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THROUGH HISTORY TO MEMORY
HOW DID HERITAGE REFLECT AND HELP OVERCOME  
OR STOKE SOCIAL CONFLICTS IN MODERN FRANCE?

 
Jean-Yves Andrieux

I have known Luc Noppen since the good old days. By that, I mean his œuvre, since he was 
involved in Quebec churches and I, a young academic, embraced the monumental heritage 
left behind by the French gentry which risked derogating from its privileges by engaging in 
industry. This brings us back to 1978 or so. No nostalgia. Unless I am mistaken, I have known 
the man since 2003. This is perhaps not a very long time, but I straightaway felt an intel-
lectual connection to this warm-hearted and profound human being. Beyond the artifacts 
of architecture, which, I guess, are and will remain our common passion until the end, we 
both try to apprehend the world with the tools of history and think of ways for a sensible 
and reasonable evolution. Is the bet lost when identities tend to corrupt and nations to fall 
back into nationalism? Identity is not by nature a retreat. There are positive examples in the 
past. Architecture shows that being in denial has not been and still is not the only way out. 
This is the hope examined in the lines below.

| �The Molitor swimming pool after its reopening in 2014. 
Photo : olivier Martin-gaMBier/leeMage
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Following World War II and for about half a century, 
France has been rolling through history, converting, 
or pretending to convert, everything possible into 

heritage. In October 1995, while the training of architects 
was being withdrawn from the Ministry of Equipment 
and Public Work, for the benefit of the Ministry of 
Culture and Communication, although it was considered 
poorly endowed with financial resources, the minister 
in charge, Philippe Douste-Blazy, held a meeting with a 
party of worried students and tried to reassure them. He 
martially declared that today’s architecture was going to 
be tomorrow’s heritage. Twitter did not exist yet in those 
days, but the sentence sounded as strange and ambiguous 
as a tweet : it read simply, smoothing out the standards, and 
was repeated several times.1 The man certainly meant that 
his government did not intend to neglect creative works, as 
they enter the symbolic pride of the nation as thoroughly 
as the proof of its past.

Reducing the Time Between Creation  
and Public Recognition 

The idea then made its way and left a lasting mark on the 
minds of successive ministers, as Fleur Pellerin introduced 
the European Heritage Days, held on September 19 and 
20, 2015, using exactly the same truism: “Discovering 
the architecture of today, you discover the heritage of 
tomorrow.” She continued proudly: “But this year will break 
new ground. Beyond these openings eagerly awaited, the 
2015 edition puts in the spotlight heritage in the making: 
the architectural and landscape creations of the past fifteen 
years.”2 The contraction of time operated by this paradigm 

1 See, for example, a dialogue with Jack Lang, his predecessor at the 
Ministry of Culture, in the television program La marche du siècle 
hosted by Jean-Marie Cavada on channel France 3, September 11, 1996 : 
“Contemporary creators will be the heritage of tomorrow,” <https ://
ina.fr/video/104117029/duplex-jack-lang-sur-le-patrimoine-video.
html>, accessed January 1, 2020. Philippe Douste-Blazy was Minister 
of Culture from May 18, 1995, to June 2, 1997.

2 N.B. : In this paper, all the excerpts from French publications are my 
translations. Panorama national du patrimoine du XXIe siècle, Journées 

and the resulting program were spectacular: they could 
not better convey the principle of “presentism” identified 
several years earlier by the historian François Hartog in 
a book now famous, Les régimes d’historicité: présentisme 
et expérience du temps.3 To stick to just two examples, the 
legacy of the centuries suddenly dissolved in the Art Deco 
cellar of Mumm Champagne, in Reims, built in 1898, listed 
grade II in 1997 only, but converted, also in 2015, into a 
theatre; and, much more abruptly, it lay in the architectural 
gesture of the villa Lemoine, built by the star architect Rem 
Koolhaas in 1998, in Floirac (Gironde), and almost instantly 
listed; that is, in 2002!4 Le Corbusier (1887-1965), who was so 
frustrated at not being allowed fast enough in his lifetime 
into the Pantheon of architecture, must be rolling over in 
his grave, in the grip of resentment!

Both ministers were certainly not conscious that they 
met at the same time the concerns expressed two centu-
ries earlier, in 1815, by Quatremère de Quincy (1755-1849) 
in his Considérations morales sur la destination des ouvrages 
de l’art: “Since museums were opened to help artists create 
masterpieces, none of them ever produced any master-
pieces to fill these museums.”5 Quatremère was an expert 
in the matter as he had observed and condemned the ter-
rible way French armies looted Italian works of art, after 
Bonaparte (1769-1821) invaded and ransacked the richest 
towns all around the north of the peninsula in 1796.6

If any constructions were intended to go straight 
away into the record books, that only fact would question 
the process of time. It would make clear that culture is 
extensively influenced by the present day, the same way 
as the body of an anxious individual is dominated by 

européennes du patrimoine, September 19-20, 2015, Paris, Direction 
générale des Patrimoines, Ministère de la Culture et de la Commu-
nication, “Éditorial,” p. 1. Fleur Pellerin was Minister of Culture and 
Communication from August 4, 2014, to February 11, 2016. 

3 François Hartog, Les régimes d’historicité : présentisme et expérience 
du temps, Paris, Seuil, 2003.

4 Panorama national du patrimoine du XXIe siècle, op. cit., p. 6 and 19.
5 Antoine C. Quatremère de Quincy, Considérations morales sur la des-

tination des ouvrages de l’art, Paris, Impr. Crapelet, 1815, p. 40.

6 Antoine C. Quatremère de Quincy, Lettres à Miranda sur le déplacement 
des monuments de l’art de l’Italie (1796), Paris, Macula, 1989. 
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bulimia. Régis Debray assessed such a threat when he was 
asked to preside over the 1998 meeting of the “Entretiens 
du patrimoine.”7 The Ministry of Culture had been 
organizing this big show every two years in Paris, since 
1988, in order to discuss and promote the policies of its 
successive directorships. With the prestige of the key role 
that he recently played with the President of the Republic, 
François Mitterrand (1916-1996), between 1981 and 1985, the 
philosopher proposed a new way of designating monuments, 
renewing to some extent the typology established in 1903 
in Vienna by Aloïs Riegl8 (1858-1905). He drew a distinction 
between three types. First, the “monument-trace” (like the 
pont des Arts, a suspended walkway over the river Seine, the 
first metallic bridge in Paris, built in 1804, reshaped in 1984); 
second, the “monument-message” (like the Arc de Triomphe 
du Carrousel, erected in 1809 by the Emperor Napoleon I 
as a tribute to the victories of the Great Army); third, the 
“monument-form” (like the glass pyramid in the courtyard 
of the Louvre). The next year he fully explained these 
categories in the Cahiers de médiologie and showed that 
the Eiffel Tower could be granted those three qualifications, 
which, he admitted, was nevertheless a bit confusing.9 

