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PREFACE


TO THE ENGLISH-LANGUAGE EDITION


Stéphane Gerson


This is an urgent book.


The world in which we live is saturated with history — in reenactments, themed video games, cable shows, books about our national history (or at least some aspects of it). And yet, this public appetite is often fed by media-savvy journalists or politicians and ideologues whose fast-paced, anecdote-rich sentimental sagas meld fact and fiction while appealing to the emotions. Rarely do they engage with the past in a serious, critical manner. For this, for guidance on how to situate ourselves in an unstable world, we need historians — not only in our universities, but in the public realm as well.


In 1931, the president of the American Historical Association, Carl Becker, reminded his colleagues that their “proper function is not to repeat the past but to make use of it, to correct and rationalize for common use Mr. Everyman’s mythological adaptation of what actually happened.” In a more recent History Manifesto (2014), Jo Guldi and David Armitage urged their fellow historians to explain large historical processes and small events in terms all of us can understand. This task, they said, should not be farmed out to economists and journalists. History has “a power to liberate” — from, for example, false notions about climate change or national destiny.


While some historians concur, others are reticent, or else too timid to write in a new key. Current attacks on truth and expert knowledge make this a pressing matter — and not just in the US. Consider France. For a long time, French historians were public intellectuals, making their voices heard in books, magazines, newspapers, and later on TV and radio. From Jules Michelet in the nineteenth century to Jacques Le Goff and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie after World War II, and later Michelle Perrot, historians rendered their craft topical and enthralling for a wide readership.


But things have changed in recent decades. Book sales have declined; the mass media have grown less welcoming; academic historians have been accused of writing a convoluted history, neglecting chronology, and in some cases not loving their country enough. Journalists, essayists, and even film actors have filled this void in recent years, appointing themselves curators of the roman national, a national narrative with which French citizens can identify. The mournful, nostalgic story they typically tell is one of loss and decline, in which national identity must battle immigration, multiculturalism, Islam, feminism, and “declining” school standards. Salvation rests upon a return to imagined origins.


In 2017, a collective of French historians responded to these developments by publishing a non-nationalist history of the nation. Histoire mondiale de la France, or France in the World: A New Global History, makes a deceptively strong statement: historians have a distinctive contribution to make to our public debates and collective self-understanding. The book was an instant success, “the literary phenomenon of the year” (in the words of one newsmagazine), with more than 110,000 copies sold. In newspapers and magazines, on TV and radio, commentators celebrated a work that, as one of them put it, “is good news for those among us who yearn for new pathways into the past of our dear old country.” Fellow historians agreed, lauding an “immense collection of knowledge and analysis” whose wide-ranging curiosity made it, they said, an “enemy of the tragic.” In other countries, France in the World provided a blueprint for histories that, while investigating the past, unravel contemporary notions we deem self-evident. Similar global histories of Italy, the Netherlands, Catalonia, Flanders, and Spain quickly followed — or will in the near future.


The book’s lead editor, Patrick Boucheron, is a specialist in late-medieval Italian history, a professor at the prestigious Collège de France, and the editor of, among other books, Histoire du monde au XVe siècle (History of the World in the Fifteenth Century). He also belongs to a generation of French historians who seek to recover the public role, the civic engagement of their predecessors — not as grand intellectuals who, like Jean-Paul Sartre, share their views on all issues, but rather as measured commentators who bring their expertise to bear on specific questions. In order to reach a broader readership, these historians are consulting on historical TV shows, participating in theater festivals, and writing threads about history on Twitter. They are also experimenting with graphic novels, memoirs, and other unconventional forms of historical writing.


France in the World is one such experiment, bold in its scope and its commitment to scholarship coupled with freedom and formal creativity. Patrick Boucheron and his four coeditors made several key decisions at the outset. They organized the book as a series of essays about 146 dates in the history of France, each one distilling the latest scholarship while avoiding jargon and footnotes. Ranging from 34,000 BCE to 2015, these essays either explore turning points, such as Charlemagne’s coronation in 800 or the May 1968 civil unrest, or else delve into less momentous yet still telling events, such as the draining of a Languedoc pond in 1247. “Some rare events are like glimmers of light in the darkness,” Antony Hostein writes in his essay on Gauls in the Roman Senate (48 CE). “Illuminated by a few extraordinary accounts telling of singular lives and exploits, they reveal truly significant historical occurrences.”


The editors invited dozens of historians to write these essays, and few turned them down. The members of this collective represent a multitude of historical specialties, from the Middle Ages to the contemporary era, archaeology to technology, law to finance, gender to cinema. The book thus invites readers to learn about states, wars, expeditions, and peace treaties, as we would expect, but also about diseases and penal colonies, canals and promenades, fashion and perfume, museums and best sellers, swindles and engineering feats. Generals and politicians, aristocrats and bureaucrats comingle with cave dwellers and textile traders, novelists and feminists, soccer players and philosophers, vagrants and immigrants, all of them protagonists in a variegated history.


The editors provided the contributors with considerable latitude, inviting them to select their own points of departure. History does not correspond to a single outlook, an all-knowing stance, pinpointing truth from its lofty heights. Instead, these multiple perspectives make it clear that the past becomes history through the questions we pose and the methods we fashion. “[I]t is not historical material that shapes interpretations,” Pierre Monnet writes in his essay on the 1214 Battle of Bouvines, “but rather the historian’s questions that shape historical material. And these questions are far from exhausted.” France in the World opens up the historian’s workshop, drawing attention to craft and sources, to doubts and choices and the debates that advance knowledge.


The editors also urged the contributors to embrace a free, welcoming language, to avail themselves of “all the resources of storytelling, of analysis, contextualization, exemplification.” Patrick Boucheron has long pushed his fellow historians toward “audacity and creativity and perhaps also greater confidence in the powers of language.” Literary, even poetic historical writing opens up common language by unsettling what seems familiar and breathing life into “the textures of the past.” And so, the essays in France in the World take different forms: narrative descriptions, direct addresses to the reader, slightly ironic glosses, political asides on the past and the present.


I want to emphasize the plural — resources, powers, contours of language — for the editors grant us — the readers — as much freedom and, therefore, as much trust and responsibility as they do the contributors. They encourage us to trace our own itineraries across the past, to read diagonally through time and the conventional periods that govern our vision of history. Begin at the beginning, or in the middle if you prefer, and see where you end up. By neglecting key dates (say, the 1916 Battle of Verdun) and adding others that may seem inconsequential, by granting the same number of words to Coco Chanel as to Charlemagne, they are telling us that all planes of history are equally revealing, that all historical actors deserve attention. Hierarchies exist, of course, but do not expect to find one ready-made in this book. It falls upon us, as attentive readers and critical thinkers, to create meaning out of the apparent chaos of history.


France in the World is thus a political book if one understands politics not as the partisan reading of evidence or the explicit embrace of party positions, but instead as the deployment of reason against despair. The book is also political in its central question: What does it mean to belong to a nation in our globalized yet nationalistic world?


This question carried particular resonance during the book’s gestation in 2015 and 2016 — so much so that France in the World may already be read as a historical artifact, a trace of the contemporary past, a source for future histories of our troubled times. France’s annus horribilis of 2015 began with terrorist attacks in several Parisian locations, including the offices of the satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo and a kosher grocery store, and ended with yet bloodier assaults on the Bataclan concert hall and other targets. On January 11, dozens of heads of state traveled to Paris to reaffirm their commitment to political values — the rights of man, freedom of expression — that have long been linked to France. This gathering raised a new set of questions: Does France still live up to these ideals? What exactly does the country represent nowadays? What do the French want it to represent at this complicated juncture in the country’s history?


After all, the former global power has seen its stature and its political ambitions wither over the past century. France and its allies won World War I thanks to a US military intervention that forever altered the transatlantic balance of power. In 1940, the French Army’s debacle cost the country more than its honor and its republic: an authoritarian regime in Vichy collaborated with Hitler and persecuted Jews and others. A second US rescue followed in 1944, ushering in a bipolar world that, combined with anticolonial insurrections and military defeats in Indochina and Algeria, shrank France’s global presence. In the 1950s and 1960s, the construction of a unified Europe on a French model and new technologies such as the Concorde jet would reassure the French that they still mattered in the world. But the economic crisis that began in the 1970s deepened doubts about something more elemental: the French welfare state’s ability to ensure social justice in an increasingly neocapitalist world. As growth slowed, high unemployment became an enduring reality, especially for women, young people, and immigrants. The labor market turned increasingly toward part-time, temporary, and unskilled employment with scant prospects for job security or social benefits. Growing segments of the population felt less secure in their positions in society. A 2006 poll found that half of the population feared losing their home one day. Sociologist Robert Castel gave a name to these feelings of uncertainty, fear, and isolation: “disaffiliation.”


Should we be surprised, then, that so much of the recent public debate in France has revolved around national history, as if the past could renew collective filiation? To fully understand this latest nation-talk, we should return to the early nineteenth-century view of national history as “a kind of common property … for all the inhabitants of the same country” (Romantic historian Augustin Thierry). We should examine the national school curriculum that, from the 1880s on, turned the likes of Gaul chieftain Vercingetorix into heroic actors of the national narrative. We should also listen to the critical voices that, in the second half of the twentieth century, requested a less parochial approach to national history — with mixed success if one considers the curriculum’s longtime neglect of immigration, its renewed emphasis on assimilation in the 1970s, and its difficulties reckoning with French colonial violence. When it comes to slavery and its demise in the French Caribbean, pupils have learned more about French abolitionists such as Victor Schœlcher than about their country’s brutality or the ways in which colonized subjects fought for their own emancipation.


To understand the current nation-talk, we must finally recall that, since the 1980s, the French right, the extreme right National Front, and some die-hard républicains have promulgated a closed notion of national identity. The presidency of Nicolas Sarkozy (2007–2012) looms large, with its embrace of a history rooted in an immemorial past, a history in which the Gauls constitute the sole ancestors of all French citizens, regardless of their geographic origins. The title of Sarkozy’s new Ministry of Immigration, Integration, National Identity, and Co-Development left little to the imagination. During the past decade, the aftereffects of the Great Recession, the arrival of migrants and refugees, the circulation of workers across the EU, and the radicalization of certain Muslim Europeans have galvanized nostalgia for an eternal, exceptional spirit — true France.


Convinced that neglect of this spirit is accelerating their nation’s undoing, some French ideologues insist that the only way to reconcile the French with one another is to defend their vision of the country’s history. Right-wing and extreme-right candidates sang the same tune during the 2017 French presidential campaign. “To be French is to feel at home in an epic in which everything flows together,” declared Sarkozy’s former prime minister François Fillon. “With our homeland desperately thirsting for meaning, with the threat of internal division looming, shouldn’t our schools impart the story of the nation?” And with the British choosing Brexit in June 2016, Trump’s victory months later, and Marine Le Pen leading many polls in 2017, France’s own political future seemed as uncertain, potentially, as those of its allies.


The editorial collective behind France in the World deemed it imperative to tell a story about the nation that refuted this panicked recourse to ethnic categories, this rush to enclose, separate, contain, and delimit what properly belongs within French history. Following the January 2015 attacks, Patrick Boucheron and writer Mathieu Riboulet spelled out the specific interventions historians could make in the current climate: puncture slogans and symbols (such as the “Marseillaise”), define the principles worth defending, stimulate understanding by describing people and historical situations with precision and beauty, and write an open, generous, inclusive history.


The book’s focus on the nation thus owed much to tactical considerations and political conviction. On the one hand, it enabled historians (and certain segments of the left) to regain their public voice, to intervene in a debate that had sidelined them. On the other hand, it tapped into and bolstered history’s ability to weaken habits of obedience and belonging, inviting readers to imagine alternative horizons. In dialogue with Nietzsche and Michel Foucault, Boucheron has insisted that the historian’s primary responsibility is to institute discontinuity. “Even in the historical realm, to know is not to ‘recover’ and especially not to ‘find oneself.’ History is ‘effective’ to the extent that it introduces discontinuity within our very being.”


Accordingly, France in the World disrupts the seemingly natural, exhaustive order of chronology. By inviting us to slow down as we read, to take a step sideways or even a detour in order to see something else, it draws us into the accidental and sometimes imperceptible movement of historical time. By unmooring political myths that have taken shape over the centuries, most notably in the works of nineteenth-century historians, this critical book also opens dialogues between historical eras. Contrary to the national narrative, the 843 Treaty of Verdun did not distinguish what would become Romance-speaking “France” from German-speaking lands; this is a “projection onto the past” of modern nationalism. Countless other myths are laid bare in France in the World: among them, Marseille founded by Greeks who civilized “savages” in 600 BCE; Charles Martel stopping the “Arabs” at the Battle of Poitiers in 732; and the Gaullist Resistance to Hitler emerging in London alone (rather than in France’s African colonies). All have been fashioned at specific historical moments, following procedures that require elucidation — demythification.


Discontinuity also shapes France in the World’s relationship to space. This decentered history moves between the city and the region, the nation and the continent, or rather the various nations and continents of our planet. The familiar expanses of mainland France are visible in the essays: mountains and rivers, coastlines and vineyards, Paris and Versailles, Flanders and the Riviera. But France as it is rendered here remains open to the world, its borders permeable. The contributors connect the country and its residents to Carthage and Siam, Scandinavia and the Middle East, Algiers and New Caledonia, Rome and New York City.


In this regard, France in the World recognizes, along with a growing number of historians, that nation-states are embedded within networks, connections, interdependencies that range far and wide. Global history has come into its own these past two decades, in a world that, given the fall of the Berlin Wall, shared environmental challenges, and the acceleration of technological innovation and capitalist exchanges, is increasingly interrelated. Scholars have examined the circulations and power dynamics that have shaped the Atlantic world across several continents. Drawing from postcolonial criticism, they have rejected the assumption that European ideas and processes are necessarily embraced or replicated elsewhere. Seeking out the visible or hidden threads that connect peoples and regions across national borders, they have followed flows of people and goods, of cultural horizons and political designs.


France in the World hence displays affinities with transnational or “connected” history. We detect in this volume the same attention to minute yet meaningful interactions and relationships; the same curiosity for both non-Western and Western perspectives; and the same comingling of temporalities and geographical scales. There is the same desire to understand, not just abstract economic or social forces, but the ways that individuals of various social stations have understood, experienced, and shaped their “lived world.”


In this domain as in others, the editors refrain from imposing a single framework, thereby freeing the contributors to write this history of France in the world as they see fit. Some essays explore French relationships to globalization, from technological embrace (the Suez Canal in 1869) to economic doubts (the 1992 referendum on European unification). Others juxtapose developments taking place in different lands, or else follow the circulation in and out of “France” of legal codes, consumer products, texts (the Quran), political programs (feminism), and architectural styles. Yet others scrutinize French notions of universalism and national genius. France’s imperial and colonial presence surfaces in numerous essays. Embracing an increasingly prevalent view of the country as a longtime empire-state, France in the World pays as much attention to the colonizers’ governance and their violence as it does to the culture and politics of formerly enslaved people, subjects, and independence fighters.


