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Abstract

Seventy-five years have elapsed since the end of World War Two. Yet, the memory of
the conflict still occupies a central place in British and French collective consciousness.
Fiction and film representations of the war act as powerful ‘vectors of memory’, to
borrow an expression from French historian Henry Rousso, and as such, they have
deeply contributed to shaping popular and cultural memories of the war.

This article investigates a specific aspect of World War Two representations, namely
the cinematic representations of the female agents from the SOE F section, focusing on
the ‘generic’ or archetypal figure of the female SOE agent as generated by the post-war
cultural industry. After a brief contextualisation focusing on Churchill’s clandestine
organisation, the article will analyse the contribution of Odette (Herbert Wilcox, 1950)
and Carve Her Name with Pride (Lewis Gilbert, 1958) to the construction of a World War
Two ‘mythology’. It will then address more recent films, concentrating on Charlotte
Gray (Gillian Armstrong, 2001) and Female Agents (Jean-Paul Salomé, 2008).

How did the fictional construction of the female spy come to influence the social
and cultural perception of the SOE agent? Are the tropes developed in such post-war
films as Odette or Carve Her Name with Pride still current or have they evolved with
time? The analysis of these fictional representations will reveal the permanence or

evolution of certain representational patterns and also allow us to approach different
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perspectives on the cultural representation of World War Two on both sides of the
Channel.

Keywords: World War Two, SOE F section female agents, cinematographic

representations, gender, cultural memory

Résumé

75 années se sont écoulées depuis la fin des hostilités et pourtant, la mémoire de la
Seconde Guerre mondiale continue d’occuper une place centrale de la conscience
collective, en France comme en France. Comme démontré par Henry Rousso, les
ceuvres de fiction et les représentations cinématographiques de la guerre constituent
autant de « vecteurs mémoriels » qui ont grandement contribué a fagonner la mémoire
culturelle de la Seconde Guerre mondiale.

Cet article entend analyser un aspect bien spécifique de ces représentations, a savoir
les représentations cinématographiques des agents féminins de la section F du SOE.
L’étude ne portera pas sur le portrait d'un agent en particulier mais plutot sur I'image
« générique » de ces femmes telle que véhiculée par les ceuvres culturelles d’apres-
guerre. Apres quelques éléments de contextualisation sur le SOE et ses missions,
"article se consacrera a la facon dont Odette (Herbert Wilcox, 1950) et Carve Her Name
with Pride (Lewis Gilbert, 1958) ont contribué a la construction d'une « mythologie »
propre a la Seconde Guerre mondiale. Il se concentrera ensuite sur I’analyse de films
plus récents, Charlotte Gray (Gillian Armstrong, 2001) et Les Femmes de I’'ombre (Female
Agents) (Jean-Paul Salomé, 2008).

Il s'agira notamment d'examiner l'influence des ceuvres de fiction sur la perception’
culturelle et sociale de ces agents féminins, puis d’analyser 'héritage des films d’apres-
guerre. Il conviendra ainsi d’identifier les éléments de continuité et les évolutions
éventuelles. Cette étude sera également 1'occasion de mettre en lumiere différents
angles concernant les représentations culturelles de la Seconde Guerre mondiale en

France et outre-Manche.

Mots Clés: Seconde Guerre mondiale, agents féminins de la section F du SOE,

représentations cinématographiques, genre, mémoire culturelle
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The Second World War holds a special place in both British and French cultural
memories. In the United Kingdom, the recurring reference to the ‘Blitz spirit’
whenever Britain is confronted with hard times bears testimony to this prevalence in
collective memory. One of the most recent occurrences was Queen Elizabeth II's
address to the nation on 5 April 2020 during the coronavirus crisis. In her speech,
Elizabeth invoked the values of fortitude and resilience, solidarity and unity ingrained
in the ‘national spirit’ and ended her address with an implicit allusion to Vera Lynn’s
wartime emblematic song We'll Meet Again.! On the other side of the Channel, the past
two decades have seen a resurgence of interest in the Second World War. While post-
war film productions were mostly devoted to the construction of an official and
selective memory, since the 1970s, subsequent generations have endeavoured to
address the Occupation in all its complexity, thus trying to come to terms with the
nation’s intricate past. The success of the television series Un village francais®> with its
focus on the moral dilemmas of ordinary French people and its complex blend of
cowardice and heroism illustrates the level of interest in a more candid, multifaceted
vision of the war.