He then refuted the “Complex of Noah” and said: “One 
starts abusing monuments by using the word itself. In the 
darkness of perfection, said Hegel (1770-1831), all cows 
are grey. In the darkness of heritage laws, everything is 
a monument, from the Valley of Wonders to the cast-iron 
fireback, from the Gorges of the River Tarn to the kitchen 
knife.”10

As a consequence, he pointed out that, instead of 
regenerating, the metropolis of Paris was at risk to 
petrify, to transform itself into a huge monument and to 
become commonplace, just because the architects would 
be afraid of establishing hierarchies, and politicians would 

7 Régis Debray (ed.), L’abus monumental, Actes des Entretiens du patri-
moine, no. 4, Paris, Fayard, 1999. 

8 Aloïs Riegl, Le culte moderne des monuments, sa nature, son origine 
(1903) [trad. Jacques Boulet], Paris, L’Harmattan, 2003. 

9 Régis Debray, “Trace, forme ou message ?,” Cahiers de médiologie [La 
confusion des monuments], no. 7, 1999, p. 27-44. 

10 Ibid., p. 29.

be faint-hearted and powerless. If nobody gives voice to a 
choice, communication channels and short-term returns 
on investment absorb the monument, while the quest 
for flashing beauty reduces it to the temporary events 
happening in or around. This remark largely crosses 
Hartog’s views, when he readily opposes Christian or 
classical centuries that gave people strong frameworks to 
our present time, which is constantly disrupted by transport 
and speed. Here lies the paradox: such confusion wipes out 
the past and darkens the future. In keeping with this line 
of thought, I would like to comment briefly on two “battles 
for heritage,” that were recently fought in Paris, and finish 
off with a word on the hot news of the most recent years.

The Path to Controversy 

First comes the heavy controversy regarding the way 
the so-called Post Office of the Louvre is being adapted to 
increased public uses. The architect Julien Guadet (1834-
1908) built this vast complex between 1878 and 1888, 
replacing a former mansion, named Hôtel d’Armenonville, 
close to the Louvre Museum and the Beaubourg area. 
This is the unique grand construction left by this famous 
professor at the École des Beaux-Arts, who wrote in 1895 
the Code de l’architecture after which that activity was 
reputed to be liberal and not commercial.11 Guadet turned 
it into a monolithic industrial block that was inward 
looking and impossible to penetrate. The biggest place 
for mail delivery in the country, covering something like 
35,000 square metres, it received two distinct envelopes 
according to the use of the rooms: on the one hand, an 
Italian Renaissance palace announced the noble part, that 
is, the Post Office itself, open to the public, along rue du 
Louvre (1st arrondissement); on the other hand, a metallic 
hall contained the functional unit where the mail was 
picked up and sorted, along rue Étienne Marcel.

11 Julien A. Guadet, Éléments et théorie de l’architecture : cours professés 
à l’École nationale et spéciale des Beaux-Arts, Paris, Librairie de la 
construction moderne, 4 vol., 1894.
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From outside, the formal limit between these two 
departments differed to match the space available on the 
floors, but the architect followed the rules of eclectic archi-
tecture and there was a clear overall hierarchy within the 
façades highlighting the prominent central frontispiece 
at the intersection of the two streets. Completing this 
masterpiece in March 1888, a modest Guadet wrote in the 
journal La construction moderne that “a Post Office is a tool, 
a simple tool . . . and this tool, whatever it may be, is not 
made to last. It will last if it meets the industrial needs, then 
it will become obsolete . . . Only provisional, he added, it 

should easily be transformed.”12 In spite of this functional 
bias, he also agreed that a large public institution like the 
Post Office at the time had to have external stone façades, 
which were the only way to give it the dignity that suited 
a monument. Faithful in this to the ideas of his century, he 
wanted his work to reflect both what we call, today, after 

12 Julien A. Guadet, “Les hôtels des Postes et Télégraphes,” La construc-
tion moderne, 3rd year, no. 22, March 10, 1888, p. 255-256. In this opus, 
Guadet weighs the respective merits of the post offices built in Berlin, 
London, Bremen, and Stettin that he had the opportunity to visit before 
completing his own project in Paris. 

~�The Post Office building, rue du Louvre, Paris, following its construction.  
Engraving from Le Journal de la jeunesse, 1886. lee/leeMage
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Régis Debray, the “ordre du temps” and the “communauté de 
valeurs.” Visionary perhaps, he thought that, at all stages 
of a building's life, one should take conflicting parameters 
such as permanence and adaptation into account. 

Following this premise, the volumes of the metallic hall 
filled in most of the plot. Distributed on each side of a square 
courtyard that brought the light inside, the two vessels of 
that structure were intact, except above the second floor, 
which had to be rebuilt after a fire in 1975. They were made 
of cast-iron pillars, canoe-shaped trusses, iron joists, and 
small brick vaults that the architect drew and raised with 
a refinement that obviously half contradicted his previous 
comments. They spanned twelve metres along the main 
façade and sixteen metres along the courtyard. On that side, 
the wall was made of light-coloured brick, which remained 
fully intact, as well as the framed windows, attics, roof dor-
mers, and bell turrets. After more than a century and lots 
of small conversion works here or there, Guadet’s legacy 
had largely kept its essential features. 

In 2010, however, as its architect had foreseen, the cen-
tral “Postal Plant” no longer fit the needs of the company 
that owned it. French Mail, which was privatized a few 
months earlier, had to adjust its activities to the declin-
ing margins in its core business for letters and parcels.13 
An architectural competition was then opened to convert 
the complex in which French Mail wished to retain 20% 
of the surface, hand over another 17% to the City of Paris 
(for offices, a nursery, a police station, and social housing), 
and concede the lion’s share to private developers who 
themselves were interested in running shops, offices, and 
a luxury hotel. Famous after he built the four silos of the 
French National Library, the architect Dominique Perrault 
won the competition.

