 116—40; and idem. The Great War and the Search for a Modern Order: A History of
the American People and Their Institutions, 1917-1933. St. Martin’s Press, 1979, pp. 36—37.

50 Pan American Confederation for Highway Education. The Pan American Confederation for
Highway Education: Its Aims and Purposes, Constitution and By-laws. 1925, pp. 12, 5.

51 Ibid., p.13.

52 Department of Agriculture. “Report on Motion Picture Activities,” p. 3.

53 Klein, Julius. “What Are Motion Pictures Doing for Industry?” Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 128, November 1926, p. 83.



120 LEE GRIEVESON

Was this project successful? The question is not easy to answer. The success
of the road-building efforts was only ever partial, hampered always by
the parlous economic situation in many states in Latin America and by
imperatives for those states to build domestic roads.5* It would be overtaken
in the later 1920s by the emergence of air networks, and the creation of the
airline — with support from the US Air Force and capital from J.P. Morgan
— that would come to be called, fittingly, Pan American Airlines.55 But it is
quite clear, as economic historians emphasize, that US economic hegemony
over Latin America increased during the 1920s, and this supplanted British
interests.5® Road networks replaced British-financed and British-built rail
networks. Visible in these films is the establishment of the road networks
and infrastructure of automobility that has profoundly damaged our col-
lective environments. Economic imperialism formed through a complex
“cooperative” effort between state, corporations, finance capital and as-
sociated lobbying groups would be a crucial precondition for US global
economic hegemony and a liberalized world order from circa mid-century
onwards. The films and institutions examined here were made to facilitate
US economic expansion, playing a small role, then, in the coming of the
American/automobile century and the catastrophic consequences that has
had for the world we now precariously live in.

My thanks to Vinzenz Hediger. For my friend Tom.
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3  Energyand Industrial Film
Energo-Critical Registers

Thomas Turnbull

Abstract

Given growing interest in environmental aspects of film, this chapter
proposes an energo-critical approach to industrial film, notable for depict-
ing combustive processes, by suggesting four registers for reading such
thermodynamic imagery: First the sensorial, which quantifies aspects
of energy conversion. Second, energy is recognized in a physicist’s sense,
as a capacity to do work, pointing to the augmentation and denigration
of human labour. Third, the imperative to save energy via increasing
efficiency, a central characteristic of industrial film, manifest in portrayals
of power transfers and transformations. Fourth the motif of friction is
affirmed as various off-screen resistances impose themselves on the
extractive processes of industry. Far from comprehensive, these registers
offer starting points for reading energy’s increasing pertinence back into
film.

Keywords: thermodynamics; sensorium; efficiency; labour; friction

This chapter reflects upon the role of energy in industrial film. These
reflections were prompted by my attendance at “Films That Work: The
Circulations of Industrial Cinema,” a conference held in Frankfurt in
December 2015. Many of the films screened documented the productive
activities of private and publicly owned fuel companies, including Royal
Dutch Shell, British Petroleum (BP), the Arabian-American Oil Company
(ARAMCO), Italy’s state-owned Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI), the
Czech Prazska Zeleza¥ska spole¢nost (PZS), and Britain’s National Coal
Board (NCB), and there were two panels on “The Politics of Performance:
Energy and Work.” Alongside industrial films from these fuel companies,

Hediger, V., F. Hoof, Y. Zimmermann, with S. Anthony (eds), Films That Work Harder: The Circula-
tion of Industrial Film. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
DOI: 10.5117/9789462986534_CHo03
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there were also a number of films relevant to the topic of energy in so far
as the products they depicted were prominent consumers of energy both
in their production and use, from American automobile firm Chevrolet to
Italy’s Fiat, and from the heavy industry of South Yorkshire’s United Steel
to the brewing processes of Dublin’s Guinness. In the following discussion,
drawing on films screened at this conference and others, my intention is to
argue that industrial cinema can be analysed in at least four ways that are
congruent with the physicist’s concept of energy, understood as a capacity
for work, in what I term a “thermodynamic reading” of industrial film.

In proposing these films can be addressed from the perspective of
thermodynamics, I suggest the study of industrial film might benefit from
considering the significance of energy as an aspect of form, content, and
transmission.' What significance does the concept of energy, an assessment
of a system’s potential to do work, dictated by the laws of thermodynamics
— laws of energy conservation and dissipation — hold for industrial film?
Geographer Andrew Barry has recently argued that the concept of energy
has been curiously under interrogated by social theorists, despite a growing
interest in new kinds of materialist analysis and the reaffirmation of the
obdurate physicality of the world as a locus of its agency. His proposed
solution to this oversight is to suggest that researchers should document how
energy, as it is understood by physicists and engineers, becomes folded into
social life, primarily via measurements of conversion and efficiency, and
manipulations in its form.> However, energy also acts upon society in more
diffuse, indirect ways. Laws of energy have both shaped and been shaped
by culture in significant ways, as historians of science and more recent
eco-critics have demonstrated. These fields, offer a number of observations
appropriate to the study of industrial film. Drawing on this scholarship, I
argue here that a thermodynamic reading of industrial film can be pursued
on at least four registers: those relating to the senses, the derivation of work,
efficient use, and as a source of friction.

Can seemingly inviolable physical laws be considered as cultural artefacts?
In their reading of Paul Theroux’s novel The Mosquito Coast (1981), historians
of science Ian Higginson and Crosbie Smith discussed the influence of the
culture of New England Puritanism on the central protagonist, Allie Fox, who

1 Adebtis owed to Thomas Pringle, who offered advice. His work in this same direction
helped inspire and clarify my own thinking. Pringle, Thomas. “Photographed by the Earth: War
and Media in Light of Nuclear Events.” NECSUS European Journal of Media Studies, vol. 3, no. 2.,
2014, pp. 131-54.

2 Barry, Andrew. “Thermodynamics, Matter, Politics.” Distinktion: Journal of Social Theory,
vol. 16, no. 1, 2015, pp. 110—25.
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has committed his working life to the creation of a monstrous ice-making
machine called “Fat Boy.” Rather than doomsday, this machine is a means
by which Fox is able to pit himself against the universe’s tendency toward
entropy, disorder and chaos. In their reading, Higginson and Smith suggest
the novel rejects “an ‘essentialist’ history of thermodynamics (in which the
science has some sort of independent, monolithic and timeless existence)
in favour of a cultural history in which the science itself is shaped by the
cultures in which it is practiced.” As a Calvinist, Fox considers entropy
as imperfection, and ice making as means of personal salvation. Their
thermodynamic reading of Theroux’s book built on Smith’s contextual
understanding of the science of energy in nineteenth-century Glasgow, in
which alocal culture of entrepreneurial engineers, Presbyterian enthusiasm
for personal thrift and an eschatology of humankind’s sinfulness helped
establish a particular understanding of energy and its imperative to pursue
perfectibility in an imperfect world. In Smith’s account, culture lent cred-
ibility to and borrowed from the science of energy.*

A few years before Smith, historian Gillian Beer noted the dissonant
cultural implications prompted by the discovery of a “progressive” evo-
lutionary theory around the same time as the more pessimistic science
of thermodynamics. In 1852 Glaswegian engineer William Thomson had
written of the “universal tendency in nature to the dissipation of mechani-
cal energy,” which led him to predict the eventual death of the Sun and,
consequently, oflife on Earth. Beer noted how these competing eschatologies
generated a vast amount of imaginative literary work that reflected the
anxieties prompted by a universe of seemingly depleting power, from George
Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871) to H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine (1895).% Beer’s
work emerged independently around the same time as a form of cultural
studies referred to as “ecocriticism.” Prompted by environmental concerns,
since the 1990s ecocriticism has undertaken the interdisciplinary task of
“ecologizing” cultural artefacts, reaffirming the environmental composition
and significance ofliterature, art, film, inter alia, whilst also identifying the
presence of “the environment” in areas where it is less obviously present.®

3 Higginson, Ian, and Crosbie Smith. “A Magnified Piece of Thermodynamics” The Promethean
Iconography of the Refrigerator in Paul Theroux’s The Mosquito Coast.” British Journal for the
History of Science, vol. 32, no. 3,1999, pp. 325—42.

4  Smith, Crosbie. The Science of Energy: A Cultural History of Energy Physics in Victorian Britain.
Athlone Press, 1998.

5  Beer, Gillian. “The Death of the Sun’: Victorian Solar Physics and Solar Theory.” Open Fields:
Science in Cultural Encounter. Oxford University Press, 1996.

6  Garrard, Greg, editor. The Oxford Handbook of Ecocriticism. Oxford University Press, 2014.
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A sub-field of ecocriticism soon emerged that could be termed energo-
criticism, in that its proponents sought to discern how the science of energy
both expressed and informed the cultural milieu from which it emerged. For
example, literary critic Barri Gold suggested Alfred Tennyson’s In Memoriam
(1851), a romantic elegy for his recently deceased friend, Arthur Hallam, could
be interpreted as a “brilliant work of thermodynamics,” which drew on the
science of energy to mourn his loss whilst also celebrating the conservation
of his friend’s spirit in the form of a “diffusive power.”” Gold’s work joined
a growing body of thermodynamic interpretations of literature, which
sought to discern the cultural significance of energy in the work of a range
of authors, from Joseph Conrad to Thomas Pynchon.8

Film studies also entered a period of ecological reflection, with the editor
of a recent collection of essays calling for the adoption of an “ecocritically
informed standpoint toward all forms of cinematic productions, not just
those that overtly focus on environmental issues.” Adrian J. Ivakhiv’s
Ecologies of the Moving Image (2013) has called for an “ecophilosophy of
the cinema,” an engagement with the ecological implications of film, and
areconsideration of it as media that does not just document environments,
but is an agent of environmental change in and of itself. An ecology of film,
in Ivakhiv’s approach, should not only involve the “material ecologies”
of film production and broadcasting; it should also consider “perceptual
ecologies,” moving images that have the capacity to alter our perception
of, or relation to, the world.'® Amid this ecocritical turn, there has been
an increasing emphasis on the role of energy in film, as both a subject and
means of understanding the physicality of film production, its materiality,
projection, and the reception of filmic images.

Of direct relevance to industrial film, Nadia Bozak has argued that
“[c]linema has always demonstrated an awareness of its industrial self
and therefore a connection to the environment, the realm from which
it derives its power, raw materials and, often enough, subject matter.”
What is often considered an ephemeral and largely immaterial medium
is, Bozak argues, grounded in a material and energetic substrate. She

7  Gold, Barri. Thermopoetics: Energy in Victorian Literature and Science. MIT Press, 2010, p. 56.
8 MacDuffie, Allen. “Joseph Conrad’s Geographies of Energy.” English Literary History, vol. 76,
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no. 1, 2009, pp. 75-98; Seed, David. “Order in Thomas Pynchon’s ‘Entropy’.” Journal of Narrative
Technique, vol. 11, no. 1,1981, pp. 135-53.
9 Willoquet-Maricondi, Paula, editor. Framing the World: Explorations in Ecocriticism and
Film. University of Virginia Press, 2010.
10 Ivakhiv, Adrian. Ecologies of the Moving Image: Cinema, Affect, Nature. Wilfrid Laurier

University Press, 2013.
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points out that we can rightly consider the cinematic image as “fossilized
light, thus practically and metaphorically equating cinema with the
geological dimensions of the naturally derived fuels (fossilized sunlight)
that continue to enable industrial society and culture.”* At least one
reviewer of Bozak’s work has suggested she marks the prelude to a coming
“energy era in film studies.”?

Bozak suggests the material and energetic embeddedness of film often
remains overlooked in its popular forms, aside from overtly “environmen-
tal” films such as Al Gore’s Inconvenient Truth (2006), owing to presumed
disinterest of consumers and the diktats of commercialism. In industrial
f1lm, in which often the extraction and transformation of raw materials is
the primary subject, we find many exceptions to this oversight. In support of
this argument, we can also point to Bozak’s notion of the “resource image,”
the idea that cinematic depiction does not merely turn material things
into ephemeral moving forms — film becomes a resource in and of itself.
Resource images render “visible the subordination of nature as the root
of industrial culture.” This subordination occurs in the resource making
of cinema: the manipulation of the photochemical process, light and the
mechanisms of recording and projection allow the storage and conveyance
of moving images over space and time.

Nature’s subordination to industry is, of course, readily apparent in
industrial film, as raw materials — through manual and mechanical exer-
tion — are rendered into useable products. In industrial film we directly
encounter what Bozak terms the “image of a resource,” the documentation of
the material and energetic basis of productive processes that “displays rather
than disguises the energy economy’s less than sublime origins.”* If post-war
industrial film was intended to celebrate industry’s artful manipulation of
matter and pursuit of material progress, the eschatological implications of
contemporary environmental concerns has considerably altered the recep-
tion of such images. Industrial film can now be considered as testament to
society’s misplaced faith in energy-driven perpetual growth.'s

11 Bozak, Nadia. The Cinematic Footprint: Lights, Camera, Natural Resources. Rutgers University
Press, 2012.

12 Banita, Georgiana. “Prelude to the Energy Era in Film Studies” [review of The Cinematic
Footprint: Lights, Camera, Natural Resources by Nadia Bozak]. Imaginations, vol. 3, no. 2, 2012,
pp- 208-09.

13 Bozak. The Cinematic Footprint, p. 54.

14 Ibid,, p.127.

15 Mitchell, Timothy. “Economentality: How the Future Entered Government.” Critical Inquiry,
vol. 40, no. 4, 2014, pp. 479-507.



128 THOMAS TURNBULL
Energy as Sensorium

In its close documentation of the transformation of raw materials into
secondary goods, industrial film provides accounts of physical changes
in state achieved via the exertions of human and mechanical means for
directing energy. As sociologist and business historian James Beniger
has noted, manufacturing, at its most abstract, is simply “the synthesis
of matter and energy into more organized forms.”® For film and media
scholar Florian Hoof, beside their promotional role, industrial films can
be seen as repositories of evolving managerial knowledge regarding these
organizational processes. Management consultants adopted film as a means
of governing “processes of labour” and, we can suggest, flows of energy."”
In the film Master Hands (1936) we see the stages of manufacture by which
a Chevrolet was assembled in the Flint, Michigan, automobile plant.®® We
see a worker, off-screen, apply a matchstick to ignite a taper, and then a
blowtorch bursts into flame and is inserted into a furnace. We see torrents
of molten metal, and the eventual casting of the automobile’s engine. All this
productive power results from the thermic energy of a single matchstick. As
Beniger explains, in manufacturing a “system can only sustain work if its
internal energy is purposively organized in a heat gradient.” Production
requires the transfer of energy from one system to another, according to
differences in chemical potential or temperature. We see energy in the
consequences of these transfers, the result of its successful conversion or
wasteful diffusion.® In a volume documenting the first “Films That Work”
conference, Vinzenz Hediger suggested a crisis in visibility had occurred in
industrial film at the cusp of the information age, as manufacturing became
directed at the manipulation of symbols rather than forms. In discussing
computerized control in German industry, specifically Krupp, he pointed

16  Beniger, James. The Control Revolution: Technological and Economic Origins of the Information
Society. Harvard University Press, 1986.

17 Hoof, Florian. Angels of Efficiency: A Media History of Consulting. Oxford University Press,
2020, p. 15.

18 The film was the work of the Detroit-based Jam Handy Organization, which specialized
in making “soft sell” educational films on behalf of industry that contained an underlying
commercial imperative. Prelinger, Rick. “Smoothing the Contours of Didacticism: Jam Handy
and His Organization.” Learning with the Lights Off: Educational Film in the United States, edited
by Devin Orgeron et al. Oxford University Press, 2011.

19 Beniger. The Control Revolution, p. 46.

20 Shove, Elizabeth. “Revealing the Invisible: Sociology, Energy, and the Environment.”
International Handbook of Environmental Sociology, edited by Michael Redclift and Graham
Woodgate. Edward Elgar, 1997.
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out that the physics of production were no longer readily apparent, so film
required animated annotation to explain how computerized industry
worked. Computers were animated as if they were heat engines, in an attempt
at instructive communication he terms “thermodynamic kitsch.” By contrast,
he notes, in “the thermodynamic age work, and the control of work, were
essentially tied to visibility.” Production required acts of combustion or
mechanical manipulation. Whilst the central protagonist, energy, remains
invisible, via acts of transduction, there is no crisis of visibility in more
physical productive processes.

In industrial film, the sensorial aspects of energy conversion come
to the fore. In Substance and Function (1910), a systematic account of the
role of concepts in scientific reasoning, philosopher of science Ernst
Cassirer suggested the emergence of the modern concept of energy meant
energy now superseded matter as the fundament of objective reality. In
fact, it could even explain human perception. Quoting chemist Wilhelm
Ostwald, Cassirer noted that: “What we see is nothing but radiating
energy, which effects chemical changes in the retina of our eye that
are felt as light.””* Cassirer’s use of Ostwald was intended to remind
the reader that alongside conversion efficiencies energy is a bearer of
“sensuous properties” which are perceived in qualitative terms. Sound,
movement, heat and light are the primary ways that energy is experienced
sensorially. Beginning from this observation, it can be argued that certain
examples of industrial film can be thought of as the resensualisation
of things normally relegated to quantitative processes of conversion in
industrial production.

Energy is not a single definable entity, as geographer Vaclav Smil has
sought to affirm, it is “rather an abstract collective concept, adopted by
nineteenth-century physicists to cover a variety of natural and anthropo-
genic phenomena.”3 In industrial film we see these diverse phenomena in
action. In Master Hands we are shown the searing heat of molten metal,

21 Hediger, Vinzenz. “Thermodynamic Kitsch: Computing in German Industrial Films,
1928/1963.” Films That Work: Industrial Film and the Productivity of Media, edited by Vinzenz
Hediger and Patrick Vonderau. Amsterdam University Press, 2009.

22 Ithank Daniela Russ for drawing my attention to this aspect of Cassirer’s work, and for her
ongoing friendship and collaboration. Ostwald, Wilhelm. Vorlesungen iiber Naturphilosophie.
1901, pp. 159—60; Cassirer, Ernst. Substance and Function and Einstein’s Theory of Relativity.
Translated by William and Marie Swabey. Open Court, 1923. [Translation of Substanzbegriff
und Funktionsbegriff: Untersuchungen iiber die Grundfragen der Erkenntniskritik. Verlag Bruno
Cassirer, 1910.]

23 Smil, Vaclav. Energy: A Beginners Guide. Oneworld Publications, 2006.
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the relentless motion of assembly lines, the clanging of mechanical casts,
the glow of diffusing sparks as air is blown through molten metal. In British
Petroleum’s playful Divertimento (1968) we see the microscopic chemical
refinement of hydrocarbons, the delicate geometrical and fractal like forms
they assume at this scale. In Michelangelo Antonioni’s Sette canne, un vestito
(1949) we witness the transubstantiations of industrial chemistry, as reeds
are first heated in vast steaming crucibles, then cleaned in bubbling tanks of
chemically infused water. This solution is then manipulated in a continual
process of refinement to extract fibres to create rayon, a cutting-edge fabric
of post-war modernity.

In industrial film we see energy being converted into qualitatively differ-
ent states with an arrestingly sensorial aspect. To paraphrase historian An-
son Rabinbach, in documenting processes of transduction, we are reminded
that modernity is primarily an achievement powered by the combustion of
carbon.*# Jean-Francois Lyotard, in one of his few pronouncements on film,
compared the medium of film to the energetic but extravagant combustion
of fireworks. Under capitalism such pyrotechnics could assume a function,
which sprang “from the effort to eliminate aberrant movements, useless
expenditures, differences of pure consumption. This film is composed like a
unified and propagating body, a fecund and assembled whole transmitting
instead of losing what it carries.”s Following Lyotard, we might consider
industrial film as a form of utilitarian pyrotechnics, a series of edited im-
ages intended to reveal productive conversions, via motion and light, in a
sequence intended to both instruct and enchant with regard to the miracles
of production.

Energy as Work

As stated, energy is an assessment of a system’s ability to “do work.” This
curiously anthropocentric definition is why American physicist Percy
Bridgman suggested of all nature’s laws, thermodynamics “smells more of
its human origin.”?® This conflation of meaning began in the nineteenth
century, as engineers and natural philosophers sought to quantify the

24 Rabinbach, Anson. The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity. University
of California Press, 1990.

25 With thanks to Dawid Kasprowicz for directing me to this reference. Lyotard, Jean. “Acinema.”
Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology: A Film Theory Reader, edited by Philip Rosen. Columbia University
Press, 1986, pp. 349—59.

26 Bridgman, Percy. The Nature of Thermodynamics. Harper and Row, 1941.
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power of steam engines in terms of labour. As Norton Wise stated, “steam
engines, like all other engines, produced work by energy conversion. Engines
therefore embedded both the natural philosopher’s ‘energy’ and the political
economist’s labour value’ as work.”” In a strange conflation of engineer-
ing and cosmology, the growing credibility of thermodynamics meant
the human principles of “work” and “waste” assumed universal import,
becoming laws of “conservation” and “dissipation.”® It was this realization,
as Rabinbach documented, that led to the emergence of a “science of work”
in late nineteenth-century society, a discipline aimed at optimizing the
“human motor.”9

Drawing on energy’s conceptual origins, we can address the idea that
energy is not only a prosthesis to human labour but its replacement. Rabin-
bach believes Marx most clearly affirmed a beliefin an equivalence between
labour and machines. By the time he wrote Capital (1867), Rabinbach argues,
Marx considered efficient machinery, if in the right hands, as the means
by which labour would be emancipated from perpetual servitude.3® The
expenditure of energy on film must surely be considered in its relation to
labour. Chevrolet’s Master Hands (1936), like many other industrial films,
shows human labour augmented by combustion; at one point a boiler’s dial
shows fluctuations in the physiologically grounded units of “horsepower”
(fig. 3.1). Each unit of expended energy is in some way equivalent to, and
therefore possibly a replacement for, animal or human labour. Whether such
machinic energy leads to labour’s emancipation is, of course, a question of
politics.

What Master Hands ignored, for obvious reasons, was an ongoing conflict
between labour and industry at the plant it depicted. That same year, work-
ers at Chevrolet joined others in a violently opposed general automotive
workers’ strike. Its Flint Michigan factory was considered a “slave plant”
by trade unionists, while General Motors, Chevrolet’s holding company,
was known for its poor working conditions. Smoke, gasses, bubbling pots
of cyanide solution, and static electricity assailed workers. On the assembly
line, they carried out repetitious tasks at an unforgiving rate, driven by a
bonus system considered a “racket” and “predicated on getting every bit

27 Wise, Norton. “Mediating Machines.” Science in Context, vol. 2, no. 1,1988, pp. 77-113.

28 Smith, Crosbie, and Norton Wise. “Work and Waste: Political Economy and Natural Philosophy
in Nineteenth Century Britain.” History of Science, vol. 27, no. 3,1989, pp. 263—301.

29 Rabinbach. The Human Motor; see also Curtis, Scott. The Shape of Spectatorship: Art, Science,
and Early Cinema in Germany. Columbia University Press, 2015.

30 Rabinbach. The Human Motor, p. 73.
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Fig. 3.1. Boiler horse power gauge. Still frame from Master Hands (1936). © Handy (Jam) Organization,
archival footage supplied by Internet Archive (archive.org) in association with Prelinger Archives.

of work out of a person [...] that he could stand.”' As Marx had predicted,
without political resistance, industrial work “confiscates every atom of
freedom, both in bodily and intellectual activity.”** Human labour would be
subsumed by the pursuit of capital. As energy and mechanization allowed
the increasing automation of industrial processes, humans’ role on the
factory floor was increasingly limited to those activities that could not be
automated.?3 In pursuit of efficiency and profit, workers found themselves
“deskilled” by machines, which in turn, justified their lower wages.3* Far
from the harmonious energetic augmentation of human labour depicted
in Master Hands, increasingly efficient industrial conversions were almost
invariably at the expense of the worker.

Energy as Efficiency

The nineteenth-century discovery that energy dissipated as it was converted
made its efficient use an imperative. Hence, as the science of work evolved,

31 West, Kenneth. “On the Line: Rank and File Reminisces of Working Conditions and the General
Motors Sit-down Strike of 1936-1937.” Michigan Historical Review, vol. 12, no. 1,1986, pp. 57-82.
32 Rabinbach. The Human Motor, p. 74.

33 Ford engineering executive Del Harder first applied the term “automation” to manufacturing in
1947. He did not mean automated servo-mechanical or computational control, but rather an increase
in electro-mechanical, hydraulic, and pneumatic means of production. See Noble, David. America
by Design: Science, Technology and the Rise of Corporate Capitalism. Oxford University Press, 1979.
34 Idem. Forces of Production: A Social History of Industrial Automation. Transaction, 2011.
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its adherents emphasized the need for conservation. First proposed by
American mechanical engineer Frederick W. Taylor in 1911, the principles
of scientific management were encapsulated by his dictum:

Science, not rule of thumb.

Harmony, not discord.

Cooperation, not individualism.

Maximum output, in place of restricted output.

The development of each man to his greatest efficiency and prosperity.

Taylorism was a science of work, intended not only to optimize worker
efficiency through measurement, but also to dampen potential labour
disputes in a period of growing industrial unrest. Harmony, Taylor claimed,
could be achieved by increasing productivity for the manager and increasing
prosperity for the worker, primarily through the analysis of the worker’s
output over time, and the development of new working practices or systems
of incentive that could increase individual effort and overall productivity.33
For Taylor, the measurement of energy provided a uniform unit to analyse
the operations of a given worker’s movements in the course of a work shift.
Both mechanical and human action could be quantified in “foot-pounds
of energy exerted for each man each day,” allowing clear cut comparison
between the efficacy of different workers and different configurations of
labour:3®

As Hoof details, the principles of Taylorism were integrated with filmic
technologies by industrial engineer and consultant Frank B. Gilbreth, who
used film to capture worker’s movements as a sequence of images. Meld-
ing graphical depictions of labourers in motion with Taylor’s promise of
increasing labour’s output via its measurement, Gilbreth sold a purportedly
scientific approach to optimizing industrial productivity based on analysing
film 37 Again, energy was at the fore, as Gilbreth and his wife Lillian would
pitch their motion film method as a means of achieving something called a
“fatigue study” in which pictorial analysis of movement over time could be
used to minimize the “unnecessary waste of human energy” that dissipated

35 Maier, Charles. “Between Taylorism and Technocracy: European Ideologies and the Vision
of Industrial Productivity in the 1920s.” Journal of Contemporary History, vol. 5,1970, pp. 27—61.
36 Taylor, Frederick W. The Principles of Scientific Management. Harper and Brothers, 1911,
PP- 55-57

37 Hoof. Angels of Efficiency. As Hoof notes, Gilbreth’s children would gently satirize their
parent’s work in the novel Cheaper by the Dozen (1948), which was made into a feature film in
1950.
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in every misdirected effort, exaggerated movement, and even improperly
spent period of leisure time.3

Whilst such forms of management had been intended to quell class
tensions, disruptions in industrial flow often resulted from breakdowns in
labour relations. In such situations, as we saw at Chevrolet’s Michigan plant,
rather than a salve, the physiological and psychological implications of the
finely tuned rationalization of workers’ embodied dispositions were often
resented and bitterly opposed on occasion. Such scientism could be seen
as part of the dehumanizing processes of alienation that capital inflicted
on labour39 If efficient energy use was central to this managerial ethos,
one way of manifesting opposition, proposed institutionalist economist
Thorstein Veblen, was the “conscientious withdrawal of efficiency.*® For
Veblen, withdrawal did not have to involve full-scale strikes, of the kind
that later occurred at Chevrolet, but could mean an array of sabotaging
micro-aggressions, from “surreptitious manoeuvres of delay, obstruction,
friction and defeat.*' But he also argued managerial interventions could be
considered acts of sabotage if wrongly motivated by the pursuit of pecuniary
advantage rather than the “conservation of economic energy.™>

Returning to the manifestation of such concerns in film, in Fiat’s Sotto
{ tuoi occhi (1931) we see not only the rationalization of automobile manu-
facturing, but how the factory itself, a monumental hippodrome designed
by Matte Trucco, was a concrete manifestation of scientific management.
Trucco had studied Taylor’s work on the advice of Giovanni Agnelli, Fiat’s
founder. The Lingotti plant realized Taylorist principles of flow: raw materials
entered at the bottom of the building, and assembly continued up each floor
of the building, until the cars reached the roof, where the climax of the film
shows a number of recently made Fiat 5225 being dramatically test-run in
formation on a steeply banked track overlooking Turin, their six-cylinder
internal combustion engines producing the equivalent motive energy of

38 Ibid,, ch. 3;see also Gilbreth, Frank, and Lillian Gilbreth. Fatigue Study: The Elimination of
Humanity’s Greatest Unnecessary Waste: A First Step in Motion Study. Sturgis & Walton Company,
1916.

39 Karns Alexander, Jennifer. The Mantra of Efficiency: From Waterwheel to Social Control.
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008.

40 Knoedler, Janet. “Veblen and Technical Efficiency.” Journal of Economic Issues, vol. 31, no. 4,
1997, pp- 1011—26.

41 Veblen, Thorstein. The Engineers and the Price System. Viking, 1921.

42 White, Ron D. “Growth versus Conservation: A Vebelenian Perspective.” Journal of Economic
Issues, vol. 12, no. 2, pp. 427-33; Veblen. 1900. Qtd. in Mirowski, Philip. Against Mechanism:
Protecting Economics from Science. Rowman & Littlefield, 1988, p. 1.



ENERGY AND INDUSTRIAL FILM 135

fafty or sixty horses.? Clearly the pursuit of efficiency documented in
this industrial film not only employed the visual rhetoric of productive
transductions in energy, but also showed how such processes could be housed
in elegant architectural forms that were themselves intended to maximize
the efficiency with which energy was converted in processes of production.

In his study of the depiction of electrical appliances in the promotional
films of Electricité de France (EDF), historian Yves Bouvier suggests the
ways in which energy suppliers chose to present themselves offers a means
to “deconstruct the cultural representations associated with energy and
to analyse how these representations emerged within the scope of busi-
ness strategies.”* In many industrial films industry represented itself
via elegant, smooth productive flows and the unbroken conveyance of a
companies’ products. In so doing, industrial film conveyed the seamless
logic of managerial rationality, and the corporation could present itself as a
benevolent guardian against inefficiency. The resolution of disruption was
the theme of La pattuglia del Passo San Giacomo (1954), in which Ermanno
Olmi, filming for Edison-Volta, Italy’s national power company, presented
aromanticized depiction of power line repair in the Italian Alps. The film
documents a patrol team of engineers, whose work and good humour are
in harmony with a pristine snow-covered landscape and its rural people,
grateful for but unchanged by electrification.

The reinstatement of energy supply resonated with Italy’s post-war recon-
struction. Film historian Paulo Bonifazio explains that Edison-Volta had its
own film unit, Sezione Cinema Edison-Volta (SCE), and that the majority of
Olmi’s films for SCE portrayed a beneficent managerial paternalism that it
was hoped would diffuse through the nation. Such paternal benevolence was
evident to Olmi, whose father and mother had worked for Edison-Volta, and
who joined the company at fifteen — they even gave him his first camera.
Bonifazio suggests Edison-Volta’s aim was not to sell their product, as they
were Italy’s sole electricity supplier at the time. Rather, their aim was to sell
the benefits of hydropower technology to rural Italians, hence the film depicts
technology in harmony with nature, against a quiet, unobtrusive soundtrack
filled with running water and crisp snow.*> Olmi’s film reiterated an older

43 Kirk, Terry. The Architecture of Modern Italy, Volume 2: Visions of Utopia, 1900—Present.
Princeton Architectural Press, 2005.

44 Bouvier, Yves. “Filming Electrical Consumption: EDF’s Promotional Films (1946—2004).” Past
and Present Energy Societies: How Energy Connects Politics, Technologies and Cultures, edited by
Nina Mollers and Karin Zachmann. Transcript Verlag, 2012.

45 Bonifazio, Paulo. Schooling in Modernity: The Politics of Sponsored Films in Post-war Italy.
University of Toronto Press, 2014.
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idea that electricity held a utopian potential in contrast to the dirty and
labour-intensive direct use of coal. During the New Deal Era American critic
and philosopher Lewis Mumford (1895-1990) argued that the use of electricity
could lead to a “neotechnic” society in which electricity-driven prosperity
would engender social and natural order. In his Technics and Civilization
(1934), Mumford described an electrified world in which “[t]he same qualities
prevail in the power station or the factory as in the kitchen or the bathroom
of the individual dwelling. In any one of these places one could eat off the
floor.® This image of a pristine productive environment, in which processes
flow without hindrance from an incompliant nature or labour force, in which
interruptions in productive flows are skilfully and harmoniously corrected,
seems a persistent narrative in the rhetoric of industrial film.

Energy as Friction

But just as new energy technologies displaced or degraded labour rather
than replacing it, the same could be said of new forms of energy supply.
In post-war Italy, and for Western Europe in general, the American-led
recovery, the so-called “Marshall Plan,” was largely predicated upon a shift
from coal to oil as the primary feedstock for generating electrical power.
Around ten per cent of the funding Europe received in Marshall Plan aid was
recycled back into the coffers of American owned oil companies funnelling
oil from the Middle East.#” Italy had become the “refinery of Europe,” the
unloading point for oil tankers arriving in the Mediterranean via the Suez
Canal.*8 Historian Timothy Mitchell argues this shift in fuel dependency
was partly intended to break the control of increasingly nationalized and
often socialist coal mining industries had across much of Europe: coal
depended upon miners’ labour power, whereas, once infrastructures were
in place, oil could be pumped and piped from wells with relative ease.*® By
1956, around 65 million tons of oil came by tanker from the Persian Gulf
each year, another 35 million came via the new Trans-Arabian pipeline
and the older British-owned “Iraqi Petroleum Company” pipeline.>° Such

46 Carey, James, and John Quirk. “The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution.” American Scholar,
vol. 39, no. 3,1970, pp. 395-424.

