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The motto of this issue is taken in a shortened form from the project at ETH Zurich 
«A Future for whose Past? The Heritage of Minorities, Fringe Groups and People with-
out a Lobby» for the 50th Anniversary of the European Architectural Heritage Year.1 
This title carries room for interpretation. The subtitle «The Heritage of Minorities» 
suggests that the privileged lead is to question what the heritage of marginalized 
groups can be. The objective would be to assess what was missed in the ongoing 

Rune Frandsen
Notes on the Inventory Practice in the Canton of Valais:  
The Swiss Dams and the Heritage of the Italian Seasonal Workers

1  The Grande Dixence, built between 1953 and 1961 in Valais, Switzerland. Aerial photography. 
Estimations place up to 25’000 workers on the construction site of this dam
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project of producing a multifaceted corpus of heritage objects, which serves not 
only a cultural elite but also underrepresented groups and their past. The subtitle 
can however be understood differently. It offers the opportunity to question how 
object which are already listed relate to groups of people to which they have not 
been associated. Because it is inherently a relational concept, existing heritage sites 
or buildings can be used as representatives of so-called subaltern groups as well, 
but it is a matter of recognizing and narrating them as such. 

The issue’s title offers a resonance chamber to explore more precisely, following 
this latter thread, themes addressed in my recently completed dissertation «Shadow 
Territory and Secondary Infrastructures: The Hidden Landscapes of Temporary Labor 
at the Grande Dixence (1950–1965)».2 There, I investigate the construction sites of 
the large dams of the canton of Valais, Switzerland, and the provision of labour 
necessary for those gigantic works. The question of this essay is thus: whose heritage 
are the large dams of the canton of Valais? More specifically: what is the place given 
to the workers employed for the construction of the dams in the inventories which 
identify them as national or regional monuments? This questioning stems from the 
observation that the contribution of the seasonal workers, hired in precarious and 
ethically questionable conditions on such construction sites is systematically under-
played. Yet their presence was unquestionably necessary for these constructions. 

Switzerland, the Large Dams and the Saisonniers 
Striving for energy autarchy, the Swiss Federal Office for Water launched a project 
in 1929 entitled «The Available Hydropower in Switzerland, Considered from the 
Standpoint of Storage Possibilities for Winter Power Generation.» Electricity con-
sumption had grown constantly in the country since the beginning of the twentieth 
century: besides the needs of the federal railway system and the industry, electricity 
had become a common power source for households.3 As the title of the studies ex-
plicitly state, the aim was to secure production for the winter months, a goal which 
led to prioritizing high-altitude, large accumulation plants – or in other words, large 
scale dams. The results of the study were communicated in six issues organized by 
watershed between 1932 and 1945.4 Contained in the reports are the pre-projects 
for most of the dams in Switzerland built after World War II. 

With this study, the Federal state coordinated the efforts of the nation’s electricity 
supply companies by directing them towards the common project of constructing 
Switzerland’s hydroelectric infrastructure. These studies gave the guidelines for 
a massive campaign of dam building in the Swiss Alps: over 100 large dams were 
built between 1945 and 1975, and among them, 23 exceeded 100 meters in height.5 
In the mountainous canton of Valais, the region targeted by the 6th issue of the study 
in 1945, three record-breaking dams were erected quasi-simultaneously. The Grande 
Dixence, 274 meters tall, built between 1950 and 1965, remained the tallest dam 
worldwide until 2013 (fig. 1). Mauvoisin, built one valley over to the west between 
1950 and 1957, was the tallest arch-dam in Switzerland, culminating at 237 meters. 
Further east, Mattmark, built between 1960 and 1967, was the largest rockfill-dam 
in the country – though not the tallest.

This dam-building drive is illustrative of the larger logic of the very rapid economic 
growth in western European countries following World War II, a period stimulated 
by the reconstruction of industry and often referred to as the Trente Glorieuses. 
Switzerland, which did not have to lament the destruction and reconstruction of its 
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industrial apparatus, was even more affected by this development, as it benefitted 
from an interim export market.6 The structure of the national labour market had 
however shifted dramatically. The Swiss workforce was moving away from agri-
culture and construction, tourism, and hospitality industries – jobs often perceived 
as low-level – towards better paid and less precarious positions in non-seasonal 
industry, and towards the tertiary sector. Immigration offered the only solution to 
compensate for that shift.7 By 1945, Italy provided virtually the only possibility for 
the supply of labour. Switzerland relied on a strong a tradition of importing work-
force from its transalpine neighbour, as it had done already for the construction of 
Alpine crossings such as the Gotthard and Simplon tunnel. 