He transformed the system invented by Guadet, 
closed in on itself, and fully opened the city block on the 
environment, improving its inner workings, rewriting a 
new scenario for it, and restructuring the entire lot. But 

13 Guy Lambert, “L’Hôtel des Postes de la rue du Louvre : de la genèse 
aux mutations d’un ‘édifice transformable,’” Paris, Poste Immo (unpu-
blished study report), 2008. 

neighbours and heritage associations instantly contested 
the project.14 He had scooped out the built mass with no 
restriction, they accused; he would demolish the courtyards 
and the vaulted basement that gave Guadet’s building its 
character. Worse, he was going to break out and cut the 
industrial hall into several volumes. The naves would 
disappear; the brick walls would be knocked down. Finally, 
half of the metallic skeleton would be separated from 
the building, emerging outside as a recycled element of 
a forgotten past. Perrault did not alter the façades but 
replaced the attic floor by a perforated metal dome that did 
not recall at all the original figure. Last but not least of this 
catalogue of complaints, the architect proposed to equip 
the bays with chassis, giving this industrial section of the 
building the appearance of a Palladian loggia. Nonsense, the 
opponents choked! They opposed the project done by Anne 
Démians, who was forced out of the architectural contest, 
unless, they assessed, she were much more respectful of 
the building. Like Perrault, she tried hard to open the block 
to the public, but, faithful to Guadet, she designed six big 
courtyards and managed to distribute natural light in patios 
fitted with large glass walls. The proposal was considered 
amazing: the frame remained rigid, the space felt gigantic, 
as it initially was. The final shape was a kind of metaphor 
recalling the former strength, while the architect allowed 
herself to produce hypermodern decor. 

Nevertheless, the building permit was granted to 
Perrault in November 2013 and immediately sued by a 
local Association, Paris historique, in January 2014, but 
without success. In March, the Minister of Culture refused 
to declare the Post Office a heritage asset. A Company 
was designated to operate the new hotel in October 2014 
and work began on the site. Despite various hazards and 
delays, a multilayer object is about to replace Guadet’s public 
monument in 2020, says Régis Debray: “Monuments need 
to be part of ceremonies, as kings need to be celebrated. If 

14 Jean-François Cabestan, “De Guadet à Perrault, la reconversion de la 
Poste du Louvre,” AMC [Architecture, Mouvement, Continuité], no. 226, 
2013, p. 14-17.
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they aren’t, they die!”15 Once more, this story shows that 
the Ministry of Culture lost a doctrine, as Jean-Michel 
Leniaud deplored when he wrote L’utopie française: essai 
sur le patrimoine.16 A former chief curator of Heritage, then 
readily considered controversy, seen since as premonitory, 
he described in this book the way public opinion was 
getting increasingly involved, at the same time as public 
authorities were withdrawing. The panel of stakeholders 
was diversifying, while the political will had disappeared, 
he warned. It is clear that this situation has since worsened. 
Once ruled by a sovereign state, heritage was henceforth 
opened to anybody interested. The name of the Ministry 
of Culture and Communication speaks volumes about the 
current priorities. That is what Nathalie Heinich explains 
in La fabrique du patrimoine: de la cathédrale à la petite 
cuillère, or Michel Melot in Mirabilia: essai sur l’Inventaire 
général du patrimoine culturel.17 Both believe that it is much 
more difficult to deal with reasoned criteria than it used to 
be when André Malraux (1901-1976) was the Minister of 
Cultural Affairs18 in the six governments in office under the 
presidency of General de Gaulle (1890-1970).

The Path to Helter-Skelter Attitude 

A second heritage battle was in progress for a while around 
the former department store of La Samaritaine, rue de Rivoli 
(1st arrondissement). Le Monde devoted a long paper to this 
issue on May 31, 2014, asking: “Is heritage untouchable?” In 
that paper, the journalist Frédéric Edelmann wrote: “Fire 
is smouldering on either side of an elusive border. The 

15 Debray, “Trace, forme ou message ?,” op. cit., p. 43.
16 Jean-Michel Leniaud, L’utopie française : essai sur le patrimoine, Paris, 

Mengès, 1992. 

17 Nathalie Heinich, La fabrique du patrimoine : de la cathédrale à la petite 
cuillère, Paris, Éditions de la Maison des sciences de l’homme, 2009 ; 
Michel Melot, Mirabilia : essai sur l’Inventaire général du patrimoine 
culturel, Paris, Gallimard, 2012.

18 Malraux was Minister of State (a rare high distinction in the hierarchy of 
the Fifth Republic and the only one ever attributed to this ministerial 
department) since January 8, 1959 ; he was also in charge of Cultural 
Affairs from July 22, 1959, to June 20, 1969.

line that separates heritage and modernity—or, in other 
words, creation—became a blur, as laws got ever more 
complicated.”19 On May 13, 2014, the Paris Administrative 
Court ordered a stop to the restructuring of the famous 
department store that adjoins the Louvre on the banks of 
the river Seine, although the City of Paris and the world’s 
leading luxury goods group, LVMH (Louis Vuitton-Moët 
Hennessy), supported this vast project covering 70,000 
square metres. It was expected to house a luxury hotel, a 
shopping centre, social housing, and a nursery. The architects 
Kazuyo Sejima and Ryue Nishizawa, of the Japanese studio 
Sanaa, reallocated space in this huge envelope and covered 
it in screen-printed tempered glass, waving along rue de 
Rivoli. This mask would disrupt the harmonious profile of 
the street, the judge ruled, without regard to the Pritzker 
Prize won by these two architects four years earlier.

I would point out that the 1st arrondissement of Paris is 
somewhat diverse and that the department store is itself a 
bit eclectic as it was built in several phases. However, it is 
true that each of them respects the height and the format 
of Haussmann-type buildings. The architect Frantz Jourdain 
(1847-1935), a well known specialist of the Art Nouveau 
style, built the centre unit no. 2. In 1928, his colleague Henri 
Sauvage (1873-1932) adopted the Art Deco style, which was 
and remains more in line with the trend in France, when he 
built an extension toward the Seine. Both units were listed 
among the historical monuments in 1990. Along rue de 
Rivoli, unit no. 4 appears less consistent and lost its interior 
throughout the years. At the corner of rue de l’Arbre Sec 
and rue de Rivoli, the fourth and last element—a smaller and 
older building complex—was to be restored to its original 
condition. For clarity, it is worth observing that unit no. 1, 
filling a triangle plot between rue de la Monnaie and rue du 
Pont-Neuf, is not affected by this vast renovation project.