This book stands out, moreover, because, despite recent advances, France has relatively few journals, academic chairs, programs, and research centers devoted to global history. Is it because of French distrust of intellectual frameworks that seem to originate in the English-speaking world and might thus represent a form of US soft power, spreading neoliberalism? Is it because new historical labels such as “world” or “global” history have seemed superfluous in a country where eminent French scholars have long looked beyond national borders (Fernand Braudel, Pierre Chaunu) while colonized or postcolonial writers penned penetrating analyses of racial politics (Aimé Césaire, Leïla Sebbar, Abdelmalek Sayad)? Patrick Boucheron has suggested that the complex ideological legacy of Braudel’s “grammar of civilizations,” which gives little consideration to change or contacts between world cultures, prevented French scholars from fully embracing global history. Institutional factors may have come into play as well. Small, selective centers of research and higher learning such as the National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS) and the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales have the means and flexibility to put disciplines into conversation with one another while training faculty in new methodologies and languages. The situation is more complicated, however, in most public universities, with their threadbare budgets, operating deficits, heavy bureaucracy, overflowing classrooms, and high faculty workloads.


We must, finally, consider the impact of a French republican ideology that defines citizenship in purely political terms, entertaining the legal fiction that citizens and the nation are abstractions, divorced from race, ethnicity, or sexuality. Since the French Revolution, one has in theory been French before being Protestant, Jewish, an Italian immigrant, homosexual, a black woman. The Vichy regime’s racial and ethnic record-keeping exacerbated the taboo surrounding the political uses of such categories. While subnational identities are not completely suppressed in France today, their public expression remains problematic. As the political philosopher Elsa Dorlin recently explained, French scholars still must justify their attention to race or ethnicity as contributing factors behind social inequality. They must make it clear that they are not contesting their republic’s understanding of citizenship and color blindness. How then, asks legal scholar Mathilde Cohen, “can one study and make sense of what appears to be largely unspoken and unspeakable?”


Debates over the pertinence and even the legality of racial or ethnic categories in law, official statistics, scholarship, and public discourse are far from exhausted in the French Republic. And yet, there are signs of change within nation-talk. A growing number of scholars reject the notion that racial or ethnic inequalities result from socioeconomic domination alone; they also insist that shunning notions like race stymies efforts to contain racism. Theatrical troupes like We Will Never Give Up Hope (NAJE, in the Parisian suburb of Antony) dramatize pressing questions like migration in order to generate “social transformation.” The National Museum on the History of Immigration (founded in 2007) tells visitors that “adaptation, borrowings, and mixings” are central to France’s national heritage. In 2018, the television channel Arte aired Le rêve français (The French Dream), a miniseries about residents of Guadeloupe and Réunion Island who were brought to metropolitan France from the 1960s on and pushed toward low-wage jobs. Seldom has this story been told. “This is a movie about national identity,” explained one of its producers. “We have sought to free up language in order to enable people to recapture their history.”


France in the World thus represents one of many forces that, within French civil society, seek to free up language (about the nation and the world, the present and the past) in order to enable people to recapture meaningful yet sometimes silenced histories. More resolutely than others, perhaps, this collection marries critical clarity with hope. Annie Jourdan sets the tone in her essay on 1789, speaking of an “internal conflict … between the resolve to emancipate people across Europe and the temptation to turn inward.” Read the essays on 1790, 1927, or 1974 to watch French institutional and cultural forces stymie hospitality. At the same time, recall that the Hungarian-born Saint Martin (397), the foreign corsairs and privateers of Dunkirk (1662), the Kanaks who fought either for or against France in 1917, and many other “foreigners” all shaped a national space in which, as Alain de Libera puts it in his essay on the medieval University of Paris, “different origins and identities gathered, clashed, and fused” (1215). One can be French and also Spanish or Tunisian. One can espouse several identities at once. This has happened before; new forms of diversity do not threaten France; the country is not waging an internal battle against new barbarians. There are other stories worth telling besides national decline. In France today, this needs to be said.


Others concurred at the time of publication: The newsweekly L’Obs praised France in the World as an “antidote to all national pseudo-identities”; the daily Libération applauded it for “refuting the idea of a rigid, solemn, teleological history that leads to nationalism alone”; the magazine Témoignage chrétien commended it for showing that French history “is before all the history of the French in their plurality and mobility.” Emmanuel Macron confessed to reading the collection with pleasure and rejected, during his presidential campaign, the notion of a fixed national identity: “The French national project has never been sealed off from the world,” he declared.


It must be said, however, that Macron the candidate also paid homage to the mythic Joan of Arc and advocated the teaching of “a national narrative,” and also that, in the midst of the Yellow Vest protests in the winter of 2018–2019, Macron the president called for a national agreement on France’s “deep-seated identity,” a question he linked to immigration. Beyond such rhetorical contradictions, the more reactionary champions of this national narrative have denounced France in the World in pointed language. In its narrowest terms, the polemics revolved around what the book leaves out or minimizes, from the building of cathedrals to radical French revolutionaries. The editors’ decision to begin with prehistoric times rather than mythical moments (such as the baptism of Clovis I) did not go unnoticed, either. More broadly, these critics decried an “intellectual act of war” that sought to “assassinate France” by denying its true genius.


How could one include Frantz Fanon, the Martinique revolutionary and philosopher, and Zinédine Zidane, the soccer player whose parents were born in Algeria, but not writer Germaine de Staël or composer Claude Debussy? Every historical work rests on editorial decisions, and the ones that lay behind France in the World are naturally open to discussion, but, for these critics, these choices represented a crime of lèse-nation. “How can one go so far in the deconstruction of French identity?” asked essayist Alain Finkielkraut, the forlorn defender of the French Republic, mourning “a wounded [national] identity.”


Should we assume that “anything that comes from abroad is good?” asked the nationalist provocateur Éric Zemmour, whose anguished ruminations on national decline yielded a best seller in 2014, Le suicide français. Historian Patrice Gueniffey — author most recently of Napoléon et de Gaulle: Deux héros français (2017) —warned that the editors’ perceived disregard for the country’s heritage was bound to feed what he called “disaffiliation.” The term brings to mind Robert Castel even if, in Gueniffey’s prose, recent transformations of labor matter less than, once again, the disintegration of an idealized nation. The threat posed by France in the World justified the most furious indictments (Gueniffey accused the book’s editors of being “heirs of Vichy France”).


While this language was surprisingly violent, one might have expected this kind of objection from such quarters. After all, the editors were convinced from the start that intellectual energy alone could counter retrograde visions of the nation. To this end, they invited contributors from multiple generations and disciplines. There is a preponderance of younger scholars, and essays by not only historians, but also political scientists, literary scholars, art historians, archaeologists, journalists, economists, and half a dozen archivists. France in the World opens a conversation among scholars who do not always speak to one another within France’s specialized and hierarchical academic circles.


In this respect as in others, the French situation can prove befuddling to outsiders. The centralization of higher education, with seventeen universities and hundreds of thousands of students in or around Paris, creates a concentration of historians without parallel in, say, the US, where scholars are located in numerous centers of comparable importance (Washington, DC, to be sure, but also Boston, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, the San Francisco Bay Area, and others). Universities in the French provinces and overseas territories such as Martinique or Guadeloupe often lack the intellectual density and institutional resources of their Parisian counterparts (even if many of the latter have equally tight budgets). Moreover, women face considerable obstacles in the French academic world. While they make up roughly half of the junior faculty in the humanities, their number drops precipitously once one moves up the ladder. The same is of course true in the US, but calls for equity and diversity are much more vigorous on American shores, where attempts to rectify such inequalities are connected to longstanding political movements, academic departments, and intellectual currents (gender studies, critical race theory, intersectionality) that, like affirmative action and efforts to limit implicit bias, have acquired on most campuses a legitimacy that remains fragile in France.


These factors help explain why just under a third of the contributors are women; why the majority were trained and work in France and especially in Paris; and why none are based in Martinique or Guadeloupe or former French colonies such as Algeria. While the US is no paragon, an equivalent American book would no doubt have conceptualized diversity in different ways. We can presume that its initial premise would have been that different scholars write different global histories, that they ask different questions and notice different things depending on their physical, institutional, and cultural locations.


It must be said, however, that some things are changing in France in this regard as well. Regional centers of academic excellence are gaining stature. Prestigious journals such as Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales (whose editors are well represented among the contributors to France in the World) have recently reexamined their editorial procedures to include more women in their editorial committee and within the ranks of the scholars they publish. Furthermore, in the fall of 2018 more than five hundred female historians signed a petition protesting “masculine domination” in their profession. The signatories included more than fifteen contributors to France in the World. Might we cautiously speculate that, alongside other factors (including in this case the #MeToo movement), this editorial venture, this forceful public intervention energized certain historians? The book’s aftereffects may well play out in unpredictable ways in the years to come.


As this translation goes to press, wistful accounts of national history keep landing in French bookstores. In 2018, the right-wing writer Jean-Christian Petitfils penned his own history of France on the grounds that his divided country needs a unifying narrative to “once again instill pride in national cohesion.” Predictably, Petitfils subtitled his book “The True National Narrative” (Le vrai roman national). No surprise here. But surely there are other ways of exploring the past (or rather our multiple pasts), other reasons why in France as elsewhere we need historians. Beyond what it teaches us about the French past and present, France in the World raises fundamental questions about the place of history and the kind of history we want in our public space. It also intervenes in one of the central political battles now being waged on several continents, when closed, populist visions of national identity target looser, pluralistic understandings of cultural identification.


It is impossible to tell which camp will prevail, even in the US. In an age of disquiet in the face of global mobility, an age when national myths of continuity and rootedness retain such a strong hold, nothing guarantees that open-ended histories of diversity and flux will win the day, even if they show how some people and institutions draw lines that define and separate, and how some people cross these very lines. At the same time, there are costs to refusing to counter rigid national narratives with freer, more precise alternatives that are grounded in research. Let us then believe, along with the contributors to this bracing collection, that historians have something distinctive to tell us about the world we inhabit.


Let us expect historians to play a vocal role in our public debates — sometimes to clarify and sometimes to make our world more complicated, more open to ambiguity, more discontinuous.


And let us pay close attention to the literary experiments of historians who are also writers, historians who believe, with audacity and necessity and — yes — urgency, that knowledge and language have the power to liberate us.


A note on the translation: This edition is both slightly slimmer and slightly heftier than the original. We have translated 90 percent of the French-language essays, asked the editors to flesh out the twelve section introductions, and invited the contributors to update some of the references that follow each essay, and where pertinent add English-language sources. Otherwise, the book is the same.










OVERTURE


Patrick Boucheron


“It would take a history of the world to explain France.”


— Jules Michelet, Introduction to World History (1831)


An introduction to the history of France?


Most readers, I know, would rather do without. You’ll skip it. You’ll want to embark directly on this fresh ocean of history, full of events, hopes, and memories; you’ll expect plain sailing as well as sudden squalls of things remembered and associations of ideas, buffeting you from one shore to the next. Who needs an introduction to that? Who needs ponderous preliminaries? The introduction to French history can prove wearisome, if not intimidating, with its accumulation of centuries, its solemn and eminent scholars, and its controversies. Historians are after all expected to express, practically on their own, the anxieties of their era.


The very thought of an introduction induces lethargy. I know all this, and will thus confine myself to explaining as briefly as possible the astonishing speed with which this book brought a number of us together, and why this collective endeavor sparked so great a sense of urgency in us all.


So this is more an overture (whatever is morally or politically meant by this) than an introduction; and even then, it bears comparison less to a musical composition’s majestic prelude than to a camera’s aperture (ouverture), which a photographer adjusts to change the depth of field. In sum, the authors of this volume shared a common ambition to write a history of France that would reconcile the storyteller’s art with absolute critical rigor. This new history would be open and accessible to the widest possible readership, while remaining within the familiar framework of dates.


The result is political inasmuch as it seeks to mobilize a pluralist concept of history against the general shrinkage of national identity that is such a central component of the public debate in France today. As a matter of principle, the history we set forth refuses to surrender the “History of France” to knee-jerk reactionaries or to concede them any narrative monopoly. By approaching the subject from the open sea (so to speak), by catching the élan of a historiography driven by strong, fresh winds, it seeks to recover the diversity of France. This is why this venture has taken the form of a collective editorial project. France in the World gives voice to a group of historians, male and female, working in concert toward a history that is both committed (engagée) and scholarly. This book is a joyous polyphony, not by happenstance (how could anybody today presume to write a full history of France single-handed?), but by choice.


We have traveled light. Embarking on this adventure, the 113 authors who put their trust in the initial project agreed to shed the theoretical apparatus that typically accompanies academic writing. They would no longer accept the increasingly prevalent apportioning of roles that places historians at a disadvantage: meaning, to journalists and essayists, the easy narrative option of a story invidiously discounting evidence, and to historians, the awkward exercise of aligning a good story with the cold requirements of a rigorous method. “It’s more complicated than that” is the constant objection to straightforward history. Certainly — but hiding behind complexity cannot be the last resort of historians, unless they want to be professional purveyors of disenchantment. Responsible critical work is not systematically dry and dreary; in fact, it can be absolutely enthralling. Using the investigative approach, a historian can show how the past is forever made and unmade by the changing frames of history. History does not speak for itself, in the clear light of the evidence; we can only view it through the prism of our knowledge.


Consequently, our general guidelines have been to write history without footnotes and without compunction — a history that is living because it is constantly renewed by research, a history for those with whom we enjoy sharing it — in the hope that some of the pleasure of the sharing would relieve some of the desolation of our present times. Writing without notes and without compunction does not mean that we compromised the requirements of our profession, for at the end of each chapter the author has listed the key scholarly references on which it was based.


Every contributor was given complete freedom to construct an essay coinciding with a given date in the history of France — whether that date was already part of the chronological frieze of the national legend or had to be imported from another compartment of the world’s memory. Focusing on dates was clearly the most effective way of unraveling the fictitious continuities of the traditional narrative: for dates make it possible to point out connections, or readjust them, or even resolve apparent incongruities. Indeed it is this dual action — displacing and unmooring feelings of belonging while welcoming the strange familiarity of what is distant — that the chronicle, with its cheerful sequence of events, tends to put to the test.


We didn’t have to systematically seek out counterintuitive or untraditional positions; the canonical dates in French history are present in this book, although they are sometimes a bit off-kilter, shaken by the will to see in them the local expression of wider movements. From the ashes of a pseudo-nostalgic tale we were taught in school, there might arise the phoenix of a broader, revivified, and more diverse history.


Our contributors had something else to go on: a line by the historian Jules Michelet, chosen as our book’s epigraph: “It would take a history of the world to explain France.” These enigmatic words convey a certain longing — and a certain unease. In truth, longing and unease have turned out to be among the driving forces behind our project, forcing each of us to write with complete freedom.


When he wrote the line above in 1831, Michelet was thirty-two years old. As a lecturer at the École normale, he was teaching people younger than himself a history that had much in common with philosophy: in fact, it was, strictly speaking, a philosophy of history. The 1830 Revolution, which toppled the Bourbon dynasty for good, had brought the hope of political freedom. This hope awakened the people of France, a humanity within which, unlike most historians of his time, Michelet detected sufficient strength to resist the fatal destiny of what contemporaries called race. A true son of the Revolution, he championed an open, energetic, vital history that could not be shackled by theories of immutable origin, identity, or destiny. “That which is the least simple, the least natural, and the most artificial, meaning the least predestined, most human, and freest entity in the world, is Europe; and the most European country of all is the land of my birth, which is France.” Thus the arrow of time flew onward, and this is why, for Michelet, an Introduction to World History could only be an introduction to his history of France.