Switzerland’s stance towards foreign workers was however quite ambivalent. 
Their presence was necessary for the economic miracle of the Trente Glorieuses, but 
at the same time they were the target of xenophobic debates associated with fears 
of what has been called ‹overforeignization›.8 In practical terms, Swiss politics had 
to walk a very fine line. Sufficient labour had to be allowed to enter the country 
while permanent immigration needed to remain the exception to guarantee the 
cultural status quo.9 The A–permit, or seasonal working permit, was the cornerstone 
of this balancing act. This variation of circular migration became known as the 
‹guest-worker› system.10 It was supported by official bilateral agreements between 
Switzerland and Italy and relied on multiple interlocking factors. First, the Italian 
government pursued an active emigration policy to reduce unemployment in the 
country. The export of labour generated an inflow of resources into the country in 
the form of remittance, salaries, and traineeships. For the host country, seasonal 
permits offered a solution that facilitated recruitment of workers in periods of high 
economic growth. The system was also used as a buffer in periods of stagnation, 
as the contracts of seasonal workers’ would simply not be renewed if they became 
redundant. This flexibility reduced the risk of burdening the social welfare of Swiss 
citizens, as unemployment was effectively exported back to their home country.11

The rights and duties of the saisonniers have been described by Delia Castelnuovo-
Frigessi as entirely negative.12 The workers were allowed to stay for a maximum of 
nine months in Switzerland, after which they had to head back to their home country 
for at least three months. During those nine months, they were not allowed to change 
employer. Their partners and children were not allowed to migrate to the country 
with them, and therefore, the system favoured unmarried workers. The saisonniers 
paid taxes for services from which they could not benefit, such as schools for their 
children or unemployment benefits – quite simply because their stay in the country 
was tied to their working contract. To summarize, and quoting Don Mitchell, the 
seasonal workers were «both indispensable as a class and completely expendable 
as individuals».13 While they were necessary to the booming economy of Switzer-
land, they were the target of discrimination, xenophobia, and humiliations, as can 
be illustrated by the compulsory medical examination they had to undergo at the 
border upon entry in Switzerland, described by many as degrading.14

While scholarship both contemporary to these construction sites and more 
recent has highlighted the importance of seasonal workers to the Swiss industry, 
documentation about their presence on the construction sites of dams in Valais is 
still very scarce and circumstatial.15 Italians represented 93.6 % of the workers on 
the Emosson dam construction site.16 They were also the largest group hit by the 
Mattmark tragedy, where the fall of a glacier overhanging the construction site 
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caused the death of 88 workers, including 56 from that country.17 It makes no doubt, 
that, though the construction of the network of the Grande Dixence is presented 
as a counterexample to this structural labour-procurement channel and as ‹Swiss 
Made›,18 there too, seasonal workers represented an important proportion of the 
total workforce.19 

Temporary settlements, comprised mostly of prefabricated barrack-huts, became 
the staple of these construction sites.20 The remoteness, the economic pressure of 
completing the dam in time and the climate contributed to developing a culture of 
discipline within these villages, where each aspect of everyday life was regimented 
and accounted for. These were physically demanding jobs, dangerous both in and 
for themselves, such as tunnel digging, but also because of the surrounding environ-
mental conditions and risks. Rockfall, avalanches, storms and extreme temperatures 
were not uncommon. Both workers stemming from the local valleys and seasonal 
workers lived in these settlements separated from their families, without privacy. 
Although their pay was comparatively good for Switzerland, the seasonal workers, 
unlike their Swiss colleagues, were in a state of constant precarity as there was no 
guarantee that their working contracts would be renewed for the following season.21 
The time spent on the construction sites of the large dams turned into an important 
element of finding one’s identity, was considered as a rite of passage into adulthood, 
and for many, it was an object of pride (fig. 2). 