19 “Intouchable, le patrimoine ? Le projet de restructuration de La Sama-
ritaine à Paris vient d’être suspendu au nom du respect de l’harmonie 
des lieux. Une décision contestée qui soulève une grande question : 
qu’est-ce au juste que le patrimoine et jusqu’où doit-on le sacraliser ?” 
Frédéric Edelmann, Le Monde, Idées, May 31, 2014.
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An undulating façade exclusively made of glass, with no 
openings, the judge said exactly, prevents from inserting 
the new construction into one of the main streets of 
Paris, one that portrays particularly well the XIXth-
century town planning and that focuses on classical 
façades made of stone. It does not help to highlight the 
environment, as the confrontation between the two 
appears dissonant.20

A legal and media battle followed. The Administrative 
Court of Appeal suspended the effects of the first decision 
on October 16, 2014, before handing down its own ruling 
on January 5, 2015. The Court ruled that in accordance with 
Paris Master Plan, any new construction in this area had to 
respect the characters of the previous neighbouring build-
ings and the quality of the site into which it was going to fit, 
and that the Japanese architect’s design did not meet this 
requirement. However, on June 19, 2015, the Conseil d’État 
finally approved the project. It considered that the judges 
had wrongly read the local planning rules. They had been 
too restrictive. If the architects were to avoid “copying,” the 

20 The precise terms of the judgment and the words used by the judge 
are reported in the article by Edelmann (ibid.).

Conseil concluded, they were free to insert their work in 
the existing town; they were allowed to deviate from the 
“dominant shapes” and thus innovate.

“Shall we have to admit,” Le Monde journalist Frédéric 
Edelmann wondered, “that France holds the key to its trea-
sure and that people no longer agree about what heritage 
should be, that is, what is old, beautiful and moving?” State 
control is non-existent, he regretted, war has been declared 
between the lobbyists, the architects, and the ecologists. 
The country does not like nor even understand contem-
porary architecture. “Why does everybody get so het up 
about this?”21 

I will try to answer briefly the question. First, let us 
remember that “heritage” became widespread in the 
1970s, when it came to replace the “historical monument.” 
Was this only a trivial change? It was certainly not. Such 

21 Ibid.

~�Advertisement for the Department Stores of La Samaritaine in 1929.  
gusMan/leeMage

~ �Façade of La Samaritaine on the Seine River ; the Art Deco building 
designed by Henri Sauvage, 1928. Photo : PhiliPPe halle/123rf
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a substitution is an important trend of our age, which 
transforms a legal fact into a global concept. To be more 
specific, the “historical monument” was a new expression 

in its time, when it appeared in the French dictionaries 
around the mid-nineteenth century, as Françoise Choay 
notes in L’allégorie du patrimoine, the first modern history 
of heritage ever written with the aim of covering a long 
period.22 It indicated a need for memory, after the severe 
looting that occurred during the Revolution. In 1830, the 
historian and Home Secretary of King Louis-Philippe (1773-
1850), François Guizot (1787-1874), explained what this need 
consisted of. Appointed inspector of historical monuments, 
the novelist and senior official, Prosper Mérimée (1803-1870), 
gave it substance in 1840, when he developed the first roll 
of listed monuments (1082 items, including 934 buildings). 
But the law did not organize their protection before the 
end of the century: first in 1887 and finally in 1913 when 
the Parliament voted the Historical Monuments Act, which 
is still in force today, through various changes, corrections, 
and additions made over time and now grouped in the Code 
du patrimoine. The following century introduced a more 
sophisticated legal framework: in 1930, the Historic Sites 
Act; in 1943, the Vicinity of Protected Monuments Act; in 
1962, the Safeguarded Areas Act; in 1983, completed in 1993, 
the Zone for the Protection of Cultural Heritage Act. One 
understands immediately that such an arsenal could only 
encourage people to take legal action, but that, as a result, 
the real significance of monuments might be impaired, 
escaping the public, the elites, and the society as a whole. 

In the middle of this slow process, heritage, indeed, came 
to full light. Political and cultural agendas coincided, shortly 
after France lost the last part of its Empire in 1962, as the 
historian Jean-Pierre Rioux explains clearly in Patrimoine et 
société, a book that I myself edited in 1998.23 Past grandeur-
fuelled nostalgia and forced the country to look inward. 
This is another easy route to trace, since 1975 was declared 
“European Year of Heritage.” Then, the Minister of Culture 
and Communication created a Heritage Department in 

22 Françoise Choay, L’allégorie du patrimoine, Paris, Seuil, 1992.
23 Jean-Yves Andrieux (ed.), Patrimoine et société, Rennes, Presses uni-

versitaires de Rennes, 1998. All the reasons and implications of this 
essential turning point in French history are analyzed with more detail 
in Jean-Pierre Rioux (ed.), Dictionnaire de la France coloniale, Paris, 
Flammarion, 2007. 

~ �Façade of La Samaritaine, rue de la Monnaie ; the building designed 
by Frantz Jourdain, 1905-1910. Photo : KiM young tae/leeMage
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1978. Subsequently, 1980 was proclaimed “Heritage Year” 
on behalf of the President of the Republic, Valéry Giscard 
d’Estaing, in the hope that a return to social and political 
stability would help him be re-elected in 1981, but failed. In 
1984, acting under a socialist government, the new Minister 
of Culture, Jack Lang, initiated an “Open house in historic 
monuments day,” soon extended to a full weekend and 
renamed “Heritage Days.” It did not take long before the 
issue gained momentum. In 2009, around 15,000 places 
were opened to the public: churches, castles, manors, public 
buildings, town halls, baths, gardens, parks, archaeological 
sites, plants, lights, etc. In 1991, the European Union adopted 
“Heritage Days”: recently, visitors exceeded 20 million in 

total on the continent, including 12 million in France alone. 
These figures demonstrate the success of the initiative as 
well as its neutralizing effects. One could also see them as 
a consequence of globalization, Internet and, last but not 
least, social networks. This is partly what the historian Jean-
François Sirinelli meant in 2011 when he wrote a book, the 
title of which makes clear a worry: L’histoire est-elle encore 
française?24

The word “heritage” itself brings about a profound change. 
If one agrees that, in French, it covers all the assets that an 

24 Jean-François Sirinelli, L’histoire est-elle encore française ?, Paris, CNRS 
Éditions [Centre national de la recherche scientifique], 2011.