47 Painter, David. “The Marshall Plan and Oil.” Cold War History, vol. g, no. 2, 2009, pp. 159—75.
48 King, Russell. The Industrial Geography of Italy. Routledge, 2015.
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European Economic Co-operation, 1958.
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globe-spanning infrastructure, such as pipelines, often become sites of
“friction,” echoing Veblen's notion of the withdrawal of efficiency. Borrowed
from physics, anthropologist Anna Tsing suggests friction encapsulates the
“awkward, unequal, unstable and creative qualities of interconnection across
difference” that globalization entails.5' Here it is suggested the concept of
friction, often absent from the smooth processes shown in industrial film,
particularly with regard to oil, provides one means of addressing energy as
an aspect of industrial film.

In Desert Venture (1958 [1947]) the consequences of the new global geog-
raphy of energy were made clear. An orientalist image of Saudi Arabia, the
site of the Arabian-American Oil Company’s (ARAMCO) newly discovered
reserves is shown to the viewer via a sequence of shots contrasting the
physical labour of Arabs with the highly technologized work of the American
oil company. Cultural frictions are absent, the two nations work harmoni-
ously, exchanging smiles and each in awe at the peculiarities of the other.
Such beneficent cooperation could be seen as a stage-managed attempt
to soften ARAMCO's control over this premodern nation. America’s first
Saudi Arabian ambassador had described ARAMCO as an “octopus,” whose
tentacles extended in every domain. He warned Washington that this
private American company would dominate the Middle East. Alert to such
accusations, ARAMCO spent millions of dollars in portraying an image of
partnership rather than parasitism. Desert Venture failed in this respect, as
Crown Prince Ibn Saud considered the film an insult, due to its presentation
of ARAMCO as the Saudis’ saviour.5

Off-screen frictions are readily apparent elsewhere in “petrofilms,” as
film scholar Mona Damluji terms them.33 She argues petrofilms are a
distinct genre of industrial film, unconcerned with selling the company’s
product — oil — so much as selling the image of a civilizing, modernizing, and
altruistic company that can smoothly extract a nation’s oil and leave progress
in its wake. Much like Desert Venture, she describes how the Anglo-Iranian
0il Company (AIOC) put out Persian Story>* (1951), a rosy take on Iran’s
response to the extraction of its oil, which ignored the fact that Iranian
oil workers had just begun to protest against the exploitation and their

51 Tsing, Anna. Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. Princeton University Press,
2005.

52 Vitalis, Robert. America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier. Stanford University
Press, 2006.

53 Damluji, Mona. “The Image World of Middle Eastern Oil.” Subterranean Estates: Life Worlds
of Oil and Gas, edited by Hannah Appel et al. Cornell University Press, 2015.

54 Note: not screened at “Films That Work.”
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unsanitary living arrangements. Their strike, a conscious withdrawal of
efficiency, eventually encouraged Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh
to nationalize Iranian oil, so beginning a move toward oil nationalism in
the Middle East that precipitated the crisis of the 1970s and continues to
provoke geopolitical tensions. As Damluji notes, a work of fiction, the film
provided British audiences with an upbeat account of the Iranian oil industry
that wholly ignored the ongoing Iranian oil crisis.

Similarly ameliorant, scholar Georgiana Banita argues that Bernardo
Bertolucci’s La via del petrolio (1967), in its artfully detached portrayal of
oil’s conveyance from Iran to Europe, demonstrates “blissful immunity
from the political critique that has shaped the late twentieth century’s
energy conscience.”> Funded by Italy’s Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI),
Lavia del petrolio depicts the monolithic infrastructures of oil transport, its
extraction, pumping, and shipping through the Suez Canal to the refineries
of Genoa, and on to Switzerland and Bavaria. Though frictions are alluded
to, particularly the Suez Crisis of 1956, during which the Suez Canal was
blockaded by Egyptian president Abdel Nasser, which forced tankers to take
a 9,600-mile detour while delivering Europe’s oil, they were presented as
assailable. In Bertolucci’s film, once more, the rhetoric of petrofilms suggest
a harmonious geopolitics. This is the legitimating function of such films,
attempts to render extractive relations free from political critique. However,
from our contemporary perspective, in which the oil-rich Middle East has
been riven with conflict, and into which human energy use has transformed
the climate and other aspects of the Earth system, these past attempts to
evade critique appear naive if not malevolent. To return to Ivakhiv, in light
of our current energetic condition, we can reaffirm his statement that films
“make a cut in time (and in space), but this cut is artificial and ultimately
unsustainable; the real will always return in one form or another.”s®

In the novelist W.G. Sebald’s Die Ringe des Saturn, during a hallucinatory
journey through Suffolk, England, the unnamed protagonist observes that
“[c]ombustion is the hidden principle behind every artefact we create.”s?
This chapter has argued that the combustive origins of our contemporary
condition were graphically affirmed in industrial film. Combustion, the
energetic feedstock of industrial production, imposed obligations on the

55 Banita, Georgiana. “From Isfahan to Ingolstadt: Bertolucci’s La via del petrolio and the Global
Culture of Neorealism.” Oil Culture, edited by Ross Barrett and Daniel Worden. University of
Minnesota Press, 2014.

56 Ivakhiv. Ecologies of the Moving Image, p. 305.

57 Sebald, W.G. The Rings of Saturn. Translated by Michael Hulse. Harvill, 1998. [Translation
of Die Ringe des Saturn. Eine englische Wallfahrt.1995.]



ENERGY AND INDUSTRIAL FILM 139

managerial class that found expression in industrial film. In proposing a
tentative thermodynamic reading of industrial film, it is suggested the laws
of energy can be read in at least four registers. First, industrial film re-evokes
the sensorial qualities of productive transductions in energy. Combustion
is not hidden, as Sebald observed, but affirmed, reminding the viewer of
the miraculous plasticity that humankind’s control over heat transfer is
able to achieve, and the visual spectacle such productive pyrotechnics
entail. Second, the augmentation of human labour with power derived
from energy resources are readily apparent. The controlled use of energy
extends the human capacity for labour to a superhuman extent. These
films emphasize the harmonious nature of this co-production. No more so
than in the third register, in which the visual rhetoric of efficient energy
transfer is foregrounded, with imagery of industry engaging in unbroken
transductions, with energy applied purposively through the heat gradient.
But fourth, and finally, a thermodynamic reading of such demonstrative
efficiency ignores the second law of thermodynamics. Entropy, or friction,
is apparent in what lies off camera, be it conscious withdrawal of efficiency,
organized labour, waste, finitude or the transformation of the atmosphere.
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4  Digital Afterlife of Industrial Film

Weak Dispositives, Choice Architecture and the
Distribution of Industrial Cinema

Florian Hoof

Abstract

This chapter looks at films of the German car industry and their reappear-
ance in post-cinematic exhibition spaces as an exemplary case to theorize
the “afterlife” of non-theatrical film. It is argued that the circulation of
such films within digital cultures can be understood as a relation between
the persistence of visual forms and changing modes of perception. This
results in a mode of cinematic experience that is structured by “weak
dispositives,” as part of the exhibition space as choice architecture. The
chapter extends existing mostly historical scholarly work on non-theatrical
film to concepts of cinematic experience, digital “nudging” and the politics
of digital media distribution.

Keywords: digital media distribution; non-theatrical film; afterlife of

film; nudging; cinematic experience; museum

The “Reappearance” of Industrial Film

The last century saw extensive changes in the way industrial societies
and media are operating. This is being described as the rise of the “post-
industrial society,” the “knowledge society™ or the “networked information

1 Bell, Daniel. The Coming of Post-industrial Society. Harper Colophon Books, 1974.

2 Drucker, Peter. The Age of Discontinuity: Guidelines to Our Changing Society. New York,
Harper and Row, 1969; Machlup, Fritz. The Production and Distribution of Knowledge in the
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society.”® Communication devices, strategies and aesthetics used to organize,
create markets and value,* or to provide for self-assurance within industrial
societies shifted as well.> This in particular affected industrial film a once
important medium of industrial organizations that went through significant
transformations since its heyday in the twentieth century. Industrial films
are no longer produced in huge quantities, they are no longer screened in
cinemas and national industrial film distribution bodies have vanished.
Indeed, as a phenomenon of the Second Industrial Revolution and tied to
early organizational forms of mass production, they still matter. In fact,
the emerging digital media distribution infrastructure has made industrial
films more widely available than ever before.

While over time industrial film ceased to be solely a medium of or-
ganization and gradually reappeared as a palimpsest of the past, used as
an index for historical and aesthetic meaning, it became a vibrant field of
research for film and media studies. Within this field approaches mostly
situate industrial film in a historical perspective, for example, as “useful

6

cinema” commissioned for a specific organizational purpose, as a means

of rhetoric or rationalization or as part of a wider media network or visual
culture.” This enabled us to better understand how such films mattered
in stabilizing organizational structures, social concepts and discourses in
industrial societies.

Building on this rich body of research and taking this diagnosis as a
point of departure, I pivot the existing historical approaches and extend the
perspective on the “afterlife”® of industrial film: on films that are no longer

3 Castells, Manuel. The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture, Vol. I: The Rise of the
Network Society. Blackwell, 1996.

4 Hutter, Michael. The Rise of the Joyful Economy: Artistic Invention and Economic Growth from
Brunelleschi to Murakami. Routledge, 2015.

5  Beniger, James. The Control Revolution: Technological and Economic Origins of the Information
Society. Harvard University Press, 1986.

6 Acland, CharlesR., and Haidee Wasson, editors. Useful Cinema. Duke University Press, 2011.
7  Hoof, Florian. Angels of Efficiency: A Media History of Consulting. Oxford University Press,
2020; Hediger, Vinzenz, and Patrick Vonderau. “Record, Rhetoric, Rationalization: Industrial
Organization and Film.” Films That Work: Industrial Film and the Productivity of Media, edited by
Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau. Amsterdam University Press, 2009, pp. 35-49; Elsaesser,
Thomas. “Die Stadt von Morgen. Filme zum Bauen und Wohnen in der Weimarer Republik.”
Geschichte des dokumentarischen Films in Deutschland, Band 2: Weimarer Republik 1918-1933,
edited by Klaus Kreimeier, Antje Ehmann, and Jeanpaul Goergen. Reclam, 2005, pp. 381-409.

8 Warburg, Aby. Nachhall der Antike. Zwei Untersuchungen. Edited by Pablo Schneider.
Diaphanes, 2011; Warburg, Aby. Der Bilderatlas Mnemosyne. Edited by Martin Warnke and
Claudia Brink. Akademie Verlag, 2000. Didi-Huberman, Georges. The Surviving Image: Phantoms
of Time and Time of Phantoms: Aby Warburg'’s History of Art. Penn State University Press, 2016.
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part of the functionalist setting in which they were once commissioned,
produced and screened and that started to reappear in a decisively different
economic, cultural and social context. I specifically focus on industrial
films produced by German automakers throughout the twentieth century:
Moving images that originated in the context of production regimes such as
Fordism in the 1920s, the car racing Nazi propaganda films of the 1930s or
the waves of automation in the 1970s. Taking the Mercedes-Benz Museum,
the alleged “Louvre of car museums,” as an exemplary example, I develop
a theoretical model to describe the afterlife of industrial films. It specifies
the reappearance of industrial film as a cinematic experience structured by
“weak dispositives” that are constantly being stabilized by relating them to
cinematic time and space. Finally, [ have alook at the politics of decentralized
post-cinematic dispositives and digital distribution intermediaries.

Persistence of Visual Forms and Changing Modes of Perception

The afterlife of industrial films touches upon two related constitutive as-
pects: the persistence of visual forms and the changing modes of perception.
Both dimensions relate to two strands in film and media theory that to date
intersect only partially.

First, the persistence of visual forms: How do aesthetic values, forms and
formats that were established throughout the long history of industrial
film change when industrial film reappears or is reanimated at present
time? This strand relates loosely to a body of work that has looked into the
history of screen technologies and aesthetics in context of industrial film,
exhibitions, world fairs and (automobile) industry pavilions."

Second, the changing modes of perception: How does industrial film
originally produced for quite different film dispositives and occasions
including cinemas, exhibitions, small-gauge projection devices for sales-
men, crash test research or tools for industrial rationalization, relate to
contemporary modes of (post-)cinematic experience that have been said to
be going through a shift from a centralized to a “decentralized gaze™? This

9  Williams, Stephen. “Touring the Temples of German Automaking.” New York Times, Decem-
ber 31, 2009, www.nytimes.com/2010/01/03/automobiles/ogmuseums.html.

10 Wasson, Haidee. “Cinema and Industrial Design: Showmanship, Fairs and the Exhibition
Film.” This volume; Huhtamo, Erkki. “Screen Tests: Why Do We Need an Archaeology of the
Screen?” Cinema Journal, vol. 51, no. 2, 2012, pp. 144—48.

11 Casetti, Francesco. “Back to the Motherland. The Film Theatre in the Postmedia Age.” Screen,
vol. 52, no. 1, 2011, pp. 1-12.
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strand refers to a body of work that focuses on “digital media distribution™*
and on the “relocation” of the cinematic experience from the movie theatre
to “digital media intermediaries.”+

One way to describe what happens to industrial films when they have left
their original context of production and projection is to focus on processes
of relocation of film and how this alters the way those films are appreciated.
The concept of relocation differentiates between a period of time when the
cinematic experience was part of the movie theatre as the dominant and
centralized film dispositives and the contemporary situation of mobile and
ubiquitous screens. From time to time, industrial films were screened in
movie theatres, but probably more significant is its history connected to a
wide range of different film dispositives and formats, including exhibition
and fair films' or vocational training films.® Films produced by the
car industry were screened in the futuristic twentieth-century world fair
pavilions," but also include scientific crash test footage or small-gauge
product presentation films for sales agents. The latter quite literally were
produced to be relocated by using the compact setting of a film reel and a
mobile film projector to present bulky products throughout the country.
Here, the relocation of film is not so much an exception but the only reason
why such industrial films exist.”® This is only one case out of the variety
of dispositives that ever since were used for quite diverging purposes. But
it shows that the afterlife of industrial film is hard to grasp by arguments

12 McDonald, Paul, Courtney Brannon Donoghue, and Timothy Havens, editors. Digital Media
Distribution. Portals, Platforms, Pipelines, NY University Press, 2021.

13 Casetti. “Back to the Motherland.”; Casetti, Francesco. The Lumiére Galaxy: Seven Keywords
for the Cinema to Come. Columbia University Press, 2015.

14 Cunningham, Stuart and David Craig, Social Media Entertainment. The New Intersection of
Hollywood and Silicon Valley. New York University Press, 2019, pp. 115-147.

15  Griffiths, Alison. Wondrous Difference: Cinema, Anthropology, & Turn-of-the-Century Visual
Culture. Columbia University Press, 2002; Acland, Charles R., and Haidee Wasson. “Introduction:
Utility and Cinema.” Useful Cinema, edited by Charles R. Acland and Haidee Wasson. Duke
University Press, 2011.

16 Hoof, Florian. “Between Recognition and Abstraction: Early Vocational Training Films.”
The Image in Early Cinema: Form and Material, edited by Scott Curtis, Philippe Gauthier, Tom
Gunning, and Joshua Yumibe. Indiana University Press, 2018, pp. 111-19; Hoof, Florian. “Between
the Frontlines: Vocational Training Films, Machine Guns and the Great War.” Cinema’s Military
Industrial Complex, edited by Lee Grieveson and Haidee Wasson. University of California Press,
2018, pp. 177-91.

17 Wasson, Haidee. “The Other Small Screen: Moving Images at the New York’s World Fair,
1939.” Canadian Journal of Film Studies, vol. 21, no. 1, 2012, pp. 81-103.

18 Wasson, Haidee. Everyday Movies: Portability and the Transformation of American Culture.
University of California Press, 2021.
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that focus on the place and the dispositives of moving images to describe
a recent shift towards a post-cinema age. Thus, to better understand the
contemporary circulation of industrial film, such dispositive-driven concepts
need to be supplemented by approaches that also consider the aesthet-
ics and visual forms that derive from industrial film. Here, a perspective
on the afterlife of forms offers a lens on the contemporary circulation of
industrial film as a process of “reappearance” of visual forms that derive
from a specific production context as “useful films” or “utility films” in an
industrial organization. These visual forms have their own inner logics and
history that persist, at least in part, when they reappear in today’s digital
distribution and media networks. To grasp the afterlife of industrial film
as the reappearance of visual forms that stem from a completely different
time, we need an understanding of time that “disorientates history”? and
refrains from a chronological understanding of time. From this angle, the
reappearance of industrial film is an arbitrary, contingent, unstable and
multidimensional process.

An exemplary case is the reappearance of industrial films in the
Mercedes-Benz Museum. As the value of Mercedes-Benz cars does not lie
in the future but in the past, in the tradition of the company as the inventor
of the automobile, industrial films are repurposed as part and parcel of a
so-called “history marketing” strategy. Films that once were produced to
grip the imagination of the viewers and to show them futuristic scenarios of
car modernity reappear in fragments, as “mumm{ies] of time,"° to stabilize
a specific history of car modernity. As this is only one aspect amongst
many, the reappearance of industrial film is not restricted to the efforts
of a history-marketing strategy. The afterlife of industrial film has to be

2! ag a site

understood as an “ensemble of processes characterized by tensions,
of unpredictable and suppressed conflicts between persisting visual forms
and the dynamics of changing modes of visual perception that collide within
industrial films. Industrial films once used to show futuristic scenarios are
now experienced differently. Its visual forms reappear, but in a different,
anachronistic way, not least because of the decisive shifts that occurred to

the way moving images are perceived. To account for the productivity of

19 Didi-Huberman, Georges. The Surviving Image: Phantoms of Time and Time of Phantoms:
Aby Warburg’s History of Art. Penn State University Press, 2016 (95 dt. version).

20 Bazin, André. “Ontologie des photographischen Bildes” [1945]. Was ist Kino? Bausteine zur
Theorie des Films, edited by Hartmut Bitomsky, Harun Farocki, and Ekkehard Kaemmerling.
DuMont, 1975, p. 25.

21 Didi-Huberman, Georges. The Surviving Image: Phantoms of Time and Time of Phantoms:
Aby Warburg’s History of Art. Penn State University Press, 2016, p. 12.
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these tensions is key to understand the afterlife of industrial cinema that
is characterized by an anachronism between image, time and perception
of moving image.

Childs of Mechanics: Moving Images — Moving Cars

The history of the Mercedes-Benz Group AG is closely linked to the history
of the moving image. Film was used to sell their products as early as the 19108
and 1920s when industrial films show trucks driving through muddy mead-
ows at the banks of the Neckar River just across the company headquarters
in Stuttgart-Untertiirkheim; or when people dressed in modernist, Bauhaus-
style clothing were filmed during a factory tour.>* The close ties between film
and Mercedes-Benz are reflected as well on the organizational level of the
company. Today, its large corporate film archive with its inventory of more
than ten thousand industrial and non-fiction films is a subdivision of the
public relations department of Mercedes-Benz Classic. Not surprisingly, this
tight coupling was also reflected in the construction of the Mercedes-Benz
Museum, a €150 million architectural extravaganza that opened its doors in
2006 (see fig. 4.1). The architects and designers conceptualized it as a “time
machine,”3 according to a carefully planned “screenplay.”4 Film, architec-
ture and objects on display were used to create a cinematic experience that
would let the “film start rolling in the head of the visitor.”*> According to the
museum’s designers, the aim of the museum is, consequently, to create an
“aura”® not despite but through the means of mechanical reproduction.?”
And this concept seems to work quite seamlessly. Visitors frequently describe
their experiences in the museum as a “mash up of scenes from Blade Runner,
Brazil and Star Wars.”*® In the museum, moving images and moving cars

22 “Produktion im Werk UT,” 1925, 702501, Corporate Archiv Mercedes-Benz Group AG.

23 Van Berkel, Ben, and Caroline Bos. “Das Museum des Einundzwanzigsten Jahrhunderts.”
Buy Me a Mercedes Benz. Das Buch zum Museum, edited by UNSTUDIO and HG Merz. Actar
Publishers, 2006, p. 8.

24 VanBerkel, and Bos. “Das Museum des Einundzwanzigsten Jahrhunderts,” p. 29. Translated
by the author.

25 HG Merz. “Mehr Aura, weniger Inszenierung.” Bauwelt, no.16-17, 2005, p. 36. Translated by
the author.

26 HG Merz. “Mehr Aura, weniger Inszenierung,” pp. 34-37.

27 Benjamin, Walter. “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit.”
Walter Benjamin: Schriften. Band I, edited by Theodor W. Adorno. Suhrkamp, 1974, pp. 366—405.
28 Martin, Lester. “Porsche & Mercedes-Benz Museums in Stuttgard [sic]” [blogpost]. Jazzy
Earl, September18, 2017, martin.atlassian.net/wiki/spaces/jazzyearl/blog/2017/09/10/122978305/
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Fig.4.1.The
Mercedes-
Benz Museum.

appear as a natural modernist fit. Or, to paraphrase Eric Rohmer, if film is a
“child of mechanics,”9 then cars seem to be not only in a close relationship
with moving images but its identical twin.

While the museum is constructed and perceived as a deeply cinematic
experience, cinematic features and infrastructures are scarce. The alleged
cinematic experience does not correspond to cinematic apparatuses and
moving images that occupy a central or hegemonic position in the museum’s
space comparable to the situation of the cinema dispositive in a movie
theatre: neither are there black-boxed projection rooms, nor big cinema
screens. Rather, moving images including racing films and industrial produc-
tion footage are screened by what I will define in the following paragraphs
as “weak dispositives.” Weak dispositives offer the opportunity to engage
with moving images, but they also adhere to structural conditions that are
not comparable to the cinema dispositive or to extensive screen installations
and audiovisual projections in the context of exhibitions or world fairs.

How then can such a museum feel so overwhelmingly cinematic, although
almost all of the moving images are displayed by “weak dispositives”?
My argument is that this mixture of different aesthetics, and the explicit

Porsche+Mercedes+Benz+Museums+in+Stuttgard. Accessed September 25, 2018.

29 Rohmer, Eric. “Die ‘Summe’ von Bazin.” André Bazin: Was ist Kino? Bausteine zur Theorie
des Films, edited by Hartmut Bitomsky, Harun Farocki, and Ekkehard Kaemmerling. DuMont,
1975, p- 11.
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display of cinema as a cultural form needs to be understood as a constant
and productive effort to stabilize the museum’s weak film dispositives
and the cinematic experience attached to it. Or to reformulate it in the
terms of the afterlife of industrial films: it is a constant struggle between
the persistence of visual forms and an altered mode of film experience.
Consequently, the museum’s architecture combines industrial film with
blockbuster aesthetics, movie set design architecture, aesthetics of early
cinema, optical illusions of moving images at the brink of the cinematic
age, and aesthetics and technology of contemporary screens and displays.
This effort to prevent the cinematic machine from falling apart points us
to the core of the afterlife of industrial film, a constant tension between
modes of post-cinematic experience and the persistence of visual forms.

Industrial Film Dispositives: Installations, Elevator Cars and
Micro Cinemas

My analysis starts with three exemplary cases of weak dispositives that are
used throughout the museum to project industrial film: elevator cars, film
installations and so-called “micro cinemas.” After entering the museum,
the visitor takes one of three elevators, an “architectural time capsular”s®
“that looks like it came out of Star Wars™' (see fig. 4.2). It brings the visitors
directly to the top floor where the entrance of the museum exhibition is
located. Each elevator car is equipped with a window that resembles the
format and ratio of a cinema screen.

This widescreen window frames the gaze of the visitor and guides them
to a concrete wall on the opposite site of the building. The wall is forty-four
metres tall and functions as a vertical screen for moving images. A large
beamer mounted on top of the elevator car projects them onto this wall as
soon as the elevator car is set into motion. The images are moving and at
the same time moved by the elevator going up. Holes in the concrete wall
once necessary for the construction workers to transport and assemble the
concrete modules even seem to mimic the perforation of a celluloid film strip.
A sound system inside the sound-dampened elevator car accompanies the
moving images. There are different film loops in existence that alternate on

30 Williams. “Touring the Temples of German Automaking.”
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Fig. 4.2. Elevator cinema.

arandom base. While focusing on topics such as car racing or commercial
vehicles, they all share a similar temporal structure as they are meant
to function as audiovisual time machines. The film loops all start with
contemporary images and then go literally back in time to the advent of
the automobile age.

One exemplary case displays the history of car racing. Starting with
“screaming engine”3* sounds, images and moving images of contemporary
Formula One racing, the projected images and sounds go back into the
history of car racing of the 1930s and 1920s (see fig. 4.3). The film footage
used stems from newsreels, racing films and industrial films that are partly
kept in the Mercedes-Benz corporate film archive. The thirty-second ride
back in time ends with images of horse carriages, and finally with horses
accompanied by the galloping sound of horse hooves.

After exiting the elevator, the visitor passes another weak dispositive, a
narrow passage that is equipped with a film installation named Descending

from the Horse (see fig. 4.4).

32 HG Merz. “Exhibition Design.” Buy Me a Mercedes Benz, p. 332. Translated by the author.
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Fig. 4.3. Elevator cinema: Car racing.

It encompasses a life-size horse model and a video installation consisting
of ten flat screens mounted onto the wall. The installation shows a rider on
a galloping horse who, at the end, stops and descends from his horse. The
style of the moving images is not so much inspired by Eadweard Muybridge’s
iconic motion studies, it rather is an almost exact replica of his aesthetics.
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Fig. 4.5. Micro cinema.

Only after passing through the elevator car and the installation on the top
tloor of the museum does the actual exhibition space begin. From here, the
exhibition path spirals down through the building. In seven so-called “legend
rooms” the history of the company and its products, cars and combustion
engines is told in a linear way, starting in 1886 and ending in the present.
In these legend rooms further weak dispositives, so-called “micro cin-
emas,” display industrial and other non-fiction films. The micro cinemas are
situated at the fringes of each of the mythos rooms. According to the mu-
seum’s designers, micro cinemas are part of a “hands-on” approach that could
be distinguished from a “don’t touch” approach.33 The visitor’s audio guide

33 See HG Merz and Patrick Wais. “Ausstellungen konzipieren und gestalten.” Schauplitze drei-
dimensionaler Markeninszenierung. Innovative Strategien und Erfolgsmodelle erlebnisorientierter
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(an intrinsic part of the museum visit) can be actively synchronized with
the films that are on display. Besides offering a voice-over narration for the
moving images it also separates the viewers from the surrounding museum
space. According to the museum designers, the ten-minute documentaries
“shed light on key topics of the museum” and provide for “surprising changes
of perspective between politics and corporate history, the history of transport
and brand history.”* Such topics include the collaboration of Mercedes-Benz
with the Nazi regime and its entanglement with slave labour during the
third Reich amongst others. The short films consist of historical footage
that stems from industrial films such as early production footage from the
19208, from newsreels and other non-fiction films. Sources are the German
Federal Archives and the Mercedes-Benz corporate film archive. The concept
of micro cinemas as a means to integrate the perception of moving images
into the museum space is complemented by a similar viewing station in the
last legend room that displays the history of car racing, the most famous
and prestigious part of the Mercedes-Benz history. Here, moving images
of the Silberpfeil (Silver Arrow) and the Rekordwagen (a high-speed racing
car) are displayed. The micro cinemas in this room show historical footage
of car racing, including high-speed racing attempts of the 1930s.

Weak Dispositives, Cinematic Space and Cinematic Time
Weak Dispositives

Micro cinemas, video installations and elevator cars exemplify the generic
principle of how moving images are used throughout the museum. The
weak dispositives are carefully integrated into the overall architecture and
the interior design of the museum. They allow the visitors to float freely
through the museum, but at certain instances, by offering specific choices,
they take control of the visitor for a certain amount of time. The elevator
car restricts the mobility of the visitor and the window ratio offers an obvi-
ous option to guide their gaze towards a screen. A noise damping system
isolates the visitors from external noise and creates a feeling of cosiness
comparable to the situation when one sits next to a damped wall inside a
cinema auditorium. The build-in surround sound system provides a concise

Begegnungskommunikation, edited by Nicolai O. Herbrand. Edition neues Fachwissen, 2008,

Pp- 25054
34 HG Merz. “Exhibition Design,” p. 409. Translated by the author.
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soundscape — quite similar to the situation in a movie theatre. But at the
same time, the behaviour codes of movie theatres do not apply, there is no
darkness, the length of the stay inside the elevator car only lasts for thirty
seconds. But still, there are functional elements of a cinematic dispositive:
The position of the viewer is restricted, a screen, a sound system and the
architecture create a specific atmosphere and enable specific sightlines. A
situation quite alike can be found within the installation Descending from a
Horse, that is situated at the narrow entrance to the exhibition every visitor
has to pass. While it might increase the likelihood that visitors will choose
to engage with the moving images it has no overall determining force. The
same applies for the micro cinemas as optional dispositives located at the
fringes of the exhibition rooms.

Weak dispositives do not provide for a situation of strict determination
that is attributed to the cinema dispositive by concepts such as the apparatus
theory. They lack the “privileged conditions of effectiveness — no exchange,
no circulation, no communication with any outside”5 necessary for an
isolated and captivating perception of moving images. Weak dispositives
are no rigid technological apparatuses nor sturdy architectural structures
comparable to cave walls or movie theatres. Rather than that, they are
examples of cinematic “choice architecture” altering “people’s behaviour
in a predictable way without forbidding any options.”3® They are capable
of “nudging” the visitors with more or less determination into a cinema
dispositive-like setting by creating an ensemble of possible choices through
the means of architecture and design. They offer the option to watch a
certain sequence of moving images but at the same time it is also “easy [...]
to avoid™7 it. Weak dispositives can become cinematic and captivate the
viewer, but unlike Plato’s cave, people are not strictly chained to the wall.3
Instead, they function as “obligatory passage points”? or “media boundary
objects™® the visitor needs to pass but that allow for a certain flexibility of

35 Baudry, Jean-Louis, and Alan Williams. “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic
Apparatus.” Film Quarterly, vol. 28, no. 2,1974, p. 44.

36 Thaler, H. Richard, and Cass A. Sunstein. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth,
and Happiness. Yale University Press, 2008, p. 6.

37 Ibid.

38 Baudry and Williams. “Ideological Effects,” p. 44.

39 Callon, Michel. “Elements of a Sociology of Translation: Domestication of the Scallops and
the Fishermen of St. Brieuc Bay.” Power, Action and Belief: A New Sociology of Knowledge?, edited
by John Law. Routledge, 1986, pp. 196—233.

40 Hoof, Florian. “The Media Boundary Objects Concept: Theorizing Film and Media.” Media
Matter: The Materiality of Media, Matter as Medium, edited by Bernd Herzogenrath. Bloomsbury,
2015, pp- 180—200.
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action. It is obligatory to eventually enter an elevator car and to walk past an
installation that is mounted into a narrow passage or a micro cinema viewing
station. But the situation comes with weak determining forces concerning
time, space, mode of perception and individual action. Nevertheless, as
choice architecture they incorporate institutional “strategies™' that make
certain actions more likely than others. In a way, weak dispositives organize
moving images according to the logics of relational databases as one object
amongst others. They are discreetly stored away on a hard drive, and their
visibility and accessibility on screens is managed by the “gentle power™?
of weak dispositives. Consequently, watching one of these decentralized
moving images becomes the result of an individual choice, but a choice
that is restricted by the alternatives that are integrated into the fabric of
the museum’s architecture.

Moving images are widely available within the museum and the visitors
regularly describe their experience in the museum as cinematic, but the
cinematic experience of the visitor is not determined by the film disposi-
tives. Rather, as the visitors are walking freely through the building, it is
an experience that is constantly stabilized by the architecture that gives
overall cohesion to the “heterogenous ensemble™? of weak dispositives. To
better understand the fragile character of such a cinematic experience the
perspective needs to be extended on the overall architecture and interior
design.** This lens then not only encompasses the perception of moving
images but also the selection and fragmenting of the cinematic experience
by the performative act of walking through the museum’s space.* The visitor
wanders through a cluster of weak cinematic dispositives that provide for
an overall cinematic impression because they at the same time relate to the
concept of time and space of the building’s architecture. This results in a
performative act of perception that has been described, for example, when
discussing the nineteenth-century arcades in Paris.*® Here, quite similar to
the “choice architecture” in the Mercedes-Benz Museum, Walter Benjamin

41 De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. University of California Press, 1984, p. 94.
42 Thaler, H. Richard, and Cass A. Sunstein. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth,
and Happiness. Yale University Press, 2008, p. 8.

43 See Hoof, Florian. Engel der Effizienz. Eine Mediengeschichte der Unternehmensberatung.
Konstanz University Press, 2015, p. 31; Foucault, Michel. Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews
& Other Writings 1972-1977. Edited by Colin Gordon. Pantheon Books, 1980, pp. 194—210.

44 For asimilar argument, see Casetti, Francesco. “Mediascapes: A Decalogue.” Perspecta 51:
Medium, edited by Shayari de Silva, Dante Furioso, and Samantha Jaff. MIT Press, 2019, pp. 21-43.
45 De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. University of California Press, 1984, p. 101.
46 Benjamin, Walter. Das Passagen-Werk, Vol. 1/2, edited by Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann
Schweppenhéuser. Suhrkamp, 1982.
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described the architecture and design of arcades as a form of exercising
power where the constructions take over the role of the unconsciousness.*/

For the nineteenth-century arcades, the flaneurs’ experience of modernity
was based on architecture enabled through cutting edge metallurgy and
engineering. The Mercedes-Benz Museum is based on digital simulation
modelling and is made of armoured concrete. The museum’s designers
explicitly refer to this space as an example of “retroactive smoothing,*® a
concept developed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari to describe spaces
that create uncertainty and uneasiness because of their unclear and ever
shifting position between openness and closeness.*9

Within this museum space that on purpose offers an irritating amount
of choices, cinema and film culture function as means of orientation by
providing for cinematic experience. The spacial design of the exhibition
rooms is modelled according to existing movie set designs from film his-
tory. The concept of time within the exhibition is related to markers and
a periodization of time that derive from film and media history. These
two elements, “cinematic space” and “cinematic time,” create an aesthetic
environment that stabilizes the cinematic experience and thus enable the
weak dispositives to flourish and to function. To focus on the interplay
between these elements is key to better understand how the cinematic
experience within the museum is created and to shed light on the afterlife
of industrial film. In the following I will describe in more detail how weak
dispositives are stabilized by placing them within “cinematic space” and
contextualize them within “cinematic time.”