Alongside the sustained interest in the Second World War, women’s contributions
to the war effort have become increasingly visible, not only in historical research® but
also in all fields of popular culture.* Standing at the pinnacle of this collective acclaim,
the female Special Operations Executive (SOE) agent is one of the figures that has
exerted the strongest grip on popular imagination and culture. This has resulted in
many works of fiction which each function as ‘vectors of memory’® and have
contributed to shaping cultural images. This inevitably raises questions as to the
distance between women’s actual experiences and the way they are perceived.
However, although these fictional representations may lack historical accuracy, from
a sociological standpoint, they mirror shifting discourses on gender and chart the
dramatic changes in women’s social roles.® This paper will not focus on a single
portrayal but rather on the “generic’ or the archetypal figure of the female SOE agent
as generated by the post-war cultural industry and such films as Carve Her Name with
Pride or Odette. It will then address more recent films, concentrating on Charlotte Gray
and Female Agents.

How did the fictional construction of the female spy come to influence the social
and cultural perception of the SOE agent? Are the tropes developed in Odette or Carve
Her Name with Pride still current or have they evolved with time? The analysis of these
fictional representations will reveal the permanence or evolution of dominant patterns
of representation and allow us to identify different perspectives on the cultural

representation of the war on both sides of the Channel.
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1. Historical background: the SOE’s missions and the recruitment of

female agents

The Special Operations Executive was a clandestine organisation set up in July 1940 by
Winston Churchill to literally ‘set Europe ablaze’. Placed under the aegis of the
Minister of Economic Warfare, Hugh Dalton, the SOE was distinct from the
Intelligence Services. In Dalton’s own words, its mission was to ‘coordinate, inspire,
control and assist the nationals of the oppressed countries’,” with the explicit purpose
of stirring up and fostering a spirit of resistance. Subversion and sabotage marked a
departure from conventional warfare, but this strategy reflected the urgent need to
counter the Nazi war machine. The purpose of psychological warfare is clearly evident

in this excerpt from Dalton’s memoirs, The Fateful Years (1957):

As to its scope, “sabotage” was a simple idea. It meant smashing things up.
“Subversion” was a more complex conception. It meant the weakening, by
whatever “covert” means, of the enemy’s will and power to make war, and the
strengthening of the will and power of his opponents, including in particular,

guerrilla and resistance movements.?

At the core of this destabilising machinery, the F section operating for France was by
far the most important one in the organisation — both in the number of agents deployed
and in the strategic role it played — as the liberation of France was the prerequisite for
the Allied reconquest of Europe. Led by Maurice Buckmaster, this section established
close to 90 networks across France between 1940 and 1944. Fifty-six of these circuits
were still active at the time of the Allied landing.’

Beyond logistical aspects, irregular warfare inevitably entailed irregular warriors.
British SOE agents, particularly women from the F section have long resonated within
British popular and cultural memory. One of the main reasons for the public’s
sustained interest in SOE is the fact that the F section deliberately initiated and pursued
a recruitment policy involving women. Thirty-nine out of their 480 enlisted agents
were women.

Considering the social context of the period, recruiting female agents was a ground-
breaking step.!! This practice ran counter to military statutes. Furthermore, social
expectations and people’s experiences of the war were profoundly gendered. If men
were morally expected to engage in active service, women were supposed to ensure
survival and continuity on the Home Front. While the governments involved in the

conflict instrumentalised women as preservers of the family unit, it seemed
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inconceivable to dispatch female agents behind enemy lines, especially given the social
and cultural representations of the time.!? Nevertheless, gender stereotypes helped
keep women above suspicion and paradoxically weighed in favour of their
recruitment. The prevalence of traditional gender roles meant that women could move
around more freely without raising undue interest in their activities. Conversely, men
were natural objects of suspicion, especially from February 1943 onwards with the
enforcement of the ‘Service du travail obligatoire’, a policy which forced French men to
go and work in Germany.?

Female recruits came from all walks of life. They were all affiliated to a women’s
military unit, mainly The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) and the Women'’s
Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF), established in 1907 and in 1939 respectively. The
contribution of the FANY to the work accomplished by the SOE is substantial: in 1944,
the Corps’ strength was 6,000, of which 2,000 were in SOE.!* Most of them were posted
to Grendon Underwood listening station, ensuring a vital link between the UK
headquarters and the agents on the ground. In addition, 39 of the 50 women agents
sent to France belonged to the FANY."> A sine qua non requirement was a good
knowledge of French culture and perfect fluency in French so they could remain
unnoticed.

Through their affiliation to female military units, women were supposed to benefit
from the protection of the Geneva Convention. In fact, the agents did not wear
uniforms and, like men, placed themselves at risk of abuse by the enemy and
deportation. Under the ‘Nacht und Nebel” decree, any individual guilty or suspected of
committing offences against the occupying power vanished without a trace. No
information would be given as to the person’s whereabouts or their fate.!