The Large Dams in the inventories of the Canton of Valais
Among the more than 20 dams built in Valais between 1945 and 1975, four of them 
have been listed as objects of national or regional importance: the Grande Dixence, 
and the dams of Mauvoisin, Mattmark and Emosson.22 The appraisals written by the 
cantonal office of historic monuments or outsourced to independent researchers 
serve as guidelines as to which measures must be taken for the preservation of 
the heritage objects in question. The following section analyses the content of the 
appraisals of these four dams, all of which were updated after 2020 by the cantonal 

2  Frank Gygli, Miners operating hand-held drills, c. 1956
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service and authored by Dr. Philippe Mivelaz,23 as part of a special inventory docu-
menting the engineering works of the canton. 

The appraisals consist of the following four elements (fig. 3): A first block contains 
basic information adapted to each case (category and title of the object, the address, 
initial and current functions, owner or project client, architects(s), year of construc-
tion). This is accompanied by an excerpt from the national map which highlights 
the precise location. The second part is titled «construction history» and covers 
the technical aspects of the building process, including data regarding the project 
planning and the actors involved. The third section, «description and justification», 
provides an an overview of the finished object followed by arguments as to why 
a building is or should be listed. A final section contains bibliographical references, 
as well as photographs from the construction site and the finished object. A grad-
ing is suggested based on the argumentation developed above. The prescriptions 
corresponding to the grading as well as supplementary photography are included 
on annex sheets. Grade 1 corresponds to a monument of national importance, and 
grade 2 to regional importance.24 The appraisaly are very short, non-exhaustive 
documents with a very specific aim. They highlight selected aspects of built artefacts 
worthy of protection on a single A4 sheet. 

I will examine here two aspects of the appraisals, with the aim of showing that 
they perpetuate, both in form and content, a lack of acknowledgement of the workers 
involved in the construction of those dams. Form-wise, the category «architect(s)» in 
the raw data section is a first indication of a focus towards a logic of attribution of 
the works to a single or limited group of men rather than one inclusive of all those 
who contributed to it. For instance, Alfred Stucky, professor, and former director of 
what would become the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne (EPFL), is 
cited both for his collaboration in the Mauvoisin and Grande Dixence dams. Other 
names include Niklaus Schnitter, Louis Favrat or André Livio, prominent figures in 
the history of dam-building in the country. The biggest hydroelectricity producers 
of that time are presented as driving forces in the development of these projects 
(Elektrowatt for Mauvoisin and Mattmark). The intention is certainly not to imply 
that they built the dams with their bare hands, but it is important to note that neither 
the construction company nor the the labourers are mentioned in the listings. The 
accident on the Mattmark construction site is the exception to this tendency. There, 
the text mentions: «Finally, the earth-dam is also a place of remembrance of the 
tragic accident of 1965.»25 Although tempting, it would be wrong to comment that, 
for their contribution to be acknowledged, workers had to die on the construction 
site. Indeed, numerous workers lost their lives the Grande Dixence and Mauvoisin 
construction site, and are yet to be mentioned in the listings.26 

On the inventory sheet of the Grande Dixence, one short sentence informs that: 
«The construction of the facility was a milestone of Switzerland’s technical, social 
and cultural history, and contributed to the country’s international reputation as 
a dam-builder.»27 The text does not go into detail about what those social aspects 
might be – owing probably to the shortness of the space available for the develop-
ment of the arguments. The extensive bibliography accompanying this listing would 
have been an opportunity to at least note the reliance on ‹guest-workers›. However, 
as noted in my dissertation, even within the scant body of literature which tackles 
the topic of the social changes accompanying the construction of the dam, the focus 
remains exclusively on the local inhabitants.28 
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3  Appraisal of the Emosson Dam, Finhaut, 2020
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Second, the technical progress epitomized by the sheer size of the dams is what 
is pushed forward as arguments for the listing of all four dams as monuments, 
a savoir-faire that they tie to emblematic figures of the development of hydropower in 
Switzerland. In the case of Grande Dixence, its importance for Switzerland’s energy 
supply is also noted. Mattmark is considered relevant since it is a rare example 
of earth dams in the Alps, and one of the tallest ones. Emosson is described as 
«one of Switzerland’s largest dams», and the Grande Dixence simply as the tallest 
worldwide. The record-breaking dimensions are tied, in the argumentation, with 
the novelty of the applied technologies. For Emosson, the appraisal reads: «With its 
static design, integration of geotechnical data and control instruments, it represents 
a breakthrough in arch dam construction.»29 Mauvoisin, likewise: «Compared with 
the Grande Dixence gravity dam (285 m), the vaulted shape of the structure meant 
considerable savings in materials (estimated at the time at 50 %). The construction 
of the dam provided an opportunity to introduce new excavation and concrete 
processing techniques. It marks a milestone in European reservoir construction.»30 