Cinematic Space

The entire design and architecture of the museum seems like a walkable
movie, a mash up from different movie set designs, such as those from the
James Bond ooy film series, 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Star Wars (1977),
Blade Runner (1982) or Brazil (1985). Here, cinematic space does not so much
relate to a “fictional space” that is based on diegetic strategies to create space
experiences on flat cinema screen. Rather, architectural concepts used for
film set design are reconstructed as parts of the museum’s structure and

47 Benjamin, Walter. “Paris, die Hauptstadt des XIX. Jahrhunderts.” Das Passagen-Werk, Vol. 1,
edited by Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhéuser. Suhrkamp, 1982, p. 46.

48 Betsky, Aaron. “Automobilitit. Das Mercedes-Benz Museum.” Buy Me a Mercedes Benz.
Actar Publishers, 2006, p.19.

49 Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand Tableaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.
Continuum, 2004, p. 532.
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Fig.4.6. Legend Room One: The Dawn of the Automobile Age.

Fig. 4.7. Cinematic space becomes museum space: 2001: A Space Odyssey.

thus made walkable. This concept somehow pivots artistic interventions and
concepts, such as in Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller’s documentary
project Alter Bahnhof Videowalk (2012) for Documenta 13. The visitors are
not guided by screens through an existing architectural ensemble or space;
rather, the whole architecture is modelled as a cinema space in the first place.
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Screens simply become redundant. The difference between the imaginary
and the real collapses or, as André Bazin puts it, “Every image is to be seen
as an object and every object as an image.”>° It is a museum walk guided by
movie set design where cinematic spaces created for the flat cinema screen
are turned into the museum’s architecture. This aesthetic strategy is used
throughout the building in every single exhibition room.

An exemplary case is the first legend room that celebrates Mercedes-Benz
as the inventor of the combustion engine (see fig. 4.6). The exhibition space
does not only look like the white-cube aesthetics from Stanley Kubrick’s 2001
A Space Odyssey (1968), it is actually modelled according to Ken Adam’s set
design.>" To be more precise, according to the last sequences of the movie
when a black monolith appears in a white-cube setting (see fig. 4.7).

Inside the museum, there is no arbitrary black monolith on display, but
instead we encounter the so-called “Standuhr,” the world’s first single-cylinder
combustion engine. It is situated in a transparent monolithic block that is
placed in the centre of a circular room. The museum borrows the same aesthet-
ics and white-cube light system Adam used to visualize the dawn of something
new to proclaim the birth of the automobile age. Cinema provides not only for
concepts of space but is also used as a metaphor for modernity. The museum
extensively relies on architectural and spatial concepts that refer to iconic
cinematic scenes and spaces from film history. The exhibition rooms appear
as three-dimensional versions of movie sets that have been made walkable.

The curved architecture of Legend Room Six further exemplifies this
architectural principle. It derives from the Pentagon War Room set design Ken
Adam constructed for Dr. Strangelove (1964) (fig. 4.8) and refers to other set
designs, such as the SPECTRE base Adam created for the James Bond movie
You Only Live Twice (1967). These film sets rely on aesthetics of abstraction
that were inspired by Art Nouveau, American Style and Bauhaus design and
not so much by ideas of realism. Adam created cinematic environments that
would “look better than the real thing.”5* They are in line with the Hollywood
tradition of production design he aimed towards “enhancing or stylizing
reality. Fooling the audience, but in a nice way.”>3 Ultimately, the purpose
of his set design was not about showing real life, which is, as Adam puts it,

50 Bazin, André. What Is Cinema? Vol. 1. Edited and translated by Hugh Gray. University of
California Press, 2005, pp. 15-16.

51 HG Merz. “Exhibition Design,” pp. 346—53.

52 Adam, Ken. Qtd. in Christie, Ian. “Designing Dreams and Nightmares: Ken Adam on His
Finest Sets.” Sight & Sound, March 14, 2016, www.bf1.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/
comment/obituaries/designing-dreams-nightmares-ken-adam-his-finest.

53 Ibid.
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Fig. 4.8. The War Room set design turned into museum space: Dr. Strangelove.

“frustrating,” rather it was about “entertainment.”>* He created spaces of
“stylized reality” that would ultimately be constructed and planned according
to the needs of the film camera.5® Consequently, such spaces allow for a wide
range of possible sightlines and turn each gaze of the visitor into a multitude
of possible camera angles. The implications are multifold. For the visitors, the
stylized reality of movie set design works as mean of orientation and pleasure.
The museum space feels familiar because aesthetics and architecture con-
nect to the “memories as spectators”® in the visitor'’s mind and ultimately
forms a collective cinematic experience. Visitors feel cinematic because the
architecture allows personal gazes that mimic aesthetic experiences that stem
from film culture. At the same time, walking through a movie set allows the
visitors to become cameramen and photographers themselves. It makes it
easy to shoot cinematic photos of a stylized reality. They not only engage with
the dimension of perception but also with the dimension of a performative
entanglement with the cinematic aesthetics of the museum space. This
specific structure of the museum space aims towards a spreading of the
cinematic aesthetics via “social media entertainment intermediaries,”” such

54 Kissling-Koch, Petra. Macht(t)rdume. Der Production Designer Ken Adam und die James
Bond Filme. Bertz+Fischer, 2012, p. 202.

55 Ibid., pp.167-75.

56 Casetti. “The Relocation of Cinema.” European Journal of Media Studies, vol. 1, no. 2, 2012,
p-19.

57 Cunningham and Craig, Social Media Entertainment. pp. 115-147.
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as Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, TicTok or Facebook. The museum becomes
a hub of circulation of moving images and of cinematic aesthetics within
digital film culture. It turns the visitors into multipliers and opens a plain
playing field to “expand the potential meanings that get attached to a brand
by inserting it into a range of unpredicted contexts of use.”>® And it creates a
cinematic atmosphere and performative action that stabilizes and intercon-
nects the weak film dispositives that are spread throughout the museum.

Cinematic Time

The concept of “cinematic space” described so far connects to “cinematic
time” as the second trope that stabilizes the cinematic experience. Here,
the history of film, media and cinema is used as symbolic markers in time
to situate the history of the automobile age in a broader chronological
temporality. As described above, the visitors step into an elevator car that
functions as an audiovisual time machine first. It transfers them back to the
dawn of the automobile age that coincides with the beginning of the visual
culture of moving images. This is marked by the installation that mimics
Eadweard Muybridge’s visual aesthetics at the brink of the cinematic age.
The dawn of the automobile age is then symbolized by the movie set design
that derive from the intro and the final sequence of 2001: A Space Odyssey
(1968), one of the most iconic cinematic scenes in recent film history. Moving
images and moving cars as centrepieces of modernity are then further
paralleled throughout the museum. The history of film, cinema and popular
culture is used as a chronological timeline to contextualizes the history of
the Mercedes-Benz company in a symbolic macro-temporality. Landmark
film productions and the Hollywood star system, including actors such
as Charlie Chaplin or Buster Keaton but also the fate of the German film
industry during the third Reich, are utilized to situate certain historical
developments into the context of a symbolic, almost abstract cinematic time.
Besides the macro-temporality of the museum as a walkable chronological
timeline on the micro level, cinematic time is used to contextualize specific
historical developments of relevance for the company.

The legend room “Elegance at the Abyss” is an exemplary case for the
importance of cinematic time to create and stabilize such micro temporali-
ties. It showcases the invention of the diesel engine and at the same time

58 Jenkins, Henry, Xiaochang Li, and Ana Domb Krauskopf, with Joshua Green. If It Doesn’t
Spread It’s Dead: Creating Value in a Spreadable Marketplace. Convergence Culture Consortium,
2008, p. 22.
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Fig. 4.10. Cinematic screens become museum screens: Blade Runner.

the company’s history of Nazi collaboration and use of slave labour during
the Third Reich. The main part of the room is devoted to the history of the
diesel engine, while the political dimension of the time between 1933 and
1945 is integrated into weak film dispositives. The more controversial (or,
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as the museum’s designers call them, the “more complex”) aspects are both
integrated into micro cinemas situated at the fringe of the room and displayed
in an installation named “Fragments.” The installation, albeit situated quite
prominent in the centre of the exhibition space, is not clearly visible as it
is projected onto a curved, semi-transparent screen (see fig. 4.9 and 4.10).
Here, the exhibition designers relied on the design of public screens that
derive from the science fiction movie Blade Runner (1982), a movie set design
influenced by Italian futurism and architects such as Antonio Sant‘Elia.

Alike the overall concept of the museum, the film montage of the instal-
lation follows a chronological time structure. It starts with footage from a
German newsreel that shows Berlin in the roaring 1920s and then turns to
scenes depicting the fire that burned down the German parliament as well
as book burnings. This rather conventional approach to depict historical
developments then turns into abstract “cinematic time.” With the begin-
ning of the Nazi terror regime, moving images no longer include “realistic”
images from newsreels or documentaries. Rather, the installation then
parallels the history of the Mercedes-Benz company with the history of the
German film industry by showing iconic scenes from movies by renowned
directors. This includes Nazi collaborators like Leni Riefenstahl and Walter
Ruttmann as well as émigrés such as Wilhelm Thiele and Fritz Lang, who
had to flee Germany during the Third Reich. Films on display are amongst
others include Metropolis (1927), Berlin Symphonie einer GrofSstadt (1927),
Die weisse Holle vom Piz Palii (1929), Die Drei von der Tankstelle (1930), Der
blaue Engel (1930), Die Olympischen Spiele. Fest der Nationen (1938), and
Triumph des Willens (1935). Images from fiction and documentary films
are used to stabilize the cinematic time as a framework to make sense of
historical incidences. The audiovisual museum’s designers teamstratenwerth
responsible for the installation describe it as a “Sittengemdlde,” as a moral
and social portrayal of life. According to them it shows the impact of Nazi
Germany on society, and how individual choices were made. Some of the
film directors collaborated with the Nazi regime, others had to flee Germany.
Instead of directly relating the exhibition to the time of the third Reich, the
history of the German film industry and its fate during the fascist period is
used to establish an abstract framework of cinematic time.

The exhibition is based on micro and macro temporalities of cinematic
time that provide for a stylized concept of modernity as exemplified by the
media technology and aesthetics of the moving image and parallelizes it with
the development of the modern concept of mobility based on cars that are
run by the combustion engine. This concept of cinematic time strengthens
a linear conception of time and functions as a medium of abstraction.
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Cinematic Experience

The legend room “Elegance at the Abyss” discussed above is also an exemplary
case that shows how cinematic experience is a result of the interrelated-
ness of cinematic space, cinematic time, and weak dispositives. The room is
dominated by an abstract, dark and futuristic set design that derives from the
movie Blade Runner. This cinematic space and its aesthetics of stylized reality
is combined with the concept of a symbolic cinematic time when the instal-
lation “fragments” parallels the history of the German film industry with the
history of the Mercedes-Benz company during the Third Reich. Controversial
topics including the history of slave labour and the notorious collaboration
of Mercedes-Benz with the national socialists are reintegrated into micro
cinemas that are placed at the fringes of the exhibition room. As part of those
weak dispositive the controversial history of the Mercedes-Benz company
becomes an optional section that exists but that is almost bypassed by the
carefully arranged screenplay that guides the visitor through the museum’s
choice architecture. The cinematic experience isolates the controversial role
of the Mercedes-Benz company and relocate it into a symbolic and at the same
time fuzzy realm of cinematic time and space. Film as technology, as a mode
of representation and experience, and film and media history as a metaphor
and marker in time are bound together to establish a physical environment to
surprise and to impress the visitors but also to guide their focus of attention
towards certain objects and to obscure the gaze towards sensitive issues by
offering specific choices enabled and determined by architecture.

The only museum that can claim to map the whole history of the auto-
mobile age uses the most iconic cinematic scenes in recent film history to
declare and to symbolize the dawn of the age and to describe how automobil-
ity as a centrepiece of modernity unfolded throughout the twentieth century.
To build the museum experience on aesthetics that derive from film and
cinema is a well-informed decision made by the experts who planned and
constructed the museum, people with a wide and deep knowledge about
film history and post-structuralist theory. They rely on film and cinema
culture to construct the museum as a cinematic machine. The reason for
using the vast number of cinematic references, as the architects argue,
lies in the fact that the aesthetics of film are not restricted to its movies
but have already found their way into the collective memory of society.
Thinking about film aesthetics in this way shares some similarities with
Francesco Casetti’s argument that the cinematic experience is not restricted
to its material conditions but lies in “our memory as spectators.”>? This

59 Casetti. “The Relocation of Cinema,” p. 19.
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“cinematographicity”®® is what the museum’s designer, HG Merz, refers to,
when he argues that it is specifically the collective memory of cinematic
forms that enables the museum space to activate them.®

The theoretical question at stake here inquires what it actually means
when cinematic experience that stems from the collective memories of film
history reappears or is reanimated in a place such as the Mercedes-Benz
Museum. What happens to cinema and film history when used as symbolic
historical context for the display of the history of the automobile age? How
does the agency of the cinematic experience shift when it reappears outside
the ‘classical’ cinema dispositive?

Cinema-as-Mythos

To be able to understand the reappearance of the cinematic experience in
places such as the Mercedes-Benz Museum we need to look how “cinema” is
addressed within this context. Cinema is not referred to as separated entities
such as a technological apparatus, a cultural form of experiencing or a mode
of perception consisting of screens and moving images. Cinema no longer rep-
resents a specific mode of perception or a set of media technologies. Rather,
as cinematic time and space it appears as a “secondary semiotic system,”
as a mythos that provides for orientation but at the same time represents
a fuzzy and ubiquitous experience of modernity. Cinema-as-mythos turns
into a symbolic form of modernity, a cypher like the automobile is a cypher
for mobility, prosperity and freedom. According to Roland Barth’s concept of
mythos, this alters the epistemological status of cinematic time and space.
He argues that the semiotic chains and maps of meaning a mythos consists
of are turned into material to stabilize the mythos as a secondary semiotic
system.®3 In the case of cinema-as-mythos, it builds upon the knowledge
and experience that evolved over time in film and cinema history. Such
material that stabilizes the mythos of cinema as a significant building block
of modernity loses flexibility and mobility and diminishes their power as
maps-of-meaning. Consequently, turning cinema into a mythos comes with
specific epistemic shifts. Barth's claim that maps-of-meaning are turned into
static forms of material is one way to account for the shifts that occur when
the cinematic experience reappears as part of the afterlife of industrial film.

60 Ibid.

61 HG Merz. “Exhibition Design.”

62 Barthes, Roland. Mythen des Alltags. Suhrkamp, 1964, p. 92.
63 Ibid., pp. 92—93.
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It provides a lens to distinguish between different forms of determination
that structure the politics of weak dispositives.

The Politics of Weak Dispositives

How cinematic time, cinematic space and weak dispositives are utilized
to structure the narrative of the museum towards the company’s his-
tory is an exemplary case that highlights the politics of weak dispositives.
Mercedes-Benz is here a specific interesting case, due to its nimbus as the
inventor of the automobile and as the world’s most successful and innovative
participant in the history of Grand Prix motor racing. But the “golden era”
of the company’s motorsports division in the 1930s was also directly funded
by the fascist regime in Germany.®* Furthermore, Mercedes-Benz was
an early and active supporter of the fascist movement before they came
to power. And finally, Adolf Hitler himself was not only “a car craze but
much more a Mercedes craze”% person. This rather controversial historical
constellation led to the nowadays iconic racing films of the Silberpfeil and the
Rekordwagen that are one of the main reasons why the Mercedes-Benz car
company has such a unique reputation. Consequently, the Mercedes-Benz
Museum at the same time has to facilitate an international audience with
a historical narrative to maximize potential customers in the international
market for luxury cars first and associate itself with the German concept
of Vergangenheitsbewdltigung (the struggle to deal with its past) in relation
to the Holocaust. How those different aspects are approached results in
strategies that allows us to better grasp the politics of weak dispositives.
Of course, from a historical perspective industrial films have always
been a site of power struggle and politics. Early industrial films presented
to the public spectacular attractions, such as previously unseen scenes of
machinery and modern industrial production to create trust in industrial
mass production. In the course of history, they were frequently used for
corporate or government propaganda.®® Those types of industrial films that
were aiming towards a broader audience were typically shown in movie
theatres or in temporarily erected film pavilions that would privilege the

64 Brauchitsch, Manfred von. Ohne Kampfkein Sieg. Verlag der Nation, 1974, p. 28.

65 Pohl, Hans, Stephanie Habeth, and Beate Briininghaus, editors. Die Daimler-Benz AG in den
Jahren 1933 bis 1945. Eine Dokumentation. Steiner, 1986, p. 25. Translated by the author.

66 Grieveson, Lee. Cinema and the Wealth of Nations: Media, Capital, and the Liberal World
System. University of California Press, 2018.
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moving images on display. Films about automobility produced for and
screened at industrial fairs and exhibitions, such as the Futurama exhibit
at the 1939 World’s Fair in New York City,%” would grip the imagination of
the visitors and show them a “a new world.”®® Here, moving images appear
as powerful representations that can even overwhelm the subject.

But unlike the politics of the cinematic dispositive that concentrates the
attention of the spectator towards moving images projected on a privileged
screen, the politics of weak dispositives are about a cinematic experience
of dispersion. In the Mercedes-Benz Museum, moving images are discreet
entities, scattered around the museum space, while the spectators are able
to move between them. The politics of the weak dispositives are no longer
about propaganda and censorship, about showing or not showing; rather,
it is about managing and installing a refined hierarchy of possible access,
arigged index that points towards moving images in different ways. It is
not about the overwhelming effect of film as a representational map of
meaning but about turning the film dispositive into choice architecture as
means of orientation and navigation. Cinema is understood and utilized as
an entity, as a machine of the imaginary that consists of “weak dispositives,”
and is held together by the dimensions of “cinematic space” and “cinematic
time.” As an overarching and at the same time elusive concept it stabilizes
the cinematic experience inside the museum by giving orientation and
reducing contingency and uncertainty in an environment that is character-
ized by “retroactive smoothing.”%® Along it goes a shift of agency from the
moving image to the surrounding structures that continuously stabilizes
the cinematic experience by offering discrete choices.

Afterlives: Reappearance, Industrial Films and Anachronistic
Times

This chapter has focused on the digital afterlife of industrial film as an
unstable twofold process that consists of the reappearance of visual forms
and changing modes of perception. At first glance, the industrial films that
reappear in the Mercedes-Benz Museum seem to contradict this very idea

67 Wasson, Haidee. “The Other Small Screen: Moving Images at the New York’s World Fair,
1939.” Canadian Journal of Film Studies, vol. 21, no. 1, 2012, pp. 81-103.

68 Betsky. “Automobilitit. Das Mercedes-Benz Museum,” pp. 20—21.

69 Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand Tableaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.
Continuum, 2004.
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of unpredictability. Here, industrial film is situated in a carefully crafted
cinematic machine, a combination of weak dispositives, cinematic space and
cinematic time. As a part of the museum’s choice architecture they attempt
to control the afterlife of the moving image by turning their semiotic chains
and maps of meaning into static forms of material that stabilizes the mythos
of modernity. But to which degree can the politics of weak dispositives
turn industrial film into material for an overarching choice architecture?
How does the perception change if we revisit the museum by focusing on
the contingencies that arise from the tensions between the reappearance
of forms that, according to Aby Warburg and Georges Didi-Huberman, are
bound to anachronistic times and the shifting ways how aesthetic forms
are appreciated, approached and perceived?

The decision to design the Mercedes-Benz Museum according to an over-
arching screenplay that parallels cinema and cars as symbols of modernity
was made almost twenty years ago — at a time when car sales were thriving
and the German car industry was successfully entering the growing Asian
markets for luxury cars. Since then, the image of the German car industry
has undergone some tectonic shifts. Besides ecological issues inevitably tied
to the combustion engine, Dieselgate (the Volkswagen emissions scandal),
the largest corporate scandal in post-war Germany, involving all major
German automakers, including Mercedes-Benz, fundamentally changed
the public perception of the industry.

The museum’s screenplay of German engineering as masters of efficiency
and precision is now complemented with the public reputation of fraud,
white-collar criminal activity, software manipulation and cheating to
defeat regulatory devices. The concept of “car modernity” and the abstract
aesthetics within the museum space are no longer perceived as flawless
and uncontested, but eventually as an economic and ecological dead end.
This series of events has altered the way the Mercedes-Benz Museum and
its aesthetics derived from cinematic time and space are perceived and
interpreted.

As a paradigmatic case of how perception might change, let’s return once
more to the mythos room “Elegance at the Abyss.” For some the combined
exhibit of the history of the diesel combustion engine with the unspeakable
history of the company during the Third Reich seems to be from the starta
quite elusive decision. But under the impression of the Dieselgate revelations,
it appears as an almost visionary decision. This single room now seamlessly
combines the early success of the Mercedes-Benz company that started in
1933 and was the result of a ruthless collaboration between a fascist terror
regime and the largest corporate crime scheme in Germany after 1945.
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Perhaps even the overarching design concept of the museum - the decision
of the museum’s designers to make extensive use of cinematic set designs of
operations and control rooms — now seems to reveal a deeper meaning. The
cinematic space and its aesthetics that derive from Ken Adam’s “stylized
reality” might no longer connect the history of the Mercedes-Benz company
to the flawless concept of modernity. Rather, one perhaps will be reminded
of the purposes these operation and control rooms had in the original
context as part of a movie set design. Almost all the cinematic spaces used
as blueprints for the museum’s spaces were originally populated and used by
cinematic villains as their nerve centre of attempts to conspire against the
world on a big scale. So finally, the anachronistic and uncontrollable times
bound to the reappearance of forms puts the history of Mercedes-Benz back
in close company with the cinematic imaginaries of the pure evil represented
by villains such as Dr. No, Ernst Stavro Blofeld, Auric Goldfinger, or the
organization SPECTRE. Since Mercedes-Benz was, at least temporarily, a
partially criminal organization, it has every right to encapsulate the history
of its approach to marketing with the architecture of operation rooms of
pure evil as provided by film history.
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The Corporate Film Columeta and the Formation of a
Corporate and a National Image
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Abstract

Before the sovereignty of the financial sector, the steel company ARBED
(founded 1911) was considered the genuine backbone of the Luxembourg
economy and was perceived as a company of “national identity.” This
chapter argues that ARBED’s corporate image was strongly shaped through
the 1921 corporate film Columeta. Carefully designed for a modular use to
be presented to different audiences, the film compiled the right motifs at
the right time in order to communicate the company’s claim of national
and societal importance, making Columeta a stepping stone for integrating
industrial motifs into the national iconography. The chapter will outline
the circulation and interaction of corporate, national and social motifs
in different media, and their subsequent inclusion into the national

Luxembourgian self-presentation.

Keywords: Luxembourg; steel industry; corporate communications;
industrial film; national iconography

Luxembourg’s last blast furnace was shut down at the site of Esch-Belval
in 1997. The industrial wasteland was added to the list of Luxembourg’s
national monuments and subsequently converted into a signboard of the
country’s self-presentation, where the remains of the steel industry form
the backdrop for Luxembourg’s present and anticipated future of service
sectors and education. Today, the site houses Luxembourg’s university, banks,
a concert hall and a shopping centre, and visitors can book a guided tour
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at “Belval — City of Science & Blast Furnace.” It was the mining and steel
industry that initially brought wealth to the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg.?
Steel making and industrialization rose late in Luxembourg, but quickly
dominated the country’s economy, until the international steel crisis in the
1970s made room for the upcoming financial sector.

Looking back at a long tradition of iron making in preindustrial times,
Luxembourg had been a predominantly agricultural country until the late
nineteenth century. Over the course of the century, it was the (re)discovery
of vast iron ore reserves, the affiliation to the German Customs Union, the
(rather late) installation of railroads, and, not least, the adaption of the
Gilchrist-Thomas process, which enabled the exploitation of the highly
phosphoric local iron ore for steel making, and thus lead to the rise of the
steel industry.3 At the turn of the twentieth century, the industry, with its new
industrial sites and its high demand for workers, had transformed agricultural
landscapes and communities in the country’s South into an industrial region.

The foundation of the Luxembourgian corporation ARBED (Aciéries
réunis de Burbach-Eich-Dudelange) in 1911 counteracted the dominance
of German capital in Luxembourg’s steel sector, which only dissolved after
World WarI. In 1919, ARBED became a partner in the newly founded Société
Métallurgique Terres Rouges, in order to take over the steel works and ore
mines of the German Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks-Aktiengesellschaft in
Esch-sur-Alzette, and thus dominated two-thirds of the Luxembourgian
steel production.* Subsequently, ARBED became the “synonym and the
symbol of the Luxembourgian steel industry.”> For decades, ARBED was
perceived as company of “national identity” and considered the genuine

1 For touristic endeavours of industrial heritage, see, for instance, Edwards, J. Arwel, and
Joan Carles Llurdés I Coit. “Mines and Quarries: Industrial Heritage Tourism.” Annals of Tourism
Research, vol. 23, no. 2,1996, pp. 341-63.

2 Inpeak times Luxembourg’s metallurgical sector had a share of over 31.8% in the gross
domestic product (1960), employed half of all industrial employees (1966) and was the country’s
largest taxpayer (1967). See Trausch, Gilbert. CARBED dans la société luxembourgeoise. ARBED/
Victor Buck, 2000, p. 35.

3 For an overview on the evolution of the metallurgical sector in Luxembourg from the
Iron Age until the early twentieth century, see Knebeler, Christoph, and Denis Scuto. Belval:
Passé, présent et avenir d'un site Luxembourgeois exceptionell (1911-201m). Editions Le Phare, 2010,
pp. 22—45.

4 The perception of ARBED as the Luxembourgian leader continued despite the predominance
of Franco-Belgian capital in the steel industry, which replaced the German capital after the war.
Terres Rouges was fully incorporated by ARBED in 1937. Its competitor HADIR (Société des Haut
Fourneaux et Aciéries de Differdange, St. Ingbert et Rumelange) was incorporated in 1967; see
Trausch. CARBED dans la société luxembourgeoise, pp. 31-35.

5 Ibid,, p. 35.
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backbone of the Luxembourg economy, until the financial sector took the
economic lead and ARBED eventually was incorporated into the world’s
leading multinational steel corporation, Arcelor Mittal, in a series of mergers
from 2002 to 2007.°

How did the image of ARBED as a national corporation evolve? This
chapter investigates the creation and consistency of ARBED’s corporate
image, which was strongly shaped through the 1921 corporate film Columeta
and that was maintained for decades.” Moreover, I will outline the circula-
tion and interaction of corporate, national and social motifs, and their
subsequent inclusion into the national Luxembourgian self-presentation.

Drawing on the concept of ResourceCultures, the employed motifs can be
mapped as the communication of resources that ARBED placed as significant
components for its corporate identity as a productive, efficient and responsi-
ble Luxembourgian company. Going beyond an understanding of resources
as tangible economic means, such as raw materials, technologies or capital,
and including intangible social or cultural resources, such as networks,
groups, institutions or education, Bartelheim et al. understand “resources as
a base of or means to create, maintain or transform social relations, units and
identities on the background of culturally shaped beliefs and practices.” In
this sense, I will look at examples of visual communications that established
and maintained a value-creating iconography around the industrial sphere
in Luxembourg. The employed motifs underwent shifting valuations and
were alternately appropriated over time, until they propagated a corporate,
and to a large extent, a national identity. To substantiate my argument, I will
take alook at media presentations of the steel industry in films, photography,
print brochures and exhibitions from 1889 until the 1960s.

6 Lorang, Antoinette. “D’Heichiewen. Les hauts-fourneaux.” Lieux de mémoire au Luxembourg:
usages du passé et construction nationale, edited by Sonja Kmec et al., 2nd ed. Editions Saint
Paul, 2008, pp. 215—20; see also La sidérurgie luxembourgeoise. Un siécle d'histoire et d’innovation/
Steelmaking in Luxembourg: A Century of History and Innovation. Arcelor Mittal, 2011, pp. 81-83.
7 Ithank Charles Barthel and Gilles Regener from the National Archives of Luxembourg and
Alessandra Luciano from the Centre national de 'audiovisuel (CNA), Luxembourg, for their
support in accessing the respective files. In addition, I thank the members of the FAMOSO team
and André Linden for their discussions on the topic.

8 Bartelheim, Martin, et al. “ResourceCultures’ — A Concept for Investigating the Use of
Resources in Different Societies.” Persistent Economic Ways of Living: Production, Distribution,
and Consumption in Late Prehistory and Early History, edited by Alzbéta Danielisova and Manuel
Fernandez-Gotz. Archaeolingua Alapitvany, 2015, pp. 39—50, quotation on p. 39. Unless otherwise
stated, all translations are my own.

9 Ascould be expected, the corporate image was not always accepted without opposition, e.g. by
the labour movement, see: Plein, Ira. “Der tigliche Weg zur Schicht’. Aspekte zur proletarischen
Kunst Albert Kaisers in der Zwischenkriegszeit.” 100 Joer frii Gewerkschaften 1916—2016, edited by
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Columeta (1921-1922)

After Luxembourg’s exit from the German Customs Union, ARBED and
Terres Rouges, in 1920, founded the joint distribution company Comptoir
Métallurgique Luxembourgeois (Columeta) to develop new markets. Soon
after, Columeta produced the homonymous corporate film Columeta
(1921-1922). During this period of political and economic rearrangement,
the film Columeta served as a cornerstone for the successful establishment
of a comprehensive corporate image. The film shaped a corporate image,
consisting of (1) beautiful views of Luxembourg, (2) the Luxembourgian
steel industry, and (3) the industry’s social works, which determined the
industry’s self-presentation for decades. At the same time, the associa-
tion of industry with picturesque views of Luxembourg was a stepping
stone for the successful integration of industrial motifs into the national
iconography.

It should be stated at the outset that there is no such thing as a definitive
version of Columeta. The film'’s production included several steps, involved
different parties and we do not have any information on the actual making
of subsequent versions.'” ARBED first commissioned the film from the Paris-
based operator Gustave Labruyere (Lart cinématographique) in 1921. As some
sequences shot by Labruyere were defective, ARBED commissioned Edmund
Epkens from the Rheinische Filmgesellschaft in Cologne to complete the
film." This version was 1,400 metres long, tinted and mounted with French
title cards. The correspondence files about the production of the corporate
film date back to January 1921, while the first public screenings took place
in Luxembourg in October of the same year. This initial French version
served as a master copy for another eight copies in six languages, which
were sent to the company’s international branch offices, with the aim of
supporting the corporate propaganda and Columeta’s global distribution of
steel products. Additional short films and sequences were produced in 1922

Frédéric Krier et al. OGB-L/Le Phare, 2016, pp. 83-97; a detailed analysis of visual communications
and media as a part of a societal discourse on industrialization is provided in my dissertation:
Propaganda for Steel and Nation: Images and Counter-images to Economic and Social Progress
in Luxembourg Media of the Interwar Period.

10 Based on the existing archival documents, historian Charles Barthel largely reconstructed
the genesis of Columeta. See Barthel, Charles. “Columeta: Laventure du premier film publicitaire
de'’Arbed.” Hemecht, vol. 50, no. 2,1998, pp. 177—-206.

1 Before Epkens, the Luxembourgian Alfred Heinen was commissioned to execute the ad-
ditional shots, but the result was not satisfactory. Heinen later assisted Edmund Epkens. See
ibid.
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by Pathé.”” The following outline of Columeta refers to a preserved script
of the initial version from 1921 and to a reconstructed version of Columeta,
made in 1997 by the Centre national de I'audiovisuel (CNA) in Luxembourg
and titled Vu Feier an Eisen (Of Fire and Iron).”s

After the initial completion of Columeta in November 1921, the Luxem-
bourg headquarters of ARBED sent a circular to the international branch
offices, announcing the delivery of a five-reel film from the Rheinische
Filmgesellschaft Cologne. The letter roughly sketches the content of the
five reels:

L.- The first one presents views of Luxembourg City, of our new head-
quarters and our ARBED and Terres Rouges plants, situated in the Grand
Duchy;

IL.- The second one treats the extraction of the minerals, the arrival of
the coke & the blast furnaces;

II1.- The third, the Thomas steel work;

IV.- The fourth, the different mill trains;

V.- The fifth, the social works.'4

In addition, the letter clearly expresses the film’s objective:

As we do not have the intention of making a film of purely technical
qualities, but rather a propaganda film, with the objective to give an idea
of the company’s importance and to popularize the name “Columeta,”
it will be of interest first and foremost for the general public and then
only for the technicians.'s

After introducing Columeta as the exclusive sales company of all products of
the Luxembourgian steel companies ARBED and Terres Rouges, a second title

12 Another undated script foresees a version of Columeta in four parts, where the Luxembourg
sequences and the social works frame the Pathé films of ingot production and mill trains. See
undated script. Archives nationales de Luxembourg (ANL), Arbed 03-00003. An actual realization
of another version is neither documented nor reported.

13 Insome parts, the 1997 reconstruction differs from the script. A precise reconstruction of
the 1921 version is not possible at the moment, since the preserved film reels, which were found
at ARBED in 1997, are not yet fully accessible. The untinted parts in the reconstructed version
of 1997 might consist of the 1922 short films by Pathé. The nitrate positive films are preserved at
the Centre national de I'audiovisuel, Luxembourg. The reconstructed version, Vu Feier an Eisen,
is available on the DVD Le Luxembourg sidérurgique. 8 films autour de l'acier (CNA, 2004).