Female agents were trained in sabotage, small arms, radio and telegraph
communication, unarmed combat and silent killing.'” If women received the same
paramilitary training as men, they were essentially recruited as couriers and wireless
operators. Though highly strategic, these roles merely occupied an ‘auxiliary” function
within a chain of command primarily led by men. The resistance networks supported
by the F section were indeed dominated by men reluctant to delegate their leadership
to women. A notable exception was Pearl Witherington (1914-2008), who took over the
direction of the maquis following the arrest of her circuit leader.’®

Beyond delivering messages, which was perilous in itself, couriers worked in close
cooperation with radio operators. They were constantly on the move, looking for safe
houses for wireless operators or carrying their sets from place to place. They were also
actively involved in the reception of air-dropped arms and occasionally took part in

sabotage work. Thus, both couriers and radio operators undertook dangerous tasks'
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and many paid the ultimate price for their commitment: thirteen out of the 39 F section
female recruits died during deportation and only three of those who had been
deported survived the death camps.?

Yet, as stated by Clare Mulley, “all too often, female special agents and women who
served in the resistance are still honoured more for their intentions or their beauty than
their achievements’.?! Beyond this, one of the most striking features of the popular
perception of SOE female agents is the discrepancy in the degree of public recognition
they have been granted individually.

2. Post-war publicity and the influence of Odette

Though female agents all undertook similar missions and encountered the same
danger, some agents like Violette Szabo (1921-1945) and Odette Sansom (also known
under the names Odette Churchill and Odette Hallowes, 1912-1995) have almost
achieved mythical status while others are virtually unknown. Odette has become an
integral part of British national identity and was worshiped by the post-war press and
the public, her fame leading Penny Starns to dub Odette “World War Two’s Darling
spy’.2 As for Violette Szabo, in late 2009, an SOE memorial was unveiled at London’s
Albert Embankment and, tellingly, it was Violette who was chosen to embody the
action of SOE agents, both male and female.

One might wonder why some agents have become war heroines ingrained in
collective memory while the vast majority have fallen into oblivion.?> For those who
wanted to return to normal life or who found it difficult to re-adjust, keeping their
experiences to themselves was a matter of choice, but this does not explain per se such
a difference in recognition. The reasons are many and varied, but the most likely
explanation lies in the media coverage granted to their wartime achievements. The
public perception of history can be heavily shaped by fiction, even though film or
literary representations may differ greatly from reality.* Exposure to the media and,
above all, the way in which the film industry addressed their experiences led to
imbalanced post-war representations, both at individual and collective levels. Though
there may have been common features, each situation was unique. Agents also had
different beliefs and motives for joining, and considering them as a whole inevitably
runs the risk of stereotyping.

For those who did achieve a high degree of cultural visibility, their overexposure in
the media lies in the fact that ‘when women are actively involved in ways that
challenge societal codes about femininity, a voyeuristic fascination ensues’.?

Interviewed several decades after the war in the early 1990s, Pearl Witherington-
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Cornioley outlined the inherently transgressive nature of her wartime experience and
expressed her discomfort at circumstances which, in her view, ran against nature.
When asked about her paramilitary training and unarmed combat lessons, she
declared ‘I took in everything they said without questioning it; not once did I think it
was daft or pointless. But I never would have been able to use a weapon in cold blood.
I think that’s a feminine issue. I think women are meant to give life not to take it".?
Undeniably, female agents challenged cultural constructions of femininity. Since their
existence was revealed to the general public, female SOE agents have become a
prominent topic of Second World War cultural memory and the gap between
conventional gender norms and the stark reality of their wartime missions has
impressed the public.

Their existence was first disclosed on 11 March 1945. In a Sunday Express article
entitled “‘WAAF Girls Parachuted into France’, Squadron leader William Simpson,
DFC (Distinguished Flying Cross) asserted: “The interesting thing about these girls is
that they are not hearty and horsey young women with masculine chins. They are
pretty young girls who would look demure and sweet in crinoline’. Though the article
clumsily addressed the topic in a gendered way, it concluded that “all these unknown
young girls [...] have proved one thing for ever. The toughest tests of courage and
endurance faced by men can be passed with honour by women’.”

The craving for more information about them was further nurtured by the veil of
secrecy maintained by authorities, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the
concomitant publication of various articles which primarily sought sensationalism.?
Fiction writers, too, responded to the expectations of this new readership, re-
imagining female spies’ experiences. As the eminent SOE historian Michael Foot
asserted: ‘History and journalism, like nature, abhor a vacuum, and into the vacuum
of official silence, ghastly imputations about what happened to these girls have been
freely inserted by sensation mongers’.?