But we should be wary of facile parallels. Although Michelet appeared out of place in his own time, he is by no means squarely in line with our own. We can no longer agree with him that France is “the glorious fatherland [that] will henceforth steer the ship of humanity.” Today, Michelet’s patriotism is fatally compromised by a history — for which he was of course not responsible — in which France’s “civilizing mission” excused blatant colonial aggression. Was this a terminal surrender of principles? Many since Michelet’s time have believed that the reinvention of a universalist “constitutional patriotism” open to the diversity of the world could provide the best defense against a dangerously narrow-minded nationalism and its constricted understanding of national identity. But this is not our subject here. It is enough to acknowledge the extent to which Michelet’s dream of a France that one can only explain in global terms has been a source of comfort and inspiration.


Lecturing at the Collège de France from 1943 to 1944, the brilliant historian Lucien Febvre reflected at length on Michelet’s little-known text. He did so to cast light on the much more celebrated Tableau de la France that opens the second volume of Michelet’s History of France (1834). As far as Febvre was concerned, Michelet’s idea was to loosen this geographical entity, to undo “the idea of a necessary, predestined, preordained France, ready made by Frenchmen, by describing as ‘France’ all the formations and human groupings that existed before Gaul on what is today our territory” (lecture 25, 1 March 1944). Living in Nazi-occupied Paris, receiving from his disciple Fernand Braudel, then a prisoner in Mainz, chapter after chapter of the latter’s The Mediterranean, Febvre evoked the historical moments when, as in the time of Joan of Arc, France “came close to vanishing.” He also spoke of historians who, like Michelet, had “erased the French race from our history.”


Once and for all? Let’s not be naive. After the war, Lucien Febvre reentered the fray against what he had earlier called the “prejudice of predestination,” the idea that a country’s history can only be guided by a national destiny (A Geographical Introduction to History, 1949). Answering a 1950 appeal by UNESCO, which wanted to make history an auxiliary science in the search for universal peace, Febvre and historian François Crouzet developed a project for a textbook describing the development of French civilization as a fraternal growth of mixed cultures (this book was finally published in 2012 as Nous sommes des sang-mêlés [We Are of Mixed Blood]). What Febvre called civilization was the capacity to overflow: “French civilization, to speak only of that, has always gone beyond the political borders of France and the French state. Knowledge of this fact does not belittle France; on the contrary it makes the country greater. It is a source of hope for her future.”


Whence comes the strange notion that opening to the world would diminish France? By what paradox have we come to view the history of our country as an endless struggle to protect its sovereignty from outside influences that somehow denature and hence endanger its very essence? In the last thirty years, the travails of French society confronted by the challenges of globalization have focused public debate on the question of national identity. In terms of historical writing, the tipping point came somewhere between the publication of the first volume of Pierre Nora’s Les lieux de mémoire (Realms of Memory) in 1984 and that of Fernand Braudel’s The Identity of France in 1986. The demand for a specific French identity, which found early supporters among the left (then in power), led to the defense of a French culture defined by a right to be different. Thereafter it fed a critique of cultural diversity wherein hostility to the supposedly destructive effects of immigration became more and more clearly defined.


On October 16, 1985, Braudel presented his lycée pupils in Toulon with a fascinating analysis of a siege of the city that took place in 1707. This world-history story was designed to show not only that “France’s second name was diversity,” but also that France’s political and territorial unity had been forged slowly, “through connections made more recently by the railways” rather than at the time of Joan of Arc, as Braudel’s students might still have been taught. Braudel’s death a month later ended the writing of what he had begun to call his “History of France,” which he predicted would be “misunderstood.” And so it was: his unfinished Identity of France, published posthumously, was read as the political testament of a historian who dealt with long-term historical structures (the longue durée). In reality, the book was no more than a provisional time halt for history on the move. We cannot relaunch this history without drawing — as Braudel did — on Lucien Febvre, who himself explained Michelet’s Tableau de la France through his scintillating Introduction to World History.


Many young French researchers are already moving in this direction. Some draw inspiration from Thomas Bender’s striking book A Nation among Nations: America’s Place in World History (2006), which proposes a global history of the US as no more than “a nation among others.” To approach the American Civil War as just one among numerous independence struggles which, in Europe and in the wider world, articulated the issue of nationality and the ideal of liberty, inflicted a narcissistic wound on a country that sees its national story as something unique and exceptional. Other historiographical experiments in the same vein have been attempted; for example, a transnational history of Germany, and an account of the Italian Renaissance in terms of the Mediterranean. But while historians of the French Revolution and of France’s colonial empire have begun to adopt a global approach, a global history of France herself is yet to come. France in the World certainly isn’t that: it merely formulates the premise — perhaps the promise — of such an approach in future.


What do we mean by the global history of France?


First of all, a history of France that forsakes neither the great places nor the great figures of our history. It is not so much a case of embracing another history entirely as of writing the same history in a different way. Instead of embracing knee-jerk counterhistories or losing ourselves in the labyrinths of deconstruction, we have tried to come to grips with the questions that the traditional history of an immutable France falsely claims to resolve. We hence offer a global history of France, not a history of global France: we have no intention of following the long-term expansion of a globalized France in order to exalt the glorious rise of a nation devoted to universalism. Nor do we wish to sing the praises of self-satisfied ethnic diversity and migratory cross-pollination. Believe us when we say that we are not trying to celebrate or denounce anything. The fact that history has for so long been a critical science and not an art of acclamation or detestation is an issue that we hoped had long been settled. And yet, it faces such vehement enemies nowadays that it is perhaps a good idea to once again say something in its defense.


To explain France by the world, to write the history of a France that is explainable with the world, that engages with the world: such a venture is bound to undermine the false idea that France and the world are somehow symmetrical. France does not exist separately from the rest of the world; likewise, the world’s consistency in France changes over time. The world of Roman Gaul and the world of the Franks looked to the Mediterranean. The kingdom of Saint Louis looked to Eurasia. But at different points in the long history of globalization, of the changing relationships between what took the name of “France” and that which was understood as “the world,” there kept arising other social configurations, multiple affiliations, unexpected bifurcations, and geographical shifts. In short, history was on the move. Rather than calling our own book a global history, we might have defined it as a “long” history of France, starting eons before the brief period during which the country has come into its own as a political entity, as a nation. The old notion of “general history” may also be applicable inasmuch as our approach aspires to nothing more than the honest analysis of a given space in all its geographical breadth and historical depth.


Such then is our project. It is neither linear nor aimed at a particular target, and it has no beginning, no end. Our earliest dates explore the most shadowy periods of human occupation of the territory today identified as French, precisely to circumvent the question of national origins. The dates draw closer together when the connections between them grow more numerous (in the years 1450–1550, for example) or when France attempted (as in the seventeenth century, with the growing power of its absolute monarchy) to fan out across the world or even to contain the world by embracing a universalistic outlook within which French constituted our planet’s language of revolutionary hope. At other times, this history opens onto missed opportunities, withdrawals, and retractions — for instance, in the wake of the globalization à la française that begins in the late nineteenth century


In all honesty, none of this adds up to a coherent history, at least not yet. If the 131 dates we have chosen in this edition of the book do not exactly form an articulated chronology, it is because they cannot on their own support the exhaustive recital of a global history of France. By drawing attention to certain events, they naturally add weight to political and cultural readings, neglecting longer-term economic and environmental changes. We have knowingly left open yawning gaps that readers will certainly notice: while some were perhaps unavoidable, for others we will be held responsible, and rightly so. Let me add that the sequences or sections these dates define are not supposed to represent definite periods: they are only there to guide the reader, who may also wish to escape the beaten path by way of the index, the list of pertinent dates that close each chapter, or the journeys across time that, at the end of this book, suggest thematic routes and unexpected juxtapositions.


Finally we have to confess that, more than anything, it was the principle of pleasure that guided us as we put this book together. Not that we ever meant to write a happy history: France in the World is neither lighter nor darker than any other book (though its gravity is hardly despondent). Still, there is something to be said today on behalf of the joyous energy of a collective intelligence. We hope that a little of the delight we experienced while perpetually surprising ourselves, while joining forces in this collective enterprise, while trusting one another and working hard to avoid disappointing one another, will prove contagious. To those who ask why this history of France is a global one, we simply respond: “Because this makes it so much more interesting!”










EARLY STIRRINGS IN ONE CORNER OF THE WORLD





To start a global history of France by reaching back to the dimly lit strata of prehistoric societies might seem an unlikely gambit. It is even slightly perverse to suggest that France already existed at the dawn of humanity. It is precisely because the world had neither design nor foreordained destiny at that time that we may consider the area that would become France in the same way we would any other patch of earth. The forty thousand years of man’s history covered in this section at breakneck speed are more than a preliminary: they constitute, in many ways, the methodological boundary and the bulwark of any global history, preserving us from the misguided notion that intellectual structures remain static in space over the long term.


This “France prior to France,” as the historian Jean Guilaine calls it, shades off into the earliest history of a human population that, from the start, was necessarily mixed-race and migratory. The societies that, for tens of thousands of years, traversed the future territory of France were nomadic. How can we not measure the few millennia of mankind’s recent, sedentary history against the thirty thousand years of the Upper Paleolithic, with its complex and hierarchical societies, very likely structured by religious forces whose existence we can infer from cave paintings? Although the first villages of the Neolithic period are sometimes buried under densely populated centers, artifacts from Bronze Age graves sketch an economic geography that is European and Mediterranean in scope. Only with the city-states that cropped up in the Iron Age do we start to see political and regional entities assume a durable form that could persist through the centuries. As early as the fourth or third century BCE, these came under the influence of Rome.


There is no escaping the fact that this area on the western end of the European continent was a laboratory for societies whose social, cultural, and even biological identities were no different from those of societies in other parts of the world. Like the famed carved ivory Venus of Brassempouy, these “French” predecessors lack identifiable faces and yet we find them familiar. In fact, everything seems to have come originally from elsewhere, starting of course with groups of early people, and then agriculture, which arrived from the Middle East as a conquering technology. But would we be right to conclude that the developments in Paleolithic cave art from 35,000 to 12,000 BCE correspond to these different migrations, following one another in time? It is very uncertain. Regardless, the preservation of material remains from the Stone Age depends heavily on long-term variations in the physical environment. The temperate conditions that prevailed in the space that would become France, from the warming period at the end of the Paleolithic onward, better preserved evidence of human activity.


This corner of the world, a cul-de-sac at one end of Eurasia, was also adjacent to an isthmus for the passage to Africa. It seems therefore to have promoted the meeting and mixing of peoples. Its southern coastline provided a stopping-off point for the early Greek seafaring kingdoms in the seventh century BCE, and as the Romans expanded their influence, it also provided them with territory and a trade route to northern Europe. The rows of megaliths at Carnac, in Brittany, dating from the fifth millennium BCE, and the giant Vix Krater, dating from the first millennium BCE, suggest a movement toward societies that were structured around social, political, and symbolic dominance, although the real or imaginary meaning of this symbolism is beyond our grasp.


Since their accurate identification in the nineteenth century, the traces of human activity recovered from the earth and discovered on rock walls have allowed us to imagine the complex genealogy of the region in an entirely new way. They have also enabled us to rethink the even more complex notions of a “people” and a “nation.” Prehistoric archaeology is one of the more radical ways of claiming an indigenous or aboriginal identity. But while the illusion of an unbroken ancestry may hold on the local level, it would be extremely difficult to make the same retroactive claim for France’s national territory. No entity approaching the scale of France existed until the Romans expanded their territory into the region, a few decades prior to the start of the first century CE — and even then Gaul needed the external perspective of a proto-imperial power and the writings of Julius Caesar, building on those of Posidonius of Apamea, to convey the idea of its unity down to our own time.


From another perspective, the written memoirs of societies that existed in historical (as opposed to prehistorical) times seem a paltry appendix to the great chain of human existence, which is known to us only through the fragile records of archaeology. In a vertigo-inducing twist, the discovery of early human remains can, retroactively, become an act of founding. We cannot think of prehistoric times outside the history of their scientific and political invention during the second half of the nineteenth century, a program that quickly turned into a race between nations to see which could claim the earliest humans. From the discovery of Cro-Magnon Man (1868) to the Chauvet Cave (1994), France has been a leading participant in this competition, with the obsessive quest for racial identity progressing in parallel. Priding itself on being “the country of man,” contemporary France has managed to unearth a prominent share of the world’s prehistoric remains by combing its territory for archaeological sites. It should be said that, in something of a snub to the productive and industrial north, most of these remains have turned up in the south. This glorious gallery of fossils and sites, imbued with the aura of early man, has gradually helped relegate the notion of France’s Gallic origins to the attic of ideas.


Is this foundation story not the exact reverse of that earlier one, which took a defeat at the hands of the Roman invaders as the start of France’s history?










34,000 BCE


Creating the World Deep inside the Earth


Today, as in the distant past, visitors to the Chauvet Cave in southern France share a “Cro-Magnon” lineage. Almost forty thousand years after it was created, can this cave art really be considered a universal shared memory? The path traveled by that resolutely modern Homo sapiens establishes the unutterable depth of his origins as well as his irreducible hybridization.


It is an early spring day, thirty-six thousand years ago. The men are walking toward the cave, a young boy following close behind them. He is relishing his good fortune, because the year before they had stayed only briefly in the region; everything was still frozen then, battered by the winds, and there was not enough game for them to remain any longer. Now, spring is returning more quickly, the herds of horses and bison promise to be larger, and so they have decided to settle down for the season, setting up their tents in the shelter of trees on the banks of the river, below the path they are walking on now. The boy is going with them.


When they arrive at the entrance to the cave, the one who knows it best goes in first, without a sound, then comes back some time later to report that he has not sensed the presence of bears. In fact, there was only the dried-out remains of a bear that died while hibernating a long time ago. The party enters, the boy still in the back. The walls of the cave dance in the light of the torches and then disappear. After walking for some time, they stop. The boy is told to close his eyes. When he reopens them, he sees ochre-colored rhinoceroses painted on the walls, and also lions and a mammoth; and then, not far from where he is standing, red handprints. Pointing to one in particular, they tell him that the print was left there by the mother of his mother. He places his own hand on top of it and feels the cool, damp limestone.


They move on and after a while lower their torches and begin walking faster; the boy thinks he sees some deer in the distance, drawn in black, and, beyond them, even deeper in the cave, horses, aurochs, and more rhinoceroses. But he is not sure, and in any case his eyes are drawn to a large fire at the entrance to a gallery. Who lit it? As they walk by, the smoke burns his eyes. He grabs the tunic of the man in front of him while they slowly descend into the gallery where, when given permission to look, he sees the secret of a world born of incredible violence. He senses, even if he isn’t allowed to tell anyone, that the story told here has already transformed the way he will see the world. The adults tell him that these images are very ancient, that they date from the very origin of the world. And this strikes him as obvious.