14 Projet de lettre. November 12, 1921. ANL, Arbed 03-00001.

15 Ibid.
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Fig. 5.1. Frames from Vu Feier an Eisen, a reconstructed version of Columeta (1921-1922), reel I.
Courtesy of Centre national de I'audiovisuel (Luxembourg)/Arcelor Mittal.

card announces the city of Luxembourg as the capital of the Grand Duchy. The
following sequences present traditional touristic motifs of Luxembourg City as a
travelogue of “living picture postcards” (e.g. views of the old bridge, the remains
of the former fortress city, scenes of children playing and of people enjoying
the panoramic view of the old town).!® These scenes are followed by a long
panning shot over the Vallée de la Pétrusse — beginning with the old bridge and
ending with the new Pont Adolphe - linking the old town with Luxembourg’s
new “carte de visite,” the Plateau Bourbon."” An iris wipe interrupts the pan-
ning shot and affords the viewer a closer look at the future headquarters of

16  See Jung, Uli. “Stddtebilder und Lokalaufnahmen.” Geschichte des dokumentarischen Films in
Deutschland, Band 1: Kaiserreich1895-1918, edited by Uli Jung and Martin Loiperdinger. Reclam,
2005, pp. 274—97; and Deeken, Annette. “Geschichte und Asthetik des Reisefilms.” Geschichte
des dokumentarischen Films in Deutschland, Band 1: Kaiserreich 1895-1918, edited by Uli Jung and
Martin Loiperdinger. Reclam, 2005, pp. 298—323, esp. p. 302. The well-received touristic film Das
malerische Luxemburg (Picturesque Luxembourg), shot by Felix Medinger in 1912, also combines
views of old and new of Luxembourg City; see Lesch, Paul. “Film et tourisme au Luxembourg a
la Belle Epoque.” Ons Stad, vol. 88, 2008, pp. 58-61.

17 Thewes, Guy. “La silhouette de la ville.” Lieux de mémoire au Luxembourg: usages du passé
et construction nationale, pp. 253—58, quotation on p. 256.
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ARBED, then still under construction.”® After focusing in on the commissioners’
headquarters, the panning shot continues to the Spuerkess (savings bank)
and the national railways company, before it ends with Pont Adolphe. Title
cards that give basic information about the company, including the annual
sales and range of products, identify the company’s headquarters, and list
Columeta’s international branch offices and production sites complement
the scenes. Further panning shots link the city views to views of ARBED and
the Terres Rouges steel works in Luxembourg: thus, the only Luxembourgian
“landscapes” to be perceived in the film are the industrial sites.9

Fig. 5.2. Frames from Vu Feier an Eisen, a reconstructed version of Columeta (1921-1922), reel I, Il
and IV. Courtesy of Centre national de I'audiovisuel (Luxembourg)/Arcelor Mittal.

With reels II, IIl and IV, the largest part of the film is dedicated to the process of
steel production, shown in the common practice of temporal succession from
the ore mine to the final product at the different ARBED and Terres Rouges
sites (fig. 5.2). Title cards explain the production sequences. Reel II shows
the production of pig iron — from underground and daylight ore mining, the
transport to the steel plant by train, to impressive shots of the charging of the
blast furnaces that illustrate the plant’s size and grandeur. Reel III presents the
production of steel using the Gilchrist-Thomas process, including the spectacle
of sparking Bessemer converters and of glowing-hot iron and steel. The film is
tinted accordingly: blue for underground scenes, yellow for daylight settings,

18 The iris wipe can only be seen completely in one of the accessible original sequences: CNA,
FCDARBEDoo0104.

19 Loiperdinger, Martin. “Industriebilder.” Geschichte des dokumentarischen Films in
Deutschland, Band 1: Kaiserreich 1895-1918, edited by Uli Jung and Martin Loiperdinger. Reclam,

2005, pp. 324—32, €sp. p. 331.
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and red for interior shots of the plants. The reel ends with scenes that show
techniques of mechanical and chemical quality control.?° Reel IV shows the
mill trains, where steel beams, rails, plates, and wire are shaped according to
the rhythm of the machines. It concludes with the forging of an ingot by a huge
steam hammer, showing several workers busy moving the ingot. This sequence
was presented with a simple skip frame, so that the ingot was shaped into a
thinner bloom within seconds. This scene of labour is immediately (without a
title card) followed by an imposing scene of a swimming pool, with men and
boys enjoying themselves in front of the steel works in Dudelange (fig. 5.3).*

Fig. 5.3. Frames from Vu Feier an Eisen, a reconstructed version of Columeta (1921-1922), end of reel
IV. Courtesy of Centre national de I'audiovisuel (Luxembourg)/Arcelor Mittal.

The fifth reel opens with a title card, introducing the social works as follows:

To improve the situation of their workers and staff, Arbed and Terres
Rouges created numerous social institutions, of which the following

20 Scenes of quality control have been listed in the original script, but were striked out. The
(untinted) footage in the reconstructed version of 1997 might derive from the 1922 Pathé films.
21 This orderis documented in the script (ANL, Arbed 03-00003) and a preserved clip (CNA, FCB
300, 4D). In another preserved copy (CNA, FCA 636, 2E) the outdoor swimming pool sequence
follows on the indoor swimming sequence at the Institut Emil Metz in Dommeldange, without
indicating the actual different locations.
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are to be emphasized: the workers’ housing estate Emil Mayrisch; the
“maison des enfants” [sanatorium] in Dudelange; the open air school in
Dudelange; the Institut Emile Metz [vocational school] in Dommeldange.

Fig. 5.4. Frames from Vu Feier an Eisen, a reconstructed version of Columeta (1921-1922), reel V.
Courtesy of Centre national de I'audiovisuel (Luxembourg)/Arcelor Mittal.

The sequences indeed present scenes of caring and education: newly built
houses and nurses who take care of children’s meals, hygiene and recreation
time, as well as schooling in the classroom and physical training at the
sanatorium. In the presentation of the open-air school, the viewer cannot
miss the children’s gratitude.* It is written on the chalkboard and shown
in a full-screen shot: “Nous sommes reconnaissantes a nos bienfaiteurs”
(“We are grateful to our benefactors”). Further scenes show the provision
of milk and a company-owned farming project. The detailed sequences
on the vocational school Institut Emile Metz present the school building,

22 For detailed research on open-air schools in Luxembourg, see Thyssen, Geert. “Engineered
Communities? Industry, Open-air Schools, and Imaginaries of Belonging (c. 1913-1963).” History
of Education & Children’s Literature, vol. 10, no. 2, 2005, pp. 297—320; and Hadzali¢, Irma. “Sick
and Weak but Made of Steel: Luxembourgian Open-air Schools and Other Responses to the
Spread of Tuberculosis at the Beginning of the 20th Century.” Revista da Histéria e Historiografia
da Educagdo, vol. 1, no. 1, 2017, pp. 44—64.
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theoretical schooling and physical education, the psycho-technological
laboratory and the indoor swimming pool in the basement.?3 The film ends
with the students’ boy scout activities, followed by a final title card with
information on the respective Columeta branch office.

To date, it has been possible to trace only a few screenings of Columeta.
The film was shown to selected audiences in October and December 1921,
each time with orchestral accompaniment: first, to the directors of the
steel works, engineers and employees of the headquarters in Luxembourg
City, second, to employees and representatives of popular education as-
sociations (Volksbildungsvereine) in Dudelange, and, finally, to workers in
Dudelange, Esch-sur-Alzette and Esch-Belval.** The long version and the
additional technical short films by Pathé were sent to Rio de Janeiro to be
presented at the World Fair in 19221923, where the company contributed to
the Luxembourgian fair stand with a private screening room — the “Cinema
Columeta.”5 In Basel, the film was presented as Die Eisenindustrie in
Luxemburg (Columetafilm) (The Iron Industry in Luxembourg) to Gottlieb
Imhof’s newly founded Studienkommission fiir Schulkinematographie
(Study Commission for School Cinematography) in 1922.26 Other than a
letter in which Pathé is offering to distribute the film in their affiliated
cinemas, there is no documentation about screenings in public cinemas.*’

Copies were sent to the branch offices of Columeta in Paris, London,
Madrid, Rotterdam and Basel. However, the already mentioned letter to
the branch offices explained that the total length of one hour and fifteen
minutes was too long for the general public. The executives were advised to
show the complete five-reel version “only to an audience that is especially
interested in this genre of representation” such as, for example, school
children or groups of engineers.?® Screenings for the general public in
commercial cinemas should feature only one reel of Columeta in the pro-
gramme of shorts. If reels II, ITI, IV or V were presented, it was emphasized

23 See Herman, Frederik. “Forging Harmony in the Social Organism: Industry and the Power
of Psychometric Techniques.” History of Education, vol. 43, no. 5, 2014, pp. 592—614; Priem, Karin,
and Frederik Herman. “Hautnah: Materialitdt der Moderne und sensomotorische Ansétze der
Berufsbildung im ‘Zeitalter des Stahles’.” Die Sache(n) der Bildung, edited by Christiane Thompson,
Rita Casale, and Norbert Ricken. Ferdinand Schoningh, 2017, pp. 213—39.

24 See Barthel. “Columeta,” pp.195-196.

25 See Lorang. L'image sociale de 'Arbed a travers les collections du Fonds du logement. Le fonds
pour le développement du logement, 2009, p. 18.

26 See Gertiser, Anita. “Domestizierung des bewegten Bildes.” montage/av, vol. 15, no. 1, 2006,
pp. 5873, esp. p. 63.

27 See Barthel. “Columeta,” p. 200.

28 Projet de lettre.
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that they each must be combined with and preceded by the beginning of
reel I, including title card six.?® These are precisely the Luxembourg City
scenes, ending with the panning shot over the Vallée de la Pétrusse. Thus,
the company prescribed a modular screening and perception, where it was
the Luxembourg City views, not the industrial scenes, that were seen as
indispensable elements — an emphasis that warrants closer analysis.

The Luxembourg scenes were not part of the very first draft concept in
early 1921, but soon included, possibly at the recommendation of Gustave
Labruyere, in order to “create a picturesque atmosphere around the new
headquarters.”° However, one reason for commissioning shots by Edmund
Epkens and the Rheinische Filmgesellschaft was the fact that footage like
the panning shot of the Plateau Bourbon and the panoramic views of the
steel works by Gustave Labruyere had turned out badly.?' Shortly before
Epkens was to shoot the additional scenes in July 1921, Willy Heymers, head
of the Municipal Cinematography Department in Cologne and in charge
of assessing and implementing educational films, sent a note of advice,
concerning the added value of industrial films.3* Heymers advises to “make
the shots of industry as long as possible, so that the eye has enough time for
contemplation — and, furthermore, to give the widest possible latitude to
pictures of the city [of Luxembourg]; then the industrial film becomes in a
certain sense an educational film. It thereby also becomes more valuable
for your propaganda purposes.”3 In the letter, which might have been
intended to support ARBED’s decision for commissioning the Rheinische
Filmgesellschaft, Heymers further recommended Epkens for having the
best experience to arrange the shots accordingly.

The Luxembourgian motifs can be understood as a visual claim and
manifestation of Columeta’s importance for the country, which it already
expressed in its company name Comptoir Métallurgique Luxembourgeois.
This may also have been the reason for the visual absence of any production
sites outside the country. While a title card in reel Ilisted all production sites
of ARBED and Terres Rouges in Luxembourg, France, the Saar region, and

29 Ibid.

30 See Barthel. “Columeta,” p.182.

31 Ibid., pp.185-87.

32 Due to restoration work, the original files are currently not accessible, but Heymers’ func-
tion can be inferred from the online listing and description of the material at the Historical
Archive of the City of Cologne. Holding 608 (Culture Department) A 149, call number: Best. 608
(Kulturdezernat) A 149.

33 Handwritten letter. Addressee unknown. July 7,1921. ANL, Arbed 03-00001. Signed by “Willy
Heymers Leiter der Stddt, Lichtspiele, Koln.”
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the Rhineland, the film itself featured only views of the Luxembourgian sites
(Dommeldange, Dudelange, Esch-Terres Rouges, Esch-Arbed (Schifflange),
Belval-Terres Rouges).3* The presentation of the Luxembourgian sites of
Terres Rouges, which had previously been in German hands, surely also
bolstered the company’s claim of being the new steel force of Luxembourg.
The emphasis on the ARBED headquarters’ location in the panning shot
might have served the same objective: The Luxembourg government had
reserved the prestigious lots at the new quarter of Plateau Bourbon for
companies of national economic importance, and in the case of the ARBED
headquarters had even abandoned its plans to build a museum on the site 35
Still, the benefits of the Luxembourg views are manifold: The picturesque
framing worked for the entire film. With Luxembourg City views in the
beginning and the company’s social works at the end, the technical imagery
of production is framed by pleasant views and lively scenes, which may
well have enhanced the film’s attractiveness for the audience. Moreover,
by linking the cultural heritage of the old town to the prestigious new
quarter of Plateau Bourbon, the sequence of the city scenes functions as
a display of historical progress from tradition to modernity. This ongoing
process — and progress — of modernization is continued in modern industrial
landscapes, state-of-the-art industrial production and the industry’s social
reform initiatives, with an emphasis on the health and education of future
generations. The motifs are subtly interwoven in the progression of the film.
National and industrial motifs merge in the succession from the city views
to the panoramic views of the Luxembourgian industrial sites, which lead
over to the industrial sequences that picture the whole range of production.
The swimming pool scene then visually associates images of leisure and
hygiene with the steel plant, links social life to the industrial technosphere,
and logically segues into a depiction of the industry’s social works.3°
Ultimately, Columeta constituted a visual synthesis of different themes,
addressing a wide range of audiences, helped shape ARBED’s comprehensive
corporate image as a company of national importance that ensured economic
prosperity and social reform initiatives for Luxembourg, and offered an
optimistic vision of the company and the country’s future. For a corporate
audience, the film features the new distribution company Columeta as

34 The shots of the works in Burbach (Saar) had been executed by Edmund Epkens. The reason
for their abundance in the film is not documented; see Barthel. “Columeta,” pp.190—93.

35 Philippart, Robert L. Luxembourg. Historicisme et identité visuelle d’une capitale. Editions
Saint Paul, 2007, pp 42—44; see also Lorang. Limage sociale, pp. 22—25.

36 For an analysis of the links between human bodies and the industrial technosphere, see
Priem and Herman. “Hautnah.”
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the dominant Luxembourgian steel trader. The multiple industrial sites,
production processes and quality controls suggested huge capacity and
state-of-the-art technologies. The presentation of the social works dis-
played the companies as responsible and modern employers, who — in
times of rationalization — care for the well-being of their current and future
workforce, which is presented as healthy, skilled and disciplined — and
thus able to master modern technologies, guarantee the quality of the
products and ensure the continuity of production. Columeta, presumably
the first feature-length film with a Luxembourgian subject matter that was
distributed globally, also communicated a certain image of Luxembourg.
To an audience abroad, Columeta provided an insight into Luxembourg’s
cultural heritage and its modern steel industry, and showed a prospering
society with good living conditions and well-equipped healthcare and
educational institutions — which, it suggests, are linked to the steel industry.
To a Luxembourgian audience, Columeta delivered a message of national
pride in the economic power and prosperity of the Luxembourgian steel
industry and thus presented a political statement of stability and inde-
pendence after World War 137 The images of the company’s social works,
presenting modern initiatives of reform and the well-being of the workers,
could also counter the demands of the labour movement after the strike of
1921.3% Until today, ARBED is commonly acknowledged as a pioneer when
it comes to the establishment of social relief initiatives in Luxembourg.39
Thus, Columeta perfectly expressed the company’s self-image as a benefactor
and a forerunner in providing urgently needed social services. Moreover,
the emphasis on schooling in the presentation of the social works conveys
the promise of social advancement and better living conditions through
vocational education, which at the time was not yet mandated by law.4° The
detailed presentation of the vocational school Institut Emile Metz propagated

37 Following the recent threat of annexation, this message was also addressed at Luxembourg’s
neighbouring countries; see Barthel. “Columeta,” p. 206.

38 Seeibid., p. 205

39 See, for example: Lorang. Limage sociale; Kieffer, Simone. “Les oeuvres sociales de 'ARBED
(1900-1930) (Aciéries Réunies de Burbach-Eich-Dudelange).” MA thesis, Marc Bloch University,
2003; Schmitz, Nadine. “La politique sociale de 'ARBED/ARBED’s Social Policy.” La sidérurgie
luxembourgeoise. Un siécle d’histoire et d’innovation/Steelmaking in Luxembourg: A Century
of History and Innovation. Arcelor Mittal, 2011, pp. 149—51; Novella, Enric J. “Tuberculosis and
Political Economy: Industrial Wealth and National Health in the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg,
€.1900-1940.” Social History of Medicine, vol. 31, no. 2, 2018, pp. 308—27, https://doi.org/10.1093/
shm/hkxoo4; Herman. “Forging Harmony.”

40 See Herman. “Forging Harmony.”
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the theoretical, physical and moral formation of a new “workers’ elite,”
which had an immediate impact on Luxembourg’s societal stratification.'

Prescribing a modular use of the five individual reels in commercial cinemas
abroad, the company might even have envisioned tailor-made screenings to
specific audiences. The indispensable Luxembourg City scenes (which included
the title cards with the most important information on the company) in each
version linked the company to the national context and could be complemented
either with scenes of industrial production or with those of the social initiatives.
In the case of reel IV, where the production sequence ended with scenes of
leisure and hygiene in the swimming pool, the trinity of national, industrial
and social motifs was even communicated in a short version.

The corporate image, which was established in Columeta in the early
1920s, was extensively used for corporate communication in various media
during the interwar period and remained dominant for the company’s
self-presentation for decades.** Even under German occupation during
World War II, when ARBED published the illustrated book Stah! aus Lux-
emburg (Steel from Luxembourg) with the Heinrich Hoffmann publishing
house in Munich in 1942, it upheld the well-established corporate image as
Luxembourgian industry.*3

The Steel Industry as a Motif of National Cultural Heritage

Linking the industrial views to the picturesque views and the cultural
heritage of Luxembourg in Columeta can be seen as a coherent strategy to

41 SeePriem, Karin, and Frederik Herman. “Sensuous Geographies’ in the ‘Age of Steel’: Educating
Future Workers’ Bodies in Time and Space (1900—1940).” Fabricating Modern Societies: Education,
Body and Mind in the “Age of Steel”, edited by Karin Priem and Frederik Herman. Brill, 2019;
Herman. “Forging Harmony”; Priem and Herman. “Hautnah”; Herman, Frederik, Karin Priem, and
Geert Thyssen. “Kérper_Maschinen? Die Verschmelzung von Mensch und Technik in Pddagogik,
Industrie und Wissenschaft.” Jahrbuch fiir Historische Bildungsforschung, vol. 20, 2015, p. 61.

42 Columetaand ARBED published a number of corporate books and postcards that communicated
the corporate image. In1922, anillustrated brochure was exclusively dedicated to the presentation
of the history of ARBED’s social works. In 1929, the animated film Une Grande Industrie dans un
Petit Pays (A Great Industry in a Small Country) demonstrated ARBED’s — and Luxembourg’s — global
economic power through numerous animated statistical graphics. For further examples on ARBED’s
publicity package with special regards to its social works, see Lorang. Limage sociale.

43 The motifs in the book comprise a Luxembourg City view, a Luxembourgian industrial
landscape, steel production “from the ore mine to the final product,” and the industry’s social
works. Luxembourg’s annexation to the newly established German administrative division
“GauMoselland” is only mentioned in the introduction; see Muth, F., et al. Stahl aus Luxemburg.
Verlag Heinrich Hoffmann, 1942, p. 9.



BEAUTIFUL LUXEMBOURG, STEEL WORKS AND A SWIMMING POOL 189

promote ARBED as a Luxembourgian company. The national iconography
had been formed during the nineteenth century and was strongly connected
to the emerging tourism. Landscape painters had established a canon of vues
pittoresques (picturesque views) of the capital’s and the country’s cultural
heritage, which strongly reflected the romantic desires of foreigners for
what “had to be visited and seen” in Luxembourg.*4 Following this painterly
tradition, the photographer Charles Bernhoeft published the album Le
Grand-Duché de Luxembourg (The Grand Duchy of Luxembourg) between
1889 and 1891.45 The album was dedicated to the future Grand Duke Adolphe
and was intended to comprise images of “all important aspects” in Luxem-
bourg.46 When Bernhoeft, in 1889, included the plate Hauts fourneaux de
Dudelange (Blast furnaces of Dudelange) (fig. 5.5) in the album, his attempt
to broaden the national imagery was criticized by an anonymous critic in
the Luxembourgian press.*’

Fig. 5.5. Charles Bernhoeft, Hauts fourneaux de Dudelange (Blast furnaces of Dudelange), collotype,
from the album series Le Grand-Duché de Luxembourg (1889-1891). © Musée National d’Histoire et
d’Art - Luxembourg.

Despite the careful assimilation of the industrial site to the pictorialist style
of the series, the critic pointed out that this very modern plant, with its
smoking chimneys, had nothing in common with the ancient monuments

44 Anexample is the Album Pittoresque du Grand Duché de Luxembourg (Picturesque album of
the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg), published in 1857 by the Luxembourgian painter Jean-Baptiste
Fresez; see Linden, André, and Guy Thewes. Greetings from Luxembourg: A Journey into the World
of Tourism. Musée d'histoire de la ville, 2008, p. 46.

45 See Thill, Edmond. “Charles Bernhoeft: Photographe de la Belle Epoque.” Charles Bernhoeft:
Photographe de la Belle Epoque, edited by idem. Imprimerie Centrale S.A., 2014, pp. 93—412, esp. p.124.
46 1Ibid., pp. 138, 155.

47 SeeHerman, Frederik, and Ira Plein. “Envisioning the Industrial Present: Pathways of Cultural
Learning in Luxembourg (1880s-1920s).” Paedagocica Historica, vol. 53, no. 3, 2017, pp. 268—84.
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and cultural heritage. Bernhoeft did not include the plate in his later albums
of Luxembourgian views and thus may have adapted to the dominant desire
for traditional picturesque national motifs.*® More than a decade later,
however, Bernhoeft entered into an apparently profitable business, when he
published some motifs of the recently built Differdange plant as postcards.*
At the turn of the century, the steel industry became an increasingly popular
motif for the emerging mass medium of the illustrated postcard.>° Though
still not accepted as “official” national motifs, industrial sites thus became
a part of the popular range of Luxembourgian motifs, which surely made it
possible for the general public to familiarize itself with, and aesthetically
appreciate, the new industries and technologies.>*

Fig. 5.6. Nicolas Ries and Robert Hausemer, Le beau pays de Luxembourg (The beautiful country of
Luxembourg, 1932).

It was only after World War I, when ARBED came to dominate Luxembour-
gian steel production, and after the Columeta film that the steel industry

48 Thill. “Charles Bernhoeft,” p. 144.

49 See Herman, and Plein. “Envisioning the Industrial Present,” pp. 276-8o.

50 Views of Differdange rank as the fourth most common motifs among the more than 1,300 postcard
motifs published by Luxembourgian photographer Jacques Marie Bellwald around 1900, see ibid.
51 The steel industry was also aesthetically elevated in contemporary Luxembourgian literature.
See Millim, Anne-Marie. “Schooling the Gaze: Industry and Nation-Building in Luxembourgish
Landscape-Writing, 1900-1940.” Journal of European Studies, vol. 44, no. 2, 2014, pp. 151-69.
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was irrevocably presented and accepted as part of the national iconography.
A cornerstone for the elevation of industrial motifs to national value was
laid with the richly illustrated travel guide Le beau pays de Luxembourg
(The beautiful country of Luxembourg) in 1928 (fig. 5.6). Photographs of
industrial sites and even of ARBED’s social works are incorporated into the
visual canon of national sites and cultural heritage in an explicit context
of “beauty.”

Possibly planned as a film adaption of the travel guide, a film of the same
title, Le beau pays de Luxembourg, was commissioned by the government for
the 1935 World Fair in Brussels, where the steel industry featured prominently
in the presentation of the country’s economy.5* After a first screening in
Luxembourg, the response of the press was unanimous: the film by a Belgian
operator, which was supposed to serve as touristic propaganda for the
country, was seen as technically bad.5 Moreover it had failed to represent
the country’s beauty, which was considered as an impossible undertaking in
fifteen minutes.5* It was further criticized that “our metallurgy” was featured
in a manner that did not represent Luxembourg’s leading position in Europe’s
steel production.s Describing his vision of “the film about Luxembourg,” the
film critic Evy Friedrich said that it would need to be technically accurate
and require a detailed knowledge of the country, so that one could choose
“only the best” and the “most characteristic” topics of the country.5® Not
least, a film about Luxembourg would require more time to capture the
landscape and to leave the audience time “to await the highlights.”?

Asit turned out, Evy Friedrich became the assistant of the Luxembourgian
cineaste René Leclére, who directed a forty-seven-minute film for the World
Fair in Paris 1937, entitled Il est un petit pays (It Is a Small Country).58 In this
film, a couple takes the viewer on a touristic car ride through different
regions of the Grand Duchy, highlighting its natural beauty and cultural
heritage, but also pointing out its modern features, for example, the new
radio station or life in the capital city. When the journey goes south, to

52 The filmis not preserved. For the 1935 World Fair, see Mousset, Jean-Luc, and Ulrike Degen,
editors. Un petit parmi les grands: Le Luxembourg aux Expositions universelles de Londre a
Shanghai (1851-2010). Musée national d’histoire et d’art, 2010, pp. 189—205.

53 M., Dr. “Der Propagandafilm tiber Luxemburg.” Luxemburger Wort, February 15,1935, p. 8.
54 Ibid.

55 M., N.“Le beau pays de Luxembourg’: Ein touristischer Propagandafilm.” Tageblatt, Febru-
ary1s, 1935, p. 7-

56 F., E. [Friedrich, Evy]. “Ein Film iiber Luxemburg.” Tageblatt, February 15,1935, p. 7.

57 Ibid.

58 Lesch. René Leclére, pionier du cinéma luxembourgeois. CNA, 1999, pp. 46—56, esp. p. 49.
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the industrial region of Luxembourg, the film’s commentary announces
the steel industry with lyrics. After citing a poem on the ambivalence
of Luxembourgian landscapes, accompanied by a long shot of a barren
landscape, the voice-over introduces the industrial scenes as follows: “And
here a poetry of another sort, that of work and of effort.” The sequence on the
steel industry features views of steel works and production scenes inside the
plants, which are accompanied by a mixed audio background of machine
sounds and music, before the journey moves on through rural landscapes to
Luxembourg City. The film was screened on the occasion of the World Fair
in Paris, where the steel industry was an essential part of the fair’s media
system consisting of the film, an official brochure and the pavilion’s exterior
and interior design (fig. 5.7).59 Hence, the steel industry was aesthetically
elevated and finally fully established as part of Luxembourg’s canonical
cultural heritage — in the entire exhibition and in a film commissioned
by the government, which became a big success and was praised in the
Luxembourg press as a “real Luxembourgian film.”%°

Fig. 5.7. Article on the Luxembourgian pavilion at the 1937 World Fair in Paris in A-Z — Luxemburger
illustrierte Wochenschrift, no. 23 (1937), pp. 4-5.

59 The main exhibition room featured samples of steel products and a huge model of the
southern industrial region underneath a wall with large-scale paintings of Luxembourgian
motifs, which included an industrial landscape; see also Mousset, and Degen. Un petit parmi
les grands, pp. 206—29.

60 Lesch. René Leclére, p. 49.
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A Columeta “Remake” in the 1960s?

In the 1960s, midway through Les Trente Glorieuses, the glorious thirty years
of economic prosperity between 1945 and 1974, ARBED produced another
corporate film, which appears like a slightly extended, modernized colour
remake of Columeta and demonstrates the consistency and continuity of the
company’s self-presentation over time. The corporate image with its three
main motifs (Luxembourg, industry, social works) remained unchanged.
What differed from 1921 is the extent to which ARBED explicitly associated
itself with Luxembourg and the well-being of the entire country. While
Columeta had connected the industrial landscapes and production scenes
to the picturesque views of Luxembourg City, the striking Eastmancolor
film with the telling title Aciéries dans un parc (Steel Works in a Park) takes
the spectator on a journey through the Grand Duchy, pointing to touristic
regions and local traditions. In keeping with the title, the film unfolds an
image of a prospering and state-of-the-art steel industry, which is situated
in alandscape of flourishing beauty and peaceful living — all of it presented
in a colourful and aesthetically pleasing way.

Fig. 5.8. Frames from Aciéries dans un parc (dir. Georges Lust, 1960s, 45 min). Courtesy of Centre
national de l'audiovisuel (Luxembourg)/Arcelor Mittal.

The introduction presents blossoming landscapes of the north, where
farmers cultivate the “good land,” views of cities and the dancing procession
of Echternach (which honours the missionary and the city’s founder Wil-
librord), castles, “charming villages” and “wild valleys.” The commentary
introduces the viewer to the country’s history, including its folkloristic and
Christian traditions and the origins of its dynasty. Several scenes present
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the remains of ancient ironworks and point to the age-old tradition of iron
production in preindustrial times, also featuring iron tomb slabs and the
sculpture of a saint holding hammer and pliers. The steel industry is thus
presented as a native part of Luxembourg’s cultural heritage, which is also
deeply rooted in Catholic tradition. The commentary tells the history of iron
and steel production in Luxembourg until the present day, with scenes of
blacksmiths in a village linking this historical tradition to contemporary
craftsmanship. A train, loaded with charcoal, takes the viewer on a ride
through the countryside, traversing Luxembourg City via the old bridge
before it arrives in the industrial south of Luxembourg. After several views
of the plants, the production sequences at ARBED show modern production
lines and workers who control the machines from the safe distance of
control rooms. The film’s commentary stresses ARBED’s global expansion
as well as its importance for Luxembourg by emphasizing the economic
prosperity, which the industry had brought to the entire country and posits
Luxembourg’s importance for Europe, as hosting one of the headquarters of
the European Community. The well-being of the working class is featured
in scenes of leisure-time activities such as dancing or playing ninepins in a
city café or canoeing in the wild. The section on the social works presents
the still existing vocational school Institut Emil Metz and the open-air
school. The commentary explicitly asserts ARBED’s societal authority in
the past — “Long before the state legislature intervened, ARBED took the
initiative to improve the workers’ fate through social works and human
solidarity” — and further stresses that ARBED still cares for its former
employees, its adult workers and their children, and that this engagement
goes “a lot further than the law stipulates.” The end of the film refers to
the transformation of the country, which is depicted as going hand in
hand with the rise of the steel industry. While showing scenes of rural
meadows and grain fields, the commentary explains that Luxembourg’s
agriculture has not suffered from the steel works. Quite the contrary, the
Thomas slag, a by-product of steel production, had fertilized the country’s
soil — including those lots that could not be cultivated before. The film’s
last comment points out that Luxembourg has supplemented agriculture
with rolling mills, ensuring Luxembourg’s prosperity, before a long panning
shot shows the city of Esch-sur-Alzette in a valley and ends with a view
of a steel plant.

Aciéries dans un parc gives proof of the striking consistency of ARBED’s
corporate image, roughly forty years after it was formed through Columeta.
Was it not about time for something new? We do not have any records
about ARBED’s intentions, the precise context or even precise dating of
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the film’s production, or its actual screenings.®' Hence, looking at Luxem-
bourg’s national film production after World War II until the early 1960s
turns out to be a helpful approach to shed light on some aspects of the
film’s reaffirmation of national, industrial and social motifs at the time.
During the post-war period, the steel industry was featured in numerous
touristic and/or economic propaganda films.®? Yet, it had lost its exclusive
position of being the only industry featured in films of Luxembourg’s
self-presentation. Luxembourgian author André Linden has underlined
that the “strong nationalist thrust of the post-war era at first favoured
images of national harmony” in Luxembourgian films.®3 This brought
along the uplift of agriculture as a topic of national economy and, for
some time, the separation of economy and tourism in the national film
production of the 1950s.%4

However, at the 1958 World Fair in Brussels, the steel industry clearly
dominated the Luxembourgian pavilion, a modernist construction of steel
and glass.% This very modern architecture was criticized by a prominent
voice: Joseph Petit, the author of the Luxembourg’s official fair brochure,
deplored the lack of Luxembourg’s (natural) beauty in the Luxembourg
pavilion, and stated: “We could have said it with more flowers.”® For the
World Fair, the government commissioned the film Luxembourg 1958. Pays
des chateaux et des foréts (Luxembourg, 1958: Country of Castles and Forests).
While the steel industry was featured among other industries, it was pictured
as the driving force for “the wealth and the fortune of all Luxembourg”

61 Itislikely that Aciéries dans un parc was produced before 1967, since in that year, ARBED
incorporated its smaller competitor, HADIR, including the steel plant of Differdange, which is
not mentioned in the film. The film’s commentary gives a total steel production figure of 3.3
million tons. According to Chomé, Arbed produced 3.565 million tons in 1964; see Chomé, Felix.
ARBED. Un demi-siécle d’histoire industrielle 1911-1964. ARBED, 1972, p. 150.

62 Many of these films were created under the auspices of the government or “supervised by the
Department of Economic and Tourism Expansion” and directed by the Luxembourgian Philippe
Schneider; see Linden, André. “Lux et vox (... 1929-1979 ...) — ‘Sons et Lumiéres’ of Luxembourg
Cinema.” Létzebuerger Kino: Aspects of Luxembourg Cinema, edited by Jean Back and Viviane
Thill. CNA, 2005, pp. 13—57, esp. p.18.

63 For an extensive analysis of the Luxembourg film production from the 1920s to the
1970s, see Linden. “Lux et vox,” pp. 13—57, quotation on p. 37. An analytical inventory of a
hundred Luxembourgian films from the 1920s to the 1970s is provided in the book’s appendix,
Pp- 234-39.

64 Seeibid., p.18.

65 See Mousset, and Degen. Un petit parmi les grands, pp. 249—63.

66 See Linden, André. “Nous aurions pu dii le dire avec plus de fleurs’. Mises au point a 'ombre
de 'Atomium.” Un petit parmi les grands: Le Luxembourg aux Expositions universelles de Londre
a Shanghai (1851-2010). Musée national d’histoire et d’art, 2010, p. 342.
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and being “one of the master builders and major partners in the European
Coal and Steel Community, the seed of a united Europe.” Steel production
sequences follow the presentation of the Echternach dancing procession
and of the Codex Aureus of Echternach, an illuminated manuscript created
in the city’s Benedictine monastery in the eleventh century.