As far as the British film industry is concerned, the post-war era was a period of
mass scale production of “heroic-triumphalist’ British war films® whose primary
purpose was to pay tribute to the memory of the war’s heroes while lifting the nation’s
morale and self-assurance in a time of austerity. According to Patrick Finney,
‘narratives of heroism were fundamental to national recovery’.? Initially intended for
male viewers, war films progressively aimed at a wider audience. Two major
productions, namely Odette and Carve Her Name with Pride, charted the experiences of
real-life women agents. The first one, directed by Herbert Wilcox in 1950, draws on
Odette Sansom's biography by Jerrard Tickell while the second one, directed by Lewis
Gilbert and released in 1958 is based on Violette Szabo’s life. Both agents had been
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apprehended while on active service in France and eventually sent to Ravensbriick
concentration camp after several weeks of interrogation and torture at the prison of
Fresnes and at Gestapo Headquarters. Violette was executed but Odette survived. She
was awarded an MBE in 1945 and became the first woman ever to receive the George
Cross for gallantry in 1946 and the only woman who has been awarded it while still
alive. In 1950, she was made a chevalier de la Légion d'honneur by French President
Vincent Auriol for the services she rendered during the war.®> As an iconic figure, she
was given free rein to tell her story and was heavily involved in the construction of her
own post-war image.

The over-exposure of female agents in the media contrasted deeply with the ethos
of the SOE, which operated in secrecy. Yet Odette claimed she was publicising her

story for her fallen comrades. As she asserted in an epilogue at the end of the film:

It is with a sense of deep humility that I allow my personal story to be told. I am a
very ordinary woman to whom a chance was given to see human beings at their
best and at their worst. I knew kindness as well as cruelty, understanding as well as
brutality. My comrades, who did far more than I and suffered far more profoundly,
are not here to speak. It is to their memory that this film has been made and I would
like it to be a window through which may be seen those very gallant women with

whom I had the honour to serve.

Odette was filmed on the actual location of the events “in a sober semi-documentary
style’.33 Anna Neagle, who had also played the part of Edith Cavell in Nurse Edith Cavell
(1939), starred as Odette. Before the actual filming took place, she followed the
Churchills (Odette and her husband Peter Churchill), on a tour of the very places
where the events had occurred. According to Odette, Anna Neagle was deeply affected
by the role and was eventually more upset by doing that film than Odette was, reliving
the experience: the actress was ‘visibly moved by her research for the role, so much so
that it took her well over a year to recover and feel normal again once filming had
tinished’.3* To reinforce the impression of a documentary film, Colonel Buckmaster,
who had been in charge of the French section, also made a cameo appearance to play
his own part. Reflecting the aesthetic shift of the post-war period, the film offered a
more realistic representation of a female spy than those produced in the first half of
the twentieth century.® In overcoming the binary opposition of the image of the evil
spy embodied by Mata Hari, with the martyr and virginal figure of Edith Cavell, it
offered a more complex representation and allowed for multiple readings. Anna

Neagle’s performance was less glamorous and more veracious than in Nurse Edith
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Cavell. However, one key element remained: the reinforcement of national identity
through the idolisation of war heroines.?

As technical advisor on the film Carve Her Name with Pride, Odette also contributed
to the post-war image and construction of Violette Szabo. The latter had worked for
the Salesman circuit led by Philippe Liewer, aka Major Charles Staunton. After a first
successful assignment, her second mission was to intensify Resistance activity in the
Limousin region and to support the Allies in their D-Day operations. However, on 10
June 1944, she was captured by a detachment of the notorious Das Reich division of the
SS and sent to Ravensbriick.” Violette Szabo was posthumously awarded the George
Cross on 17 December 1946, the Croix de Guerre in 1947 and the Médaille de la Résistance
in 1973.% Violette’s role was brilliantly played by Virginia McKenna, then British
cinema’s “English rose’. The motion picture directed by Lewis Gilbert was based on
R. J. Minney’s biography of the same name. It focused on the ‘ordinariness’ of the
character, an aspect which was not present in Odette.*’ Right from the outset and even
before the war scenes, the film is particularly effective in depicting the disruption of
conventional gender roles in wartime. Thus, Violette repeatedly asserts her wish for
an active role though the film eludes the fact that the historical Violette had already
engaged in war work as a member of the Women’s Land Army or the Auxiliary
Territorial Service. According to Alan Burton, this omission creates ‘a more vivid shift
from shop girl to female agent’.*! Before her recruitment, Violette proclaims, ‘If I'd been
a man, I'd like to have been a professional soldier.” For Rosie White, this film thus
‘offers a version of the female spy as a trained professional’ and not a mere amateur
hindered by her femininity.#? Virginia McKenna's athletic appearance is also an
indicator of ‘changing sensibilities’, matching Violette’s father’s description of his
daughter as ‘the toughest one in the family’.%3