In 2016, in the middle of summer, a large crowd gathered in the Gorges de l’Ardèche to visit the reproduction of this famed cave. Whether or not the facsimiles of those frescoes astounded them, visitors at least encountered a simple fact: we were not born yesterday. I speak of “we” because the intrinsic force of these images — unless it is our own gaze that conveys this force — invariably summons something universal. Because these images come out of nowhere, they seem available to all of us, beyond our particular origins and identities. And yet, these images also exist within a specific historical trajectory whose significance we must assess to understand the feelings of universality they bring to life.


What do we know about the creators of those frescoes and of their motivations? We don’t know what language they spoke, or why they invented that pictorial language, or why they expressed it at that particular site. We know nothing about what they said to one another standing before those works. All we can do is recognize the animals in amazement, and describe how they were created. The story that opened this chapter is fictional; the boy who might have discovered those paintings never existed. It is an imagined picture superimposed upon images from another time, images that are forever mute even though they seem to shout out to us. As for dates, all we know is that the first frescoes in the Chauvet Cave were painted between thirty-seven thousand and thirty-four thousand years ago.


That said, the boy has a real place in the story. He speaks to us of the construction of a new world brought to life by the strokes of a brush, or rather of charcoal, a world he could believe existed throughout eternity.


This was the world of the Cro-Magnons. Like us, the Cro-Magnons were the product of a complex biological journey during which some of our distant ancestors (Homo erectus) left Africa while others remained. Once they reached Europe, those who left gradually became Neanderthals, while those who stayed transformed into Homo sapiens. About 100,000 years ago, Homo sapiens in turn left Africa for the Middle East and then, still later, for Eurasia, where they then met up with the Neanderthals. This genetic mix produced the Cro-Magnons, our direct ancestors, a mixed-race people if ever there was one. These population movements and exchanges took place a few millennia before the frescoes were painted. Between sixty thousand and forty thousand years ago, sapiens spread across the world, beyond their earlier borders, all the way to Australia and, according to some models, the Americas soon after.


And so here they are, around 45,000 BCE, in Europe. In a world that was still far from overcrowded, demographic growth alone cannot explain these population movements. Powerful social forces were no doubt involved as well.


What made the world go round? Does a human society first find an explanation for itself in a form of “biological-economic rationality” (technical and economic mutations linked to demographic growth and environmental variations)? Or does it derive its essence from ideals that govern relationships of gender, generation, power, and the like? The Chauvet frescoes provide answers to those questions. They tell us that the societies of the Upper Paleolithic were founded on political and religious values, and that that is perhaps the reason for both the frescoes’ modernity and their universality. These works brim with spirituality, and they define humanity’s place within the universe and animal world. The Cro-Magnons invented themselves as social beings by organizing a system of values, through the probable codification of the relationship between the sexes, or even the link between generations.


And that is probably why generations of Aurignacians — the name prehistorians use for the first human beings who entered the cave — went there to paint in strings of chambers and galleries, passing by alcoves and hidden diverticula. We know that they came from far away, traveling over vast regions covering the southern part of what is now France, from Aquitaine to the Mediterranean. They moved from natural shelters to open-air camp sites, depending on the circumstances and the seasons. Brilliant hunters and skilled artisans who could work with bone, wood, and animal skins, they ornamented their bodies with necklaces made of teeth or beads or ivory pendants, and thus once again codified the place of individuals within groups and the identity of groups vis-à-vis others.


They were brilliant artists, too. This cave, which contains more images than any other we have uncovered from the Aurignacian world, is their masterpiece. There are close to five hundred animal figures. In addition to the species our imaginary boy may have seen, let us add bison, ibexes, and megaloceroses, as well as bears and owls. The frescoes also include one of the most ancient representations of a woman, reduced essentially to her vulva. As such, the Chauvet Cave and its works encompass the main themes of that great cave art to which generations of artists would dedicate themselves for more than twenty thousand years.


The distribution of the paintings in the gigantic space of that cave seems to follow a true logic, perhaps even an initiatory path. The first sections, principally decorated with red paintings, alternate easily accessible panels with others hidden in cave diverticula. The most complex and richest frescoes, in black paint, reside in the back. This is where we find the “panel of horses” and that of “lions” — powerful scenes that provoked such strong feelings in our imagined boy. There are countless animals and geometrical motifs as well, most often simple finger paintings on the wall. This artwork must have been the work of many people over several centuries, although a few artists or even a single “master” may be responsible for the spectacular black panels in the back. The quality of these works alone allows us to speak here of artists. It was through art and no other activity that the notion of the “specialist” emerged at that time.


By inventing such a pictorial language, those artists indeed contributed to founding a new world, a world entering into history not through texts but through the legacy that a generation intended to leave behind by dissociating body and mind and giving material consistency to ideas that would endure on the wall of a cave. A collective memory was thus fashioned, and then reinvented again and again over the centuries. We are in some ways its last avatar. Indeed, we know that for several centuries after the first frescoes were created, the cave continued to welcome other visitors. The paintings, in other words, continued to be seen. After having been abandoned for a time, the cave was rediscovered a few millennia later by Gravettians (who followed the Aurignacians). What did they feel upon discovering these frescoes? We have no way of telling, but do know that the cave was forgotten again and buried until its latest discovery, in 1994.


We may yearn for an “original” rendering of the cave, but it is equally important to reflect on its significance and its transformations over the centuries. Any effort to decode the exact meaning of those works is bound to fail, not only because that meaning has been forgotten, but also because that meaning has a history of its own. We can, however, attempt to grasp the political, religious, and social dimensions of this crucial stage in the mutation of human societies, accompanying the early days of Homo sapiens in Europe. Standing before the frescoes, we feel as if we are contemplating the source of our history. As much as those paintings, it is this very feeling that warrants attention.


François Bon
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23,000 BCE


Man Gives Himself the Face of a Woman


The world’s oldest preserved representation of a sculpted human face is twenty-five thousand years old. The features of the Venus of Brassempouy now seem destined to eternally symbolize prehistory. But has that always been the case? Let us review the tribulations of an icon, from the Atlantic to the Ural Mountains.


We humans need icons — which is why, in order to think about prehistoric times, we have given them a face. In fact, several faces come to mind when we think of that period, each embodying one of the contradictory feelings prehistory summons in our collective imagination. Some frankly grimace — such as the toothless skull of the Cro-Magnon “old man” — while others are peaceful and reassuring. It is one of those serene faces, among the most famous and beautiful, that we will consider here.


Truth be told, this little head is tiny, just a little over an inch tall. It is sculpted out of beautiful mammoth ivory with soft hues, seemingly very fragile, with a large, desiccated crack across its cheek. What this enigmatic face expresses is left entirely to our imagination: the eyes are neither open nor closed (we can only guess at them, hidden as they are under the eyebrows); the mouth is nonexistent; the ears are hidden under her hood. The figure seems to be turned inward, all her senses at rest. And yet, the less she displays emotion, the more she grows in meaning. The message she seems to deliver, conveyed only by her grace, appears all the more profound and universal. This is why this little “Lady with the Hood” from Brassempouy is so often used as a frontispiece in works on prehistory throughout the world, as if her ineffable charm were the ideal emblem of a period that is at once foundational and impossible to narrate.


It hasn’t been long since this figure entered our collective imagination, because it wasn’t so long ago that prehistory itself was invented. The first step, one made not without difficulty, was to admit that humans are far more ancient than the written traces of their history; that step was taken around 1860, following in particular archaeological work and writings by Jacques Boucher de Perthes in Abbeville and others in surrounding locations in the Somme valley. Second step: a vociferous debate on the nature and evolution of that prehistoric human, which lasted until the beginning of the twentieth century and continues to this day, even if biological evolution has been proven and accepted for at least the past hundred years. And the third step — overlapping with the second — was to attempt to write this history without any written records and to describe the evolution not only of humans, but of their societies. This is what Édouard Piette, among others, sought to do in the nineteenth century. A magistrate from the Ardennes who settled near the Pyrenees, and one of the prehistorians who built upon the foundational work of the archaeologist Boucher de Perthes and the paleontologist Édouard Lartet, Piette sought to extract the buried archives that would buttress the new science of prehistoric archaeology. One finds him at work in the village of Lortet in the Neste Valley in 1873, then in the town of Mas-d’Azil in the department of Ariége in 1887, and finally, a few years after that, in Brassempouy.


Located in the heart of the Chalosse, a wine-growing region in southwestern France, the caves of Brassempouy were not entirely unknown when Piette began his work there, but he was the one who made them famous. Piette’s remarkable stratigraphic sequence would play an important role in the establishment of Paleolithic chronicles. Still, the caves would not have attained such fame were it not for this figurine, whose renown would shine brightest. When Piette first extracted it from the ground in the summer of 1894, no doubt as hot and stormy a season as summers in the Landes region tend to be, he hesitated. The figure was too beautiful, too familiar; it did not fit nineteenth-century preconceptions about prehistoric artists, these wandering hunter-gatherers. Piette wondered whether he was the victim of a hoax. But when his discovery was published, the “Venus of Brassempouy” quickly became, in the popular imagination, one of the most emblematic objects of the Paleolithic period and its peoples.


Today, this tiny figure represents prehistory to people in France and around the world. But does it truly embody the culture of the man or woman who, we believe, fashioned it out of ivory some twenty-five thousand years ago? Yes and no — and this is indeed one of the paradoxes of this little sculpted face. Piette did not know he had put his hands on one of the first examples of an emblematic theme in the art of the European Upper Paleolithic: the representation of woman. We tend to think of art from this time and place as centered on the portrayal of animals. But representations of female bodies, which portray women not as social beings, but womankind as symbolic values, are no less central. They are expressed in many ways, notably in the ivory, stone, and terra-cotta statuary that the artisans of the Gravettian people, who lived in Europe between twenty-nine thousand and twenty-two thousand years ago, created and dispersed from the shores of the Atlantic to the banks of the Don River, in what is now Russia. One might say that artistic use of the abstracted female body constituted one of the most palpable catalysts of the cultural unity of these populations. Rather than categorize prehistoric peoples based on their technological abilities alone, archaeologists used it to sketch for the first time the contours of a tradition on the basis of a shared ideology. Humans of the Paleolithic, in short, invented the first icons. This was a turning point in the history of humanity.


And yet, the “Venus of Brassempouy” remains an exceptional and even eccentric object in this context. Though we are aware of several dozen female representations, she is one of the few to exhibit a face. In most cases, the artist focused on what we might discreetly call the “attributes” of womankind — breasts, vulva, stomach, hips — with little or no attention to the head. Even when the latter is represented, it is often “coiffed,” showing as in Brassempouy the care given to head ornamentation (plaited hair or a true hairstyle, for example). But facial features are nowhere to be found. All of this to say that our exceptional object reversed common values: a face rather than a head, a face without the body to which most contemporaneous representations limited themselves.


Is that why the figurine was discarded along with other artisanal rejects? It’s impossible to know, but this marvelous object was indeed abandoned at the entrance to the Grotte du Pape in Brassempouy. It was not alone: alongside it, amidst fragments of tusks and ivory shavings, we find other figurines of various shapes, both whole and incomplete, all of them reduced to the profiles of voluptuous or svelte bodies and, of course, devoid of faces. Perhaps the cave was an artisanal workshop and perhaps this piece, which was never anything but a face detached from the body, was the equivalent of an early draft or, at least, a representation that took liberties with the norms and canons of that time. In short, if the Venus of Brassempouy expresses a major theme in Paleolithic iconography — female representation — it nonetheless remains a subversive icon in its own culture.


Was it, then, a caveman’s fancy that became an emblem for the prehistorian? Perhaps. But above all, it is a beautiful lesson: the grace of the figure’s features calmly sweeps away every possible assumption concerning the presumed unsophistication of those cavemen and cavewomen who, at a distance of twenty-five thousand years, emerge before our eyes out of the shadowy mystery of their culture. It is a perfect object, full of surprise, whose slight distance from what appear to be the norms of its own culture might just enable it to incarnate others.


Whatever the truth, its profile, like that of a Paleolithic Marianne, an unknown soldier of the “eternal feminine,” constitutes the crown jewel of the French National Archaeology Museum. Perhaps it is only right that this face, unique in its prehistoric context given its aesthetic, allegorical, and even — looking backward — political dimensions, finds its place in this history of France.


François Bon
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12,000 BCE


Climate Unhinged and Art Regenerated


About twelve thousand years before our own era, well before its nomadic populations became settled, humanity underwent a slow but profound transformation coinciding with a period of global warming. By providing a finegrained scan of this era, archaeology enables us to clear away the myths surrounding prehistory. Do the mysterious decorated pebbles of the Mas-d’Azil reveal, then, an ideological revolution in the farthest reaches of the Eurasian world?


Two hundred centuries separate the underworld artworks of the Chauvet cave, in today’s Ardèche, from those of Niaux in the Ariège. After Niaux, the representation of animals in caves came to a halt, along with the ritual decorations of caves in southwestern Europe with geometrical symbols and beasts, real or imagined. The title of this chapter appears to offer a precise date for the discontinuation of this cave art, but in reality its abundant symbols are just as likely to have lapsed in use between 12,026 and 12,015 BCE as between 12,198 and 11,874 BCE; or indeed at any two-hundred-year interval around 12,000 BCE, our approximate chronological reference. This is because the margin of error in radiocarbon dating for this era is about two hundred years, a vast improvement on the millennia of imprecision that surrounds — for example — the more distant Chauvet cave drawings of the Upper Paleolithic. Still, the endpoint of this cave art remains elusive; we have not identified an event that might have precipitated it. At a time when many historians are equally interested in archaeology and in the study of ancient history that goes farthest into the past, I plead for the rigor of a paleo-historical approach that can subvert prehistory’s imprecise methods of dating.


The approach I propose rejects both monolithic understandings of prehistory as a single entity and mocking clichés, like the ones that surround the Middle Ages. These clichés reduce prehistory to stock images of dinosaurs (a patent anachronism, given the sixty-million-year disconnect), mammoths (a little better but still problematic: there were some mammoths but not everywhere, and the last ones vanished from Europe in the thirteenth millennium BCE), bludgeons (none have ever been found), or women dragged about by their matted hair (clearly a projection of more recent power dynamics!). All these stereotypes demonstrate our supreme arrogance before these distant Others, whom we turn into dusty wax figures that bring to mind the nineteenth-century “human zoos” in which Europeans displayed colonized subjects. The title of this chapter pokes fun at the idea of “degeneration” and the total blindness to history from which it proceeds; as we know, the fantasy of “decline” periodically gains traction. For example, here is a 1995 passage by an archaeologist that is contained in Histoire de la France by famed historian Georges Duby: “Short, not particularly robust physically, with a head disproportionately large, one of these would cut a sorry figure beside a proud Cro-Magnon male.” This expert was referring to the people who lived through the period that concerns us here. Even some of the founders of the young science of prehistoric archaeology have been taken in by (oft racialized) myths, be it of a supposedly static prehistory, a linear ascent of humanity toward the light of progress, or a fluctuation between moments of so-called triumph and regression.