The film presents an incisive turning point by linking the well-being of
the population to the state rather than to the steel industry: it contains a
long scene of a public swimming pool and scenes of urban housing, a fun fair,
and the Maison des Enfants (which was founded by ARBED and featured
in Columeta), but does not explicitly mention ARBED as a pioneer in social
welfare and reforms.

The state’s “claim” to the topic (and the visuals) of social well-being is
then plainly expressed in the seventeen-minute film Le droit au soleil (The
Right to the Sun), commissioned by the government in 1959. Concentrating
exclusively on social affairs, it contrasts the “bad old days,” when the poor
and the disabled had depended on charity, to the present-day achieve-
ments of the state’s social legislation, which ensures social protection for
“all” its citizens.5” The 1960 school film Visage du Luxembourg (The Face
of Luxembourg) equally highlights workers’ housing estates, retirement
homes, and schools as the outcome of the state’s social legislation. Again,
the steel industry is featured as the country’s driving economic force, but
the commentary also expresses concerns about the economic changes to
which the steel industry is able to adapt to, while the agricultural sector
has difficulties with keeping up.

Thus, at a time when the steel industry was economically dominant,
the national films promoted preindustrial traditions and heritage, such as
agriculture and Christianity, and a prominent critic was asking for “more
flowers” rather than technological modernity in the Luxembourgian
self-presentation, Aciéries dans un parc appears like an adjustment to this
atmosphere, through its emphasis on ARBED’s rootedness in Luxembourgian
heritage such as craftsmanship, preindustrial iron making and Christian
traditions, ARBED’s benefits for agriculture, and the use of colourful
beauty — be it blossoming meadows or the colourful presentation of steel
production. At the same time, the film goes beyond national boundaries and
highlights Luxembourg’s and the industry’s share in the European process.
Furthermore, Aciéries dans un parc subtly counters the state’s recent claim
to the social motifs by explicitly reminding the audience of ARBED’s social

67 See Linden. “Lux et vox,” p. 19.
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welfare and reform achievements in the past and its ongoing commitment
to corporate responsibility.5

Conclusion

By linking national imagery to the modernity of technological and social
progress, Columeta in 1921 created a synthesis of motifs that established
ARBED’s corporate image, which was maintained into the 1960s. The
inclusion of touristic views of “beautiful Luxembourg” adapted to the
country’s traditional iconography and further displayed a progression
from Luxembourg’s past to the present of industrial technology and social
reforms — a link that emphasized the industry’s importance for Luxembourg
and suggested an optimistic outlook to the country’s future. The swimming
pool scene in Columeta and the extensive display of the industry’s social
works linked societal well-being with the industrial sphere. The promise
of economic progress, which was communicated by the industrial motifs,
was subsequently included into the Luxembourgian self-presentation of
the interwar period.

In the late 1950s, when the state asserted that the social well-being of its
citizens was due to state legislation, thereby laying claim to the topic and
the visuals that had previously been closely linked to the steel industry,
the corporate representation of ARBED and the national representation
of Luxembourg converge to the extent that both communicate national,
technological and social motifs as significant components of a corporate,
or a national identity, respectively. Thus, Columeta not only established the
constituent motifs for the corporate image of Luxembourg’s major steel
company, but also to a large extent of Luxembourg’s national self-image.?
The film thus was a precursor of a modernized self-presentation of Luxem-
bourg that presented the country as a harmonious synthesis of tradition

68 This claim to historic importance and social responsibility was also manifested in films

that paid homage to the life of ARBED’s former director, Emil Mayrisch, and were produced by
ARBED (Le Temps de Chateau,1962; Emil Mayrisch,1963) and Telé Luxembourg (Emil Mayrisch,

l’homme et son ceuvre, 1963); see ibid., p. 25; and the appendix of Létzebuerger Kino: Aspects of
Luxembourg Cinema, p. 238.

69 AsYvonne Zimmermann has shown, corporate films have also had a strong impact on the
nation’s branding in Switzerland; see Zimmermann, Yvonne. “What Hollywood Is to America,

the Corporate Film Is to Switzerland’: Remarks on Industrial Film as Utility Film.” Films That
Work: Industrial Film and the Productivity of Media, edited by Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick
Vonderau. Amsterdam University Press, 2009, pp. 101-17.
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and modernity. With Aciéries dans un parc ARBED once again adapted to
the national imagery and also reacted to the current atmosphere of the
time. The extensive display of iron and steel production as a native part of
Luxembourg’s cultural heritage inscribed the industry even more into the
national iconography and historiography. The film explicitly reconfirmed
ARBED’s economic and social achievements of the past and the present,
which once again enabled the communication of its corporate image — and
also an image of Luxembourg — to the broadest possible audience(s).
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6 Hydropower for a Sealess Nation
Representation of Water Energy in Czech Visual Culture

Lucie Cesalkova

Abstract

Post-war Czechoslovakia preferred to rely on water resources in its energy
policy. This study analyses the role of art and media in the country’s
communication of its turn to hydropower. Rivers are approached as
environtechnical landscapes that can (re)define modern national identities
since they served as lines of communication, economic commodities, and
arepresentational medium, helping to conceptualize ideas of the nation.
Accordingly, media and art relating to the construction of dams supported
the circulation of knowledge and exploited the symbolic potential of dams
as energy sources and as a solution to the national trauma associated
with the lack of access to the sea. Industrial films about hydropower
contributed to understanding the profound economic paradigm shift
from capitalist to socialist order and significantly shaped ideas on the
possibilities of turning nature into a source of energy.

Keywords: resource cultures; environtechnical landscapes; water energy;

post-WWII reconstruction; Czechoslovakia

A poetic documentary about the Vltava River, Pribéh staré reky (The Story of
an Old River,1957) by director Jifi Lehovec, was created by chance. Lehovec,
one of the avant-garde-minded Czech filmmakers of the interwar period,
participated artistically for several years in other cinematic pieces on a
similar topic before completing this film — Svatopluk Studeny’s Povdzské
stupné (Vidh Degrees, 1955) and Vodn( dila v Ceskoslovensku (Waterworks in
Czechoslovakia, 1956), commissioned by the Technoexport company as an
audiovisual promotion of Czech hydropower and especially water turbines
abroad. In parallel with these informative promotional films with a technical

Hediger, V., F. Hoof, Y. Zimmermann, with S. Anthony (eds), Films That Work Harder: The Circula-
tion of Industrial Film. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
DOI: 10.5117/9789462986534_CH06
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focus, Lehovec thought about a film that would portray the phenomenon
of the Vltava River more comprehensively, not just in terms of the energy
potential acquired by modern water management technology. As the author
of the photographic screenplay for Botic, potok chudych (Botic, the Stream of
the Poor, 1935) and the director of a movie about the progress in regulating
rivers and dam building, Zkroceny zivel (Tamed Element, 1938), Lehovec
viewed the river phenomenon for a long time, primarily as a vehicle of
social life and as a part of the landscape. The Story of an Old River links
these two interests with other dimensions of the river’s meaning, namely
poetic, industrial, technological and economic.

It is symptomatic of Lehovec’s approach to emphasize the river in its
ambivalent unity. He reflects on the eradication of old villages and the
creation of a new hydropower plant (a new energy source) with the same
calmness and humility, aware of the naturalness of the change in the his-
torical cycle of the river. He is fascinated by the poverty of former villages,
by their churches and the traditional peculiarity of some houses, by the
romantic countryside, as well as by the dangerous work of the rafters, the
design of the giant dam, the hydropower plant’s technological equipment
and the vicissitudes of the water element. Considering all partial aspects
surrounding the river at that stage of its preparation for the exploitation of
the energy potential in overall harmony, Lehovec understands the Vitava
as an “organic machine.”

Environmental historian Richard White uses the same metaphor in 1995
to explain the meanings of the Columbia River in the United States. White
notes the growing industrial mechanization of the river, however, he does
not interpret it as evidence of the triumph of technology and the human
element of nature, but rather in the sense of new trends in engaging nature
and converting its energy to other forms. Humans, according to White, in
this case did not destroy, but rather changed nature, and their impacts
on the river are undistinguishable from those of environmental forces.
“To say that there should be thousands of chinook and sockeye salmon
passing upriver on a given day is perhaps to miss the point. If this were the
old Columbia River system there should be salmon, but this is a different
river. It is not the river the salmon evolved in. This new river produces
carp and shad,” claims White, freed from the need to evaluate certain
aspects of the river’s development either as negative or positive. That is to
say, the river is both natural and cultural; it is an organic machine. Sara B.

1 White, Richard. Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River. Hill and Wang, 1995,
p- 90.
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Pritchard offers a profound deepening of White’s concept by accessing the
French Rhéne River as an envirotechnical landscape, defined by specific
envirotechnical systems and regimes and adding culturally constructed
beliefs to the interplay of factors influencing its function.

According to Pritchard, rivers and their management are interwoven
with political questions, economic debates, cultural ideas, and social
struggles. More importantly, in her approach the history of the river re-
veals that “ideas about nature, technology, and their relationship infused
conceptions of the nation.”” Developments of certain envirotechnical
landscapes thus, in her opinion, can be analysed as redefinitions of the
identity of modern national states. The image of the river, or any other
envirotechnical landscape, changing throughout history, however, is
constantly constructed and reconstructed by external agents — politicians,
scientific and technical experts, environmentalists, journalists, artists,
as well as ordinary people.

In the Czech national imagination and consciousness, the Vltava River
plays a similarly crucial role. But not only the Vltava alone. As a part of
Central Europe, Czechoslovakia strongly identified itself with the whole
Central European waterway system, and its regulation was one of the most
prominent political and technological priorities. Despite the evidence
that the construction of dams and the regulation of river flow generally
reduces the intake of sediment and thus increases the likelihood of erosion
of the river bed, including gravel, which is thought to contribute to creating
an ideal environment for spawning, and the undisputable fact that dam
and hydropower plant construction projects meant the flooding of former
villages and often violent destruction of indigenous communities, in the
public discourse, this social and environmental damage was balanced
by the advantages that the reduction of flooding or conversely dramatic
drought has for farmers. In the set of influences rectifying the image of rivers
and other envirotechnical landscapes like ambivalent phenomena, media
and the arts play a vital role. Therefore, the explanation of why, despite
these negative aspects, waterpower plants and dams are still perceived
as an unproblematic part of everyday Czech life is hiding in the cultural
imagination that surrounds rivers, waterways and, generally, water as a
source of energy.

In order to highlight the role of the social and cultural background in the
economic processes from a historical perspective, contemporary archaeology

2 Pritchard, Sara B. Confluence: The Nature of Technology and the Remaking of the Rhone.
Harvard University Press, 2011, p. 9.
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and historical anthropology introduced the concept of ResourceCultures
This concept enables historians and anthropologists to point out that dif-
ferent things were considered as significant (re)sources by different cultures
and societies at different times, and go beyond traditional resource catego-
rization such as renewable/non-renewable, limited/unlimited, recyclable/
non-recyclable etc. From this perspective, resources are understood as “parts
of networks composed of people, objects, technologies, and knowledge,*
and can be explained within the complex of political-economic relations,
scientific and technological developments, geographic conditions, social
and cultural dynamics, as well as practices of usage.

Although historical anthropology by its nature deals with very old cul-
tures and societies, the concept of ResourceCultures is relevant to recent
history as well. Above all, it is bridging political-economic and sociocultural
perspectives on resources, and as such it provokes explanations of resource
use as being embedded not only in political and economical decisions, but
also in technological developments, knowledge formation, as well as in the
cultural beliefs and social practices of specific communities. To understand
how the meanings are assigned to resources through cultural beliefs and
social practices, and to explore the dynamics of this symbolic construction
in its complexity is no less useful in the modern history of Western societies,
where the construction and validation of symbolic ideas and beliefs was
importantly catalysed by culture, arts, and media. Cultural artefacts and
media as vehicles of the national imagination and knowledge formation
can, if conceived as an insight into complex political, economic, social and
technological relations, reveal how the concept of a particular resource
in a given cultural context transformed and what factors contributed to
dampen the controversy related to it.

Water Culture

Besides coal, twentieth-century Czechoslovak energy politics was most
closely identified with water, the reason being the importance of water
resources (rivers, ponds and lakes) in the national culture and imagination.

3 Bartelheim, Martin, et al. “ResourceCultures’ — A Concept for Investigating the Use of
Resources in Different Societies.” Persistent Economic Ways of Living, Production, Distribution,
and Consumption in Late Prehistory and Early History, edited by Alzbéta Danielisova and Manuel
Ferndndez-Gotz. Archaeolingua Alapitvany, 2015, pp. 39-50.

4 Ibid.



HYDROPOWER FOR A SEALESS NATION 207

As a state whose borders do not touch the sea and from which all the rivers
only flow out and none enter it, Czechoslovakia always struggled not only
with specific natural conditions, but also with many national frustrations.
As a small, densely populated country often plagued by floods, but also
severe droughts, a country with no colonial ambitions, Czechoslovakia
dreamed about its own sea. The idea of the Czech sea, evolving as a specific
concept since at least the mid-nineteenth century, cumulated in a series
of sometimes conflicting small Czech national ambitions — from seafaring
to political projects, economic recovery solutions, and business plans, to
visions of tourism development.

Visual culture historian Petra Handkova explains how culture has become
a projection screen for unfulfilled longing for a Czech sea with an example
from a popular Czech mock-biopic film, Jdra Cimrman, lezici spici (Jara
Cimrman, Lying, Sleeping, 1983). Hanakova recalls the scene where the main
character, a Czech genius and in a way a caricature of a national hero, decides
to lay the sea at the feet of the Czech capital — Prague. In this scene, set in
1897, an enormous panorama is extended between two Renaissance houses
in one corner of the Old Town Square in Prague, and a patriotic speech at
the opening of the event reminds the crowd that “this sea was not given to
us by nature as with other nations, but by the genius of the Czech artist.”
Cimrman’s sea — depicted as a panorama — Hanakova argues, functions here
as both a “tangible screen, and elusive ideal, a screen infested with dreams,
ambitions and desires, a screen which offers a condensed metaphor for
visual culture working as a compensation for lack, inadequacy, and trauma.”
In the imagery of a Czech sea, Hanakova reveals the distress of a small
nation, a small country at the mercy of neighbouring political and cultural
superpowers throughout its history, as well as the effort to compensate for
this smallness and oppression through an investment in culture.®

This scene from the film emphasizes the compensation role of a culture
which here actually literally replaces what for various external reasons
does not exist. Culture, here in the form of a panorama’s canvas, was at the
time an entirely new medium of an enhanced and immersive vision. The
playful imagination of its creator (an artist) represents a conflict between
progress (visual novelty) and tradition (its performance and theme), but it
also soothes and alleviates the internal discord and the social trauma felt by
anation whose borders do not touch the sea. Moreover, Cimrman typically

5 Handkova, Petra. “The Seas and Skies of Bohemia: Projections and Inventions of the National
Space.” EUtROPEs: The Paradox of European Empire, edited by John W. Boyer and Berthold Molden,
University of Chicago Press, 2015, pp. 335-58.
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does not stimulate the imagination of its viewers through the return to the
past, to history, but wants to bring them to the amazement of utopia by
displaying the improbable.

In conceptualizing Central Europe, to which Czechoslovakia (or the
Czech lands) belong, the idea of a water(way) has wound like a red thread
since at least the late eighteenth century, proving that culturally defined
envirotechnical landscapes importantly contribute to the national imagina-
tion. The polarity of the Rhine and the Danube, more recently elaborated, for
example, by Claudio Magris, was for the first time introduced by historian
and publicist Constantin Frantz as crucial to his model of spacious German-
ness.® German economist Friedrich List then proposed his concept of Central
Europe as based on the idea of a customs union interconnected through a
complex transportation system,” and as Henry Cord Meyer reminds us in
his Mitteleuropa, such thoughts about the importance of ports and canal
building were present in the Central European discourse throughout the
entire nineteenth century.® Although considered more or less as hopeless
visions, such projects as Rhine-Main-Danube, Oder-Danube or Elbe-Moldau-
Danube canals were enthusiastically discussed in contemporary newspapers,
and even the intellectual history of the Czech National Revival shows us
how deeply the Revivalist concept of Czech national identity was rooted in
Johann Georg Herder's idea of the Mitte/mittel, the centre/middle, considered
as Slavic, and spread from Balaton to Balt, along the Danube, from Sava to
Volga,? and how it in various text formats shaped popular Czech imagery
in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.

A waterway network was also crucial for the very first visions of an
integrated Central Europe, which in the early 1920s was enjoyed by Czech
diplomatic patronage, business, as well as the intellectual elite.’® “To
define our relationship to the sea” was a topic of the first public debates
in the independent Czechoslovakia after 1918 and led to the founding of
the Czechoslovak Shipping Company in 1920. Stating that “it would be a
mistake to believe that the sea is of no importance for us just because it does

6 Ehmer, Manfred. Mitteleuropa: Die Vision des politischen Romantikers Constantin Frantz.
Tredition, 2012.

7  List, Friedrich. Das nationale System der politischen Okonomie. Cotta, 1841; Brechtefeld, Jorg.
Mitteleuropa and German Politics, 1848 to the Present. Macmillan, 1996.

8 Meyer, Henry Cord. Mitteleuropa in German Thought and Action, 1815-1945. Springer, 1955,
p- 75.

9 Kollar, Jan. Qtd. in Macura, Vladimir. Znameni zrodu a éeské sny. Academia, 2015, p. 159.
10 Janag, Jitl. European Coasts of Bohemia: Negotiating the Danube-Oder-Elbe Canal in a Troubled
Twentieth Century. Amsterdam University Press, 2012.
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not neighbour us,” the company brought together domestic elites across
disciplines, from entrepreneurs to tourists, university professors and artists,'
to join them in a nationwide societal movement, whose leaders openly
reflected on the longing for the sea as a part of the national imagination, and
through its activities wanted this idea to escape from the realm of fantasy.’s

What is important, however, is that since the very beginning of the com-
pany’s activities, close links to culture were declared to be an irreplaceable
part of its identity. Primarily they looked for visual culture, mainly cinema. The
company celebrated its establishment in one of the most luxurious cinemas in
Prague’s city centre, Svétozor, with slides and films accompanying the opening
speech and a lecture explaining the plan of creating a Central-European
waterway network and the possibilities of hydropower. The ceremony was
attended by the president, Tomas Garrigue Masaryk, who also gave a donation
to the company and affirmed the prestigious status of the event. Topical films
depicting the Vltava River, such as Inspekcni cesta ministra Starika z Prahy
do Ustinad Labem (Minister Stanék’s Inspection Trip from Prague to Ustinad
Labem) and the well-known Svatojdnské proudy (St. Johann’s Rapids, Antonin
Pech, 1912) were screened, together with a film about serial shipbuilding in
the United States.'* Since this event, the paths of culture, namely film and
hydropower in Czechoslovakia, have remained admirably intertwined.

There were two major proponents of the Central European waterway
regulation project: Hugo Vavrecka and Antonin Smrcek. Vavrecka, the
Czech ambassador in Vienna, joined Dominik Cipera and the well-known
businessman Jan Antonin Bata to become directors of the Bata company in
1932, which was involved in commerce (especially shoe manufacture) and
media production. Together, they developed a vision of a dramatic increase
in the use of water transport in business and industry, and they promoted
this vision at the national and international levels.'s

11 Miildner, Josef. Ndmorni spolecnost ceskoslovenskd, jeji vznik a tikoly. Namotni spole¢nost
c¢eskoslovenska, 1920, p. 13.

12 Ibid.

13 “Itis not only the suppressed, subdued desires of a small, landlocked nation, distant from
the sea, that leads swimmers, experts, and other interested persons to the constitution of the
Czechoslovak Shipping Company, but also especially severe economic considerations. The
programme of the company [...] therefore does not consist of dreams, fantasies, or romanticism,
neither does the company work for profit. Its intentions are purely cultural. The company wants
to help educate ordinary people and spread its noble idea,” ibid., p. 15.

14 The ceremony took place on April 29, 1920. Ibid., p. 17.

15 Similarly, trade interests intersect with waterway development worldwide throughout
history. See, for example, Innis, Harold. The Fur Trade in Canada. University of Toronto Press,
2001 (originally published in 1930).
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Antonin Smréek, the second important voice in the water regulation and
water energy debates of the 1920s and 1930s, was a professor of hydraulic
engineering at the Brno University of Technology. In addition to being a
member of a number of national and international water management com-
missions, he himself implemented many waterworks, whose construction
he filmed. Emphasizing technical perfection, the beauty of the materials
and the utility of the buildings, Smrcek represented constructivism in Czech
film. His works, such as Stavba prehrady u Vranova nad Dyji (Construction
of the Dam at Vranov upon Thaya), Stavba prehrady u Knini¢ek (Construction
of Kninié¢ky Dam), Laborator Stiekovsky jez (Laboratory at Stiekov Weir)
etc. appeared in the Czech collection at the International Photographic
Exhibition in The Hague in 1928, as well as in several avant-garde Czech film
collections screened both in Czechoslovakia and abroad. Smrcek captured
his waterworks from an unusual angle with a sophisticated sense of the
materiality of bodies of water, and he introduced several tropes that would
reappear in Czech imagery surrounding water energy later on, namely calling
it “white coal” to highlight the fact that Czech coal is rare and of poor quality,
while hydropower creates energy using otherwise “unproductive” land.
Most crucial was the way in which Smrcek’s films defined the relationship
between water management and nature — which was understood as “taming.”
Taming — via the construction of locks and reservoirs — meant new work
for unemployed people in the 1930s and the tamed, docile countryside thus
became fulfilled by new values and meanings.

Vavrecka and Smréek were key proponents of the construction of the
Danube-Oder-Elbe canal in the interwar period, which is often described

as a “laboratory of Europe™®

and whose planning developed throughout
the twentieth century, in each period with different ambitions. The canal
was developed “at the junction of transnational system network building
and national development,” and thus its potential building carried different
meanings for the state that built it and for those whom it would enable to con-
nect to new territories. Negotiations about balancing costs and advantages
were therefore always accompanied by conflicts of interest at the interna-
tional political level. Discussions about canal construction projects and
visions surrounding it were closely associated with the current international
political direction of the country. In the dramatic Czechoslovak history in
the twentieth century, frameworks legitimizing this project transformed
in relation to changes in state policies. As the country transformed from a
part of Austro-Hungarian territory to independent state, to Nazi occupied

16 Janac. European Coasts of Bohemia, p. 20.
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land and, after the war, to a member of the Soviet Bloc, the idea of the canal
and its position within Central Europe changed as well.

The idea of Danube-Oder-Elbe water management was viewed in the
international dimension as a promise of connections to foreign markets
and symbolic approximated seas. In the 1920s and 1930s, the “Czech sea”
was most often linked with the Adriatic Sea, as the seaside destination
that was the closest and most affordable in terms of traffic and culture.”
Besides bilateral cultural and trade exchanges, the idea of the canal, then,
was associated with the conquest of the sea and with the development of
transport and tourism, Czech integration into European structures and
open, international communication. The media followed this tendency
in various ways, one of them being the utopian vision of a water empire.
The short educational film Pfistav v srdci Evropy (The Harbour in the Heart
of Europe) from 1946 represented such a water empire agenda. Recycling
footage from 1930s and 1940s travelogues and educational films, The Harbour
in the Heart of Europe significantly contributed not only to a debate on the
national identity’s relationship with industrial development, but also to the
circulation of the imagery and meanings in industrial films.

There were four main sources for The Harbour in the Heart of Europe, four
groups of films whose footage the film recycled. These were classroom films
by Jaroslav Novotny, travelogues and documentaries from Ceylon and India
by Alexander Hackenschmied (aka Hammid), the above-mentioned dam
construction films by Antonin Smrcek, and Bata’s unpublished instructional
films about the benefits of water transportation. These all led to the project’s
background, namely to Zlin. The very idea of the film as well as the project it
promoted has its roots in early 1940s Zlin, a city that was the home and base
of the famous Czech shoe company Bata. The film calls for the construction
of a canal between three major rivers, thanks to which, together with other
improvements, the whole country would be directly connected with key
European seas and with all the countries throughout Europe. After World
War II, however, the idea fostered earlier by a single capitalist firm was
adopted by the state as a national project aimed to support the recovery of
the post-war economy, despite the fact that in the new left-wing and rather

17 “The Czech seais a fairy-tale dream of the Czech people. This tale has already been made into
areality by the engine, the airplane, the radio, and a distant vision. But it would also be nice if
we had our own piece of a small sea and, thanks to it, a way opened to the endless Czech waters,
so that our children could play on the sunny sea beach while still being at home.” Nesnidalova,
Marie. “Tluse ¢eského mote — Koupéni v Jugoslavii.” Cesky lid, vol. 17, no. 251, September g, 1928,
p. 1; Kvapil, Jaroslav. “Na nové paradni lodi Jihoslovanské po ‘nasem’ moti.” Pestry tyden, vol. 6,
no. 28, July 11,1931, p. 8.
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socialist conditions the Bata company was criticized for, among other things,
being a symbol of the exploitation of workers by capitalists.

The Harbour in the Heart of Europe confirms its role in the debate about
hydropower’s significance for the post-war economy, and its rootedness
in Central European water imagery, on two interrelated levels. First, by
articulating the “lack of access to the sea” motive, and second, by illustrat-
ing the transnational advantages of the canal project. The commentary
clearly links the necessity of building the Danube-Oder-Elbe canal with
the historical injustice of Czechoslovakia’s geographical position in the
very heart of Europe and lacking a coastline. Followed by an illustrative
animation, it states:

Because of Father Czech’s'® decision, however, we have become a purely
inland nation. We are the heart of Europe, but we are gripped like in an
iron ring, we lack the sea. Let’s make sure that worldwide there are only six
separate civilized countries whose borders do not touch the sea. These are
in South America: Bolivia and Paraguay, in Europe: Switzerland, Austria,
Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Fate did not favour us when it placed us
among such unfortunate world peculiarities. I wish we were an island...

The solution to how to resuscitate the lonely heart of Europe was the canal
project. It would be a major artery in the centre of the continent, thanks to
which Czechoslovakia would connect with the south and the north, with
the east and the west of Europe. This moving image of Czechoslovakia as
being the beating heart of Europe, whose main arteries and veins are rivers
through which knowledge and commerce easily flow in all directions, clearly
emphasized the importance of river transportation and water energy for the
post-war national economy. Similarly, it corresponded to the Czechoslovak
political straddling between East and West during the Third Republic (the
era of Czechoslovak history between 1945 and 1948), where at least part of
the Czechoslovak political elites still believed that the country could be a
strategic bridge between the Eastern and Western spheres of influence.'

18 “Grandfather Czech” is a father of Czech nation, who according to a legend, together with
his brother, Lech, wandered in an area of today’s Central Bohemia, the area around Prague,
and seeing the mediocre landscape and climate there, he decided to settle there and establish
avillage. Lech, conversely, wasn't so satisfied, and headed north, to find his dreamland in the
area of today’s Poland.

19 Brenner, Christiane. “Zwischen Ost und West”: Tschechische politische Diskurse 1945-1948. R.
Oldenbourg Verlag, 2009.
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Figs. 6.1a-6.1c.
Film stills

from Pristav v
srdci Evropy (The
Harbour in the
Heart of Europe,
Drahoslav
Holub, 1946).

The early post-war political situation in Czechoslovakia, however, despite
the global peace ethos, which called for the values with which the canal
has been associated in earlier periods, was not in favour of the project.
The interests of national protectionism outweighed the interests of
international understanding and cultural trade and exchange. A new
water management policy accentuated the energy dimension of water
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flow regulation, which for a few years completely choked debates on the
implementation of the canal. By the time of the restoration of the idea
in the 1950s, it no longer had the same spirit as before the war, when the
canal was called the laboratory of Europe and the way to the (Czech) sea,
or just after the war, when it symbolized a “European crossroads.” New
canal projects aimed to be the “gateway to the East” instead.>® As histories
of major energy eras show us, turning to new sources of energy was a
global trend: “The post-war economic upswing was associated with the
global substitution of hydrocarbons for coal, the global rise of electricity
generation (including nuclear fission), mass car ownership, and extensive
energy subsidies in agriculture.” The shift to natural gas and oil, however,
was importantly related to colonial power networks. In Czechoslovakia,
in a land without colonies, and even without a sea, a similar shift took
place, but instead of hydrocarbons, the country turned to hydropower.
Rethinking the role of water management in the national economy, from
the regulation of water flows to the emphasis on energy, was a clear signal
of a new incoming socialist economic order, which had fundamentally
transformed the dynamics of industrial and social relations in the state.
Under this new order the interests in energy, transport and communica-
tions interweaved, and the interpretation of the national relation to water
resources changed.

Dam Culture

After the Second World War, thanks to new industrial developments and
new demands on transportation, communication and energy sources, the
hidden imagery of the Central European water empire reappeared in new
energy politics. Post-war energy debates were shaped by two complementary
theses. Czechoslovakia as a country which is not energy self-sufficient,
must firstly educate its people to use coal sparingly and, simultaneously, to
explore the uses of new energy sources, especially water and, in the future,
probably also atomic.?* The greatest failure of the Czechoslovak energy
system was considered to be the wasteful use of energy and the inefficient
use of raw resources, both crucial problems for a country that lacked raw

20 Janac. European Coasts of Bohemia, p. 149.

21 Smil, Viclav. Energy in World History. Westview Press, 1994, p. 241.

22 According to research in contemporary literature on energy politics and the magazine
Energetika, published by Primyslové nakladatelstvi (Industrial Publishing).
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materials.>3 According to comparative research, Czechoslovakia gained less
energy than other states from a comparable amount of resources. Latent
awareness of the need to embrace the energy revolution has resonated
through the debate. Such a revolution, however, should be guided by the
knowledge that “economic life cannot be stopped, or immediately rebuilt
for new sources of energy.”* The new situation was thought of as a new
challenge and focused its research mainly on water energy during the early
post-war period.

The late 1940s and early 1950s thus represent a transitional period in Czech
history in which the media in general and film in particular collaborated
on a major economical paradigm shift. As historians of the economy and
industrial revolutions remind us, when we look at all great economic
paradigm shifts in history, they share one common denominator — that
in a particular moment in time, three defining technologies emerge and
converge to create a new infrastructure and change the way economic life
is organized.”s Those three defining technologies are new communication
technologies to more efficiently manage economic activity, new sources of
energy to more efficiently power economic activity, and new transportation
logistics to more efficiently move economic activity.

Around the end of the 1940s Czechoslovakia tended towards such a
significant shift. An economic boost was seen as a prerequisite for the post-
war recovery across the political spectrum. In parallel to the construction
of new industrial centres, projects to transform agriculture and build new
transportation networks, the government promoted research into new
energy sources. The establishment of the Ostrava-Karvina industrial centre
together with the building of the entirely new city of Havifov was followed
by improvements in the transportation infrastructure, represented by the
Railway Line of Friendship and the Railway Line of Youth projects. The first
connected the capital city of Prague with Kosice in eastern Slovakia and
the second was important for Slovak inner transport infrastructure. Both
projects were realized with the help of people’s brigades, consisting mostly of
young volunteers. All these efforts were legitimized by profound transmedia
campaigns, in which the press, radio and film were used alongside literature,

23 Ibler, Jaroslav. “Ukoly energetiky v socialistickém hospodaistvi 1.” Elektrotechnicky obzor,
vol. 38, no. 4-5, 1949, pp. 2—4. Presented also as a part of lecture series called “Energy Course”
at Czech Technical University.

24 Michalec, Jaroslav. Rozvoj energetiky v CSR: Prispévek k sestaveni dlouhodobého planu
energetiky. Primyslové vydavatelstvi, 1956, p. 21.

25 Rifkin, Jeremy. The Third Industrial Revolution: How Lateral Power Is Transforming Energy,
the Economy, and the World. Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p. 35.
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drama and painting to educate audiences about the advantages of these
transformative projects. The communist government was very well aware
of the power of media and arts to educate new socialist citizens, and a
centralized system of nationalized media and art production enabled it to
regulate and control themes, genres and the focus of all output across art
and media.

In 1951, the Czech government Act on New Economic Developments was
issued to speed up the current slow pace of hydropower plant construction.
This was followed by the 1952 Act on United Energy Balance, which also
recognized the important position of hydropower. The shift to hydropower
was aimed at conserving exhaustible coal mine reserves.?® These develop-
ments were clearly inspired by the Soviet state plan for the electrification of
Russia, the GOELRO, which established hydropower as a key source for the
electrification of the country. The GOELRO plan was implemented during
a ten- to fifteen-year period. According to the plan, Soviet territory was
divided into eight regions, with distinct development strategies due to the
specific features of each region and included construction of a network of
thirty regional power plants, including ten large hydroelectric power plants
and numerous electric-powered large industrial enterprises. In reality, only
three out of ten hydroelectric stations were built by 1930 (the Volkhov, the
Svir and the Dnieper hydroelectric stations) and the country’s main energy
source turned out to be oil and natural gas.>” GOELRO was closely related
to the Great Plan for the Transformation of Nature. This plan, proposed by
Joseph Stalin in the second half of the 1940s, covered land development,
agricultural practices and water projects to improve agriculture in the
nation.?® Czechoslovak engineers were directly inspired by the Soviet plan
and compared its possibilities with the approach of industry in Switzerland,
similarly lacking any original sources of energy and depending mostly on
hydropower.

Established in January 1953, the Czech Committee for the Transforma-
tion of Nature settled on the construction of water reservoirs as one of its
priorities. Although proclaiming its inspiration in the Stalinist plan, the

26 Michalec, Jaroslav. Energetickd bilance CSR. Elektrotechnicky svaz éeskoslovensky, 1948.
27 Among other films devoted to the Soviet achievements in electrification, Dziga Vertov’s The
Eleventh Year (1928), according to John MacKay, elaborates the author’s conviction that movement
can be conceptualized in terms of energy flow and proves that his conception of cinema was
rooted in the idea of productivism and transcendental materialism. See MacKay, John. “Film
Energy: Process and Metanarrative in Dziga Vertov’s The Eleventh Year (1928).” October, vol. 121,
Summer 2007, pp. 41-78.