There is a definite feminist stance in this film. Throughout the picture, Violette is
mostly surrounded by female characters, an aspect which contrasts with Odette, where
the heroine evolves in a male-dominated microcosm. Violette’s friendship with her
fellow female spies Lilian Rolfe (1914-1945) and Denise Bloch (1916-1945) prior to their
execution by a firing squad is central to the plot. In a similar vein to Odette, where a
romantic inflexion had been given to the plot through the romance between Odette
and Peter (Trevor Howard) and their final embrace in the closing scene, the
screenwriters invented a romantic story line involving Violette and her commanding
officer (played by Paul Scofield). For Juliette Pattinson, this recourse to romance may
be a sign that a late 1950s audience ‘would not accept a film without a romantic sub-
plot’.*# Nevertheless, romance remains side-lined by sisterhood, thus offering a

precursory feminist viewpoint. For Rosie White, ‘this version of the female spy may
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be understood as a forerunner of later representations, in its matter-of-fact account of
a woman at work’.#

For both films, there were however some concessions to conventions and normative
gender roles. Both Odette Sansom and Violette Szabo had made the harrowing choice
of leaving their children behind to join the fight against Nazism. As maternal figures,
they inevitably captured the public’'s imagination, contradicting the usual
representation of the female spy. The directors predictably focused on these aspects to
give depth to the characters and offset the unconventionality of their mission by more
traditional feminine attributes.* The emphasis on motherhood also reflects post-war
articles which reassured the public that ‘female agents had returned to conventional
womanly roles after their wartime adventures’.

A highly popular film, Carve Her Name with Pride has been called ‘a paradigm of
British pluck and reserve’. At the same time, it was ‘surprisingly forward-looking in
its portrayal of women and their ability to excel in a male-dominated environment’.*®
Both Carve Her Name with Pride and Odette contributed deeply to the shaping of post-
war ‘SOE mythology” and, to a certain extent have served as archetypes for subsequent
films. According to Elizabeth Vigurs, they acted as “a celluloid memorial and as a place
of memory’.# It is thus interesting to examine the cinematic heritage of these films and
chart forms of continuity or evolution, focusing on the more recent films Charlotte Gray
and Female Agents. As these latter films do not explicitly concentrate on the life of one
particular individual, they cannot be classified as biopics. Yet they share many
similarities with Odette and Carve Her Name with Pride and can be viewed as part of

their legacy.

3. Historical films and the legacy of Odette and Carve Her Name with
Pride

An adaption from the 1999 novel by Sebastian Faulks, Charlotte Gray was filmed by
Australian director Gillian Armstrong and was released in 2001. It tells the story of a
young Scottish woman working with the French Resistance in the hope of rescuing her
lover, a missing RAF pilot shot down while on mission over France. Charlotte Gray is
a composite character, drawing on the experience of several real-life SOE heroines,
including Nancy Wake (1912-2011), Pearl Witherington-Cornioley, Odette Samson
and Violette Szabo.®® Shot in South-Western France, the film had the perfect formula
for commercial success: stunning locations and a talented cast starring Cate Blanchett,

who gave a remarkable performance. However, neither critics nor the public were

EJLW X (2021)



Sylvie Pomiés-Marechal — The Enduring Influence of Female SOE Agent Biopics 154

convinced by the film, which was described as a dull and ‘lumbering’' adaptation
lacking stamina and realism.

Charlotte’s intentions and actions in the field lack credibility and coherence. While
actual SOE officials were careful not to recruit women primarily driven by emotional
motives, the romantic and melodramatic storyline prevails. Ralph Donald and Karen

MacDonald thus mention:

It's a shame that the many heroic exploits of the four real female spies were not
placed in the forefront of the film, rather than loop a few of their combined
accomplishments around a disjointed and uninspiring love story. The story of
women as intelligence agents in wartime would have been better and more
accurately served [...] if it were shown that these women’s minds were on their

mission, not their boyfriends.>

Other critics mention ‘needless glamorization” and describe it as “another movie where
World War II is the backdrop for a love triangle’ or ‘an adaptation that is often
confused as to whether it’s a love story set in wartime, or a war story with a love
angle’.”