The paleo-historic approach is more promising, but, to succeed, practitioners must first acknowledge the imprecision of their timelines and the limitations of their sources, which are exclusively archaeological. For example, take the pebbles (galets) scored or ochred with dots and lines found at the Mas-d’Azil (in present-day Ariège), created several centuries after the disappearance of cave paintings. To call them “art” seems borderline ethnocentric. These river pebbles, which have been found all the way from Cantabria to the east of France, nevertheless carry symbols of a sort: this is a certainty, even though we have no idea what the symbols signify. We only know that they were marked all at once and therefore have nothing to do with any calendar. Moreover these “Azilian pebbles” — the term “Azilian” covers both a historic phase and a broad cultural trend — are obviously not vehicles of writing, contrary to what earlier Western scholars had insisted while seeking to disprove the Latin adage ex oriente lux (“all light comes from the East”). The so-called evidence of inscribed stones found at Glozel (Allier department) and theories about Indo-European inscriptions and early European agriculture display the same reluctance to concede that French soil has for very long periods been a mere tributary of the Middle East. (Although the latter was of course dependent on what happened in the West at certain points in history.) Seen on this vast scale, the globalization of ordinary practices is a far more ancient phenomenon than historians ever imagined. The same goes for incessant human migrations.


As for the discreet pebbles of the Mas-d’Azil, they have nothing to do either with the cave of Niaux, its older zoomorphic images, and its cathedral-like “salon noir.” The contrast between these pebbles and the art of Niaux gave rise to the now obsolete theory of a “degeneration of symbolic expression” between the two, around 12,000 BCE. There are parallels between this ideological revolution and a sudden climate change at the end of the last ice age, which led to a profound modification in the types of quarry available to hunters. Moreover, clear changes have been pinpointed in the subsistence activities and even the techniques used at that juncture by nomad hunter-gatherers. The global warming event also brought to an end over two hundred centuries of a reindeer civilization in France, in other words of a narrow adaptation by human beings to the (then steppelike) French landscape and its emblematic animal. Reindeers reacted to this drastic change by migrating north to regions they still inhabit today, whilst in lower latitudes hunters turned to forest game for survival.


It is by no means certain, however, that these events were truly concomitant given that they can only be dated with a margin of error of several centuries. This, of course, encapsulates the great (and stimulating) challenge of the paleo-historic approach: How can we comprehend the complex links of causality between these ideological, economic, and environmental changes? Doubtless there were major demographic changes too, since paleo-genetic studies have recently turned up evidence of important human migrations taking place in the same bracket of time. The innovative perspective of Alain Testart, one of the few French anthropologists who has closely studied the thirteenth millennium BCE, and his colleagues suggests that this era witnessed a major sociological mutation (at least in Europe), namely, dwindling interdependence amongst nomad communities. This hypothesis, which relies on regressive reasoning based on more recent hunter-gatherers, is very difficult to test archaeologically, for sociology rarely leaves fossil traces, especially when there is a dearth of tombs.


Yet from around 9000 BCE, the number of tombs vastly increased, in parallel with other technological and economic changes. A second powerful global warming took place in Europe, setting off what is conventionally known as the Mesolithic era. The term covers a variety of ways whereby people adapted to a suddenly temperate environment. One option was to settle permanently in one place. Neighbors were now buried close to one another in cemeteries. This was the case in Brittany and other parts of the Atlantic seaboard toward 6000 BCE. Elsewhere, various types of nomadic economy continued to prevail.


Similar settlements — without agriculture or stock rearing — can be observed in hunter-gatherer societies in other parts of the world: around 12,000 BCE in Japan and in the Middle East, around 4000 BCE in Peru, or even on the Pacific coast of North America just a century ago. But the most ancient sedentarization of hunter-gatherers was probably accompanied by another major sociopolitical change, namely the advent of wealth in the form of a buildup of stores and reserves. Alain Testart considers this change even more revolutionary than the arrival of agro-pastoral economies in the Neolithic era.


As far as France is concerned, we have yet to identify explicit signs of social differentiation in settled communities of the Breton Mesolithic era. As we have said before, paleo-sociology is tricky. Nor does archaeology offer any serious evidence of great wealth in the villages of those who, in the sixth and fifth millennia BCE, introduced the culture of cereals and stock-rearing from the Middle East by way of the Balkans. From there, it took the best part of a thousand years before Neolithic economies were able to spread, through two routes, as far as France, and another thousand before they covered the whole of today’s French territory. Within this timeframe, the history of the last hunter-gatherers veered into new directions, with some converting or even proselytizing on behalf of new methods and others who, without giving up their traditional way of life, either took advantage of new forms of exchange with farmers or were forced to compete with these farmers — perhaps violently. The historic trajectories of these people were no doubt many and various. In Lapland, for example, nomad hunter-gatherers were still present in the seventeenth century. If we think that societies in other parts of the world have failed to “enter history,” we must acknowledge that the same is true of Europeans.


It is easy to exploit or politicize the yawning divide between prehistory — a concept that historian Lucien Febvre thought comical — and history. Definitions of when this transition occurred vary: sometimes it is seen to coincide with the arrival of agriculture, and sometimes with the advent of writing, or even of contact with people who knew how to write. This uncertain matter surfaced recently when the Upper Paleolithic and Mesolithic eras — encompassing more than 99 percent of universal history — were withdrawn from the French middle-school history syllabus, followed by the early history of agriculture. Luckily, revised syllabi have reintegrated them both into the curriculum. This is good news because the ice age — and the millennia that followed it — belong to a vast, little-known body of history that was by no means as cold as we have been led to believe. We all deserve to know what the frozen myths conceal.


Boris Valentin
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5800 BCE


From the Plenitude of Eastern Wheat Fields


The Neolithic revolution clearly represents the greatest rupture in the global history of humanity. It was necessarily universal: a complex connection between a mastery of agriculture, animal domestication, and the sedentarization of societies reached Europe three thousand years after it began in the Middle East.


Let’s face it: agriculture was not invented in France. It was not even invented in Europe. For ten thousand years before our era, Europe was covered by a thick temperate forest: oaks, lindens, beech trees, and also hazelnuts, alders, and elms. There were also many fruit trees, wild by definition: apple, plum, and others. And there were grape vines, various berry bushes, and at least six hundred species of edible plants. That forest was inhabited by abundant game: aurochs (the last ones disappeared in the seventeenth century), deer, and wild boar. Groups of indigenous hunter-gatherers of the Mesolithic wandered peacefully, and some even domesticated the dog from the wolf. Regions with rich aquatic resources (fish, shellfish, marine mammals) encouraged people to settle along the banks of the large rivers and in the coastal or marshy regions, something that seems to have occurred at least in Brittany.


But, at the same time, groups of hunter-gatherers from the Middle East, between the Negev and south of what is present-day Turkey, had begun to settle down and domesticate local species: wheat and barley, sheep, goats, cows, and pigs. In a semi-arid environment, such domestication assured abundant food. In fact, the invention of agriculture and animal farming (in the Neolithic period) occurred in only a very small number of regions in the world, independent from one another, and with different animal and plant species: the Yellow River Basin, the Yangzi Jiang Basin, the Andes, Mexico, New Guinea, and perhaps North Africa. The success of domestication required a subtle mix of ecological conditions (abundant species did not have to be domesticated), technical mastery (stockpiling, for instance), and cultural attitudes (notably toward nature).


Once agriculture had been firmly established, the quality and dependability of the food supply improved. The population exploded. If hunter-gatherers had on average one child every three years, women on farms gave birth every year, although half the newborns died within months of their birth. This demographic boom in the seventh millennium BCE incited a portion of the new peasants of the Middle East to gradually push farther into neighboring regions: northeast Africa, central Asia, and finally Europe, beginning in 6500 BCE.


Within a few centuries, the Balkan peninsula was occupied by those Neolithic pioneers. This colonization movement was sometimes contested by later Balkan historians, in part for nationalist reasons: the Neolithics came from Turkey, home of the former Ottoman masters. That same desire for autochthony could be found just about everywhere, including in France. Nevertheless, successive archaeological discoveries make such early movement irrefutable, especially since many domestic species that did not previously exist in Europe (wheat and barley, sheep and goat) came from the Middle East, as confirmed by genetic research. Similarly, one finds striking resemblances in material and cultural artifacts found in Europe and the Middle East, from the shapes of pottery and tools to figurines and ornamentation.


Two currents of Neolithization came out of the Balkans. One, with the mastery of navigation, followed the coasts of the Mediterranean from the Adriatic, as proven by the occupation of most islands and the discovery of dug-out pirogues. That culture’s pottery was decorated with shell impressions on soft clay, primarily cockles (Cardium edule), leading to the name “Cardial culture.” It reached the present-day French territory around 5800 BCE, gradually penetrated the interior (as far as Auvergne), but also reached the Atlantic by way of the Garonne Valley. At the same time, it traveled toward the Spanish coasts, as far as Portugal. The various settlements were nonetheless small, and dwellings have still not been fully identified.


By contrast, the colonization of the interior of the Balkans, where many villages have been excavated, is much more obvious. Settlements are characterized by houses measuring around five square meters, painted pottery, and various forms of plastic art, principally female figurines in terra-cotta or marble. For around a thousand years, the Balkan farmers scarcely went beyond the Danube, remaining in a relatively Mediterranean climate. But beginning in 5500 BCE, when settlers had fully adapted to their environment, a new current of colonization began to form, which moved into all of temperate Europe, from the Black Sea to the Atlantic, and from the Alps to the Baltic Sea. This current is described as the “Linear Pottery” or “Linear Band” culture, terms derived from the continuous geometric designs engraved on their pottery. It was once called the “Danubian” culture. Villages contained groups of rectangular houses, up to 45 meters (150 feet) long, which probably housed several families. The houses show a remarkable uniformity of construction from one end of Europe to the other.


The dead were buried in a fetal position with a few material objects, and exhibited no obvious social distinction, though their gender and age were apparent. However, the quality of the pottery diminished as they traveled from east to west, and the plastic arts all but vanished. Scholars believe that around 5000 BCE this culture had a population of close to two million people at any one time.


The Linear Pottery culture crossed the Rhine around 5300 BCE and reached the Paris Basin around 5100 BCE. Painstaking excavations, notably in the Aisne, Oise, Marne, and Yonne Valleys, have highlighted the systematic grid pattern found in the layouts of these villages throughout the territory. Villages had on average between a half-dozen and a dozen houses, each lasting about as long as a generation. Settling first at the bottom of a valley, those farmers soon occupied the plateaus, filled in any gaps, and reached the Atlantic around 4800 BCE. The two colonization movements thus met up in the middle of the French territory.


From that time, essentially all available European space was occupied by farmers, who could not go further west in “forward flight,” which had until then enabled them to maintain small communities and avoid the disadvantages of an unmanageably large population. In that defined space, France being the westernmost peninsula of Eurasia, and the population continuing to grow, it became necessary to make “gains in efficiency.” In time, this led to technological inventions: animal traction, the wheel, the swing plow, and copper metallurgy. Flint and hard rocks used for axes were now extracted on a large scale from mines containing thousands of shafts. Regions that did not lend themselves to extensive farming or mining — mountains, swamps, lakes — were nevertheless occupied. This explains the “houses on stilts” that have been excavated in the Chalain and Clairvaux Lakes (in the Jura Mountains). Once emblematic of the Neolithic way of life, they are in fact evidence of people adapting to regions that provide safe havens.


The invention of copper metallurgy in Europe between 4500 and 2200 BCE led to the terms “Copper Age” and “Chalcolithic,” even if that technological innovation had only a marginal impact, copper being too soft on its own for making tools and weapons. Copper was above all a marker for power and prestige, which is why it gave its name to this era. Gold was also mined, but primarily in Eastern Europe.


Continuous demographic growth resulted in tensions, both external (between communities) and internal (increasingly visible social inequalities in what we now call “chiefdom” societies). Megalithic monuments are testimonies to those two types of tension. They are both markers of a territory concentrated on the edge of the continent, from which one could not go any farther, and expressions of the power of the elite who were buried there. Villages sprang up on the hills and surrounded themselves with moats and fortifications. Traces of wounds on skeletons, even evidence of massacres, become more numerous. Social hierarchies were not consistent: the great megalithic monuments reserved for a small number in 3500 BCE were followed by “covered walkways,” i.e., modest stone mausoleums some twenty meters long where up to several hundred bodies were placed along with a small number of objects. Figurines began to depict armed warriors rather than women.


During the third millennium BCE, the French territory was one of the theaters of two vast pan-European movements, which we still struggle to comprehend. One, in around 2900 BCE, involved the “Corded Ware” culture, whose pottery is decorated with cord-like impressions and whose “chiefs” were buried under little tumulus mounds with battle axes. Because these tombs are found from Russia to the Paris Basin, some scholars have linked them to supposed Indo-European migrations that would have brought the languages of the same name to Western Europe. The other emerging culture is called “Bell Beaker,” as its pottery adopts a reversed bell-shape (campana in Latin), and is decorated with engraved strips of geometrical motifs. Though it appears to be of Iberian origin, it has been found sporadically from Spain to Denmark and from Great Britain to Hungary. It is not yet known if it reveals a migration, albeit discontinuous, or points toward the exchange of goods, or both.


Around 2200 BCE, this complex landscape yielded the Bronze Age. Bronze was but a kind of technological progress, made by adding a small quantity of tin (about 10 percent) to copper. From a historical and social point of view, this “age” was in truth but a continuation of the Chalcolithic. It would take the arrival of the Iron Age for state-level societies to begin taking form on French territory.


Jean-Paul Demoule
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600 BCE


Marseille: A Greek Outpost in Gaul?


The fairy-tale version of the Greek colonial enterprise has broad appeal, but Marseille’s founding in 600 BCE needs to be seen within the broader history of an interconnected and conflict-ridden Mediterranean region. Far from wanting to spread Hellenic influence to Gaul, the Greek colonists were trying to establish a relay point in a preexisting network of maritime routes.


Around 600 BCE, a Phocaean ship landed not far from the mouth of the Rhône, returning from a long journey that took it from its home waters on the Ionian Coast, in what is now western Turkey, to eastern Spain and Andalusia. The Greek seamen and their two leaders, Simos and Protis, went to find the king of the Segobrigii, Nannus, to ask if they could build a city on his territory. The Roman historian Justin, writing at the end of the second century CE, describes the Segobrigii as welcoming the Greeks warmly:




It so happened that on that particular day, the king was busy with arrangements for the wedding of his daughter Gyptis; in accordance with the tradition of his people, he was preparing to give her in marriage to a son-in-law who would be chosen at the wedding-feast. All Gyptis’s suitors had been invited to the ceremony, and the Greek visitors were also summoned to the banquet. The girl was then brought in and told by her father to hand some water to whomsoever she chose as her husband. Passing by everyone else, she turned to the Greeks and handed the water to Protis who, becoming a son-in-law instead of a visitor, was given by his father-in-law a site on which to build his city.





It makes a nice story: Greek adventurers settle peaceably, with the willing consent of the native population, on soil that will become France. The indigenous Celts, still living in a savage state, sit at the knees of the Phocaeans and thus improve their lot:




It was from these Greeks that the Gauls learned to live in a more civilized manner, abandoning or modifying their barbarous ways; they learned to practice agriculture and encircle their cities with walls. They became used to a life governed by law rather than armed might, to cultivating the vine and planting the olive tree; and so brilliantly successful was the society and its affairs that, instead of Greece emigrating to Gaul, it looked as if Gaul had been moved to Greece.” (Epitome of the Philippic History of Pompeius Trogus, XLIII, 3)





According to this tale, France, before France existed, received the spark of civilization from Greek colonists, who introduced the half-savage natives to life in a city-state, from town planning (ramparts) to political organization (laws), while bringing the Mediterranean triad (cereals, grapes, and olives) to a land never broken by the plow.