The second important rhetorical cluster is the integration of these very large 
technical objects into their alpine setting, often underscoring a perfect symbiosis. 
Mattmark, for instance, is praised for its embedding in the landscape by using mo-
raine material. It is noted, for the Grande Dixence, that the monumentality of the 
dam is what inscribes it so well in the spectacular site. The arguments for the listing 
of the Emosson dam is the most explicit. One reads that «with the choice of a vaulted 
wall, and by taking into account topographical and geotechnical conditions, the dam 
fits remarkably well into a spectacular site.»31 These justifications, I argue, go beyond 
the creation of what David Nye has called the «technological sublime».32 While Nye 
describes the possibility of technical objects evoking the sublime for themselves – and 
he makes the point for instance with the electrical lighting of urban settings – the 
large dams of Valais are used as flagships for the successful integration of modern 
technology with the natural environment.

Two conclusions can be drawn from this analysis. First, the authors of the listings 
choose to inscribe the dams into the lineage of the great engineers and achievements 
of the country, and by doing this contribute to reinforcing a canonical national his-
tory. Rather than acknowledging the production of an infrastructure as the result 
of a painstaking labour involving thousands of contributors, the listing remains in 
a logic of single authorship. This logic is even hard-coded into the layout of the in-
ventory sheet, as exemplified by the category of «architect» used in the introduction 
data of the listing. The dams become the hallmark of Swiss know-how, denigrating 
with this gesture the contribution of workers, both local and foreign. 

Second, the authors have chosen, in the limited text available, to reproduce 
a mythologised representation of the Alpine landscapes, by positing that the con-
struction of the dams signified a successful coming together of nature and technol-
ogy, resulting in new ‹improved› alpine landscapes. It is with the ideologies imbued 
in the alps, rather than in the means mobilised for this «Conquest of Nature»,33 as 
David Blackbourn has called it, that the authors of the appraisals engage. This is 
perhaps because, as Oliver Zimmer contends, the Alps are the single most important 
element of the national unity and identity, and that tying the dams to the country’s 
most recognized symbol somehow gives a justification for an otherwise extremely 
violent landscape transformation.34 
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Conclusion
I would like to argue that, if the contribution of the saisonniers was to be included 
more systematically, it would require more than only a revision of the texts of the 
appraisals. Not only their structure should be re-worked, but itt would also require 
an expansion of the objects awarded a status of protection. Through the medium 
of the listings and appraisals, the cantonal authority for historic preservation has 
the responsibility of creating and managing the repository of the national identity. 
Prior to the actual text descriptions, an important selection process takes place to 
determine which objects should be awarded a protection status in the first place. 
The large dams are probably among the more spectacular tokens of the contribu-
tion of the seasonal workers in Valais, but by no means are they the only material 
witness of this important social phenomenon of transnational labour exchange  
patterns.

As an opening, I would like to suggest two objects which, provided that the 
protection of the heritage of the saisonniers is considered as part of the mandate of 
the cantonal office for historical monuments, could serve as examples. The first is 
the Grenzsanität in Brig, the building through which the saisonniers entered Swit-
zerland, and in which they were submitted to humiliating physical examinations. 
A second and less gloomy one is an effigy of Barbara, patron saint of the minors 
which can be found in the tunnels of the adduction network of the Grande Dixence 
(fig. 4). Such examples of self-determination are testimony to the agency which the 
saisonniers had in their fate, and that the landscape bears traces other than the 
dams from which their labor has been alienated. 

4  Author unknown, Effigy of Saint Barbara, date unknown, Tunnels in the region of Arolla
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