One of the main incongruities is language. As much is made of Charlotte’s fluency
in French in the novel and in the first part of the picture, one might expect a switch to
French once Charlotte is parachuted into France. This would have cohered with the
need for agents to fit seamlessly into French society. Nevertheless, the film carries on
in English. The director obviously chose to side-step the language issue, intending the
film to be accessible to a wide English-speaking audience and deciding not to insert
subtitles.> Though the German characters speak German, the French characters do not
speak French, which seems inconsistent.

Another unlikely plot element is the fact that Charlotte finds herself involved in the
hiding of two Jewish boys in her own safe house, whereas undercover agents were
supposed to keep a low profile and would not expose themselves or other circuit
members to additional sources of danger. For Elizabeth Vigurs, this subplot clearly
illustrates how ‘the film allows dramatic licence to override historical fact, resulting in
an unrepresentative image of life as an SOE agent’.®> However, it also contributes to
giving Charlotte a maternal dimension and ensures empathy. This implicitly echoes
the theme of motherhood which was already present in Odette and Carve Her Name
with Pride.

As faulty and insubstantial as it may have been, the film had the merit of rekindling

interest in SOE agents among younger generations. The film merged the experiences

EJLW X (2021)



Sylvie Pomies-Marechal — The Enduring Influence of Female SOE Agent Biopics 155

of real agents with fictional ones and, just like Odette in its time, the name Charlotte
Gray soon became synonymous with SOE. The blurring of boundaries between reality
and fiction is even more obvious in the press obituaries of actual female SOE agents.
Both Eileen Nearne (1921-2010) and Nancy Wake (1912-2011) were thus dubbed as
‘The real Charlotte Gray’.

Seven years later, in 2008, a film entitled Les Fermmes de 'ombre, literally ‘women of the
shadows’, was released. The French title is strongly reminiscent of L"Armée des ombres
(Army of Shadows) directed by Jean-Pierre Melville in 1969. In its English version,
the title was regrettably translated as the very bland Female Agents. The film, directed
by Jean-Paul Salomé and starring Sophie Marceau, was co-produced by the BBC.
Louise Desfontaines, the main character performed by Marceau, is loosely inspired by
real life agent Lise de Baissac (1905-2004). In the run-up to D-Day, Louise is sent on a
mission to exfiltrate a British agent who has fallen into the hands of the enemy while
preparing the invasion of Normandy. If German intelligence discover this, the whole
D-Day scheme could be jeopardised. Along with her brother Pierre (Julien Boisselier),
Louise is tasked with gathering a team of female agents for the mission. This
recruitment is, however, carried out using a combination of corruption and
intimidation, with appeals to patriotic duty playing only a minor role. The first is Suzy
Deprez (Marie Gillain), a former cabaret dancer whose main gift is seduction. The
second is Gaélle Lemenech (Déborah Frangois), a chemist and explosive expert. The
last recruit is Jeanne Faussier (Julie Depardieu), a prostitute awaiting execution for the
murder of her procurer. She is offered the remission of her death sentence in exchange
for her services.

Whereas Charlotte Gray was described as lethargic, critics of Female Agents almost
unanimously acclaimed the film as thrilling and packed with action, but they were not

easily misled as to its historical accuracy. The Observer mentions:

a fanciful babes-at-war action pic in which Winston Churchill rounds up a crack
team of fabulously good-looking young women to rescue D-Day from disaster
while paying special attention to their hair and make-up. Director Jean-Paul Salomé
declared that the hardest part was “making it as realistic as possible while providing
plenty of glamour”, an endeavour in which he is only 50 per cent successful, despite

some fingernail-pulling torture and creepily photogenic naked death.

The choice of French popular star Sophie Marceau as lead character and the femme

fatale figure of Suzy are indicators of the will to instil glamour in the film. The opening
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sequence uses wartime photographs of servicewomen, thus giving the impression that
the story is based on facts. However, the constant references to Maurice Buckmaster,
the official in charge of the French section, are wholly unrealistic and the agents receive
minimal training. Another inconsistency is that historical SOE female agents were
never assigned to a collective mission, though fiction had already conceived the
commando scenario. Indeed, Female Agents seems to draw its inspiration from Ken
Follett’s best seller Jackdaws (2001), although the novel is not mentioned in the credits.”
The list of incongruities includes the fact that the SOE never sent brothers and sisters
or husbands and wives together on the same mission. The fact that they might be made
to talk while being tortured in front of each other (a psychological ploy used in the
film) posed too great a risk.