~�The Radiant City designed by Le Corbusier in Rezé. 
Photo : heMis / alaMy stocK Phot
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individual or a community can get from their ancestors, it 
nonetheless implies a double meaning, either notarial or 
cultural. In the first one, it is a piece of real estate, which 
may be freely sold at any time and forwarded to somebody 
else. In the second meaning, it is an inheritance shared by 
several individuals, a town, a county, a nation, and even 
all humanity around the world. Consequently, it must be 
categorized: heritage is monumental, architectural, cultural, 
but also historical, linguistic, natural, and even genetic. Such a 
definition is immense, if not limitless. In the report he wrote 
on behalf of the Minister of Culture in 1982, the conseiller 
d’État Max Querrien said: “Heritage is made of all the traces 
left in different forms to posterity, it includes all the genetic 
messages, which built up our civilization step by step and 
made it what it looks like today.”25 That shift of meaning is 
clearly not an innocent one. I believe it is institutional. My 
point is that it exposes a break in the policies of culture, as 
Philippe Poirrier confirms in L’État et la culture en France au 
XXe siècle.26

Tearing Apart Heritage Between the Concept  
and the Market Value

Two important facts have emerged in the 1980s. First, 
heritage was to be exploited for ideological goals. This was 
not new, per se. What was new, people then started taking 
advantage of objects. For example, when André Malraux 
designated modern buildings such as Le Corbusier’s 
Radiant City historical monuments,27 it led to admit the 
acknowledgment of the underlying ideas and often 
presented progress as simplistic. I could say the same for 
department stores as traces of the industrial revolution, or 

25 Max Querrien, Pour une nouvelle politique du patrimoine, rapport au 
ministre de la Culture, Paris, La Documentation française, 1982.

26 Philippe Poirrier, L’État et la culture en France au XXe siècle, Paris, 
Librairie générale française, coll. “Le Livre de poche,” 2000.

27 The Radiant City built by Le Corbusier in Marseille (1947-1952) was 
listed grade II from October 26, 1964 ; that of Rezé, near Nantes (1953-
1955), from September 16, 1965 ; those of Firminy and Briey were 
protected at a later date (1993). 

for standard architecture, which put an end to the distinction 
between a one-off piece of craft and series construction. 
It is one thing to be interested in blast furnaces or water 
towers or whatever else; it is another to establish symbols 
that do not rely on an indisputable doctrine.

This confusion or random selection, as some say, was 
made visible by the recent anniversary of the 1913 Act. 
Once more, Le Monde led the debate. On September 16, 
2013, Frédéric Edelmann wrote: “Why is the government 
deadlocked about historical monuments?” It is attractive 
to list recent monuments, he explained, but, for me chanical 
reasons, the law of large numbers makes choices almost 
unreadable.28 While newly listed items reached at least 
300 to 400 each year, the grand total exceeded 40,000 in 
2010. Public finances could no longer cope with such gigan-
tic numbers that reflected the development of the real 
estate stock after the country was rebuilt following World 
War II. Numerous legal experts or lawyers commented on 
that specific type of “inflation,” such as Marc Guillaume in 
La politique du patrimoine, or Xavier Greffe29 in La valeur 
économique du patrimoine.

They all pointed out a second fact. Heritage was to be 
exploited for economic purposes. It took part in loyalty 
programs of banks, after American Express. Audiences 
adored princes’ spectacular homes. They loved the saga 
of French kings, in Versailles, Fontainebleau or Chambord, 
or other residences. These prestigious places soon became 
famous around the world: in 2006, the Ronald W. Howard’s 
mystery-thriller film, The Da Vinci Code, after Daniel G. 
Brown’s bestseller (Random House, 2003), was shot in the 
Louvre, while Sofia Coppola’s Marie-Antoinette logically 
used Versailles as a backdrop. The French construction 
giant Vinci restored the celebrated Galerie des glaces in this 
castle and drew considerable publicity when it reopened 

28 “Monuments historiques : l’État dans l’impasse. Les services des 
monuments historiques se trouvent désormais pris en tenaille entre la 
gestion de la masse considérable du patrimoine français et les restric-
tions budgétaires.” Frédéric Edelmann, Le Monde, Idées, September 13, 
2013.

29 Marc Guillaume, La politique du patrimoine, Paris, Galilée, 1980 ; Xavier 
Greffe, La valeur économique du patrimoine, Paris, Economica, 1990.
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in 2007. All the outcomes are not always successful. When 
the Molitor swimming pool, famous social and sports place 
of the interwar in Paris (16th arrondissement), built in 1929, 
was listed in 1990, then demolished in 2012 and rebuilt as 
a fantasy of the original place, heritage was an expensive 
parody.30 A real estate company let the villa Cavrois (1932) 
erected by Robert Mallet-Stevens (1886-1945), near Lille, 

30 The architects Alain Derbesse, Alain-Charles Perrot, and Jacques  
Rougerie designed the project for the complete renovation of the site, 
which was funded by a consortium bringing together companies specia-
lizing in finance (Colony Capital), hotel industry (Accor), and construction 
(Bouygues). The complex finally includes a five-star MGallery luxury hotel 
of 124 rooms (all overlooking the summer pool), parking spaces, and 
shops. Apart from some elements of the façade and of the decor, there 
is not much left of the initial 1929 building. Jean-François Cabestan, “La 
vraie-fausse piscine Molitor,” Beaux-Arts Magazine, no. 337, 2012, p. 12.

literally rot. After several years of vandalism that had 
reduced it to wreckage, this masterpiece was listed in 1990, 
left blank and finally rescued in 2004 after an intense citizen 
campaign, at the cost of a complete interior reshaping.31 It 
looks great again—there is no doubt—but what about its 
authenticity? Is it still a heritage item, strictly speaking? 
Contrariwise, Hermès—the famous French high-fashion, 
luxury goods manufacturer—saved the Lutetia swimming 

31 The Centre des monuments nationaux led the restoration of the interior 
work and decoration (floors, wall coverings, polychrome materials like 
black, white and yellow marbles, built-in furniture), seeking a rendition 
as close as possible to the original. It also repurchased or recovered 
by donation a significant part of the furniture, in the idea of resto-
ring the twentieth century art of living, at the time when the villa was 
completed.

~ �Villa Cavrois by architect Robert Mallet-Stevens.  
Photo : heMis/alaMy stocK Photo
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pool, also in Paris (6th arrondissement), built in 1935 and 
listed in 2005, converting it into a classy showroom that 
respects its full glory, structure, and décor.32

I would like to emphasize that French heritage is massive 
in its scope. The public editor La Documentation française 
publishes a valuable overview of the existing stock on a reg-
ular basis.33 It shows that as a product of an extremely long 
process, heritage echoed the successive regimes and the 
major ruptures in history. It is impossible to comprehend 
the notion, the meaning, and the use made of it without a 
strong reference to this background. In an extensive edito-
rial issued by the Revue de l’Art in 1980, the reputed art his-
torians André Chastel (1912-1990) and Jean-Pierre Babelon 
(b. 1931) were among the first to understand why and how 

32 The architect in charge of the building site, Denis Montel, has preserved 
and restored the original mosaics, whose shades of green, ochre, and 
cream retain the atmosphere of the Art Deco style. The pool basin was 
filled, and stairs added to descend to the lower level of the store. 