In the nineteenth century, the marriage of Gyptis and Protis was a much-used allegory for representing the implantation of Hellenic culture on Gallic soil. The wedding scene appeared in a prominent mural painted at the Marseille Stock Exchange around 1860; it figured on a poster celebrating the 2,500th anniversary of the founding of the city at the turn of the last century; and it was even engraved on an official medal struck in 1943. In 1987, a table with a dedication to the two lovers was erected on the city’s Quai Marcel Pagnol, carved in marble that had been quarried in Greece. This new commemorative site was sponsored by the Office of Tourism.


To be sure, the bride is a little too perfect in this telling. Let’s raise a tiny corner of her veil to examine her more closely. Justin’s account is based on a lost history by Pompeius Trogus, a Celt by ancestry, from the town of Vaison-la-Romaine in southern Gaul, who wrote in Greek at the end of the first century BCE. The narrative structure accordingly reflects the author’s straddling of two worlds and his double allegiance to Greek and Celtic cultures. It is therefore hard to give the story any credence, particularly as it abounds in factual errors, both chronological and geographical. It also follows the stereotypical arc of many Greek founding myths, in which welcoming natives voluntarily cede their territory to newly arrived Hellenes, in Cyrene, Libya, for instance, and also in Megara Hyblaea, Sicily.


Counter to this fairy-tale version of the Greek colonial adventure, the founding of Marseille deserves to be analyzed in a broader historical perspective, in which the Mediterranean region is seen as interconnected and strife-ridden. At the time Marseille was founded, Phocaean ships were not alone in crisscrossing the Mediterranean. By 600 BCE, the Rhône delta had long been visited by other Greeks, most likely from Cyprus and Rhodes, as well as by Etruscans and Phoenicians — there is even a late tradition ascribing the founding of Marseille to the inhabitants of Tyre. The city’s founding in no way eradicated these competing trade networks: for almost a century, Marseille hosted numerous cross-pollinating exchanges, with Greeks and non-Greeks alike selling their goods there. In the wrecks excavated on the nearby sea floor — notably off the island of Porquerolles — the cargoes are composed equally of pottery from Greece (Corinth, Ionia, and Laconia), Etruria, and Phoenicia. It seems likely that for several decades at least, Marseille was a vast emporion, a market port and trading post open to all, rather than a proper Greek city.


If there was coexistence, however, there was also conflict. The Phocaeans, sailing in war ships propelled by fifty oarsmen and not in the rounded ships used to transport merchandise, had a tendency to consider piracy as the continuation of trade by other means. In the mid-sixth century BCE, the situation degenerated into a naval war, after the Phocaeans founded Alalia, in Corsica, in their flight from the Persian advance across Asia Minor. Although the sea battle finally turned in favor of the Greeks and against the coalition of Carthaginians and Etruscans, losses were heavy on both sides. On land, the colonists in Marseille were finding their relations with the local population anything but peaceful. Bordered by steep cliffs, the city was further encircled by a fortified wall to protect the Greeks from external assault. The Greek historian Strabo, writing in the first century BCE, makes it clear that the Marseille colonists faced considerable aggression from the Iberians, Salyes, and Ligurians. Conflict was one of the structuring elements in the early life of the colony.


Despite Justin’s account, the Hellenic graft did not flourish for a long time, and the arrival of the Greeks at first had little impact beyond the walls of their city. Facing threats on all sides, the inhabitants of Marseille were largely cut off from their own territory, which was unappealing because of its rocky soil: “Consequently, they trust more to the resources of the sea than to the land, and avail themselves in preference of their excellent position for commerce” (Strabo, Geography, Book IV, Chapter 1, section 6). The disconnect between the town and its surrounding countryside lasted into the middle of the Hellenistic period: the ridge of L’Estaque, though just north of Marseille, only became part of the city in 150 BCE, while the oppidum or fortified stronghold of La Cloche, though only a few miles from the city center, retained its indigenous character for a further hundred years. Similarly, it would take nearly a century for inland trade to develop and engender any real degree of hybridization. Only at the end of the sixth century did the Rhône River become an important axis of trade, bringing the Greeks and Celts into close contact.


The reason is that the Phocaeans did not found Marseille to engage in trade with the local populations — or to civilize them — but to create a support base along an already well-established trans-Mediterranean route. The evidence suggests that the Phocaeans had several trading posts in Spain by the time they founded Marseille. Far from being the Greeks’ advanced outpost in the Western Mediterranean, Marseille was no more than a link in a preexisting trade network, whose purpose was to help transport pewter from Cornwall and silver from the Sierra Nevada of southern Spain toward Asia Minor.


These intense commercial exchanges were accompanied by major institutional and religious transfers. As Strabo tells us, the Phocaean colonists built a temple on the model of the great temple of Artemis in Ephesus, the Ephesium, where they had made a stopover on their sail westward. Near the Ephesium, they built a temple to Delphian Apollo, in imitation of a cult from Miletus that was common to many Ionians. The new city was regulated by Ionian laws, which were posted in public as in the Ionian capital, contributing to the propagation of a common political culture across the Mediterranean region. Thus we start to see, through the instance of Marseille, the outlines of a powerful Ionian network, which was in competition with long-established Etruscan and Phoenicio-Carthaginian networks. Far from being the first stage in the Hellenization of Gaul, the founding of Marseille marked the strengthening of a complex of maritime routes in the midst of a strongly but unevenly connected Mediterranean.


Vincent Azoulay
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500 BCE


The Last of the Celts


The grave discovered in Vix more than a half century ago confirms the complexity of the political and economic structures of a now vanished Mediterranean world in the sixth century BCE. The large krater found with the body of what was probably the equivalent of a queen suggests an extraordinary circulation of luxury goods of Greco-Etruscan origin.


The Vix Grave discovered in January 1953 around the Mont Lassois, at the foot of a fortified settlement, dating from the Early Iron Age, was part of a peripheral funerary zone established on a plateau on the right bank of the Seine. The first funerary monuments erected there during the second half of the ninth century BCE — burial mounds — were clearly intended for individuals in the upper ranks of society. The Vix Grave is one of the very last funerary mounds built at the beginning of the fifth century BCE. With a diameter of 130 feet, the mound covered a central funerary chamber of around a hundred square feet, dug into the ground and lined with wood.


In the middle of the funerary chamber was a box from a four-wheeled wagon, inside of which were found the remains of a woman aged between thirty and thirty-five. It must have been a light vehicle, constructed mainly of wood, decorated with delicate bronze appliques. The wagon’s wheels had been removed, wrapped in fabric, and lined up along one of the sides. On the floor of the funerary chamber archaeologists discovered what J. R. Maréchal described as “a thin layer of lovely blue pigment dotted here and there with brilliant red pigment.” The red pigment has been identified as cinnabar; it may have been part of the decoration of a sort of “tarp” whose organic material, since disintegrated, might have covered the funerary objects.


The dead woman was lying on her back, in the direction in which the vehicle would have been moving. Next to the skull was an extraordinary gold torc, or rigid neck ring. Its ends are decorated with winged horses on intricate filigree pedestals and lions’ paws. Remnants of a necklace with three large amber beads and four rings of polished slate were also found, as well as seven brooches known as fibulae alongside the woman’s chest. One of them is made of iron with two rings, ornamented with two gold cabochons. These brooches must have been used to hold a garment together. On the forearms there are a pair of armlets made of slate and a bracelet of amber beads strung on bronze wire. A pair of bronze ankle rings has been placed at the base of the tibias. Finally, on the stomach rests a large ring-shaped bronze object with markings suggesting that a leather strap had been wound around it.


The household objects buried with her include an impressive number of metal and pottery drinking vessels. An enormous bronze krater, with a capacity of three hundred gallons, was placed next to the dead woman, along with a shallow silver and gold-plated umbilicate phiale. There are also two Attic cups, one of solid black varnish, the other decorated with a motif of black figures. Near the krater, three bronze basins have been placed vertically at the base of one of the walls of the chamber. At the foot of the large receptacle, a bronze oenochoe (wine pitcher) must also have been placed on the lid: it seems to have fallen on the ground when the ceiling of the funerary chamber collapsed due to the decomposition of the wooden support beams, which had given way under the weight of the earth that had accumulated on top of the mound.


Since the end of the nineteenth century, archaeologists have been aware of the existence of such monumental sepulchers, containing wagons and rich gold ornamental objects. Dating from the end of the Early Iron Age, they have been discovered mostly in eastern France and southwestern Germany. The Vix Grave is a spectacular example, showing how elite tombs reflected a robust trade in luxury goods of Greco-Etruscan origin. Its discovery has also enabled archaeologists to situate this phenomenon more precisely within the history of the ancient Celtic world’s relationships with classical Mediterranean civilizations.


Recent research carried out on the objects found in the Vix Grave has revealed that they can in fact be grouped into two distinct chronological periods, separated by about the equivalent of a generation. The oldest group mainly includes the exceptional banquet objects, such as the giant krater, made in a specialized workshop in Magna Graecia around 540–520 BCE. One of the drinking cups of Attic pottery was produced in an Athenian workshop in 530–520 BCE; whereas one of the large bronze basins placed at the foot of the krater seems to be of Etruscan origin dating from the third quarter of the sixth century BCE.


The more recent objects form part of the dead woman’s personal belongings. The bronze ankle rings and bracelets, the slate rings, and the collection of seven fibulae, as well as the large ring placed on her body, were produced in the eastern French region and date from a period between 500 and 450 BCE. The four-wheeled wagon belongs in this second grouping, as does the bronze wine pitcher and two of the basins, which were made in Etruria, in the Vulci region, between the end of the sixth century and the first half of the fifth century BCE. One of the two Attic cups, of black varnish, was made around 500 BCE. It is the most recent piece among the tomb objects, buried with the woman in the first decades of the fifth century BCE.


And so the “Lady of Vix” was buried with ornamental objects and clothing that reflected her life as an adult; she was also buried with foreign luxury items that arrived in Vix at the latest during her childhood, and which likely date from her parents’ generation. The key point here is that those two sets of objects belong to different worlds. The more recent ones, essentially personal items, were common for a class of women from a local privileged social stratum, buried with wagons between the end of the sixth and the beginning of the fifth century BCE. The older objects — which mainly belonged to the “funerary accoutrements” of the deceased — were by contrast imported luxury goods explicitly associated with the banquets and libation practices that have been known to exist in urban Mediterranean cultures.


The “Lady of Vix” had obviously inherited her status from a preceding generation, which left her a series of objects emblematic of the power and prestige of the dominant social class to which she belonged. But what was the origin of this opulence, which clearly resulted from trade with the Mediterranean world? According to René Joffroy, the man who discovered the grave, the region of Vix, to the northwest of present-day Burgundy, constituted a point of “intermediate reloading” at the intersection of the “routes” by which Atlantic tin was imported to the European continent and the great route by which Mediterranean trade traveled up the Rhône Valley. It is believed that the Celtic chiefs who controlled the region would have exacted a “toll” from Greco-Etruscan merchants who were importing tin through the pre-Roman Gallic territory.


It is difficult to prove this hypothesis, which, moreover, seems at odds with what anthropology has enabled us to reconstruct of the economy of pre-monetary Celtic societies. The luxury items from the Mediterranean region that were placed in graves of the Vix type indeed seem to have been prestigious “gifts” geared to a barbarous Celtic clientele rather than mere commercial products. Thus the oversized Vix Krater clearly appears to have been an attempt to reproduce a classic Greek object — in this case a receptacle in which wine and water were mixed — and to adapt it to a foreign milieu in which larger and larger quantities of drink were collected to be distributed by the dominant Celtic classes as a sign of their social prestige and political power. This deliberate transformation of valuable objects that denoted social status suggests that trade relations between the Mediterranean elite and their Celtic equivalents were not entirely equal.


Following the Etruscans, the Greeks exploited the extraordinary profits offered to them by a type of barbarian economy based on gifts and indebtedness, in which the wealthiest individuals concentrated wealth in order to distribute it to allies, vassals, and dependents. The Celtic “upper class” siphoned off for itself local resources — metals, to be sure, and possibly slaves — that Mediterraneans came to collect within the barbarian confines. In exchange, the Celts obtained goods — notably Greek wine and ostentatious vessels — that were inaccessible to most of their countrymen, thereby reinforcing their prestige and power. Celtic aristocrats were thus drawn into a system in which relationships of dependence destabilized the social order by causing the emergence of powerful if ephemeral actors who accumulated hitherto unseen levels of wealth. The opulence of the Vix Grave is one of the last visible signs of this Celtic elite’s fortune. Its downfall a short time later marked the end of the civilization of the Early Iron Age.


Laurent Olivier
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52 BCE


Alésia: The Meaning of Defeat


Caesar’s account of the surrender of Vercingetorix after the Battle of Alésia in 52 BCE drew an abrupt though artificial line between “Gallic” and “Roman” Gaul, one evanescent and the other permanent. The truth was that the economic and cultural Romanization of Gaul was a long and laborious process that took centuries. How did the Gauls’ “providential defeat” described in Caesar’s Commentaries acquire such a mythic status, and why does the idea behind it persist to this day?


“On the flanks of Mont Auxois, now so arid, the fate of the world was decided. In these fertile plains, on these hilltops which are now so quiet, nearly 400,000 men met in battle.… The entire cause of civilization was at stake that day.” With florid emphasis, Napoleon III (Emperor of the French between 1852 and 1870, but also a historian of Julius Caesar) magnified the universal consequence of the Gauls’ glorious debacle at Alésia.


Glorious…but entirely improbable, given the unequal resources of the two sides. How on earth had sixty thousand Roman legionaries, bottled up in the Laumes plain at the foot of the oppidum of Alésia, contrived to overwhelm eighty thousand warriors led by Vercingetorix and backed by an army of two hundred thousand fellow Gauls? Ever skeptical, Napoleon I had been one of the few military strategists who bothered to expose the obfuscation that Caesar or his Gallic allies or both had carried out in their rendering of Alésia. The destiny of his nephew, the future Napoleon III, would give this obfuscation the aura of myth.


It was the ambition of Napoleon III to make himself the “Divine Julius” of the French nation, but in September 1870 — barely five years after the publication of his History of Julius Caesar — he found himself a latter-day Vercingetorix, trapped in the fortress of Sedan by an army of Prussians. Sedan was a sublime irony of fate as well as a tragic turning point in the history of Europe. Its direct consequence, a reversal of the roles of victor and vanquished, launched a cycle of imaginary transpositions whereby the antagonism smoldering between the French and the Germans found justification right through to the collapse of France in 1940.


The myth of Alésia, underscored by the romantic theme of the Gallic origin of France, has been a French fantasy for the last 150 years. In the early years of Napoleon III’s reign, the hilltop village of Alise-Sainte-Reine at the northern end of the Massif Central was consecrated as the site of Year I of French history. Despite extensive excavations begun by the emperor at Alise in 1861 and continued by a Franco-German archaeological dig in the 1990s, the location of the battlefield remains strongly disputed. Indeed yet another “Battle of Alésia,” apparently interminable, continues to be fought today. As recently as 2014, the French TV historian Franck Ferrand rekindled the dispute by denouncing Caesar’s story as a deception, and the hill of Alésia as an ill-inspired venue for an impossible story about France’s origin.