28 Michalec. Rozvoj energetiky v CSR.
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committee soon realized that in a small country with totally different
geographical and natural conditions, the Great Plan for the Transformation
of Nature would not be possible to implement with the same grandiosity as
in the Soviet Union.*® A thorough analysis of the state of the water resources
and problems with water pollution in Czechoslovakia ultimately provided
the basis of the state’s water management plan.3° The parameters of this
plan were consistent with the 1952 Act on United Energy. The goal of water
managers to build reservoirs and the intention of energy engineers to build
hydropower plants thus converged into one effort, which was a radical
transformation — that is, a taming or subjugation — of nature.3!

In the 19505, Czechoslovakia thus engaged in the rapid construction of
hydropower plants, dams, and water reservoirs. All the big hydropower plants
on the Vltava River and on the Vah River were built in this period, followed by
many other smaller water management projects. Thanks to the overall control
of media and arts production, the government was able to cover these construc-
tion endeavours in various formats distributed through various channels.
Similar to the case of building new industrial centres and new transportation
networks, construction sites for waterworks became the settings of novels,
dramas and films, creating a new genre, the so-called “production drama.”

The production dramas produced at the time (plays, literature and films
set in factories and construction sites) engaged in reportage and displayed
similar motives and tropes. The journalistic character of the documentary
features and production dramas reflected contemporary “ideas about what
is and is not reality and realism.”3* The idea was that art should “shape
the present” and therefore it naturally embraced stories of about current
building projects. This approach was rooted in the works of Czech social
novels from the 1930s, such as Marie Majerova’s utopian novel Prehrada
(Dam, 1932).33 Majerova not only denied the epic storyline and intensi-
fied simultaneity of journalistically tuned episodes from reality, but also
portrayed the romance of transforming nature as coinciding with technical

29 Fordetailed description of the whole process of the implementation of the Transformation
of Nature plan in Czechoslovakia, see: Ol$dkovda, Doubravka, and Arnost Stanzel. “Kafkaesque
Paradigms: The Stalinist Plan for the Transformation of Nature in Czechoslovakia.” In the Name
of the Great Work: Stalin’s Plan for the Transformation of Nature and Its Impact in Eastern Europe,
edited by Doubravka Olsakova. Berghahn Books, 2016, pp. 43—125.

30 Rosik, January. “Statni vodohospodarsky plan a zasady pro dalsi planovité fizeni vodniho
hospodaftstvi.” Vodni hospoddrstvi, vol. 4, no. 4,1954, pp. 99-103.

31 A clear example of this general approach is given in a popular science book: Hoch, Alois
Adalbert. Zivly pracuji za nds. Mlada fronta, 1955.

32 Janousek, Pavel. Studie o dramatu. Ustav pro ¢eskou a svétovou literaturu, 1993, p. 112.

33 Several re-editions of Majerova’s novel were published in the 1950s.



218 LUCIE CESALKOVA

MODRE UDOLL

JDENER PLUHAR

Fig. 6.2a. Cover of J.S. Kupka’s novel Rusné dny Fig. 6.2b. Cover of Zdenék Pluhai’s novel
(Busy days, 1955). Modré udoli (Blue valley, 1954).

progress. In works of the 1950s, especially those created around 1952 and 1953,
however, a constructivist ethos and a commitment to and enthusiasm for
involvement in the construction of the new society were complemented by
concerns about the struggle with obstacles and with internal and external
enemies. The feature film Priehrada (Dam, Palo Bielik, 1952), for example,
introduces both types of characters: those who believe in the importance
of dam construction and those who criticize it.

Specific hybrid genres were developed within the transmedia campaign
to inform the people about hydropower construction. Contemporary press
covered the big construction projects, mostly in narrative reports, focusing
on technical details, enumerating quantitative data and reminding people
of the benefits of the transition to hydropower. Production novels, dramas
and fiction films told stories about the construction of hydropower plants
and dams. Poetic documentaries and popular scientific and educational
films were made on the same topic. Painters created large canvases of the
structures that reveal the hydropower plants’ inner mechanisms. The human
element in the stories was mostly suppressed, as if this aspect was a part of
the goal to tame nature. With a basis in real stories and by clinging to the
facts, fictional genres resembled non-fictional ones. At the same time, these
works were intentionally created with both aesthetic and non-aesthetic goals.
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The absorption of topics, themes and plots from everyday industrial life,
along with an aesthetic approach to technology and mechanical processes,
led to the emergence of various hybrid art forms, which in the centralized
socialist media ecology worked in synergy to support the introduction of
a new energy politics within the new economic shift.

In 1953, writer and director Dusan Kodaj wrote a production novel,
Oravska priehrada (Oravska Dam), followed by a documentary film of
the same name about the construction of the Orava dam and reservoir in
Slovakia. In addition to reports in the press, this construction project was the
subject of a painting by Eduard Svétlik (Stavba Oravské prehrady od betondrny
[Construction of Orava Dam as Viewed from the Concrete Plant, 1952, oil on
canvas]), a triptych drawing by Dezider Milly (Triptych Oravskd priehrada
[Orava Dam Triptych, 1949, ink on paper]) and the above-mentioned feature
film by Pal'o Bielik. Similarly, press, film, literature and painting co-created
the image of the Vah Cascade Project?* and the construction of dams and
reservoirs on the Vltava River. The documentary film Pribéh staré reky (The
Story of an Old River, 1956) by Jiti Lehovec, together with the feature film by
prominent director Martin Fri¢, Povoderi (Flood, 1958) and the educational
film Kronika Slapské prehrady (Slapy Dam Chronicle, Olga Razickova, 1960)
represented the construction of the Slapy dam, reservoir and hydropower
plant, together with the novel Rusné dny (Busy days, 1955) by Jiti Svetozar
Kupka and Frantisek Bilek’s painting Stavba Slapské prehrady (Slapy Dam
Construction, 1958, oil on canvas). The same set of outcomes surrounded
the construction of the Lipno dam, reservoir and hydropower plant: use-
ful films like Vodni dila v Ceskoslovensku (Waterworks in Czechoslovakia,
Svatopluk Studeny, 1956) and Vodni energie (Water Energy, Josef Pinkava, 1951)
recombined shots of films previously made. Stories from dam construction
also shared similar motives, such as the fight with nature, the destruction
of the old to make way for the new etc.35

A combination of facts with technological optimism and the mytholo-
gization of the whole construction process resulted in a factual symbolism

34 JozefSturdik’s canvas of Vih Dam was followed by documentary films Povdgské stupné (Vih
Degrees, Svatopluk Studeny, 1955) and Prvnivdzsky stuperi (First Vih Degree, Stefan Ondrkal, 1957).
35 Intheigsos aspecific sub-genre emerged within the socialist production novel, namely the
“dam novel” (prehradniromdn), which established these key characteristics. This massive trend
can be represented by the translation of Leonid Leonov’s Dravd reka (Wild River, Cots, 1928-1929),
and novels such as Modré tidoli (Blue Valley, Pluhat, Zdenék, 1954), Zdvod ve stinu (The Enterprise
in Shade, Sedlacek, Kvétoslav Frantisek, 1954), Rusné dny (Busy Days, Kupka, Jifi Svetozar, 1955)
etc. For more, see Hodrova, Daniela. “Zénrovy piidorys budovatelského roménu.” Vatahy a cile
socialistickych literature, edited by Hana Hrzalova and Radko Pytlik. UCSL, 1979, pp. 121-41.
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Fig. 6.3a. Recruiting poster for the construction Fig. 6.3b. Cover of the economic research report
of Lipno hydropower plant, 1952. Rozvoj energetiky v CSR (Energy development in
the CSR, 1950).

as an approach which, based on current topics or stories, celebrated
construction and technological progress and developed across factual
as well as fictional arts and media. Visual culture emphasized the arch
of the dam together with the water turbines and electric generators that
became symbols of the most efficient method of energy generation (these
images appeared on the covers of books and in brochures about new energy
developments and plans, for example), while the previous era was associ-
ated with the image of the “coal barons,” opportunists who did not belong
to the new socialist order. While trying to establish new energy trends,
however, the arts and media did not reject the old methods and procedures.
A country focusing on heavy industry did not close its mines and steel
mills, but instead celebrated its miners as “heroes of labour.” Just as with
the coverage of mines in the media emphasized the aspect of workers’
labour, the new waterworks were viewed as Czech engineers’ technological
endeavour. Turbines designed by Viktor Kaplan were especially com-
memorated as a Czech contribution to hydropower engineering, which
had both a technical as well as an artistic value. The ten-paddle wheel of
Kaplan’s turbine, later installed into the Orlik hydropower plant, was a
key element in the Czechoslovak pavilion at EXPO 58 in Brussels and was
awarded the gold medal.
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Figs. 6.4a—6.4d. Film stills from Lidé nad Certovou sténou (People over the Devil’s Wall, Emanuel
Kanéra, 1962), showing the construction of the dam, a look at the machinery inside and its
recreational benefits.

Representations of hydropower in Czech culture carried contradictory
meanings. Emphasizing the size of dam construction and technical maturity,
linking artistic and useful goals, and facts with symbols, it depicted technol-
ogy as an art and the water element as an organic machine.

The imagery and rhetoric associated with the symbol of the dam proves
how multi-layered and complex the phenomenon of hydropower is. The
dam is a big fortress, evidence or, better, a symbol of gigantic construction
and socialist technological and scientific endeavour. The dam is a symbol of
how man’s rationality and scientific development can transform nature. The
dam is a wall behind which, however, hides a beautiful holiday resort and,
as such, the dam gives the sea to the Czech nation. The dam is a symbol so
big that it hides all negative environmental and social consequences these
constructions had (from fish extinctions to the eradication of villages and
the relocation of entire communities of people).

Dams and reservoirs, around which recreational resorts developed,
brought, along with the help of the media, the Czech people closer to the
sea. Just like the articles that appeared in the 1920s and 1930s claiming that
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the sea could be reached through technical innovations such as “an engine,
an airplane, a radio and a distant vision,” the media of the 1950s called
all water surfaces close to dams and hydroelectric power stations “seas”
(Czech sea, Sumava sea). Of these two ways of getting closer to the sea via
the media, the second had the effect of redirecting attention away from
the problems that were linked to water management projects, in favour
of a positive interpretation of the process as a natural transformation.
One article about the origins of the Czech (Sumava) sea, the Lipno dam,
claimed: “Where the birds nest this summer, fish will swim in the coming

736 Others voiced pleasure about the transformation in which the

year.
romantic landscape disappears beneath the water’s surface.3” Joining
the poetic approach were plenty of tourist films from the late 1950s3®
that presented artificial lakes created by dams as tourist destinations,
places of recreation and relaxation, and that used the metaphor of the
sea to increase the attractiveness of particular resorts and, above all,
divert attention away from the social and environmental context of their

construction.

Conclusion

The nationalized economy of post-war Czechoslovakia established a synergy
of arts and media and built an efficient communication tool to promote new
endeavours in energy supply, namely by hydropower plants, and supported
new shifts in transportation and mobility associated with tourism. Between
1945 and 1948, the Czechoslovak president Edvard Bene$ had compromised
with the Communist Party to avoid a post-war coup, hoping that the
democratic process would restore a more equitable distribution of power.
Benes had negotiated the Soviet alliance, but at the same time he strived
to establish Czechoslovakia as a “bridge” between East and West, capable
of maintaining contacts with both sides. After the communist coup d’état
in 1948, however, the country’s geopolitical situation profoundly changed,
while the shift in water energy imagery from canal to dam illustratively
follows these geopolitical processes. Exemplified in the clear move from
projects of (centrifugal) canal to (centripetal) dam, to a fortress in a way, the
trend of the country’s geopolitical isolation prevailed over efforts towards

36 “Les ustupuje Sumavskému moti.” Rudé prdvo, vol. 36, no. 276, October 3, 1956, p. 1.
37 “Unejvyssiho ‘Gottwaldova stupné miru’.” Mladd fronta, vol. 10, no. 187, August 9,1952, p. 1.
38 Miskuv, Pavel, Oravské more, 1959; Sulc, Frantidek, Za Oravou za Vdhom. 1959 etc.



HYDROPOWER FOR A SEALESS NATION 223

international circulation of knowledge and capital. Besides mountains and
spas, both former highlights among domestic tourist attractions, artificial
lakes beside dams became new popular destinations, easily accessible by
automobiles, and were associated with new trends in the socialist lifestyle.

Water energy both as a complex ideological concept and energy solution
for the future in the Czech case positioned art and media into the role of
servant to the state. Yet even such works offered variable explanations of the
importance of rivers and bodies of water. Traditionally considered as borders,
rivers and bodies of water were represented in Central European thought
as lines of communication, economic commodities and a representational
medium, and had an irreplaceable role within the process of conceptualizing
ideas related to the nation and national identity. As such, all these media
and artistic forms supported the circulation of knowledge about scientific
background and the energy benefits of hydropower, and exploited the
symbolic potential of dam construction as an important energy source, a
specific work environment and, last but not least, an important solution to
the national trauma associated with the lack of access to the sea. Industrial
films on hydropower, however, not only contribute to our understanding of
the profound economical paradigm shift from capitalist to a nationalized
socialist order, but also tell us more about a cinematic and broader visual
imagery connected with water in general. Through establishing a new
topoi of the dam, these films heavily profit from the pre-war avant-garde
constructivist movement (represented in the Czech environment by the
technical films of Antonin Smrcek), poetic documentaries about water
sports and other leisure activities, social documentaries about work and
labour, and Czech feature films in which rivers and water were associated
with lyrics, melancholy and eroticism, such as Josef Rovensky’s Reka (River,
1933) and Gustav Machaty’s Extdse (Ecstasy, 1932). As mentioned in the
introduction, the poetic documentary that can be considered emblematic
in this sense was named by its director, Jifi Lehovec, The Story of the Old
River. By that name, however, Lehovec did not aim to evoke nostalgia, but
rather to emphasize the aspect of time, crucial for the medium of film
itself. The story that is being told, and, therefore, lasts, and deals with the
replacement of the old by the new, represented the river as a vehicle of
historical flow and change.

This article was written with institutional support for the long-term conceptual
development of a research organisation provided by the Ministry of Culture,
Czech Republic.
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7  Modern Water Sprites

History, People and the Landscape of Northern Sweden in
Vattenfall’s Film Production in the 1950s

Fabian Zimmer

Abstract

In the 1950s, the Swedish State Power Board Vattenfall commissioned
a large number of short films documenting the construction of water
power plants in northern Sweden. Focusing on a selection of these films,
I argue in this chapter that Vattenfall’s film production must be seen in
the context of a larger shift in Vattenfall’s PR strategies. Starting in the
19508, Vattenfall used film as a central medium for mitigating conflicts
surrounding the construction of water power plants. Mobilizing new and
ambivalent narratives of modernity, the films were designed to depict
Vattenfall as an environmentally and socially friendly company — an
image that was perfectly embodied by the allegory of the modern water

sprite.

Keywords: hydropower; Sweden; technological sublime; anti-dam protest;
landscape; industrial film

Introduction: The Water Sprite

In the old times it was said that he who borrowed the fiddle from the néck got
a strange power into his playing.... The ndck, or strémkarl, was a water sprite
in Scandinavian folk tales, a creature who could usually be seen at a rapid
or a waterfall in the boreal forests, playing his fiddle in the waning light of
a long northern summer evening. He who borrowed the fiddle or learned
how to play it from the water sprite could make people dance to his playing
like no other — but he would also be unable to stop unless someone wrested
the instrument from his cursed hands. In other variations of the tale, the

Hediger, V., F. Hoof, Y. Zimmermann, with S. Anthony (eds), Films That Work Harder: The Circula-
tion of Industrial Film. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
DOI: 10.5117/9789462986534_CHo07
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Fig. 7.1. The water sprite at
Trollhattan (Erik Josephs-

TROMKARLEN | FALLEX VID OULLON,  SKULPTOR: CARL FLDN
son/Carl Eldh, 1910).  ° :

water sprite lured the incautious into the rapids with his playing or caused
trouble for the millers who used the rapids to grind their flour." So the old
tales went that captivated the fantasies of nineteenth-century Scandinavian
romantics. And although the water sprite embodied a grave sense of danger,
itis no wonder that he featured once more when the Scandinavian waterfalls
began to be exploited for the production of hydroelectricity.

His most prominent reappearance was at the Trollhdttan hydropower
plant, where a “giant water sprite surfacing out of the water masses,” a
four-metre-high granite sculpture, was erected at the weirs.* Trollhdttan
was the first power plant built by the State Power Board (Kungliga Vat-
tenfallsstyrelsen, later Vattenfall AB), from 1906 onwards, and state officials
spared no expense to make the constructions as representative as possible.
The sculpture was most probably intended as an “admonition about the
complexity of nature’s exploitation” by its creators.? Popular imagination,

1 Cf. Stattin, Jochum. Nécken: Spelman eller grinsvakt?, 2nd ed. Carlsson, 1992.

2 Josephsson, Erik. “Statens kraftverk vid Trollhattan.” Teknisk Tidskrift: Arkitektur, vol. 41,
1911, p. 62.

3 Brunnstrém, Lasse. Estetik och ingenjorskonst: Den svenska vattenkraftens arkitekturhistoria.
Riksantikvariedmbetet, 2001, p. 35.
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however, interpreted it as a “victory monument” — a monument to the victory
of mankind over wild nature.*

Fifty years later, in the mid-1950s, Vattenfall’s PR efforts had shifted
away from ornamental architecture towards the more easily distributable
media of film and photography. Nevertheless, the water sprite continued
to be a popular figure in these PR materials. He was charged with new
allegorical meanings as the company faced new technological, cultural
and social challenges.

Among Vattenfall’s film archive, which encompasses over a thousand
titles produced between 1915 and today, the 1950s stand out as a “golden
age.” Almost seventy films were produced during this decade, encompass-
ing unedited material, a newsreel series and polished documentaries and
educational films for both Vattenfall’s staff and the general public.® Taking
the figure of the water sprite as a vantage point, I aim here to demonstrate
the great potential of this film corpus as a source for a cultural history of
hydroelectricity. I focus on a selection of four documentary films from the
1950s, all about thirteen minutes in length: Stromkarl (Water Sprite, 1956),
Oden bortom horisonten (Destinies beyond the Horizon, 1956), Den nya sjon
(The New Lake, 1957), and Det nya ansiktet (The New Face, 1958).” Surprisingly,
very little scholarly or other work has yet been published on Vattenfall’s film
archive.® Yet, the following chapter discerns the 1950s as a crucial turning

4  Svensson, Ove. Carl Eldhs Stromkarlen: Symbolen, myten och motivet: En berdttelse om
Stromkarlens tillblivelse och gestaltning. Kraftverkshistoria. Vattenfall Véstsveriges Pensionérs-
férening, 1999, p. 75.

5  Jacobsson, Lars. Vattenfalls filmproduktion genom tiderna. December 17, 2015. Unpublished
manuscript. I thank the author for sending me a copy of his manuscript.

6 Aboutsixty of these films have recently been digitalized and made available by Vattenfall’s
cultural heritage bureau at: historia.vattenfall.se/sv/media-archive/video (accessed May 29,
2017). I am indebted to Per Israelsson at Vattenfall’s archives for providing me with an inventory
list, from which I take the numbers.

7 Oden bortom horisonten. 1956. Dir.: Gosta Werner, prod.: Ivan Christoferson for Svensk
Filmindustri, camera: Sten Dahlgren, premiered on November12, 1956, in Stockholm; Strémkarl.
1956. Dir.: Hasse Skogsberg & Ivan Christoferson, prod.: Charlie Cederholm for Europa Film,
manus.: Carl Olov Mellander, camera: Ingvar Borild, premiered on December 26, 1956, in
Stockholm; Den nya sjon. 1957. Dir.: Ivan Christoferson, manus.: Charlie Cederholm & Carl Olov
Mellander, camera: Ingvar Borild, produced for Europa Film, premiered on February 9, 1959, in
Stockholm; Det nya ansiktet. 1958. Dir. & manus.: Alex. Jute, prod.: Charlie Cederholm & Ivan
Christoferson, camera: Karl-Erik Alberts. See the respective entries in Svensk Filmdatabas, sf1.
se/sv/svensk-filmdatabas. Accessed May 19, 2017.

8 Besides an older brochure by Vattenfall’s historian Nils Forsgren. Vattenfall visar: Glimtar
ur filmarkivet. Villingby, 1984, there has been some interest in these films more recently. See
my detailed reading of a large number on hydropower films by Vattenfall and other agencies
in Zimmer, Fabian. Hydroelektrische Projektionen: Eine Emotionsgeschichte der Wasserkraft im
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point in Vattenfall’s PR policy, making this decade a very interesting period
to study. The bulk of this chapter then focuses on the rhetoric of the films
and their discursive contexts. I argue that all four films can be understood
as an attempt by Vattenfall to “engineer consent” in a cultural environment
that grew increasingly critical to water power constructions.® To counter
public discontent, the company fashioned new narratives of hydroelectric
modernity in which history, people and landscapes figured in ways that
were unprecedented in earlier discourses on hydroelectricity.

“Vattenfall Visar”: Public Relations at the Swedish State Power
Board

Vattenfall was founded in 1909 as the “State Power Board” with the task to
“manage” the state’s waterfalls. The Power Board remained a government of-
fice until 1991, but from its very beginning it enjoyed a considerable freedom
of action and operated rather like a commercial enterprise.’” Nevertheless,
its propagandistic activities up until the 1950s clearly bore the mark of a
state management agency. As Eva Jakobsson has pointed out, the State
Power Board was formed by a techno-scientific elite of engineers who put
planning and rationality at the centre of their ideology.” Correspondingly,
most of Vattenfall’s publications had a rather scientific tinge to them. So,
still in 1948, for the celebration of “[f]our decades of the State Power Board,” a
350-page book was published that collected forty rather descriptive articles
on Vattenfall’s history, facilities and organization — following a pattern very

Industriefilm. Deutsches Museum. Abhandlungen und Berichte, n.s., vol. 36. Wallstein, 2022. Det
nya ansiktet, which has had something of a reputation among Swedish historians for a while,
now figures as an allegory of Swedish industrial media culture in the post-war years in Bjorkin,
Mats. Post-war Industrial Media Culture in Sweden, 1945-1960: New Faces, New Values. Amsterdam
University Press, 2022. An earlier analysis of this film is found in Krohn Andersson, Fredrik,
Kdrnkraftverkets poetik: Begreppsliggoranden av svenska kirnkraftverk 1965-1973, Eidos, vol. 24,
Stockholms universitet, 2012.

9  Onthe metaphor “engineering consent,” see Zimmermann, Yvonne. “The Power of Flows:
The Spatiality of Industrial Films on Hydropower in Switzerland.” This volume.

10 For a detailed analysis of Vattenfall’s foundation and early history, see Jakobsson, Eva.
Industrialisering av dlvar: Studier kring svensk vattenkraftutbyggnad 1900-1918. Avhandlingar
fran Historiska institutionen i Goteborg 13. Gothenburg, 1996, pp. 74—90; for the “management”
quote see ibid., p. 88 and passim. The Swedish Parliament, that decided on Vattenfall’s budget,
uniformly supported Vattenfall’s projects up until the 1960s; cf. Vedung, Evert, and Magnus
Brandel. Vattenkraften, staten och de politiska partierna. Nya Doxa, 2001.

1 Cf. Jakobsson. Industrialisering av dlvar, pp. 68—9o.
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similar to previous publications. The few photographs in the book had for
the most part been in use since the Power Board’s inception."

What a difference then, when eleven years later, for the fiftieth anniversary,
Vattenfall’s press officer, Charlie Cederholm, hired Lennart Nilsson, the photog-
rapher who would become world famous a few years later for his photographs of
human embryos, to produce a photo book. This book, entitled Strémkar, rather
resembles the printed version of a film — it has no pagination; photographs in
a variety of formats are stringed together associatively, connected by short
text commentaries that can be read out like a voice-over. The book’s foreword
explicitly rejects the aesthetics and structure of its predecessors:

[This book does not] attempt to outline the course of development in our
history. With the help of the photographs we have merely tried to capture
something of the atmosphere and activity which are the Board’s own.
Technical explanations are therefore seldom to be found in this book — it
is people and their environment which are predominant in these pages.'3

Unsurprisingly, Cederholm was also the driving force for Vattenfall’s film
production that expanded massively during the 1950s. Together with Ivan
Christoferson, he led the production of most of these films. Both Cederholm
and Christoferson were employed at Vattenfall’s press office since 1949.
They belonged to a generation that had not experienced the beginnings of
water power exploitation in Sweden and they both had a journalistic, not
a technical background. Therefore, they approached technology with fresh
eyes. They saw water power not as a technical matter for select electrical
professionals but as something that needed to be popularized among the
broad public. Moreover, a strong need to create and coordinate a collec-
tive identity among the workforce had arisen within the company, as the
number of employees amounted to over 14,000 during the 1950s. The press
office answered this need with the employee magazine Vi i Vattenfall (We in
Vattenfall) that was published from 1948 onwards. The printed propaganda
was accompanied by a large number of films that were announced under
the label “Vattenfall visar” (“Vattenfall shows”). So much did the PR efforts

12 Kungl. Vattenfallsstyrelsen, editor. Statens Vattenfallsverk under fyra decennier, 2nd ed.
Stockholm, 1948. For the inauguration of the Trollhéttan plant, the Power Board even produced
a folio publication in three heavy volumes that appeared between 1911 and 1916.

13 Cederholm, Charlie, and Lennart Nilsson. Stromkarl: En kronika om vattenfall, dess miljoer
och manniskor jubileumsdret 1959. Stockholm, 1959. The quote is from the preface to the English
translation (the Swedish version of this paragraph reads the same). Idem. The Power Team: A Chronicle
of the Swedish State Power Board, Its Background and People: Jubilee Year 1959. Stockholm, 1960.
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rely on film that at the beginning of the 1960s state auditors urged the press
department to cut down the expenses for film production.’ I will now take
a closer look at four of the films produced during the 1950s.

Narratives of Modernity and the Crisis of the Sublime

“In the old times it was said that he who borrowed the fiddle from the ndck
got a strange power into his playing. In the site of this power, in the rapids,
now lives the water sprite of our times. The modern water sprite also plays
an instrument.” With these words, spoken in voice-over, the film Strémkar!
begins. It opens with a motif that is central to many of the 1950s films by
Vattenfall: Den nya tiden (The New Times). Two of the other films, Den nya
sjon (The New Lake) and Det nya ansiktet (The New Face), already announce
the distinction between the “old” and the “new” in their titles. Thus, from
the start, these films frame their plots as narratives on modernity.

Stromkarl is essentially a “process film,” connecting the natural resource,
the production and distribution of electricity and its consumption in one
(almost) linear narrative.’> Much of the imagery that the film presents
highlights the modernity of this process. The production scenes are mainly
shot in Kilforsen, a very recent plant that opened in 1953.1° Here, according
to the commentary, its operation happens “almost automatically” and the
camera takes delight in depicting all the details of the control panels. The
effortless mastery of nature is then shown, as one of the employees opens the
dam weirs with the simple turning of a small toggle switch — “his light finger
movement is transformed into a giant gesture.” Just like electricity produc-
tion, distribution is also depicted as both a frictionless and a monumental
endeavour. The camera follows the undulating panoramas created by the
power lines, which the commentary calls “electricity’s national highways”

14 Very little is known about Vattenfall’s press office so far. The above account is based on
Jacobsson, Vattenfalls filmproduktion genom tiderna; on Cederholm’s short biography in Paul
Harnesk, editor. Vem drvem: Stor-Stockholm, 2nd ed. Bokforlaget Vem dr Vem AB, 1962, p. 247; and
Christoferson’s in Helge Jonsson, et al. “Ivan Christoferson, till mine.” November g, 2010. Allehanda,
www.allehanda.se/slakt-o-vanner/dodsfall/ivan-christoferson-till-minne. Accessed May 11, 2017.
A more detailed account can now be found in Zimmer. Hydroelektrische Projektionen, pp.120—24.
15 Cf. Gunning, Tom. “Before Documentary: Early Nonfiction Films and the ‘View’ Aesthetic.”
Uncharted Territory: Essays on Early Nonfiction Film, edited by Daan Hertogs and Nico de Klerk.
Stichting Nederlands Filmmuseum, 1997, pp. 17-18.

16  Brunnstrom. Estetik och ingenjorskonst, pp. 241—42.
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Fig.7.2. Old times and new times in Strémkarl (1956).

and the film repeatedly plays with the geometries of electrical towers shot
from up close in high contrast against the blue sky. Their gigantic dimensions
are shown in a striking shot, that again embodies the contrast between the
“old” and the “new”: A farmer with a horse-drawn plough in the foreground
is dwarfed by the pylons of the modern electrical towers in the background.

This imagery must be seen in the tradition of what David Nye has
described as the “technological sublime”: A mode of perception that is
integral to the culture of modernity and that highlights the monumen-
tal and dramatic in the confrontation with new technologies. Shared
“experiences of awe and wonder” are at the heart of the technological
sublime, behind which human labour frequently becomes invisible or
appears outdated.”” Indeed, from its very inception, the electrotechnical
modernization of the Swedish landscape was perceived and described as
the sublime and dramatic subjugation of nature to human will.!® Thus,

17 Nye, David E. American Technological Sublime. MIT Press, 1994. The quote is on p. xvi; on
rendering labour invisible, see p. 123.

18  Cf. Brunnstrom. Estetik och ingenjorskonst, pp. 21-28; Sorlin, Sverker, and Christer Nordlund.
“Modernizing the National Landscape.” Kenyon Review, n.s., vol. 25, no. 3—4, 2004, pp. 301-15.
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when in 1911 the first state power plant at Trollhdttan was inaugurated,
the State Power Board celebrated this as the beginning of “a new period.”?
Spectacular opening ceremonies accompanied the inaugurations and the
plants were ennobled by monumental architectural design — as I have
noted in the introduction.

As much as the sublime tradition is visible in Stromkarl, what is most
remarkable about this film is how much it departs from that tradition. In
fact, the sublime only plays a subordinate role in this film and the others
that I analyse, as I will demonstrate in the course of this chapter. What is
equally remarkable is that electricity consumption is notably absent from
almost all films in the 1950s. While Stromkar(’s narrative indeed ends with
consumption, only one minute out of eleven is dedicated to this topic. Also
the elaborate praise and demonstration of lighting, electric motors and
household gadgets that was prominent in Vattenfall’s films in the 1930s and
1940s is missing.*® Rather, the main focus of the films is on production and
distribution, and, first and foremost, on construction.

This apparent shift might seem surprising, as it falls into a period in
which consumer society was rapidly growing in Sweden just as in other
industrialized countries. Yet, an essential reason for the shift can be found
exactly in the expansion of consumerism: By the 1950s Sweden was one of
“the best electrified countries in the world,” as Stromkar! proudly explains;
it was among the countries with the highest per capita consumption of
electricity.* Vattenfall thus was not facing problems in selling the electricity
it produced but rather in meeting the increasing demand for electricity.
Management had expected demand to decrease after the Second World War,
justlike it had after the First. Aggravated by the difficulty to procure building
materials in the post-war period, construction therefore lagged behind the
development of demand. Vattenfall thus deemed it necessary to “keep up
an intensive construction work,” especially in the Swedish north, where
many rivers were still unharnessed.** Therefore, it became the essential
task of Vattenfall’s films in the 1950s to promote the further construction of
power stations and distribution lines. But the construction of power plants,
an uncontroversial topic at the beginning of the twentieth century, faced a

19 Hansen, Fredrik Vilhelm. “Foreword.” Trollhdttan: Dess kanal- och kraftverk. Historik och
beskrifning, vol. 1, edited by Kungl. Vattenfallsstyrelsen, 1911.

20 Several films were produced by Vattenfall in collaboration with FERA (Féreningen for
elektricitetens rationella anvdandning, Association for the Rational Utilization of Electricity)
in the 1930s and 1940s.

21 According to the foreword in Cederholm, and Nilsson. The Power Team.

22 Kungl. Vattenfallsstyrelsen. Statens Vattenfallsverk under fyra decennier, p. 35.
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growing opposition from the 1940s on, and made promotional action even
more urgent for Vattenfall.

At the beginning of the war in September 1939, Vattenfall and private
lobby organizations had pressed for an adaption of the Swedish water laws
that would facilitate the regulation and exploitation of the Swedish rivers in
order to secure the national electricity supply. Shortly thereafter, parliament
passed a corresponding amendment on “provisional water regulation.”
The constructions built on the basis of this law, by contrast, were “hardly
provisional measures,” as Margareta Biornstad has pointed out,*s and they
quickly aroused protest. It was a protest that previously had been remarkably
absent: for the first time in Swedish water power history, companies had to
refrain from exploiting certain stretches of rivers due to public opposition.
From 1940 onwards, local protests originating in northern Sweden, where
most power plants were projected, succeeded to gain attention on a national
level.** By the early 1950s the protest gradually took the shape of a protest
movement that managed to gain a foothold, not only in public opinion, but
also on a legal level. A new law on environmental legislation passed in 1952
made two important organizations in the protest against water power, the
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (Svenska Naturskyddsforeningen)
and the Association for Cultural Heritage (Samfundet for Hembygdsvard),
advisory bodies in state committees concerning major changes in the Swed-
ish landscape. In 1956, after six years of local protest supported by these
two and several other organizations, a planned regulation of Lake Ottsjon
was toppled by the water court. For the first time the court rejected the
planned regulation of a lake over environmental concerns.*s

23 Biornstad, Margareta. Kulturminnesvard och vattenkraft 1942-1980: En studie med utgang-
spunkt fran Riksantikvarieimbetets sjoregleringsundersokningar. Kungl. Vitterhetsakademien
Historie och Antikvitets Akademien, 2006, p. 48.