33 Chantal Lacroix, Statistiques de la culture : chiffres clés, Ministère de 
la Culture et de la Communication, Département des études, de la 
prospective et des statistiques, Paris, La Documentation française, 
2012.

the idea of heritage grew suddenly and what significance 
it shared in the history of the country.34 Once more, dates 
coincided. They reckoned that heritage condensed six suc-
cessive layers or “facts,” as they named them. It all started 
with Christian roots and the way they replaced the old 
pagan funds. Then came the actions of the monarchs and 
the sacred objects attached to their own person or held by 
the greatest monasteries like Saint-Denis. Covering the land 
with castles, the noble families had a similar effect, albeit on 
a smaller scale. The monuments they all left behind were 
adopted by the nation during the political earthquake of 
1789. In the decades that followed the Napoleonic wars, the 
governments organized this legacy at the same time as they 
gave the country a modern framework. The last effort to 
expend was to document the current stock of listed items. 
It took almost the entire twentieth century to achieve this 
result. 

The “scientific fact,” as Chastel and Babelon name 
it, materialized in the 1970s under the influence of two 
books that met a phenomenal publishing success. Pierre-
Jakez Hélias (1914-1995) did not expect such success 
when he wrote Le cheval d’orgueil. A skillful storyteller, 
he described a village in the Southwest of Brittany after 
1918 and made clear how Republican school, rural rites, 
poverty, and parochialism produced a feeling like no other.35 
In Montaillou, village occitan de 1294 à 1324, Emmanuel 
Le Roy Ladurie reconstructed the life of another hamlet in 
Languedoc (southeast of France) at the time of the Cathars, 
highlighting the age of the medieval peasantry.36 A true 

34 This article was later published as a book and several times reissued : 
Jean-Pierre Babelon and André Chastel, La notion de patrimoine, Paris, 
Liana Lévy, 1994. 

35 Pierre-Jakez Hélias, Le cheval d’orgueil, Paris, Plon, 1975. A fine example 
of minority culture and oral culture, albeit in a refined language, the 
book was published in the collection “Terre humaine,” which was 
founded by the anthropologist Jean Malaurie. The first books published 
in 1955 in that collection were the master title by Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
Tristes tropiques (Plon, 1955), and Malaurie’s opus, Les derniers rois de 
Thulé (Omnibus, 1996)—two works that were outstanding in their time. 
This shows the prestige of the collection in which Hélias was welcomed. 

36 Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, village occitan de 1294 à 1324, Paris,  
Gallimard, 1975.

~ �Scene from the shooting at the Louvre of the film The Da Vinci Code, 
2006. united archives gMBh / alaMy stocK Photo
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romance of the ordinary people in the fourteenth century, 
the book shows both how beliefs and representations stand 
the test of time, and how economic systems change men. 
These investigations reported the outcome of ethnographic 
studies and highlighted a moment in the country’s history 
when people realized that the ancient world was being 
damaged before their eyes. The rural exodus left farms 
abandoned; the manufacturing industry, like coal, iron 
mines, heavy steel, and textile mills, collapsed, driving the 
north and east of the country into rack and ruin. That is 
when the eco-museums were invented, in an effort to save 
threatened memories: the first one opened in 1968, on the 
isle of Ouessant, in Brittany, telling the story of seamen’s 
communities scattered on isolated lands on which women 
were to lead their families, due to the absence of men at 
sea37; in 1969, in Marquèze, south of Bordeaux, the second 
one preserved the traces of traditional forest life38; in 1971, 
in the steel city of Le Creusot where the Schneider plants, 
once weapons supplier worldwide, were being closed down 
in chaos, the third one settled in the former crystal factory 
of Queen Marie-Antoinette (1755-1793).39

The National Epic of  
The Realms of Memory

In such a context, anxiety was gaining ground. That was the 
moment chosen by the historian and editor Pierre Nora to 
launch the broad investigation known (in its English transla-
tion) as The realms of memory.40 This set of seven resound-
ing volumes gave proper substance to heritage conceived 

37 Rosemarie Lucas, L’invention de l’écomusée : genèse du parc d’Armo-
rique (1957-1997), Rennes, Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2012.

38 Le musée de plein air de Marquèze, Office de radiodiffusion-télévision 
française, coll. “J.T. Aquitaine,” July 29, 1970, Paris, Institut national 
de l’audiovisuel, <https ://fresques.ina.fr/landes/fiche-media/
Landes00285/le-musee-de-plein-air-de-marqueze.html>, accessed 
January 1, 2020. 

39 Louis Bergeron, Le Creusot : une ville industrielle, un patrimoine glo-
rieux, Paris, Belin, 2001.

40 Pierre Nora, Les lieux de mémoire, 2 t., Paris, Gallimard, 1997 [1st ed., in 
3 t. and 7 vol., published between 1984 and 1992]. 

as an evocation. Pierre Nora explained how, as early as 1978, 
in a collective book called La nouvelle histoire. There are 
indeed places, in the precise sense of the word, he speci-
fied, in which “a society, whatever it is—nation, folk, family, 
party—intentionally records its memories or retrieves them 
as a necessary part of its personality.”41 

Symbols, he wrote later, help connect, on the one hand, 
the most material bases on which societies sit, and, on 
the other hand, the most elaborate products that derive 
from culture and thinking. They can articulate together 
and embrace from the same analytical point of view the 
history of both cultural and social facts. This ability gives 
the history of symbols its impetus and its output.42

Over the course of this process, the memory of places 
takes shape into a fictional geography of which the realm 
of memory finally takes hold. Let us confess that, looking 
back, this definition is somewhat enigmatic.