Above all, the characters” motives are implausible as their recruitment is based on
coercion, while in fact voluntariness and genuine commitment were the rule. This
aspect led historian Mark Seaman to describe the commando as ‘the dirty dozen in
petticoats’,® and it also infuriated some resistance veterans who viewed it as a
dishonour. In an article entitled ‘Sophie Marceau's New Film Sparks Resistance’, The

Telegraph quotes Denise Vernay, a former resistance member:

This film is worse than if they had done nothing [...] I am very sorry that it was
made at all, especially at a time when those generations watching it who did not
know the war can no longer differentiate between the reality of our commitment
and these ridiculous women portrayed in the film. Women joined the Resistance
out of patriotism, a conviction which appears nowhere in this film. [...] It is an injury
to them and a betrayal of their memory to say they were recruited by blackmail, lies

and pardons.®!

The opening scene shows Louise as a cold-blooded sniper assailing German soldiers
and her final mission consists in shooting down Colonel Heindrich (Moritz Bleibtreu),
the ruthless head of German counterintelligence who knows about D-Day. In the final
scene, she achieves her goal in a somewhat theatrical scene. Like the shadow she is
supposed to be, she is seen emerging from the smoke of a railway platform, aiming at
the officer’s head. Just a few seconds later, she vanishes in the smoke. In these
sequences, we can clearly detect the influence of Carve Her Name with Pride where, in
several scenes, Violette is shown with heavy weapons or takes part in hand-to-hand
combat. In one of the most famous scenes, she is seen wielding a gun and mowing
down Germans, an image which ‘has permeated the public’s perceived wisdom of the

SOE and has given rise to the myth that all agents were involved in armed struggle’.®?
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Nevertheless, one realistic element lies in the recurring vicious torture sequences
which confer a resolutely dark side to Female Agents. These graphic scenes stand in
sharp contrast to Odette and Carve Her Name with Pride. Whereas Odette addresses the
question of torture implicitly, resorting to film noir techniques and expressionism (like
close-ups or dark and oppressive lightning), the Female Agents scenes are quite
gruesome and graphic, focusing on instruments of torture and showing the limits of
heroism. As Penny Starns mentions in her review of 1950s SOE films, bleak or ghastly
details

[were] not given media attention, and at a time when women were still viewed as a
somewhat protected species in British society, it was not considered appropriate to
dwell on their experiences of torture. Cinematic representations of SOE women
were therefore, obviously flawed; although they did at least ensure that their

sacrifices were acknowledged.®

Though Female Agents clearly shows that women were not given preferential treatment
on account of their sex, it also brings to the fore the way prisoners could be humiliated
in gender-specific ways.* For instance, Gaélle, the explosives expert, is stripped down
before having a fingernail removed. Unlike Odette and Carve Her Name with Pride, the
scenes involving physical torture are shown. Gaélle does not try to hide her pain and
she almost immediately gives in under duress. Her agonised shrieks stand in stark
contrast to Odette’s resolute ‘I have nothing to say’. Moreover, Gaélle’s terror is made
quite explicit and is especially visible when she wets herself out of fear.

However, the classic themes of glamour and heroic myth-making still prevail. This
latter trait, common to both British and French cultures, operates differently in France,
a country which has yet to come to terms with a shameful past.®> Fermale Agents bears
witness to the difficulty of addressing collaboration. Yet the film does not try to conceal
this aspect, as the examples that follow will illustrate. As The Guardian review of the
tilm mentions, for a long time, ‘the complex French experience of the Occupation, the
myths, realities and misrepresentations of collaboration and resistance, was a touchy
subject’.®® Film representations thus shed interesting light on the pervasiveness of what
Henry Rousso, a specialist of the Vichy regime, called the ‘Vichy syndrome’ or
‘résistancialisme’, i.e. the heroic myth of an entire French nation united against the
occupier.”’ This dominant version of French Second World War history was
instrumentalised by both the Gaullists and communists who deliberately relegated
collaborators to a tiny minority. Another function of this sanitisation of memory was

to ensure national unity and impose a reassuring and soothing vision of the dark years
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after the trauma of Nazi rule.® Collaboration is not an easy concept to define. It
involves a broad range of interpretations which all have to take into account the
particular circumstances of the Occupation. According to Rousso, it ‘meant different
things to different people at different times. It could designate a choice or constraint,
a means of social promotion, or an ideological commitment. In most cases, it was a
state of mind’.® Although collaborators constituted a minority of the French
population (an estimated one or two million, considering the circulation of
collaborationist papers),” the Germans heavily relied on this minority and, irrefutably,
the Nazis could not have rounded up and deported so many people without the
collusion of the Vichy government.