How, then, could a military defeat — any military defeat — acquire such valence as a foundational moment? Why was nineteenth-century France so determined to date the origin of the nation from its lock, stock, and barrel absorption into a global Roman empire? Is there any way to cross-check the jealous word of the Roman general, who grafted a conqueror’s vision onto his classic Commentaries, with the conclusions of modern archaeology? Can we ever escape the trap of Alésia’s narrative?


To do so we must return to the kernel and the function of the myth, an absurd scene involving Caesar and Vercingetorix. The latter was only famous up to a point: before the historian Amédée Thierry rescued him from oblivion in 1828, the very name of the man who Jules Michelet would call the “hero of Gaul” was no more than a military title, roughly equivalent to Generalissimo in today’s parlance. As the historian Jean-Paul Demoule mischievously suggests, Vercingetorix’s military capitulation is no more believable than the idea of Saddam Hussein in an army vehicle surrendering to George Bush in person. Six years after his capture, in 46 BCE, a chained Vercingetorix was reportedly exhibited in Rome as a trophy of Caesar’s triumph. Whether that is true or not, he must have perished later in hideous conditions, just like the Iraqi dictator. Nineteenth-century sculptors (such as Aimé Millet, whose statue was given by Napoleon III to the commune of Alise in 1865) and historical painters (such as Lionel Royer in 1899) later imagined the edifying scene of Vercingetorix laying his weapons at Caesar’s feet. This gave symbolic expression to the “providential man” who, by giving his life for his compatriots, sacrificed himself to a greater destiny.


This symbolism has always been the principal driving force of the Alésia myth.


Like his fellow archaeologist Christian Goudineau, Jean-Louis Brunaux — a specialist in Celtic history — has pointed out that stories featuring the surrender scene had been relayed by Plutarch, Diodorus of Sicily, and Cassius Dio. All of them postdated Caesar’s Commentaries. Whether or not Caesar himself wanted to paint Vercingetorix as a brilliant tactician and a serious threat, the surrender is conspicuously absent from his lapidary account. Indeed, his use of the impersonal, passive verb in the phrase Vercingetorix deditur (literally, “Vercingetorix was handed over”) allowed him to remain vague about the event. History does not tell who handed Vercingetorix over.


Given our necessary reliance on Caesar’s text, anything is conceivable, including the possibility that Vercingetorix, a former hostage and friend of Caesar’s, could have been the ally and even the indirect agent of his enemies in Rome. Vercingetorix’s rebellion of 53 BCE, which suddenly appears in Book VII of Caesar’s Gallic Wars, could have been linked to the political crisis that took place in Rome that year. Following the death of Crassus in Syria, the Senate had made Pompey a kind of dictator, directly threatening Caesar’s own ambitions. Thus the campaign that led to Alésia could have been a move in the overall crisis shaking the institutions of the Republic, echoing the geopolitics of an evolving Roman Mediterranean. Basically the “permanent conspiracy” of the 59 BCE triumvirate of Crassus, Caesar, and Pompey had become a struggle to the death between Caesar and Pompey, both seeking control of what was an empire in all but name.


But this is not the story that tradition has preserved. Perhaps to mask the evidence that coalesces in the first seven books of the Gallic Wars, Caesar in 58 BCE answered the request of the Aedui tribe’s assembly at Bibracte to establish a Roman protectorate against their hereditary enemies, the Sequani (who a year earlier had themselves been “friends of Rome”). Alliance with Rome was something that these people wanted and for which they competed, for conquest by Rome meant pacification and effective policing in a territory whose institutions and commerce were already Roman-controlled. The Bibracte assembly — by which Vercingetorix was briefly semi-legitimized — may itself have been an instrument of indirect Roman power.


So the roughly sixty city-states that made up the “Gallic” territory (i.e., the plural Gauls rather than a unique Gaul) were not conquered by Rome after a fierce struggle to defend their liberty. They submitted freely, of their own volition.


Yet with the scene of Vercingetorix’s surrender after the battle at Alésia, the national idea of France endowed itself with a matrix, at once retroactive and prospective, whereby a gloriously “necessary” defeat justified French history and gave it meaning. The fervor invested in the cult of Alésia was transformed into what can best be described as a “glorious defeat” syndrome. Indeed it forms the first link in a chain of lost battles that exercise a curious fascination on French national memory, from Poitiers to Agincourt, Pavia, Waterloo, Trafalgar, and Dien Bien Phu. Hence the glorious loser, Vercingetorix, the Christ-figure of a secular republic, whose role was to predate the Merovingian baptism of France and even anticipate the collaboration of Vichy, even if that meant reminding the French that he was also (occasionally) on the winning side.


On August 30, 1942, it was at Gergovia, on the occasion of the second birthday of Vichy’s French Legion of Combatants and Volunteers of the National Revolution, that soil samples dug up from every commune of France and its empire were brought together in a single marble cenotaph. For the occasion, the sacrifice of Vercingetorix was eulogized by a senator, the uncle of the future president Giscard d’Estaing, in identical terms to those used by General de Gaulle six years earlier, in his book France and Her Army. Both agreed that in French history defeat was superior to victory — because defeat lay at the root of the nation’s unity.


Alésia amounts to a historical myth in reserve, curiously reversible in its uses and moral and chronological significance. It is hard to pinpoint a genuinely “historic” moment in the story, which resonated so much deeper in the second half of the nineteenth century than it did in antiquity. The Alésia syndrome highlights a certain relationship between France and the outside world, beginning with the moment when signs of France’s growing international power began to compete with those of its “decline.” Interestingly, Napoleon III interpreted the embryonic Alésia myth and the “meaning” of this defeat by way of a curious factual contortion. “The defeat of Caesar,” he wrote,




would have stalled the advance of Roman domination for a long time.… The Gauls, delirious with their success, would have called to their aid all those other tribes streaming southward in hopes of creating a fatherland for themselves, and their combined force would have been hurled upon Italy; and that vessel of light which was destined in the future to enlighten all peoples, would have been utterly destroyed.…Thus, though we honor the memory of Vercingetorix, we may not regret his defeat.…Let us not forget that we owe our civilization to the triumphant armies of Rome: our institutions, traditions, and language all derive from the Roman conquest.





Nothing could be less certain. Had Vercingetorix been victorious, he would most likely have gone straight to Rome to seek consecration as what he probably already was: a Romanized military leader, perhaps even a Roman one.


This then is the deeper meaning of the cult of defeat: it sacrificed a prehistoric history of Gaul (which was impossible to write because there were no sources) to the notion of a brutal but providential Gallo-Roman merger. And this served to exorcise the aristocratic, Germanic origin of the Franks.


Romanization was synonymous with what we call globalization today. The Alésia syndrome simply masked the fact that, for Gaul, incorporation into this larger phenomenon was voluntary — part of a slow, centuries-long process underway around the Mediterranean, from Tunisia to Spain. Alésia depicted the Roman “colonization” of Gaul as the equivalent of nineteenth-century seaborne empires rather than the drawn-out process it really was. The Gauls’ full integration into the sphere of Roman influence had actually come about at the end of the fourth century, with the legendary sack of Rome by the “hordes” of the Senone chieftain Brennus.


From the Po to the Rhine, three hundred years of connections and interactions between Cisalpine Gaul and Rome’s Transalpine province produced a Romanization that was at first social and then cultural and religious. Alésia, a sanctuary that was dedicated to Hercules well before 52 BCE, was in theory an ideal location for a showdown between two competing military leaders. On the other hand, the most striking archaeological discovery at the modern site of Alise has been that of six Greco-Roman coins, struck with the effigy of a beardless Vercingetorix, resembling Apollo, in a style dating from the reign of Philip II of Macedonia. This, unsurprisingly, has had no more effect on the popular representation of Gauls as pigtailed, heavily bearded figures, as seen in the beloved French comic book character Obélix.


Yann Potin
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FROM ONE EMPIRE TO ANOTHER





In the spring of the year 800, a new emperor was crowned in Rome by the Pope: Charles, King of the Franks, soon to be known as Charlemagne, or Charles the Great. By the close of his reign in 814, Charlemagne’s writ extended across most of Western Europe, from the Marca Hispanica (present-day Catalonia) to the frontiers of Poland, from northern Italy to Friesland (present-day Holland) and the North Sea, from Austria to Armorica (present-day Brittany). Only the British Isles escaped the emperor’s control, but even there his prestige was strong, attracting to his court scholars from York and Ireland. More than three hundred years after the death of the last Roman emperor, in 476, a new empire had emerged in the West: a Frankish empire, named Carolingian after its first sovereign.


“Carolus Magnus,” as his biographer Einhard called him, “Karl der Grosse,” as he was called in Germany, “Charlemagne,” as he was called in France, long remained the mythical emperor “à la barbe fleurie” (with the flowing beard) in the French national imagination. For centuries, the French remembered him — anachronistically — as a brilliant king of France even if he was often taken to task for “inventing the school” and for encouraging classical Latin and a broad cultural renaissance, spanning from poetry, exegesis, music, and law to illuminated manuscripts and architecture in a hitherto “barbaric” Europe.


In point of fact, it was highly unlikely that Charlemagne had a beard at all, let alone a flowing one. Moreover, he could barely read Latin and was absolutely not French — or even German. Charlemagne was Frankish; he belonged to a warlike Germanic people, the Franks, who had maintained close links with the Romans from the third century onward and eventually established themselves in Gaul, annexing its entire territory in the early sixth century. The Franks were not very numerous; the aces they held were military superiority and a shrewd, consistent alliance with Gaul’s established Catholic bishops and Gallo-Roman aristocracy. They consolidated their power at the expense of other Germanic peoples who were striving to win a foothold at roughly the same time: the Visigoths in the southwest, the Ostrogoths in the southeast, and the Burgundians in the east and in the Alps. Clovis, the first king of the Franks, was baptized a Christian at the turn of the fifth and sixth centuries by Remi, bishop of Reims. By becoming Catholic, his successors, the kings of the Merovingian dynasty, won reluctant recognition of their power by the emperors of Byzantium. The latter claimed to be the heirs of ancient Rome even though their capital was Constantinople, their language Greek, and their authority almost nonexistent in the western Mediterranean.


In the middle of the eighth century, Charlemagne’s father, the head of a powerful Frankish aristocratic family, dislodged the last descendant of Clovis and, with the support of the Roman papacy, founded a new Carolingian dynasty. Power was concentrated in the hands of the Franks, but with the extension of their domination to Italy, northern Spain, and eastern Europe, their kings became emperors of a realm that was both Frankish and Roman. Although he was crowned in Rome, Charlemagne made the significant choice to build his capital at Aachen, at the heart of his ancestral domain in the hills of the Ardennes, a region that now straddles France, Belgium, Germany, and Luxembourg. Charlemagne was implicitly recognizing the slow upheaval that had shifted the center of gravity away from the Mediterranean and turned the Frankish regions into what they have remained ever since: the heartlands of Western Europe.


The old Roman culture was not forgotten by Charlemagne. He had set his heart on Aachen (in Latin Aquae), the site of ancient hot springs, for a reason: while a Frankish warrior, he loved steaming Roman baths. The park adjoining his palace contained a white elephant, a gift of the caliph of Baghdad, Hārūn al-Rashīd: naturally the Frankish emperor, like his Byzantine counterpart, was in close diplomatic touch with the “Prince of the Muslims,” who reigned from Persia to Andalusia. The chapel where Charlemagne worshipped was a mirror image of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, decorated with porphyry columns brought from Ravenna, the former Byzantine capital of the sixth century. The emperor’s wholesale removal of his center of power from the shores of the Mediterranean to northern Europe was already a powerful statement to his Byzantine neighbor, but he still felt obliged to ape Byzantium’s magnificence and appropriate its symbols (imperial purple, religious pomp, tall columns, and gorgeous mosaics) along with its ideology. The Frankish emperor saw himself as at least the equal of the Eastern emperor, who had no choice but to accept this reality.


The same notion of empire had been ever-present throughout the eight centuries separating the reign of the Lyon-born Claudius (41–54 CE), the first Roman emperor of Gallic origin, and the coronation of Charlemagne in 800. The Gauls, who were only ever united in the eyes of Caesar, had been thoroughly absorbed into the Roman Empire. Southern regions, like the province of Gallia Narbonensis bordering the Mediterranean eastward from Nice to Toulouse and northward to Lake Geneva, succumbed to the Romans early (between 125 and 121 BCE); they were soon covered by a dense fabric of cities and vast private estates (villae). The northernmost territories were absorbed later on, during the period that began with the Lyon Tablet of 48 CE, an extraordinary stone fragment recording the speech whereby Claudius opened the Roman Senate to the elites of Gallia Comata (long-haired Gaul, as the Romans called it), and ended with the edict of Emperor Caracalla in 212 CE, whereby Roman citizenship was automatically given to every free inhabitant of the Empire.


Thereafter the Gauls were Romans just like everybody else, gradually absorbing new Germanic, Frankish, Gothic, and Burgundian populations from the third century on. This was achieved in a number of ways, ranging from the individual settlement of families of auxiliaries of the Roman military to the collective integration of whole populations following the conclusion of a treaty. The result was always the same: the newcomers merged with the local inhabitants. This was most pronounced in the northern and eastern regions of the empire, close to the outer frontiers (the limes), where Frankish expansion commenced at the end of the fifth century.


In the sixth century, with the consent of local elites, the kingdom founded by Clovis and his sons began to creep southward and eastward, tracing the contours of an entirely new political entity: a “Kingdom of the Franks.” This kingdom acquired a unity of its own despite being regularly carved into sub-kingdoms (Neustria, Austrasia, Burgundia) to accommodate brothers or cousins in the Merovingian royal family, within which every male had an equal right to the crown. The Kingdom of the Franks in no way coincided with present-day France. In the north and east, it began with present-day Belgium and expanded, along with its conquests, into Friesland, Franconia, and Bavaria (the latter two in present-day Germany). In the south, it had yet to annex Gascony, Septimania (present-day Lower Languedoc), or Provence. Nor did the kingdom of the Franks correspond to the later kingdom of West Francia (Francia accidentalis), which emerged from the division of Charlemagne’s empire between the sons of Louis the Pious by the Treaty of Verdun in 843. Francia occidentalis is sometimes described as the territorial matrix of the French ancien régime. Apportioned to the youngest son of Louis the Pious, Charles the Bald, it included Flanders in the north and Catalonia to the south, but was bounded to the east by four rivers (the Scheldt, the Meuse, the Saône, and the Rhône), leaving the eastern half of present-day France within the realm of Middle Francia (Francia media). This region was inherited by Lothair, Charles the Bald’s elder brother.