What is a “realm of memory” then? It is a monument 
(Sorbonne University), a character (Général de Gaulle), a 
museum (the Louvre), an archive (a Charter of the King 
Philippe-Auguste), a music piece (La Marseillaise, the 
national anthem), a radio broadcast (the declaration of 
June 18, 1940, in which de Gaulle, then in exile in London, 
repelled the occupation of Nazi Germany and founded the 
French Resistance), a slogan (“Liberty, Equality, Fraternity”), 
an event (Valmy, September 20, 1792, dreary plain in 
Champagne where the armies of the so-called “Sans-
culottes,” that is, soldiers without a uniform, defeated the 
Prussians), an institution (the French Academy), a product 
or a terroir (Clos-de-Vougeot vineyards in Burgundy, 
created by Cistercian monks), etc. It is easy to perceive the 
unprecedented scale of the concept. There is no realm of 
memory if society, and certainly not individuals, cannot 
reinvest the past through emotion and thought. Only bodies 

41 Pierre Nora, “Mémoire collective,” in Jacques Le Goff (ed.), La nouvelle 
histoire, Paris, Retz, 1978, p. 401. 

42 Pierre Nora, “Présentation,” in Les lieux de mémoire, t. II, La nation, 
vol. 1, 1986, p. XX. 
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such as political parties, religious societies – in other words, 
the wider established bodies —, are likely to take part in 
commemoration and keep the memory of an event, a man, 
a country, a lifestyle, a culture, or a civilization. Realms of 
memory are spread over the whole territory, throughout 
all minds and families of thought. They are everything but 
neutral. They convey all sorts of ideologies, fuel all kinds 
of demonstrations, and meet to perfection the typical 
needs of the French culture. In Paris, royalists gather 
around the Luxor Obelisk (Place de la Concorde, formally 
Place Louis XV, then Place de la Révolution), on January 21, 

the anniversary of the day King Louis XVI (1754-1793) was 
executed. Still in Paris, socialists prefer to meet along the 
mur des fédérés (Communards’ Wall), in the Père-Lachaise 
cemetery. There, regular soldiers killed the last fighters of 
the Paris Commune on May 28, 1871, after a week of fierce 
battle. 

At the end of the 1970s, several places were directly or 
indirectly protected as realms of memory. The chapel of the 
former penitentiary on Royal Island, in French Guiana, was 
listed in 1979 and the mausoleum of the cleric Abélard (1079-
1142) and his mistress Héloïse (1092-1164), in 1983. In Musée, 

~ �Monument to Héloïse and Abélard in the Père-Lachaise cemetery, c. 1820 ;  
in Courvoisier’s Vues de Paris, 1827. selva/leeMage
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nation, patrimoine, Dominique Poulot tells the adventure of 
this “extraordinary Middle Age fiction,” as Roland Recht puts 
it.43 When he established the Musée des monuments fran-
çais (1795-1816), Alexandre Lenoir (1761-1839) had the idea of 
collecting the tombs of these romantic characters.44 In 1800, 
he assembled the relics, creating a work of his own, much 
more neo-gothic than medieval, which was transferred to 
the Père-Lachaise cemetery in 1817, when King Louis XVIII 
ordered him to close his museum, because it included rem-
nants of the royal family and families of the high aristocracy. 
When the mausoleum was listed, it was therefore a way of 
marking the topography of memory in Paris and a moment 
in the construction of heritage. In this instance, the monu-
ment disappeared behind a specific history pattern and the 
ideology that it recalled. As a result, the controversy soon 
poisoned the memory. Pierre Nora himself criticized the 
so-called “memorial laws,” punishing racist, anti-Semitic, 
and xenophobic actions.45 Justice must actually be rendered 
against the perpetrators of such crimes, he said basically in 
2008 and repeated in 2012, but certainly not for political rea-
sons. It is up to politicians to maintain memory in society, but 
the function of the law is not to establish the State as judge 
of the truth about the past. It is crucial to protect history and 
those who write it, “because it is history that brings people 
together, whereas memory divides communities.”46

43 Dominique Poulot, Musée, nation, patrimoine (1789-1815), Paris, Galli-
mard, 1997 ; Roland Recht, “L’Élysée d’Alexandre Lenoir : nature, art et 
histoire,” Revue germanique internationale, no. 7 [Le paysage en France 
et en Allemagne autour de 1800], 1997, p. 51.

44 Dominique Poulot, “Alexandre Lenoir et les musées des monuments 
français,” in Pierre Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, t. II, La nation, 
vol. 2, Paris, Gallimard, 1986, p. 497-531 ; Geneviève Bresc and Béatrice 
de Chancel-Bardelot (ed.), Un musée révolutionnaire : le musée des 
Monuments français d’Alexandre Lenoir, exhibition catalogue, Musée 
du Louvre, April 7–July 4, 2016, Paris, Hazan, 2016. 

45 Gayssot Act (July 13, 1990) prohibiting Holocaust denial ; Armenian Geno-
cide Act (January 29, 2001), of which the single article says : “France 
publicly recognizes the Armenian Genocide of 1915” ; Taubira Act (May 21, 
2001) imposing recognition of human trafficking and slavery as crimes 
against humanity ; two other memorial laws, passed in 2005 and 2012, 
were finally not implemented.

46 Pierre Nora, “Liberté pour l’histoire !,” Le Monde, Idées, October 10, 
2008 ; Pierre Nora, “Lois mémorielles : pour en finir avec ce sport légis-
latif purement français,” Le Monde, Idées, December 27, 2011.

The Path to Sacrilege

Many are the voices that confirmed that heritage has been 
and still is a consuming passion for French citizens, even 
though I mention here only a few. Françoise Bercé gives a 
survey and an inventory covering three centuries, a title 
that leaves no ambiguity: Des monuments historiques au 
patrimoine: du XVIIIe siècle à nos jours, ou «Les égarements du 
cœur et de l’esprit».47 In Les archipels du passé: le patrimoine et 
son histoire, Jean-Michel Leniaud enlightens as to why listed 
monuments can often less depend on their remarkable 
character than on the will of different actors, anxious 
to reveal regional, cultural, or national trends.48 I myself 
contributed to a similar view in Patrimoine et histoire, as 
I firmly believe that heritage is one of the best ways to 
address identity issues and accordingly have a clearer idea 
of what the future can bring to the country.49 Beyond the 
emotion provoked by the execution of Louis XVI, Mona 
Ozouf traces the sequence of symbolic events that really 
brought the monarchy down in Varennes: la mort de la 
royauté.50 The flight of the royal family, disguised and 
travestied, was never pardoned and Varennes, a small 
town near the forest of Argonne and the most infamous 
town of Verdun, where the king was brutally arrested as 
a common criminal, still today remain names associated 
with felony in the public consciousness. Christian Amalvi 
is more explicit in Les héros des Français: controverses 
autour de la mémoire nationale.51 He revives a gallery of 
flamboyant characters, more or less feted, such as Toussaint 
Louverture (1743-1803), whose real or fantasized exploits 
contributed to the prominence. He determines their place 

47 Françoise Bercé, Des monuments historiques au patrimoine : du 
XVIIIe siècle à nos jours, ou « Les égarements du cœur et de l’esprit », 
Paris, Flammarion, 2000. 