In Rousso’s view, cinema is both a “vector of memory” and a symptom of society.”
It is also an opportunity to revisit the past. In Female Agents, the character of Suzy
exemplifies this complex past. She is specifically chosen because she formerly had a
relationship with Heindrich. If we now consider the issue of collaboration along
gender lines, sleeping with the enemy or “horizontal collaboration” was subject to the
most severe forms of reproof. According to Margaret Collins Weitz, ‘French
womanhood symbolized the nation. Having physical relations with the enemy was the
defilement of France’.”? Hence, an aspect of the ‘cleansing’ (épuration) directed
particularly against women at the time of liberation was head shaving. By joining the
commando and dying while attempting to kill her former lover, Suzy finally achieves
redemption. Likewise, both Louise and her brother have thrown themselves headlong
into the war to redress their parents’ tacit collaboration as Pétainists. Thus, like most
current French productions on the Second World War, Female Agents attempts to depict
a wartime society in all its ambivalence, though in a somewhat melodramatic and

heroic way.

Conclusion

Myths can play an essential role in the shaping of collective memory and in the
way individuals comprehend their national past. As Mark Connolly (2004) has

pointed out,

Myths and the study of them are vital for they reveal a great deal about how people
relate to the past, particularly their own national past. Myths are important because
they help people to make sense of their lives; they provide a popular memory of the

past, which can shape expectations of the present and the future.”
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With regard to the cultural memory of the Second World War, even though Britain
and France went through fundamentally different experiences, they share similar
patterns in their process of myth making — albeit with slightly different purposes. In
the case of France, the lingering but now waning myth of ‘resistancialism” was a
political and psychological expedient meant to build up national allegiance after the
trauma of the Occupation. As for Britain, which experienced an equally traumatic
episode during the Blitz, but which did not see wide national divisions, the cultural
memory of the Second World War continues to resonate and is invoked to summon
resilience, stoicism and the celebrated communal sense of the ‘Blitz spirit’.’* As
powerful ‘vectors of memory’, films and fiction, as well as other media, have played a
major role in the preservation and crystallisation of this World War Two ‘mythology’.

As regards the SOE and the influence of fictions in the public perception of history,
just a few of the 39 F section women have achieved any degree of public recognition
and those who have mainly gained notoriety thanks to their depictions in films. Both
Odette and Carve Her Name with Pride set very high standards for what has become a
genre of its own within wartime or espionage films. These classics still exert a
remarkable influence and can be viewed as yardsticks against which all subsequent
films are measured. Unlike most traditional 1950s films where women played a
peripheral part, Odette and Violette are at the centre of the screenplay. In a society
where social norms and conventions expected women to be confined to the domestic
sphere, the female spy or agent who traversed gender boundaries and ventured on
masculine grounds created a certain fascination, which has endured up to this day
through the release of new SOE epics.

However, the more recent films Charlotte Gray and Female Agents depart from post-
war films in that they introduced twenty-first century standards. Indeed, the
cinematographic representations of real-life spies have evolved to include complex
and ‘contradictory accounts of femininity’,”> reflecting the changes that occurred in
British and French societies. We must nevertheless consider a few limitations as these
representations still attempt to romanticise or glamorise clandestine life with a clear
propensity for melodrama. The gaps between reality and fiction need to be borne in
mind. As realistic as they attempt to be, the films remain first and foremost
entertainment; they are fictional accounts of real experiences that are necessarily more
multifaceted than their depictions can allow. Yet they all share the merit of
demonstrating that war and the Resistance were not only a men’s affair and that
women’s contributions have long been overlooked. In France, despite the
acknowledgement of historians that several hundred women worked tirelessly behind

the scenes, only six female members of the Resistance were decorated after the
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liberation, a number that blatantly contrasts with the 1,036 men who were honoured
for their bravery.” In spite of the missteps or historical inaccuracies that might occur
due to dramatic effect or artistic licence, we can still appreciate these films for how
they remember and pay homage to ordinary women who achieved extraordinary
feats. As Jean-Paul Salomé put it, ‘these women put their lives in danger, they were
equally [sic.] as committed as the men, but out of humility they never drew any profit
from their heroism’.””

The enduring popularity of the female SOE agent in films and other works of fiction
is a clear indicator of the influence of earlier cinematic representations. Both Odette and
Carve Her Name with Pride constitute milestones in the history of the SOE war film,
which have had a lasting influence on all their successors, whether they be biopics or
historical films like Charlotte Gray or Female Agents. They also testify to the importance

of fiction in the shaping of cultural memory.
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