24 Theincreasing protest against hydropower stations in Sweden from the 1940s on has lately
been well researched. See Sundin, Bosse, and Richard Pettersson. “Sigurd Curman, Namforsen
och det kultiverade kraftverket’.” Nar dalen var rid och kusten blev hig, edited by Erland Mérald,
Skrifter fran forskningsprogrammet Landskapet som arena 10, Ume4, 2008; an English summary
is found in Sundin. “From the Technological to the Antiquarian’s Landscape: Hydroelectric Power
and the Design and Discovery of the Landscape.” Icon, vol. 10, 2004; Biornstad. Kulturminnesvdrd
ochvattenkraft1942-1980, pp. 48-51and 87-104; Vedung, and Brandel. Vattenkraften, staten och
de politiska partierna, p. 53.

25 For the developments in the 1950s, see Anshelm, Jonas. Vattenkraft och naturskydd: En analys
av opinionen mot vattenkraftutbyggnaden i Sverige 1950-1990. Tema teknik och social férandring
18, Linkoping University Press, 1992, pp. 13-35; Vedung, and Brandel. Vattenkraften, staten och de
politiska partierna, pp. 60—97; for a brief survey in English, see Nilsson, Kjell. “Where Industry
Meets Nature: How Public Concern Has Influenced the Design of Swedish Industrial Landscapes
during the 20th Century.” Landscape and Urban Planning, vol. 23, no. 1,1992, pp. 38—4o.
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The strategy chosen by Vattenfall to address these legitimization issues in their
films was, instead of overriding the protest with a straightforward rhetoric of
progress and modernity, to propose a revised narrative of modernity. The nar-
ratives of the films depart from the mere celebration of water power’s sublimity
and its benefits to the consumer. Instead, they incorporate the problematic
aspects of modernity, while still retaining a clear pro-exploitation message.

“All development is painful and costly. Everyone has to sacrifice something
for it. [...] Today this development is necessary and inevitable, even if we
know that it often leads to grave human problems. [...] We have created
them ourselves and we ourselves have made them — unsolvable.” Oden
bortom horisonten (Destinies beyond the Horizon) concludes with these
words. The tone of the speaker is slow and calm throughout the film, as if
to be demonstratively conciliatory. And the film was screened as “a short
film by Gosta Werner,” a renowned director and film theorist of the 1940s
and 1950s but was actually produced under the auspices of Vattenfall’s
Christoferson.2® However, contemporary spectators had no difficulty seeing
behind the curtain and grasping the actual message of the film. One journal-
ist described the film as nothing but “pure and simple genuine defence
propaganda for the vandalism and the destruction of invaluable aesthetic
values that is conducted by the power plant building stakeholders.”?

Indeed, in several of Vattenfall’s films from the 1950s a rhetoric resembling
the one in Oden bortom horisonten can be discerned: They argue for contin-
ued exploitation from a perspective that Jonas Anshelm has identified as
“industrial fatalism.”® The term has been coined by sociologist Ulrich Beck
and designates a perspective on society and modernization that is perfectly
mirrored in the above quote: Conflicts, problems, and dangers created by
the progress of civilization, according to this view, cannot be solved; further
industrialization is nevertheless necessary — it is seen as a “destiny beyond
the horizon” that cannot be influenced by humans.>®

The most outspokenly pedagogical among these films is Det nya ansiktet,
which focuses on the aesthetic implications of landscape change caused by

26 Cf. Jacobsson. Vattenfalls filmproduktion genom tiderna.

27 Ibid., quoted from Bildjournalen, a magazine on film, music, and culture, aimed at younger
audiences.

28 Anshelm. Vattenkraft och naturskydd, p.15.

29 Cf.Beck, Ulrich. Gegengifte: Die organisierte Unverantwortlichkeit. Suhrkamp, 1988, pp. 103—09.
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the construction of hydropower plants. It approaches the issue in a rather
daring manner: comparing the construction of dams and power plants with
a car accident. In order to do so, the main narrative of the film depicts a
loving couple at home, quite fittingly watching a television programme on
natural disasters and landscape change. While the commentary explains
that also the beauty of a human face can be impaired by forces beyond
human control, the plot thickens: Wife and husband say goodbye, she steps
into a car and drives off at breakneck speed. The car speeds out of sight
and a crashing sound can be heard, immediately followed by images from
a blasting at a dam construction site. The film then explains in lengthy
sequences how landscaping measures during and after dam construction
are undertaken. It regularly cuts back to the couple’s story, showing a plastic
surgeon planning the operation of the woman’s injured face and showing
the distressed husband in the hospital. However, the bare and sterile rock
landscapes, just like the injury of the woman’s face (which is not shown in
contrast to the construction sites) form “only a transitional stage” according
to the commentary. At the end of the film the couple is happily reunited.
The woman’s face is different, but no less beautiful than before, so the
commentary holds. In the final frame of the film the woman’s new face
is cross-faded with the new face of the landscape — now a hydroelectric
dam — and the title of the film becomes evident.

Many conservationists perceived the conflict between the exploitation
and the protection of nature as “truly tragic in complete conformity with
the classical definition, that says that tragic is a conflict which cannot be
solved without the demise of one party.”° Det nya ansiktet addresses the
gravity of this conflict. Through the metaphor of the car accident, it gives
expression to the emotionally and even bodily painful impact that the
encroachments on the landscape could have. At the same time however,
it uses a rhetoric that continuously pulls the tragedy back into normality.
This rhetoric relies, on the one hand, on the comparison with naturally
occurring landscape changes shown in the TV programme at the beginning
of the film — naturalizing the clearly human-inflicted encroachments on the
landscape. On the other hand, it relies on the comparison with the inherent
risks of modernity, in this instance: driving a car — thereby absorbing the
man-made encroachments into a logic of risk. By conceptualizing it as a
risk, the tragedy of the encroachment on the landscape is rationalized and
takes on commensurability with the positive effects of exploitation. “If

30 Curman, Sigrud. “Landskapsvard vid kraftverksbyggen.” Svensk bygd och natur, edited by
John Nihlén, 2nd ed. Kulturhistoriska férlaget, 1955, p. 413.
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Fig. 7.3a-7.3c. The “new face”
as demonstrated in Det nya
ansiktet (1958).

every intervention is balanced by a positive value,” the commentator thus
asks, “have we suffered aloss?” Seen in this perspective, landscape change
is no longer a “sacrifice”; rather, “we have to sacrifice our one-sided way of
seeing,” as the commentator demands in an overbearing first person plural.
“We must accept interventions in nature in order to obtain what we need
from it; just like we have to come to terms with changes that nobody can
be blamed for.”

The comparisons are obviously flawed; yet, they perfectly demonstrate
the “organized irresponsibility” that Ulrich Beck has identified as a central
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characteristic of industrial fatalism: there is purportedly nobody to be
blamed for the exploitation of rivers; it is the individual’s task to cope with
the changes. In this context, the figures of the plastic surgeon and the
landscape architect are central: They embody the rational handling of risks
and natural hazards and are thus presented as trustworthy and professional,
yet non-responsible figures to help the individual.

While Det nya ansiktet focuses on the aesthetics of landscape only, Oden
bortom horisonten and Den nya sjon phrase their call for acceptance in much
more general terms. They focus on the economic, social and emotional
impacts of the regulation of lakes on those affected. Or, as the commentary
in Oden bortom horisonten puts it, on the “human factor in the struggle for
the kilowatts.” Unlike the loving couple in Det nya ansiktet, the characters in
these two films are not clumsily allegorical figures but believable characters
in realistic settings. Both films are explicitly set in northern Sweden, where,
as mentioned before, most lake regulations were undertaken during the
1950s, and Oden bortom horisonten refers to actual lakes and settlements
where the regulation of lakes had taken place, while the characters in Den
nya sjon have proper names.

Looking at Oden bortom horisonten, it is striking that almost the first
half of the film is used to embed the call for acceptance in an elaborate
account of the history of the Swedish north, spanning from the first set-
tlements after the last ice age to industrialization and the present day. This
was unprecedented in Sweden’s water power history. The construction of
the first state-built water power plant in northern Sweden, at Porjus in
the 1910s, took place without any consideration of local concerns or the
history of the place. Porjus was simply considered “wilderness,” an empty,
unhistorical place that would acquire meaning and relevance only through
its industrialization.?' Just as northern Sweden had to be acknowledged as
a place with a living present and a substantial population after the protests
arising in the 1940s, it also started to be appreciated as a place with a living
past due to new archaeological findings. In 1942, a new law for the care of
ancient monuments and relics of the past obliged construction enterprises
to finance field surveys if there was reason to believe that the constructions
would destroy relevant traces of the national past. This law, together with

31 Cf. Ossbo, Asa, and Patrik Lantto. “Colonial Tutelage and Industrial Colonialism: Reindeer
Husbandry and Early 2oth-century Hydroelectric Development in Sweden.” Scandinavian
Journal of History, vol. 36, no. 3, 2011, pp. 325—48; this is not to say that colonial policies in
northern Sweden ended in the 1950s. Cf. Ohman, May-Britt. Taming Exotic Beauties: Swedish
Hydropower Constructions in Tanzania in the Era of Development Assistance, 1960s-1990s. KTH,
2007, pp. 52—80.
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the intense water power construction activity, sparked archaeological
and ethnographical surveys of unprecedented dimensions, whose find-
ings brought a fundamental rewriting of the history of northern Sweden:
Apparently many areas, especially along the rivers and lakes, had been
populated since thousands of years. The present landscape turned out to
be a cultural landscape shaped by Sami reindeer herding as well as more
recent settlements.3*

Both Oden bortom horisonten and Den nya sjin use this deep history
of northern Sweden to highlight continuity and coherence: Livelihoods
have changed before, people have come and gone. Seen from a historical
perspective, the latest changes are only another small step in the history
of northern Sweden. Den nya sjon includes this historical perspective in
just one brief sequence in which it shows an archaeological excavation,
but it is here that the rhetoric of continuity appears in the most compact
and striking manner: The sequence is introduced with the image of a huge
construction machine digging up the ground. A match cut then links the
machine with the hand of a female archaeologist carefully digging with a
small trowel. The sequence ends with a shot of the archaeologists having
tea near a rediscovered ancient fireplace. Cutting to the fires in which the
cleared vegetation from the lake shores is burned, the film then returns
to the construction works, evoking the seamless continuity of past and
present landscape uses.

Oden bortom horisonten and Den nya sjon have a similar message, but
they are designed for different audiences. Oden bortom horisonten aims to
make the challenges of regulating lakes in northern Sweden understandable
to a Stockholm audience unfamiliar with how people live in the north. To
do so, it compares this type of encroachment with the redevelopment of
Norrmalm, Stockholm’s central city, that was started in 1955 and entailed
the complete rerouting of inner-city traffic, the extension of the metro
network and the replacement of approximately seven hundred historical
buildings with a modern skyscraper quarter. Den nya sjon, on the other hand,
apparently aims at audiences in northern Sweden potentially affected by
the regulation of lakes. In this film, people are at the centre of attention.

The first half of the film depicts how the news of a planned lake regula-
tion come to an affected village. The villagers react with scepticism: “One
started to guess hither and thither: ‘Here will be the water.’ ‘No, that high!
‘No, even higher! It can be as high as the roof of your house there!’ It was

32 Cf. Sundin. “From the Technological to the Antiquarian’s Landscape”; Biérnstad. Kulturmin-
nesvard och vattenkraft 1942-1980.
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Fig. 7.4. An anxious gaze is met with a measuring eye in Den nya sjén (1957).

no wonder that almost everyone was a little anxious.” Of course, the film
does not stop there: The anxious gaze of one of the villagers shot in close-up
that accompanies the above quote is juxtaposed in a match cut (once more)
with the measuring eye of one of Vattenfall’s land surveyors. The frame
introduces a long sequence portraying the detailed process of measuring and
describing in which a living landscape is objectified into words, numbers
and maps, and eventually filed conveniently in dozens of folders. Yet another
match cut concludes the sequence: One of the folders is carefully studied
by one of Vattenfall’s executives in the planning office, who then puts it
back on its shelf, covering up the camera’s lens. The folder is then taken out
of the shelf again in the affected village, where another copy is held. The
folders and the scientific knowledge of the place thus become a token of
reliability and mutual trust in a situation of insecurity. Yet the rhetoric of
industrial fatalism is close at hand here as well: The decision whether or not
the lake is to be regulated is not made by Vattenfall but by the water law
court — “impartially,” as the film highlights. The water court’s proceeding
and final decision, however, are deliberately left out of the frame. The court
appears only as a fatal power standing outside the human sphere in which
Vattenfall and the affected riparian people operate together: “What do we
know about the future? Not much,” the commentary suggests in reference to
the imminent court hearing, thereby once more demonstrating Vattenfall’s
organized irresponsibility.

However, this bleak outlook is immediately absorbed by a positive vision
of how the regulation of lakes and the “new times” that have come with
them have changed living conditions elsewhere. This vision shows the
construction works and the machinery, all accompanied by cheerful music,
while the commentary highlights the general advantages of the regulation
oflakes (namely “good job opportunities” and “bridges and roads”). However,
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the main aim of this second half of the film is to praise Vattenfall’s local
office — “where one can both complain and get help with one’s problems.” In
elaborate before-and-after comparisons, the film presents various “solutions”
that have been found for problems with water supply, timber floating, fishing,
washing facilities and rehousing — and thereby underscores Vattenfall’s
capability to adapt to local and individual problems. Comparable to the
plastic surgeon or the landscape architect in Det nya ansiktet, the local office
in Den nya sjon is thus depicted as another professional, yet non-responsible
help, supporting the individual in better accepting changes in the landscape
that are deemed inevitable.

Modern Water Sprites

Let us now turn back to the water sprite and the homonymous film Strémkar!.
In comparison to the films I have just examined, Stromkar! is less openly
rhetorical as it deals with the less obviously political topics of production
and distribution, leaving construction out of the frame for the most part.
Yet, seen against the background of the discourses I have outlined above, it
becomes evident that this film too aims to engineer consent by presenting
a new narrative of hydroelectric modernity. It is in this context that the
figure of the water sprite takes on new allegorical meanings.

Stromkar! presents the company Vattenfall by showing “people and their
environment,” just like Cederholm puts it in the almost programmatic
preface to the eponymous book quoted above 33 Unlike Det nya ansiktet, Den
nya sjon or Oden bortom horisonten, Stromkarl doesn’t focus on the affected
people, but on Vattenfall's employees, whom it continuously designates as
“modern water sprites.” It depicts them in rather idealized ways, as their
representation perfectly embodies the “operating culture” (driftskultur)
that Vattenfall demanded from its employees: According to an instruction
handbook first published in 1941, this included “a sense of responsibility,
discipline, vigilance and deliberateness,” along with “calm” and “sense of
order,” among others.3* Accordingly, the film’s commentary highlights that
a modern power station “is operated almost automatically — but under
constant vigilance.” And indeed, whenever possible, the machines are shown
conscientiously watched over by one or several “water sprites.” Among the

33 Cederholm, and Nilsson. The Power Team.
34 Kungl. Vattenfallsstyrelsen, editor. Handbok for driftpersonalvid Statens kraftverk: Del 1V:
Matning och skydd, Kraftverksdrift, Sikerhet, 2nd ed. Stockholm, 1943, p. 381.
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Figs.7.5and 7.6.
Modern water
sprites in Strémkarl
(1956).

work force, the film hereby aims to foster identification with this working
ethos. To a lay audience, it demonstrates that the “water sprite” is a reli-
able and professional figure — much like the local office or the landscape
architect.

However, the visual rhetoric of the film shows much more than serious
and professional water sprites. Rather, the film makes an effort to show a
friendly, modest, and approachable work force. The employees in the control
rooms are depicted as ordinary people (only dressed in nifty blue-yellow
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uniforms), who chat and laugh — quite contrary to the commentary, which
simultaneously claims that the power stations are “operated in silence.”
While Strémkarl’s depiction of electricity distribution almost exclusively
focuses on machinery, humans get involved again at the very end of the
distribution network: The film shows two elderly men shaking hands in a
countryside setting — one of them, the livelier of the two, is an electrical
professional from Vattenfall coming to assist a local distribution cooperative,
“where they don’t possess all necessary expertise”; the other one represents
the cooperative and thereby electricity’s consumers. In their handshake,
electricity and the consumer meet at eye level. This is the helpful water
sprite; electricity with a human face.

As we have already seen, Strémkarl introduces the water sprite as a
musical creature. The opening commentary claims that “the modern water
sprite also plays an instrument. He plays on strings that singingly span
the bridges of the mountains and the sounding bodies of the lakes.” This
“instrument” is visualized first by a shot of a generator tower inspected by
a Vattenfall staff member and then a shot of power lines spanning over hills
in the background and a lake in the foreground. In its closing sequence, the
film returns to this musical metaphor. Showing a young Vattenfall employee
taking a stroll over a weir, the commentary becomes lyrical: “Whenever
we ask for light and power, the water sprite is in position. For him, it might
be a lonely routine, but it does happen sometimes that he falls under the
spell of this union of natural power and technological magic.” The camera
then pans to the left, showing the white water below the weir, while the
commentary passes into a poem praising electricity as “a servant, quiet and
discreet.” As it proclaims: “he comes to your house with speech and song,” a
female hand is shown that turns on the radio and the music from the film’s
opening scene comes in. The image then cuts to a calm river scene in the
evening light and the poem concludes: “And maybe, who knows,/even now
as well,/when we've crept into our pleasant downy sheets,/he sings for us,/
the modern water sprite.” In the musical metaphor, all comes together in the
allegory of the water sprite: Electricity and Vattenfall’s staff — both servants,
“quiet and discreet”; the singing of the waterfall and the music from the
electric radio; the water sprite’s fiddle and the technical landscapes of the
power lines. Technology, humans and nature are harmoniously united as
the company Vattenfall, its employees, electricity, landscape and music all
converge in the allegory of the water sprite.

The water sprite sculpture at Trollhédttan had been a sublime, extraordinary
figure. It can be read as an allegory on the first half-century of the industriali-
zation of Swedish waterfalls, during which the country’s modernization was
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often perceived and fashioned in the dramatic forms of the sublime. Several
historians have noted that the post-war years, in contrast, saw a drastic
change in the aesthetics of hydroelectricity. Lasse Brunnstrom has stated
that an “anonymization” of hydropower stations took place from the 1950s
on, both in terms of design and in terms of their cultural significance. He
traces this back to economic reasons, an increasing mundanity of electricity,
as well as to the closing of the national grid that made the individual station
lose its singular importance.3> Sverker Sorlin and Christer Nordlund have
made the complementary argument that during the 1950s the planners’
and the public interest turned from the individual station to landscaping
and to the social context of electricity production, as a manifestation of
Swedish welfare ideals.3° The revised narrative of modernity that I have
traced in Vattenfall’s films resonates well with these findings: The modern
water sprite is no longer a sublime figure to be gazed at by overwhelmed
humans. Rather, he is embodied by humans themselves, engaging with one
another in changing environments. The modern water sprite announces the
departure to a more mundane modernity that is no longer captivated by a
dramatic conquest of nature but caught by the problems it has created itself.
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8  Taxonomy of Techniques
Visions of Industrial Cinema in Post-war Japan

Takuya Tsunoda

Abstract

This chapter, a case study of the Sakuma Dam series, presents three
interlocking points: its geopolitical imbrication with state-endorsed
modernization and democratization; a genealogy of science film as motion
photography of life; and a seemingly incongruous connection between
industrial film and the legacy of post-war leftist filmmaking. The central
argument revolves around investigating industrial film as a point of
convergence between the increasingly technical conditions of existence
and a material understanding of cinema. The dual functions of technolo-
gies as infrastructural innovations and cinematic mediation techniques
point toward epistemological inquiries about cinema as technological
phenomenon. A taxonomy of techniques, an epistemic and reflexive
process that transformed this dual function into an object of analysis, was
entwined with the post-war resurgence of science film production in Japan.

Keywords: Japan; Japanese cinema; documentary; industrial film; tacit

knowledge; useful cinema

“[A]sitis also a film about men of our time — contemporaries whom a short
plane ride would enable us to meet face-to-face — Kurosawa is entitled to
draw upon world cinematic language,” writes André Bazin in his review
of Akira Kurosawa’s Ikiru (1952) that appeared in Cahiers du cinéma in
March 1957, immediately following the Kurosawa retrospective at the
Cinématheque.' Bazin’s literal reference to an aerial voyage typifies the

1 Bazin, André. “Petit journal du cinéma: Vivre.” Cahiers du cinéma, vol. 69, March 1957, p. 2;
idem, The Cinema of Cruelty: From Butiuel to Hitchcock, edited by Frangois Truffaut, translated

Hediger, V., F. Hoof, Y. Zimmermann, with S. Anthony (eds), Films That Work Harder: The Circula-
tion of Industrial Film. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
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critic’s enthusiasm for experiencing and discovering the world through
cinema, perhaps with a little bit of “jetlag.” Japanese films indeed reached
Europe “like that of light from distant stars,” when Kurosawa’s Rashomon
(1950) took the stage at the 1951 Venice International Film Festival, followed
by Kenji Mizoguchi's The Life of Oharu (Saikaku ichidai onna, 1952), Ugetsu
(Ugetsu monogatari, 1953), and Sansho the Bailiff (Sansho dayi, 1954), which
split the top prize with Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (Shichinin no samurai,
1954) again at Venice.

The year 1954 was also when Ishird Honda’s Godzilla (Gojira), a science
fiction giant monster spectacle, was produced and released by Toho Studios —
the same studio where Kurosawa built his career. The “nuclear dinosaur” soon
gained iconic status internationally when the re-edited Hollywood version,
Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1956), hit the American and global markets
in the mid-1950s. While the future Japanese canon started to comprise an
atlas of world cinema, domestic audiences in Japan were infatuated with
cinematic “remapping” of the nation and its geographical transformation.
Sakuma Dam (Sakuma damu, 1954-1958), an unprecedentedly massive-scale
industrial film series that documented the construction of Japan’s largest
dam on the Tenryt River Valley in Aichi Prefecture, was a record-breaking
hit as a feature theatrical documentary and drew nearly six million viewers
across the country. The series was the first Japanese feature documentary
shot with the Eastmancolor and it laid the foundation for what can be
described as the non-fiction construction spectacle, a commercially viable
industrial feature aimed at theatrical release.

Takeji Takamura, a young neophyte documentarian with in-depth
knowledge of jurisprudence, was talent-spotted to direct the series, which
was fully commissioned by the Electric Power Development Company
(Dengen kaihatsu, or Denpatsu in short), the nation’s largest public utility
established in 1952 as Japan was about to resume its sovereignty at the end of
the Allied occupation.? The crew members of the film also included Noriaki
Tsuchimoto and Kazuo Kuroki, who would become the central figures of
the post-war new cinema movement in Japan. Crucially, the documentary
was produced by Iwanami Productions (Iwanami Eiga Seisakusho, est.
1950), which evolved from a major provider of sponsored educational and

by Jane Pease and Rose Kaplan. Seaver Books, 1982, pp. 200—204. Quote from p. 202.

2 Bazin, The Cinema of Cruelty, pp.184-85.

3 The foundation of Denpatsu was the pre-war government monopoly Japan Electric Generation
and Transmission Company (Nippon Hassoden), which had been dissolved under the order of
GHQ as part of democratic reform of infrastructure.
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PR films into a key player in the new cinemas of the 1960s in Japan. To put
it differently, Sakuma Dam points toward pivotal socio-historical nodes
between cinema and its local/global markets, moving image medium and
its role in stirring the popular imagination, and the politics of industrial
enterprise and the new cinemas’ political radicalism.

This chapter examines several nexuses of concern about industrial film
related to the ongoing transformation occurring across a broad spectrum
of media technologies as well as social and infrastructural developments in
post-war Japan. Taking up Sakuma Dam as a case study that both typifies
and diverges from traits and functions of sponsored films in Japan, the
chapter presents four interlocking points as a way to position industrial film
in relation to its popularity with contemporaneous audience, geopolitical
imbrication with state-endorsed modernization and democratization, a
genealogy of science film as motion photography of life, and seemingly
incongruous connection between industrial film and the legacy of post-war
leftist filmmaking. Against an overly schematized concept of sponsored
films as regulatory and manipulative media works for top-down governance
and advertisement, I highlight larger questions concerning cinema, (filmic)
technique and systems of knowledge formation. The central argument
revolves around an investigation of industrial film serving as a point of
convergence between increasingly technical conditions of existence in
post-occupation Japan and a material understanding of cinema, which
called into being (or “engineered”) techniques that enabled viewers to
interface with cinema as a technical image medium. Films on infrastructural
developments, often reinforced by various film techniques, rendered and
showcased the nation in the process of technologizing itself. The dual func-
tion of technologies as both infrastructural innovations in content and
techniques of cinematic mediation points toward epistemological inquiries
about cinema as technological phenomenon. What I describe as a taxonomy
of techniques, an epistemic and reflexive process that transformed this
dual function into an object of analysis, was entwined with the post-war
resurgence of science film production in Japan.

“The ‘Post-war’ Is Already Over”

In 1956, the introductory chapter of the Japanese government’s official
Economic White Paper (Keizai Hakusho) famously included the statement:
“The ‘post-war’ is already over” (“mohaya ‘sengo’ de wa nai”). It had been
widely circulated as a trendy phrase that marked the symbolic end of the
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post-surrender economic recovery in Japan. Indeed, 1955 was the year the
annual gross national product (GNP) surpassed the pre-war peak for the
first time.# The strong economic ties between the US and Japan around
this period led to the establishment of the Japan Productivity Center (Nihon
seisansei honbu), a crucial long-range industrial planning organization that
soon became the major sponsor of global-scale technical missions. The year
1955 also saw Japan’s admittance to the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT). Japan was no longer recovering from the war’s devastation,
but growing towards the future.

The era’s upbeat spirit, which was commonly shared by the populace in
Japan, was also defined by industrial investment in costly new technologies
— literally becoming the engine of growth. The term kaihatsu, or “[technical,
industrial and infrastructural] development,” symbolized the improvement
of people’s lives, and was closely tied to the advent of post-war consumer
culture. Accordingly, the mid-1950s saw popular home appliances dominating
the markets; electric washing machines, refrigerators and televisions were
especially revered as the “three divine appliances” (sanshu no jingi) by every
middle-class family who dreamed of owning them.> The accelerated technical
innovations of the nation’s high-growth period prompted the formation of
mass consumption culture. Referred to as the “age of household electrifica-
tion” (katei denka no jidai), the period was nourished by the rapid development
of hydroelectric and nuclear power stations. The industrial efforts by Japanese
governmental bodies and corporations were thus directed toward dam and
nuclear power plant construction, further fuelling the consumer revolution
of the time. From a macro perspective, the public-private partnership that
endorsed electrification of the nation motivated Japan's post-war (technologi-
cal) modernization. From a micro standpoint, the increasingly technologically
wired household was becoming an individually configured infrastructure
whose connecting network was ensured by electricity.

The rapid electrification of urban life in Japan instigated the emerging
boom of industrial films. In 1953 the National PR Film Festival (Zen Nihon
PR Eiga Konkairu) was inaugurated. This newly established venue accepted
submissions not from production companies but from the sponsoring institu-
tions and corporations. The juries mostly comprised financially powerful
names in and around the industries, including governmental officials, ad

4  For insightful historical accounts on Japan’s post-war economic recovery, please see essays
compiled in Gordon, Andrew, editor. Postwar Japan as History. University of California Press, 1993.
5 Dower, John W. “Peace and Democracy in Two Systems.” Gordon, Postwar Japan as History,
edited by Andrew Gordon. University of California Press, 1993, p. 16.
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agency or film studio executives, and university professors of economics.®
While the adjectival use of “PR” here was inclusive, counting in industrial
documentaries as well as educational/training/instructional films, the
concept of “public relations” in post-war Japan was introduced and evolved
in tandem with the occupation policies administered by the US-led Allied
Forces (1945-1952) in order to nurture Japan as a Cold War ally. The English
acronym “PR” was thus imbued with a newly instituted notion of the “public”
that formed the basis of democratization, the security industry, educational
reform and information management both at local and national levels. The
number of industrial and educational films produced in post-occupation
Japan continuously rose toward a peak with an annual total of g7o titles
in 1960.” And the unprecedented popularity of industrial documentaries
was further intensified by the concurrent dam developments, which had
been one of the favoured subject matters of PR films produced by various
documentary studios of the era.® Most of these films were disseminated
widely through commercial and non-commercial channels of distribution,
including theatres, trade fairs and school auditoriums. The “age of household
electrification” was also the “age of massive dam construction” (“daidamu
kensetsu no jidai"),® whose images and narratives — photographs, postal
stamps, brochures and other cultural productions and practices — constituted
crucial mediascapes occurring in the period.

Making Democracy Visible

Located in the central region of Japan’s main island, Sakuma Dam was
then the largest post-war public works project in Japan and was a symbolic

6 Yoshihara, Junpei. Nihon tanpen eizoshi: Bunka eiga, kyoiku eiga, sangyo eiga [History of
short film in Japan: Culture film, educational film, industrial film]. Iwanami Shoten, 2011, p.195.
7 Kusakabe, Kyushiro. Eizo o tsukuru hito to kigyo: Iwanami Eiga no sanjunen [The man and the
studio that produced the image: Thirty Years of Iwanami Productions]. Mizuumi Shobo, 1980, p. 110.
8 Kiroku Productions (Kiroku Eigasha) made Ikari Dam (Ikari damu) in 1952 and the film
was re-edited in 1956. In 1954, Tokyo Cinema (Tokyo Shinema) also produced Awano Village
(Awanomura), a colour short that documented the electrification of a village in Fukushima.
The film was sponsored by Tohoku Electric Power (Tohoku Denryoku), a newly founded electric
utility owned by the government. Hanabusa Productions (Hanabusa Eiga) put together Ikawa
Goro Dam (Ikawa Goro damu) in 1957.

9 Machimura, Takashi. “Kaihatsu’ o egakanai kaihatsu eiga” [“The construction film that
does not represent construction”]. Iwanami eiga no 1-oku furému [Images of post-war Japan: The
documentary films of Iwanami Productions], edited by Yoshiyuki Niwa and Shun’ya Yoshimi.
Tokyo, 2012, pp. 123—43.
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hydroelectric power development whose potential had been explored since
the beginning of the twentieth century. What had previously been an
impossible blueprint began to move forward when the aforementioned
Electric Power Development Company (or Denpatsu) was established as
a governmental agency in 1952 under the supervision of GHQ (General
Headquarters, lead by Douglas MacArthur), and through foreign aid loans
from the United Nations." The five-year construction involved the relocation
of nearly three hundred households located along the river valley. The
ceremony that celebrated the completion of the dam in October 1957 was
attended by a number of government officials and members of the imperial
family, including Emperor Hirohito himself. The Sakuma Dam project has
been often compared to the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) in the 1930s
United States, a federally owned corporation (est. 1933) known as America’s
effort to facilitate the idea of public ownership of utilities and to boost
economic development during the Great Depression.”

The unparalleled commercial success of the documentary Sakuma Dam
in part derived from the unprecedented scale of the sponsored film project,
whose shooting schedule alone had spanned nearly five years. Sakuma Dam
consists of a series of feature length films, each of which was theatrically
released separately “along with” the progress of construction itself: Chapter
One (Dai ichibu) in 1954, Chapter Two (Dai nibu) in 1955 and Chapter Three
(Dai sanbu) in 1957. A ninety-six-minute re-edited version was released as
Sakuma Dam: Highlights (Sakuma damu: soshii-hen) in the following year
and was also distributed internationally with English narration.’* The
serialized releases situated contemporaneous audiences as witnesses, about
which I will return later in this chapter, of the gradual and ongoing building
process of the monumental dam rather than the retroactive — and thus
narrativized — recounting of an existing architecture. For this reason, the
Sakuma Dam saga, especially Chapter One and Chapter Two, in which the
construction had not yet been completed, was structurally distinctive from
the great majority of other industrial documentaries, in which a building
record would conclude typically with the completion of a project.

10 The foundation of Denpatsu was the pre-war government monopoly Japan Electric Generation
and Transmission Company (Nippon Hassoden), which had been dissolved under the order of
GHQ as part of democratic reform of infrastructure.

11 Toba, Koji. “Damu kaihatsu to kiroku eiga” [“Dam development and documentary”]. Iwanami
eiga no l-oku furému [Images of post-war Japan: The documentary films of Iwanami Productions],
edited by Yoshimi Shun’ya. Niwa Yoshiyuki pp. 145-62.

12 The shot analyses in the following sections are from the 1958 version, unless otherwise
noted.
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The absence of narrative enclosure also characterizes the cinematic
rendition of human actants, especially the image of the relocated villagers.
Aswas indicated earlier, the dam affected three hundred households located
in the vicinity of the construction site.”d And Sakuma Dam points toward
their existence; it does so, however, by soberly filming and “studying” the
villages and their customs, keeping the villagers within their disappearing
ecological networks of livelihood. As if conducting data visualization for
an environmental survey, the camera records the “indigenous” culture
of Tomiyama village, which is about to be submerged permanently. Such
a paucity of human elements in Sakuma Dam can be deciphered as an
indication that the documentary epic was an embodiment of capitalism
that concealed the condition of the suffering. However, sociologist Takashi
Machimura points out that the face of the victimized was, paradoxically,
one of the common tropes typically used in numerous industrial films of
the period in Japan. Especially for dam constructions, the sacrifice made by
dislocated villagers was often an integral part of narrativizing the industrial
procedure. The votive decision of the weak — for the greater good and to
electrify Japan — was glorified as the “icon of industrial development,”
through which the importance of exploitation would be further dramatized
and reinforced.'*

To make the victimized visible was in fact inherent to the many sponsor-
ing organizations legitimizing industrialization. The image of the dislocated
also easily fit into the newly introduced post-war notion of the “public” as
well as democratic ethos, wherein the citizen’s consensus would preside
over private interests.'s In other words, visualizing the villagers rendered
democracy visible. As noted above, the term PR entailed geopolitical
implications of post-war Japan, in which an emerging notion of the public
was highly imbricated with (America-led) governmental techniques in
administering and managing civic and corporate bodies.’® And various
images of the sacrificial were often ingrained in the organizational logic

13 For the detailed account of the Denpatsu’s negotiation with Toyone Village, Tenrya Village,
and Tomiyama Village (as well as governmental interventions), please see Machimura, Takashi,
editor. Kaihatsu no jikan, kaihatsu no kitkan — Sakuma damu to chiiki shakai no hanseiki [Time
of industrial growth, space of industrial growth — Fifty years of Sakuma Dam and its region].
Tokyo Daigaku Shuppankai, 2006.