48 Jean-Michel Leniaud, Les archipels du passé : le patrimoine et son his-
toire, Paris, Fayard, 2002.

49 Jean-Yves Andrieux, Patrimoine et histoire, Paris, Belin, 1997.
50 Mona Ozouf, Varennes : la mort de la royauté, 21 juin 1791, Paris, Galli-

mard, 2005.

51 Christian Amalvi, Les héros des Français : controverses autour de la mémoire  
nationale, Paris, Larousse, 2011.
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in the national culture; he sees how their heroism has been 
exploited, and detects the sources of a collective imaginary. 
More recently, consistent with countless studies around 
the world, a stream of literature seized the vast field of the 
Émotions patrimoniales—it is the title of a book led by the 
ethnologist Daniel Fabre (1947-2016), which tries to find why 
“heritage causes” arise, why a monument is subject to the 
vigilance of citizens, why individuals or communities grab 
symbols and for what purposes.52

But, to use the elegant expression of the novelist Boris 
Vian (1920-1959) and recall the categories of the histo-
rian Fernand Braudel (1902-1985), Froth on the daydream 
(L’Écume des jours) is not enough. History of heritage is a 
history aiming for the long run. It does not date back to 
modern centuries only. It goes as far back as Antiquities. 
That is what my book Le patrimoine monumental: sources, 
objets et représentations, co-authored with Fabienne 

52 Daniel Fabre (ed.), Émotions patrimoniales, Paris, Éditions de la Maison 
des sciences de l’homme, 2013.

Chevallier, a senior curator at the Orsay Museum in 
Paris, is all about.53 It explains why the French Revolution 
weighed on dealing with the past and how France became 
a unique case in the present Western World. Around 1770, 
when the contributions of ancient Greece and of the 
Fathers of Church were revised, according to the modern 
idea of public welfare, a monument meant what it does 
today: a work of exceptional architecture. But it then fully 
belonged to the culture of the Old Regime. That is why the 
shock of the Revolution was so severe. Vandalism against 
monuments was an attack against men. At the height 
of the reign of terror, in 1793, the disaster prompted a 
response. Scientists, and not artists nor writers, took the 
lead risking their lives to defend the cultural heritage of 
the past, which was the only way they saw to give people 
a fair education and creates a better world. In those tragic 
days, the monument was turned into ideology and con-
tained all the ingredients that made the nation. The two 
following centuries were a long-lasting—if not endless—
effort to cure that open wound. 

A few years ago, when I wrote the first draft of this 
brief essay, I risked the hypothesis that the roughness of 
the current debate, as well as the constant challenge to 
build a compromise, derived from the inherent violence 
from which modern France stems. Vandalism is an out-
rage, I said. I observed further that memory is a necessity, 
that intrusive memory dwells on past conflicts, and that 
heritage must not delay a peaceful vision of the future, 
but that also, in the scheme of things, it appears as the 
best indicator of the health of the nation-state. I could not 
imagine then that the events would soon bring a dismal 
conclusion to this paper, which affects the history of heri-
tage but, more woefully, mainstream history. December 1, 
2018, could be a milestone in the recent history of France. 
That day, a mob of protesters gathered around the flame 
of the Unknown Soldier, on the Place de l’Étoile, in Paris. 
They sang the national anthem, trampling the grave at 

53 Jean-Yves Andrieux and Fabienne Chevallier, Le patrimoine 
monumental : sources, objets et représentations, Rennes, Presses uni-
versitaires de Rennes, 2014.

~ Protesters storming the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, December 1, 2018. 
Photo : guillauMe louyot / alaMy stocK Photo



3 6 5

THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY Jean-Yves Andrieux | Through History to Memory

the same time without any restraint. Suddenly, they over-
threw the police barricade in a cloud of tear gas and then 
desecrated the Arc de Triomphe, covering it with hateful 
and obscene inscriptions, forcing its doors and ransack-
ing furniture and works of art inside. The surreal images 
of this crime that occurred during the uprising known as 
“revolt of the yellow vests” were instantly seen all around 
the world. The pathetic effigy of the Marseillaise whose 
eye had been punctured with hammers symbolized, better 
than any other picture, the extreme brutality of the social 
uproar. It is worth recalling that, by ordering this statue 
to François Rude (1784-1855) in 1833, the Monarchie de  
Juillet, the political regime of the restored kingdom of 
France between 1830 and 1848, had precisely made the 
first real effort to heal wounds from 1789. Hence, this 
symbolic avatar of iconoclasm is no less tragic. 

If indeed it happened that the realms of memory 
disappeared, would the very substance of that memory 
disintegrate at the same time, as men of Antiquity would 
have thought, since their mnemonics have already been 
used to distinguish objects (associated with structures) and 
images (associated with forms)? Just as the battlefield in 
Verdun is a historical fact (a material chain of destruction 
and death), so it is an effect (an image of war and of its 
victims). Thus, what impact will the rampage of the Arc 
de Triomphe have in history? Nobody knows yet, even if 

trampling on the grave that symbolizes the missing soldiers 
of the Great War appears as dismissing their sacrifice  
and repudiating the homeland. Jean-Clément Martin,  
who studied extensively the history of the Vendée—
another hallmark of the French showdown—believes that 
neither an event nor the previous or surrounding context 
bear the memory ; it is the image of the event and of the 
subsequent acts that it arouses that roots the memory in 
a society.54

If I take that line of argument, as realms of memory 
are the product of politics, the looting of the Arc de 
Triomphe is part of a long series of events whose images 
have shaped the country for the worse, including places 
as significant as the Tuileries and Paris City Hall (burnt in 
1871). Beyond passion, realms of memory arouse rebellion, 
as if they periodically remind French society of its inability 
to evolve without conflict and chaos. In a recent book, La 
République incarnée, the historian Jean Garrigues explains 
that institutions and their symbols have lost their ability 
to embody the sense of commu nity in a society where 
the individual wins and culture is shattered.55 As long as a 
realm of memory underlines “a lively and acute memory,” 
it means that it continues to emit radiation toward the 
present. Only when its echo weakens, will it be an object 
of history; that is, trigger respect rather than fury. It is 
sadly to be feared that this moment has not yet occurred.

54 Jean-Clément Martin, La Vendée et la Révolution : accepter la mémoire 
pour écrire l’histoire, Paris, Perrin, 2007.

55 Jean Garrigues, La République incarnée. De Léon Gambetta à 
Emmanuel Macron, Paris, Perrin, 2019.