So the kingdom of the Franks was very much cobbled together. Several tongues were spoken: a form of Latin which evolved into a Romance language, various Germanic dialects including Frankish, the Breton language of the Armorican peninsula, and perhaps Basque on the Pyrenean frontier. Its people were a mix of Gallo-Roman and Germanic, whose customs and usages were a blend of Frankish, Burgundian, and Gothic influences, tempered by a strong dose of Roman law. Its material culture was highly varied (with radically differing house designs, clothing, and tableware) having been exposed to a host of cultures: Anglo-Saxon and Irish along the Atlantic coast; Iberian, Gothic, and Arab-Berber in Aquitaine and around the Mediterranean fringe. At the heart of the Western Empire recast by Charlemagne in 800, the Kingdom of the Franks melted into his empire as part of a Babel of peoples and realms extending throughout Europe: Frankish by name and Christian by faith.


From the Germanic migrations between the third and sixth centuries to the Viking and Arab expeditions of the ninth and tenth centuries (the last Muslim foothold on the territory of what was formerly Gaul, at La Garde-Freinet near Saint-Tropez, disappeared in 972), these were years of shifting populations, political accommodation, and reciprocal acculturation. But over and above population movement and cultural diversification, one shared element made for real unity within these motley societies. This was the fact that all had embraced an Eastern religion, Christianity, and carried it to the western edge of the known world.


Quietly injected into society by merchants, missionaries, and monks from beyond the Mediterranean, Christianity was proclaimed unique and universal by the West’s all-powerful sovereigns — Frankish kings and Carolingian emperors, the immaculate successors of the emperors of Rome and Byzantium. More than half the earliest Christians recorded in Lyon in 177 were natives of the Roman province of Asia. After the conversion of Constantine in 312 and the suppression of paganism in 392, Gallo-Roman elites made a massive commitment to the episcopal function, which emerged, once the Roman Empire had vanished, as the best hope for preserving not only the Christian religion but also the entire ancient culture of Rome. Beginning in the fourth and fifth centuries, monasticism — which had also originated in the East — constituted one of the most powerful factors in the Christianization of ordinary people, especially in the countryside, where beliefs, landscapes, and social practices underwent significant transformation.


Thus it was a political alliance between the church and the Franks — initiated by Clovis and the Gallo-Roman Bishops and then renewed, deepened, and extended onto the Roman papacy by the Carolingians — that allowed the Frankish monarchy to achieve its imperial destiny.










48


Gauls in the Roman Senate


In 48 CE, notables from the “long-haired” Gallic provinces demanded, with the support of Emperor Claudius, the right to join the Roman Senate. Only the Aedui were successful, but the negotiations show the early integration of the Gallic elite into the Roman Empire and its Mediterranean culture.


Some rare events are like glimmers of light in the darkness. Illuminated by a few extraordinary accounts telling of singular lives and exploits, they reveal truly significant historical occurrences. What unfolded in the Roman Senate in the autumn of the year 48, in the presence of Emperor Tiberius Claudius Germanicus, more commonly known as Claudius, counts among these significant moments with wide-ranging stakes.


The facts have been well established thanks to two relevant sources. The first comes from the Latin historian Tacitus, who in Book XI of his Annals describes in detail the historical context of the year 48 CE and the voyage to Rome of a delegation of notables from three Gallic provinces (Aquitania, Lugdunensis, and Belgica), all of them demanding the right to sit in the Senate. That right — ius adipiscendorum in Vrbe honorum in Latin — was denied to them even though they were officially Roman citizens. Tacitus describes the arrival of those delegates, the audience they were granted, and the speech that Claudius delivered on their behalf. He then relates the assembly’s decision to concede the right to senatorial honors to only those from Lugdunensis, known as the Aedui, who were deemed brothers (fratres) on account of their ancient connections to the Romans.


The second text, exceptional in more than one way, was discovered by chance in 1528 on the hill of La Croix-Rousse in Lyon, on the very spot where in antiquity the Sanctuary of the Three Gauls dedicated to the cult of Rome and its emperors had been established. It is a Latin inscription carefully engraved on a gilded bronze plaque weighing close to five hundred pounds. The surviving fragments transcribe half the speech delivered by Claudius in the Senate on behalf of the Gauls, the same speech that Tacitus reported in detail. This inscription, which became known as the Lyon Tablet, had been placed near the sanctuary in an area where the high priests and their families customarily erected statues and built monuments to their own glory. Although it was revised before being monumentalized, the text is the only one of its kind. A source of local pride and a component of France’s national heritage, the tablet fragments were exhibited in the town hall of Lyon before finding a home in the city’s Museum of Gallo-Roman Civilization.


But let’s return to the affair of 48 CE. It is one of a chain of events that had begun to unfold a century earlier, in 52 BCE, when Caesar annexed Gaul following the surrender of Vercingetorix in Alésia. To understand the upheavals that occurred between those two dates, the concept of generations provides a useful tool for analysis.


The Gauls who presented their petition to the Senate were older men, notables with acknowledged authority in their cities, born at the turn of their era. Grandsons and great-grandsons of fighters from Alésia, they participated in the transformation of the Gallic space into a territory that was juridically and culturally Romanized, as witnessed by the cities and monuments, the temples, forums, and theaters constructed in the Mediterranean and Roman styles. There are other, no less significant, elements that reflect the Roman imprint on Gallic spaces. New or reestablished cities often took the name of the Roman leader, such as Juliobona/ Lillebonne, Caesarodunum/Tours, Augustodunum/Autun, and so forth. Members of the most loyal elite likewise adopted the same onomastic sequence from the names of Caesar and Augustus before 27 BCE — Caius Julius — to which they added a personal family name. This tria nomina was a badge for those who had obtained Roman citizenship in return for loyalty and merit. One of many such examples was the Aedui priest who dedicated the Sanctuary of the Three Gauls: Caius Julius Vercondaridubnus. When Claudius in turn carried out a policy of individual or collective attribution of citizenship, the provinces of the Empire were filled with individuals named Tiberius Claudius. The bonds of loyalty thereby created between new citizens and their benefactors ran deep.


Standing before the petitioning Gauls was the legitimate emperor, heir to the Julio-Claudian dynasty. In power for seven years, acclaimed by the Praetorians even though he hadn’t been destined to wear the imperial purple since his own nephew, Caligula, had been chosen over him upon the death of Tiberius in 37 CE, Claudius undertook a broad census in 47 CE. He thus reactivated the office of the censor, an old republican jurisdiction that had been dormant since Augustus. Claudius’ decision is explained by his desire to inventory the inhabited world following the Empire’s recent western expansion into Brittany in 43 CE. If Seneca sarcastically called him Claudius “the Gaul,” it was due to the personal connections he had with those regions, but also because he had been born in Lyon in 10 BCE at the very moment when his father, Drusus, son-in-law of Augustus and brother of the future emperor Tiberius, consecrated the Sanctuary of the Three Gauls.


Let us not misunderstand this prince, who was so often derided by ancient authors. In truth, Claudius was a cultured man and an astute administrator, worthy of his position. It was he who, for example, created an efficient government organized into specialized bureaus. His openness of mind can be seen in his speech to the Senate when, using many edifying examples, he recalled that Rome remained an open city because, since its origins, it had been governed by foreign kings, whether Sabine or Etruscan. Had Romulus not shown infinite wisdom when on the same day he considered his adversaries as enemies and then citizens? By defending the cause of the petitioners, Claudius was not just fulfilling his role as emperor or foremost senator (princeps), but above all positioning himself as the patron of the Gauls.


Let us now consider the senators who were members of the curia. By 48 CE, a clear majority of the six hundred patres came from Italian families that had been naturalized a century and a half earlier, the upheavals of civil wars having led to the extinction of the most ancient plebeian and patrician families. Several senators came from influential groups originating in the well-integrated Roman provinces, such as Baetica (southern Spain) or Gallia Narbonensis (southern France). Close collaborators of the emperor and endowed with strong class consciousness, these senators formed a conservative group. In order to block access to newcomers who were likely to threaten their interests, in 48 CE they invoked an ancestral fear anchored in the psyches of the Romans, the famous metus Gallicus (fear of the Gauls) that harked back to the sacking of Rome by Brennus’s Celts in 390 BCE.


The 48 CE event raises important questions about fluctuating relationships within a Roman space that, while now perceived as French, saw itself as an entire world close to 2,000 years ago. There are two ways of viewing this delegation, either emphasizing the fact that Gauls traveled to the Roman Senate or else focusing upon their request for admission into this august assembly. Behind the confrontation between these provincials and the senators, triggered by that petition, we discover the complex mechanisms involved in integrating the peoples and territories that made up the Roman Empire. We also apprehend, in a more subtle fashion, the very functioning of this unique political system.


Through this specific example we can measure the strength of law and of the personal connections involved in the process of integration into the Empire. A century after the conquest, the emperor relied on a network of loyal allies who were rewarded with a Roman citizenship that provided many political and civil rights and secured their preeminence in their city. On a higher level, imperial unity was guaranteed by the common worship of Rome and its rulers at the Sanctuary of the Three Gauls. Each year, on the first day of August, delegates from the Gallic peoples elected a high priest who presided over religious ceremonies and games, and was also charged with submitting to the emperor decrees that had been voted on — petitions, honors, or accusations relating to imperial administrators. By dint of its status as privileged interlocutor with the Senate and the emperor, the assembly thus played an eminently political role. If the delegation’s request was apparently rejected in 48 CE, the petition did enable several Gallic notables, the most famous being the Aquitanian Julius Vindex (one of the principal participants in the revolt of 68 CE against Nero), to secure admission into the Senate.


Finally, the event provides insights into the functioning of the Imperium romanum, which is still not completely understood even though we now have abundant studies focusing on other periods in the Roman Empire’s history. The affair of 48 CE shows that the Empire’s government relied on “internal diplomacy,” a term that denotes the particular nature of the relations between local powers and Rome. These relations were neither simple administrative ties between governors and the governed nor diplomatic and bilateral relations (in the contemporary sense of the word) between two sovereign states. The ancients had no knowledge of these modern concepts. Sometimes decisions were made from on high, sometimes they followed dialogues that came about because provincials had requested them.


Contemporary historians, often prisoners of the nationstate model, may struggle to characterize this type of governing. But it was indeed an amalgam of administration and diplomacy that explains, first, this singular moment during which, within the confines of the Senate, an emperor stood up for the Gauls against the advice of the senators and, second, the reason why the Aedui alone, on the grounds that they bore the title of brothers of the Romans before the conquest, obtained the requested honor.


Antony Hostein




REFERENCES


Briquel, Dominique. “Claude, érudit et empereur.” Comptes rendus de l’Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres 132, no. 11 (1988): 217–32.


Burnand, Yves, et al., eds. Claude de Lyon, empereur romain. Paris: Presses de l’université Paris-Sorbonne, 1998.


Corpus inscriptionum Latinarum, vol. XIII, inscription no. 1668. Berlin, 1899.


Fabia, Philippe. La table claudienne de Lyon. Lyon: Audin, 1929.


Levick, Barbara. Claudius (2nd edition). London/New York: Routledge, 2015.


Tacitus. Annals: Books 11–12. Translated by John Jackson. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1937.







RELATED ARTICLES


52 BCE, 212, 882, 1960













177


Eastern Christianity’s Eldest Daughter?


The first Western Christians to face martyrdom outside of Rome were killed in Lyon in 177. Because they represented a multiethnic society, mostly originating in Asia Minor and loyal to Eastern Christianity, they were put to death after rejecting the imperial cult — in a town that otherwise favored integration into the Roman Empire.


“May the steadfastness of our Eastern brothers awaken the faith of Western Christians, as it did in the first hours of Christianity in Gaul.” These were the words of Cardinal Philippe Barbarin, Archbishop of Lyon, alluding to the violence of jihadis in his preface to a recent book about the martyrs of 177 — the first known Christians not only in Gaul, but anywhere in the West outside of Rome. Some of these martyrs originated in Asia Minor, but Cardinal Barbarin seems to have been referring to a theory first advanced by the nineteenth-century historian and philosopher Ernest Renan, who called the early church of Lyon a “missionary daughter” of the strong, long-standing Christian communities founded by St. Paul in Asia.


The events of 177 became known through a letter from the churches of Lyon and Vienna to the churches of Asia and Phrygia. This document, written in Greek, was included (and perhaps rewritten) by Eusebius of Caesarea, one of the fathers of the Eastern church, in his Ecclesiastical History at the beginning of the fourth century. This work, the first description of the Christian concept of humanity’s salvation, reveals, among other things, that Greek was spoken by the first Christians of Lyon. To this day, the archbishop of Lyon bears the title “Primate of the Gauls,” and Monseigneur Louis Duchesne, the great nineteenth-century historian of the ancient church, recognized that the See of Lyon was predominant in Gaul as early as the second century.


But how do we explain the presence and martyrdom of a small Christian community in Lyon in 177?


As the principal crossroads of Gaul at the time, both on rivers and over land, Lyon attracted large numbers of merchants from the East. Eastern trade was also a feature of Marseille, Narbonne, and Arles, towns located in the Roman province Gallia Narbonensis, along the Mediterranean coast. Pliny the Elder had assimilated this region into Italy in the first century because of its advanced state of Romanization. The sprawling, pioneer town of Lyon, however, did not belong to this territory, which had been submissive to Rome for a very long time. The original Lugdunum colony — the Lyon of antiquity — was founded on the western hill of Fourvière in 43 BCE to house Roman legionaries. As a natural communications hub and the only Gallic territory whose citizens were entitled to Roman citizenship outside Gallia Narbonensis, it became the capital of Gallia Lugdunensis. To the south, toward the junction of the Rhône and the Saône Rivers, was the huge commercial and labor quarter of the canabae (warehouses). To the east, on the slopes of the Croix-Rousse, was Condate, the site of the federal Sanctuary of the Three Gauls. Every year, delegates from the sixty cities of the provinces of Gallia Lugdunensis, Gallia Aquitania, and Gallia Belgica gathered around its altar to Rome and Augustus, to the imperial cult.


The presence of a Christian community in the region derives from the existence of this new township, open to the outside and primed to expand across the rest of Gaul. The early church was already part of the geography of the Roman world, but not yet controlled by the rigorous administrative organization that would characterize the Christian empire of the fourth and fifth centuries.


The Christian community of Lyon in 177 is known only through its martyrs, who were its most obstinate and courageous members. As a supplement to his main story, Eusebius of Caesarea included a list of forty-eight martyrs, whose names were corroborated in later Latin texts and eventually carved into the crypt of Saint Pothinus in Lyon in the nineteenth century. But these names are very questionable; in all likelihood, Eusebius devised the list to denounce as heretical Asian Christian currents that had surfaced more than a century earlier. We can surmise that the ten martyrs quoted in the famous letter are genuine, and that half of these originated in the Roman province of Asia. They include Attalus of Pergamum, a Roman citizen who supported the community with his fortune, and Alexander, a doctor from Phrygia who had been living in Gaul for several years. Three Greek names also show up: two men, Alcibiades and Pothinus, and one woman, Biblis. There was also Vettius Epagathus, a Roman citizen and notable descended from a freed slave from the east. The remaining four martyrs were Gauls, including Maturus, the Deacon of Vienna; Sanctus; and most famously two slaves, Blandina and her fifteen-year-old brother Ponticus. While Blandina is in some accounts thought to be an “Oriental” from the city of Blandos in farthest Armenia, her name is perfectly well represented in Gallic inscriptions. In art, she is traditionally depicted as a young girl, though she was actually an adult woman.
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