14 Machimura. “Kaihatsu’ o egakanai kaihatsu eiga,” p. 129.

15 Please see Upham, Frank K. “Unplaced Persons and Movements for Place.” Postwar Japan
as History, edited by Andrew Gordon. University of California Press, 1993, pp. 325-46.

16 Please see Ha, Kyung Jin. Paburikku riréshonzu no rekishi shakaigaku [Historical sociology
of public relations]. Iwanami Shoten, 2017.
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of industrial films. In a broader context, the logic and rhetoric of a victim-
hood that reaffirmed the position of post-surrender Japan as war victim
also prevailed in cultural and political fields. So-called post-war “victim
consciousness” (higaisha ishiki) foregrounded the suffering to obscure or
erase the question of responsibility for the wartime imperialist aggression
toward other Asian nations. Such collective amnesia was characteristic not
only of the political discourse endorsed by the conservative leadership but
of various cultural works and activities by progressives, including a group
of leftist filmmakers in the 1950s as the Japanese Communist Party was
itself going through factional struggles.

The post-war Japanese mainstream film industry in the 1950s was not
immune to a red purge carried out under McCarthyism, which led to an
independent production boom formed and sustained by the personnel
expelled from the major studios."” Exemplified by socialist realist aesthetics
and a teleological narrative, these independently produced fiction films,
many of which garnered critical acclaim from various media, often centred
around exposing the perceived “reality” and its contradictions in post-
war society, such as social injustice and the plight of the impoverished.
Underlined was, however, the legitimacy of self-victimization fuelled with
the dramatic rendition of anti-authoritarian sentiment, which was then
rigorously critiqued by an emerging generation of the Japanese New Wave
players, such as Nagisa Oshima. The gradual dissolution of post-war socialist
realism in part corresponded to a global shift from the old left to the new
left. Curiously, a rhetorical pattern that displayed social-public benefits in
industrial film grew in tandem with the political ambitions of the immediate
post-war left in Japan. And it should be stressed that Sakuma Dam, which bore
neither the self-enclosing narrative nor the iconic image of the self-sacrificial
heroism of the dislocated, deviated from both the dominant tradition of the
industrial film and the old left, and instead possessed a peculiar rapport
with the uncompromising politics of the radicalized new left.

Destruction, Excavation, Cartography and Deixis
Rather than the victimized, Sakuma Dam is characteristically dominated

by the recurring images of technologies and their arrangements/utilization:
a variety of monstrous machines —dump trucks, excavators, power shovels

17 For a concise history of Japanese cinema, please see Yomota, Inuhiko. What Is Japanese
Cinema? A History. Translated by Philip Kaffen. Columbia University Press, 2019.
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Figs. 8.1 and 8.2. From Sakuma Dam. Picture courtesy Documentary Film Preservation Center, Japan.

as well as various control apparatuses mostly imported from the United
States — and tunnel blasting (figs. 8.1 and 8.2). One of the climactic spectacles
of the documentary series revolves around the blocking of the Tenryu River
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and a series of explosions due to blasting to create drain tunnels to divert its
flow, that is to say, destruction and excavation. The watercourse, which once
had the nickname “Unruly Tenrya” (abare Tenryii), meandered through deep
forests in the Japanese Central Alps, and blocking it off required exhaust-
ing and repetitive reclamation work. The documentary underscores the
assiduous and destructive procedure of blasting and scraping nearby fields
and transporting sediment. The film does not erase the repetitive nature
of a series of steps that demanded mechanical precision and technical
sophistication.

The governing organization principle of the sequences that highlight the
destruction sites is temporal, a characteristic Tom Gunning and Salomé
Aguilera Skvirsky point out as a major representational strategy in “process
films,” which typically detail “the successive stages of industrial or handicraft
manufacturing.”® The gradual progress, which alone consumed nearly
two years, comes to a climax with the very moment of the sealing off of
the river. This instant of geographic transformation is also underlined
with narration — “March 28, 1954, the Tenryu River halted its flow” — that
(re)addresses its permanent change to the “witnessing” of viewers with a
bird’s-eye perspective, which also enframes the diegetic workers as onlookers
(fig. 8.3). Throughout the film, the voice-over narrates the passing of time in a
manner reminiscent of dating a legal document; accordingly, the spectatorial
engagement with the film as both witness and record endows this cathartic
moment of the shutting down of the river with a juridical effect. To put it
differently, the indexical reference to the geographical transformation “in
motion” is open to both the past and the present. The two temporalities
inscribed in the moving image are further indexed with the film’s expository
narration that frequently uses singular proximal demonstratives — such as
“this” and “that” - to direct the viewer to the image. The indexical status of
the cinematic image (in the semiotics of Charles Sanders Peirce) operates
both as trace and deixis, which signal both the corroboration of an existence
from the past (i.e. trace) and a deictic pointer to its referent (whose meaning
is contingent upon each contextual situation).’® Sakuma Dam’s juridical
form of address enables the viewer to witness the moment “here and now.”

18 Gunning, Tom. “Before Documentary: Early Nonfiction Films and the ‘View’ Aesthetic.”
Uncharted Territory: Essays on Early Nonfiction Film, edited by Daan Hertogs and Nico de Klerk.
Stichting Nederlands Filmmuseum, 1997, pp. 9—24. Quote from p. 13. Please also see Aguilera
Skvirsky, Salomé. “The Latin American Process Film.” This volume.

19 Doane, Mary Ann. “The Indexical and the Concept of Medium Specificity.” Differences,
vol. 18, no. 1, 2007, pp. 128-52, esp. pp. 136—41.
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Fig. 8.3. Blocking and diverting the Tenry River in Sakuma Dam. Picture courtesy Documentary
Film Preservation Center, Japan.

Similarly, the cathartic closure of the river does not reveal itself as a narrative
closure, which would be anchored firmly by an absorptive experience of
cinema; it rather shares its affinity with what Jane Gaines calls as “the pathos
of fact” surrounding an inherently indexical documentary image, whose
evidential power of material condition animates the spectator’s affective
circuit of the film viewing experience.*® Developing after Eisenstein’s notion
of “political pathos,” Gaines explicates how “[s]ites of suffering” can be
“rendered as sights of suffering” in indexed image, which in return moves
and galvanizes the spectator’s political consciousness and commitment
“to transform the world.” Unlike the formulaic political yearning of the
socialist realist views, for Gaines this oscillation between evidence and
aspiration serves as a pivotal point of contact between melodrama(tization
of documentary) and (photographic) realism, or a pathos-triggered affective

20 Gaines, Jane. “Documentary Radicality.” Revue canadienne d’études cinématographiques/
Canadian Journal of Film Studies, vol. 16, no. 1, 2007, pp. 5—24.

21 Ibid., pp. 6, 9. Also, please see Zhen, Zhang. “Toward a Digital Political Mimesis: Aesthetics
of Affect and Activist Video.” DV-Made China: Digital Subjects and Social Transformations after
Independent Film, edited by Zhang Zhen and Angela Zito. University of Hawai‘i Press, 2015,
Pp- 316—46.
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dimension of viewing bodies often sidelined or obscured under the banner
of the “critique of realism.”?

Gaines’ analysis further foregrounds a politically charged experiential
connection between the viewer and the moving image, in which any given
“moment” is constantly turned “into its progression” and which allows one
to trace “that moment as it is made to move.”3 Her primary intent here
is to reposition the rhetoric of radical politics within the long-standing
leftist documentary filmmaking practice and discourse, and the moving
image would “come back out again” as movement on the bodies of energized
spectators, mobilizing actions in and on the real world.>* Sakuma Dam,
a government-sponsored PR feature for theatrical release, does not fall
into the category of radical documentary, deliberately avoiding presenting
the site as “suffering” and taking little notice of the dislocated. Yet, it is
crucial that the film that promotes hydroelectric power generation makes
the viewer engage with waves of semiosis, signifying the material condi-
tions of the infrastructure in the making. Despite its ostensive political
and institutional goal to show off the grandeur of power and technology,
the viewer’s participation in the documentary image — and its cathartic
“enhancements” — operates as sense testimony.

The non-human scale of the infrastructural manoeuvres also makes the
documentary close to Ishird Honda's Godzilla (Gojira, 1954), the aforemen-
tioned monster spectacle released the same year. Importantly, Sakuma Dam
was scored by Akira Ifukube, an acclaimed composer whose best-known works
include none other than the soundtrack of Godzilla. Chon A. Noriega, in his
psychoanalytic study of the Godzilla franchise, illustrates how the Japanese
has tend to sympathize with the destructive dinosaur “as a tragic hero” beyond
a “comical icon” widely circulated and reappropriated in popular culture in a
global scale.? Stuck in the Cold War geopolitical staging of military-economic
governance, Japan in the 1950s was well under the United States’ nuclear
presence, epitomized by the Lucky Dragon incident, in which a Japanese tuna
boat (named Daigo Fukuryii Maru [Lucky Dragon 5]) was hit by the fallout of
US H-bomb testing at Bikini Atoll in March 1954. Godzilla’s emergence, which
corresponded to this shocking “return of the repressed” in post-occupation
Japan, can be psychoanalytically situated as a “therapeutic” re-enactment of

22 Gaines. “Documentary Radicality,” p. 6.

23 Ibid,, p.12.

24 Ibid,, p.12.

25 Noriega, Chon A. “Godzilla and the Japanese Nightmare: When Them!1s US.” Hibakusha
Cinema: Hiroshima, Nagasaki and the Nuclear Image in Japanese Film, edited by Mick Broderick.
Kegan Paul International, 1996, pp. 54-74.
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trauma. The radioactive dinosaur is not merely the unfathomable Other to
be annihilated but a symbolic object that exhibits the very process of dealing
with the repressed anxieties. Noriega contends that Japan in 1954 is itself “a
transitional monster caught between the imperial past and the post-war
industrial future, aroused by United States H-bomb tests.”6

If Godzilla integrates its genre trope — the monster spectacle of mass
destruction — into the therapeutic re-enactment of the problematic in an
attempt to cope with trauma, the cathartic witness of the river closing
in Sakuma Dam is also participation of different sort, which allows one
to engage with the duality of infrastructures, that is to say, magnificent
infrastructural materials that comprise the substrata of the phenomenal
world and a larger infrastructural system in the making. Brian Larkin
describes this duality as the “peculiar ontology” of infrastructures, which
are fundamentally “things and also the relation between things.”” The film
about electrification of the nation makes the materials and foundations of
the infrastructure and its facility (iron, soils, cable wires and so on) visible
and sensible, simultaneously situating the viewer in the midst of ongoing
infrastructural constructions. The revealed process of “system building” here
was also entangled with one’s spatio-temporal experience of cinema, another
institutionalized structure or dispositif that encompasses a heterogeneous
constellation of film, built space, social, political and discursive practices
whose configuration is historically specific. Japan in 1954, as a transitional
monster, was inseparable from this disposition, in which cinema as an
aggregation of various cluster of mechanisms, infrastructural making in
transition and the viewers (as actants) were themselves comprising elements.

The Method of Science Film, Taxonomy of Techniques and the
Politics of Scale

Noriaki Tsuchimoto, one of the most prominent documentary filmmakers in
post-war Japan, laid stress on Sakuma Dam in his 1988 essay on documentary
history, characterizing the film as a magnum opus, whose “method” would
align itself with that of “science film” (kagaku eigateki shuho).?® Tsuchimoto,

26 Ibid., p. 62.

27 Larkin, Brian. “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure.” Annual Review of Anthropology,
vol. 42. 2013, pp. 327-43. Quote from p. 329.

28 Tsuchimoto, Noriaki. “Shiron dokyumentari eiga no sanjanen” [“My perspective: Thirty
years of documentary film”]. Koza Nihon eiga 7: Nihon eiga no genzai [Japanese film lecture
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now mostly known for his documentaries in the 1970s on the mercury
poisoning incident in Minamata, remained deeply involved in the Japanese
Communist Party and its activism throughout the early 1950s and joined
Iwanami Productions in 1956 at the start of his filmmaking career. Despite
his persistent empathy toward the radical left, Tsuchimoto paradoxically
recognized the governmental infrastructure film as an admirable variation
of scientific inquiry detached from directorial intervention to the rapport
between the camera and the subjects. For him, the film documented each
stage of the “work schedule” (kotei) not as a “follow-up” (atooi) story but as a
record of progress, and what was “enhanced” was sober yet minute precision
of the operation flow, itself grounded upon a rigorously calculated schedule.*
Tsuchimoto’s observation of operational precision highlighted several
key film techniques devised in Sakuma Dam. As was indicated above, Sa-
kuma Dam sequentially presents the temporarily determined stages of the
infrastructure project, sharing its stylistic traits with process films, which
typically demonstrates “a series of chronological, sequentially ordered steps.”°
Aguilera Skvirsky stresses that such traits can be located extensively as a
“genre-determining feature,” from early sponsored film to art fiction cinema
from the 2000s.3" As the film rhythmically and almost mathematically renders
blasting for drain tunnels, sequences are, for instance, typically cued with
various shots of dynamite installations, followed by a close-up of a detonator.
An operator — rather than a labourer — pulls the lever. There is a pause and
then a blast. The explosion itself occasionally functions as formal punctuation,
arelease from a prolonged suspense. Historian Jinshi Fujii also points out that
the white rising smoke that covers up the frame is stylistically repurposed
as a fade-out, an optical effect to create a transition between scenes.3*
Dust and debris indeed fly off toward the camera in several shots, which
directly assault the spectatorial gaze as immediate and disruptive spec-
tacles; explosions break both the mountain surfaces and the fourth wall.
Shizuo Komura, the chief cinematographer of the documentary, recalls

series 7: Japanese cinema now], edited by Tadao Sato et al. Iwanami Shoten, 1988, pp. 248—69.
Quote from p. 251.

29 Ibid,, p. 250.

30 Aguilera Skvirsky, Salomé. “Realism, Documentary, and the Process Genre in Early New
Latin American Cinema.” The Routledge Companion to Latin American Cinema, edited by Marvin
D’Lugo et al., Routledge, 2017, pp. 119—32. Quote from p. 126.

31 Ibid., pp.126—29.

32 Fujii, Jinshi. “Damu o tsukuru’ noka ‘damu ga dekiru’ noka” [

“w

Dam is constructed’ or ‘dam
comes into being”]. Iwanami eiga no l-oku furému [Images of post-war Japan: The documentary
films of Iwanami Productions], edited by Yoshiyuki Niwa and Shun’ya Yoshimi. Tokyo, 2012,
p. 111
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Fig. 8.4. Blasting in Sakuma Dam. Picture courtesy Documentary Film Preservation Center, Japan.

that the filming of blasting involved “deadly” endeavours, attempting to
get as close to explosions as possible and wiring up the lighting equipment
(combinations of 3K and 5K in dark tunnels) to secure enough lighting
exposure for Kodachrome film.33 However, the moments of explosions, or
the mise en scene that potentially jeopardized the lives of those filming,
are efficiently and intelligibly edited. Violent interference with nature is
tamed, turning them into tuneful spectacle under control. In Tsuchimoto’s
essay, the construction “work schedule” (kotei) is rhetorically correlated
with the formal “structure” (kose() of the documentary, and this implicit
parallel is more than a paronomastic play. The “processual” filmic syntax
is here doubled with the arithmetical construction work flow. To put it
differently, the organizational logic of editing, which parallels the flow of
construction process, serves as an epistemic template that itself configures
film techniques.3* The viewer learns both the infrastructural project made
visible in content and film techniques made recognizable in the film.

33 Komura, Shizuo. “Sakuma damu to watashi” [“Sakuma dam and me”]. Iwanami eiga no 1-oku
furému [Images of post-war Japan: The documentary films of Iwanami Productions], edited by
Yoshiyuki Niwa and Shun’ya Yoshimi. Tokyo, 2012, pp. 95-97.

34 Tsuchimoto. “Shiron dokyumentari eiga no sanjinen,” pp. 250—51.
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Figs. 8.5-8.6. Workers' faces in Sakuma Dam. Pictures courtesy Documentary Film Preservation
Center, Japan.

Tsuchimoto’s reference to the formal structure of Sakuma Dam also pointed
to a use of the close-up, another film technique that he drew attention to
in his observation of a worker covered with (toxic) white pulverized dusts
in the documentary.

American cutting-edge methods, gigantic cranes, and powerful bulldoz-
ers were under full operation, reminding us of the change from the era
of pickaxes and rope basket [tsuruhashi to mokko no jidai]. Yet, the film
[Sakuma Dam] also shows white dust covering a head and face of a worker
drilling holes in a rocky tunnel, including the close-up of his eyelashes that
have now turned gray.35

Tsuchimoto added that the close-up images would now be the overt
“photographic evidence of silicosis” (kethaibyo), a lung disease common to
construction workers caused by the inhalation of toxic dust containing
silica (figs. 8.5-8.6). The remark, on the one hand, connotes the film-
maker’s political-empathic reading of the representations of labourers as
ambivalent images of critique, and pinpoints the government-led massive
enterprise behind the dam project. On the other hand, the contrast he
draws between American technologies and Japanese on-site labourers
(covered with industrial dust) is also intertwined with the binary op-
positions in terms of “scale,” namely, between the perceived totality of
the grandeur and the anatomical details of the image. The close-up on
the eyelashes does not abstract itself merely as a metonymical figure that
indicates America-Japan geopolitical tension or a capital-labour exploitive
relation; it also holds the revelatory quality that enabled Tsuchimoto to
trace the evidential power inherent to the specific film technique: the

35 Ibid,, p. 251.
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close-up. To rephrase, the face of the Japanese worker is not rendered
as a miniature diminished in awe of largeness but is discerned as an
enlarged microcosm that solicits minute and analytical observation.
What his remark suggests is a taxonomical approach to the moving-image
medium and its technique, reflexively contrasting aerial view/long shot
and close-up. The close-up here does more than signifying what is shown;
it is also pedagogical and processual, teaching one a technique of ~ow to
close in to the microscopic attributes of what is shown. This discovery
of the technique - as an epistemic mediator — is what Tsuchimoto sees
as the implicit connection between the industrial PR documentary and
science film, whose “arithmetical” perfection in ¢tracing the microscopic
“living cell organism in motion” (seimei no kotai no undo no kurozu appu)
had once made him want to become a cinematographer rather than a
director.3¢ The film that records the infrastructure in the making here is
also “engineering” the arithmetical approach to film techniques.

The former reading of the close-up as an image of critique is premised
upon a semiosis of significance, which strives for the symbolic inscribed on
the worker’s face. The latter presents the possibility of cinematic mediation
operating in tandem with categorical study of film techniques, through
which the viewer explores the terrain between the technical images of in-
frastructural making (i.e. dam construction) and the techniques of revealing
(film form). If the former largely centres around a politics of representation,
the latter points toward a politics of cinematic scale, drawing from a work on
the close-up by Mary Ann Doane. The close-up, which has claimed a unique
status throughout the histories and theories of cinema, tends to elaborate
a politics of the “face,” a fragment of the body that simultaneously serves
as an undecipherable/unreadable material surface as well as a window
into interiority. However, it is also the term that designates “enlargement,”
foregrounding its pivotal roles in relation to the spatial configurations, scale
and (dis)proportion. Doane’s study reveals that a politics of the close-up is
entwined with these seemingly quantitative and apolitical operations of
scales, which in fact encompass deeply political questions of perspective/
point of view, spatiotemporal rationalization, narrative construction and
capitalist desire for commodification and possession.3? Doane argues that
the politics of scale, as “potential semiotic threat,” undermines a schematized
logic of continuity and identification and instead “empower(s] the spectator

36 Ibid., p. 250.
37 Doane, Mary Ann. “The Close-Up: Scale and Detail in the Cinema.” Differences, vol. 14, no. 5,
2005, pp. 89—111.
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as analyst of, rather than vessel for, meaning.”s® I stress that such empower-
ment effectively destabilizes assumed autonomies of various spaces among
the diegetic, representational and spectatorial, once again evoking the
question of dispositif. Beyond the politics of representation and its textual
specificity, the politics of scale illustrates reflexive interrelations among the
infrastructure in the making, technological condition of film production,
and the film’s own techniques of mediation.

Crucially, it is also here that Tsuchimoto makes brief yet critical
comments on post-war Japan and the film, in which the magnificent
infrastructural construction, for him, is “mirroring” (ejiru) the “resur-
rection of a defeated Japan.”? If one persists in labelling the filmmaker
as belonging to the radical left, his seemingly celebratory remark on the
politico-economical centralization occurring in immediate post-occupation
Japan has to be questioned as problematic or dismissed as frivolous.
However, the cinematic inquiry of science once again operates as the
linchpin of the relation Tsuchimoto suggests between war and Japan.
The ambivalent ethical, existential and military implications of aerial
cartographic views in the post-World War II period were addressed by
various figures outside the Japanese context. It is Paul Virilio, for instance,
who mapped out how scientific and mechanized modes of modern warfare
converged on the aerial vision from military aircraft.4® Virilio’s homology
between the operation of human eyes and that of aerial reconnaissance as
amilitary ocular machine is often associated with the murderous vision of
modern warfare. Erwin A. Gutkind, a German-born architect and urban
planner, also spelled out in his 1956 essay that aerial vision, which had once
made humans completely invisible, would simultaneously make collective
human responsibility for the fragile planet visible. As a visual critique of
humanity’s destructive exploitation of nature, aerial vision ultimately
reflects “the moral conscience of mankind.™' I argue that the camera’s
miniaturizing, macroscopic and distanced vision of the wartime “killing
machine” (in Virilio’s term) came to be rearticulated into a form of visual

38 Ibid,, p.107.

39 Tsuchimoto. “Shiron dokyumentari eiga no sanjinen,” p. 251.

40 Virilio, Paul. War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception. Translated by Patrick Camiller,
Verso, 1989, esp. ch. 2: “Cinema Isn’t I See, It's I Fly.”

41 Gutkind, Erwin A. “Our World from the Air: Conflict and Adaptation.” Man’s Role in Changing
the Face of the Earth, edited by William L. Thomas. University of Chicago Press, 1956, pp. 1-44.
See p. 11. *Also quoted by Amad, Paula. “From God’s-Eye to Camera-Eye: Aerial Photography’s
Post-humanist and Neo-humanist Visions of the World.” History of Photography, vol. 36, no. 1,
2012, pp. 66—86. See p. 75.
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and perceptual expansion with microscopic views of the living organism
in motion in post-war science documentaries in Japan.

In the specific case of post-war Japanese documentary, the series of
cartographic bird’s-eye shots, exemplified by the above-mentioned river
closing in Sakuma Dam, was prefigured by the aerial vision in The Effects of
the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 1946 documentary made
by a group of filmmakers at the Japan Film Company (Nippon Eigasha, or
Nichiei for short), a former government-run monopoly where large-scale war
documentaries and newsreels had been mass produced. The production of
the film, which recorded the epicentres of the nuclear bomb attacks and
their impacts on inhabitants in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the months
immediately following the events, was itself haunted, deeply intertwined
with the Japanese government and US occupational tension and confusion.
Furthermore, the production process was stopped, subsumed and resumed
repeatedly. The finished film — 165 minutes in length — was also confiscated
and suppressed by multiple ruling bodies for decades.** This doomed film,
as Abé Mark Nornes argues, literally had a maboroshi or “phantom-like”
status surrounding its existence.*3

The production context and textual presence, at the same time, demysti-
fies the spectral status of this documentary on atomic warfare.*# The film
was, as its blunt title implies, conceived as a scientific investigation of the
effects of the atomic bombs on different sites and Aibakusha, or A-bomb
victims, conducting a meticulous (and often inhuman) survey about various
impacts on nature and living tissues caused by radioactive particles. Along
with extremely horrific representation of “pain” inflicted by the bomb,
the film contained ample cartographic images of the evaporated cities
recorded from an aerial perspective, which, as Nornes suggests, would
correspond to the A-bomb’s “point of view.™5 If macroscopic shots of the

42 One of the earliest fruitful attempts to release the film publicly was pursued by a group
of civilian activists, and in April of1968, NHK and NET broadcasted the shorter version of the
film. Please see Yoshihara. Nihon tanpen eizoshi, p. 101.

43 Nornes conducts insightful study on The Effects of the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, pairing it with Fumio Kamei’s another monumental post-war documentary A Japanese
Tragedy (1946). Please see Nornes, Abé Mark. Japanese Documentary Film: The Meiji Era through
Hiroshima. University of Minnesota Press, 2003, pp. 183—219.

44 The filming crew was largely comprised of Nichiei directors and cinematographers, including
Sueo Ito, Dairokuro Okuyama, Shigeru Miki, and Kiyoji Suzuki. Please see Yoshihara. Nihon
tanpen eizoshi, pp. 98—101.

45 Nornes. Japanese Documentary Film, p. 211. Nornes also used this expression at a lecture
held in conjunction with the conference “Legacies of Leftism in Film and Media Theory: East
Asia and Beyond” at Columbia University on February 29, 2019.
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scientifically motivated documentary rendered the ultimate apocalyptic
vision of death, annihilation and destruction, the way Tsuchimoto relates
the science film method to Sakuma Dam and his reference to the “resurrec-
tion” of post-war Japan also take on a new meaning. Kiyoji Suzuki, one of
the camera crewmembers for The Effects of the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, noted in 1949 that the wartime air raids had literally burnt
out all the photo-microscopic equipment.4® The sense of heavy losses and
industrial unrest in the early post-war years certainly underscored the
break from the preceding wartime works and practices.

History of microcinematography goes back to the early twentieth century,
when Julius Ries, a Swiss biologist, produced one of the first time-lapse
micro-cinematographic records of the cellular development of the sea urchin
in 1907.47 Capturing organic cells “in motion” was also a major agenda for
physiologists such as Louise Chevreton and Frederic Vlés, who made a short
film of the sea urchin’s cellular transformation from egg to larva, rigor-
ously adopting Etienne-Jules Marey’s chromophotographic method.*® Such
European precedents were soon imported to Japan by M. Pathé and other
ruling organizations in both public and private sectors.® Domestic studios
investing in production and distribution of science film, such as the Jujiya
Culture Film Division (Jajiya Bunka Eigabu) and Riken Science Film (Riken
Kagaku Eiga), also started to appear in the late 1920s and the 1930s partly
in response to an influx of UFA kulturfilms from Germany.5° Just as UFA
underwent Nazification in the 1930s under the government’s protectionist
measures, the budding science film culture in Japan became largely integrated
into the wartime mobilization of the entire film industry, especially after the
1939 implementation of the Film Law (Eigaho), which required all theatres
nationwide to include short documentaries in every programme.>

46 Suzuki, Kiyoji. “Bisokudo satsuei no keiken to hansei” [“Experience and reflection upon
time-lapse photography”]. Eiga gijutsu [Film technique], vol. 5, August 1949. Also quoted in
Yoshihara, Nihon tanpen eizoshi, p. 324.

47 For an insightful analysis of a live-cell imaging technology and its development, see Lan-
decker, Hannah. “The Life of Movement: From Microcinematography to Live-Cell Imaging.”
Journal of Visual Culture, vol. 11, no. 3, 2012, pp. 378—99.

48 1Ibid., pp. 381-82. Also see Kelty, Christopher, and Hannah Landecker. “A Theory of Animation:
Cells, L-Systems, and Film.” Grey Room, no. 17, 2004, pp. 30—-63.

49 For M. Pathé, please see High, Peter B. “Umeya Shokichi: The Revolutionist as Impresario.”
Nagoya University, n.d., pp. 124—25.

50 Tanigawa, Yoshio. Nihon no kagaku eigashi [History of science film in Japan]. Yuni Tsashinsha,
1978, pp. 26-33.

51 For brief overview of the Film Law and its impact on the documentary industry, please see
Nornes, Abé Mark. Japanese Documentary Film: The Meiji Era through Hiroshima. University
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Tsuchimoto, however, prompts us to recognize that the very attempt to
make the living cells — or “life” — visible in motion fully blossomed in Japan
after surrender, corresponding to the technological rigor of the early post-war
(life) science films that marked progress and the “resurrection” from the
devastation of the war. The early major post-war science shorts, Dairokuro
Okuyama’s Living Bread (Ikiteiru pan, 1948),5* Ecosystem of Tuberculosis
(Kekkaku no seitai, 1952) and Nikichi Ota’s The Life of Rice (Ine no issho,
1950) all employed the phase-contrast imaging technology and time-lapse
techniques that enabled the camera to record a living microorganism in
motion instead of a stained (therefore dead) specimen fixed to prepared
slides.53 The aforementioned Nichiei was corporatized in 1946 and came
to stand at the forefront of the field of science film production along with
a few other studios, most notably Tokyo Cinema (est. 1954) and Iwanami
Productions (est. 1950), which, as I noted, produced Sakuma Dam. Tsuchi-
moto’s account on Sakuma Dam should be intertwined with this redemptive
perspective of life and birth in the close-up of the microscopic details. To put
it differently, the filmmaker’s admiration for Sakuma Dam does not derive
entirely from its subversive quality that captured the perceived evidence of
hard labour; rather the documentary is for him a moving-image catalogue of
the post-war infrastructural innovations, in which the evidence of material
conditions is simultaneously presented as the indexical connection of
motion photography to life.

Conclusion

Sakuma Dam Chapter One alone attracted more than three million viewers
when theatrically released in 1954. This commercial success as a feature
documentary became the cornerstone of a non-fiction infrastructure
construction genre for theatrical release. For instance, the development of
the Kurobe Dam (Kurobe damuy), the tallest arch dam in Japan to date, was
also made into a series of films by Nichiei. Sponsored by the third-sector
Kansai Electric Power Company (Kansai Denryoku or KEPCO, for short),
the films recororded eight years of construction process between 1956 and

of Minnesota Press, 2003, especially pp. 61-69. Also, Kasza, Gregory ]. The State and the Mass
Media in Japan, 1918-1945. University of California Press, 1993.

52 Asnoted above, Okuyama was one of the crew members of The Effects of the Atomic Bomb
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

53 Yoshihara. Nihon tanpen eizdshi, pp. 324—27.
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1963 and were released in sequential instalments in 1957, 1958, 1961 and
1963. Kurobe Dam was also known as “Kuroyon Dam” (Kuroyon damu)
for housing the then largest hydropower plant, Kurobe No. 4 (dai-yon).
Accordingly, Nichiei’s documentary saga has often been referred to as the
Kuroyon series and was widely popularized in Kinema Junpo and other
major film journals in Japan.5*

One crucial point to be made is the way in which a rhetoric of in-
frastructural innovation in content also brought formal, technical and
experiential features to light that reflected a transforming condition
of highly mediated societies. In 1961 the third chapter of the Kuroyon
series was shot and released in CinemaScope, followed by an enormous
commercial success of The Sands of Kurobe (Kurobe no taiyo), a fictional
dramatization of the Kurobe Dam project as a serial novel in 1964 and its
film adaptation in 1968. Casting the then peerless stars Toshiro Mifune
and Yujiro Ishihara, the film, with a 196-minute running time, dominated
the box office and became the top-grossing film of the year.55 In 1969,
Nippon Television — Japan’s first commercial TV station — also put together
a televised drama of the same title, recasting Ishihara as well as other
major names from the film version. A newly available widescreen format,
or a technological innovation in part as a countermeasure against the
emergence of television, was implemented in the documentary series to
display infrastructural innovation in content, which then migrated to
mainstream media enterprises, including television. This type of transme-
dia strategy is not entirely new, given that histories of cinema have always
been inseparable from those of other media. However, post-war industrial
films in Japan, beyond the localized boundaries and spaces of cinema,
became deeply entangled with a range of epistemic transformations and
changing mediascapes occurring in the period. To put it differently, the
question at stake is not necessarily about corporate structures (determined
by a market-driven economy) or ideology inter-textually woven into
representations. Rather, the industrial films comprised the industrial,
infrastructural, organizational and technological relationalities, from
which various forms or systems of knowledge emerge. Such systems
had often been configured with and preconditioned by film (and other

54 For a brief account of the Kuroyon series, please see Yoshihara. Nihon tanpen eizoshi,
Pp- 214-16.

55 A popular writer, Shoji Kimoto, penned the novel, which was first serialized in the Mainichi
newspaper in1964. Both Ishihara and Mifune founded their own film production studios in the
1960s: Ishinara Promotions in 1963 and Mifune Productions in 1963. The two studios co-produced
The Sands of Kurobe.
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media) as technologies and techniques of mediation as well as of medial
participation, which constituted particular dispositif in post-war Japan.
This historically and geopolitically specific dispositif points toward open-
ended media environment or media-infused world building, where social
actants remains analytical, processual and reflexive.
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9 The Power of Flows

The Spatiality of Industrial Films on Hydropower in
Switzerland*

Yvonne Zimmermann

Abstract

This chapter looks at two exemplary Swiss films from the 1930s and 1950s
to study the circulation of narratives, rhetoric strategies and motifs in
industrial films on hydropower. Drawing on Manuel Castells’ concept
of “the space of flows,” the chapter focuses on the spatiality of these
films and shows how they mediate between the dynamic space of flows
of technology and economy and the static places of society. The films
negotiate space within a national framework and use water power and
landscape as cultural resources to shape ideas about national identity.
Arguably, these films are not as much representations and records of
spatial transformations as they are actors in the process of negotiating

the transformation of places into spaces of flow.

Keywords: space; energy; flow; hydropower; landscape; national identity

Until the mid-1960s, when with the introduction of nuclear power a new
competitor among the energy resources emerged, hydropower was by far the
most important resource in S