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Abstract

Geographical scholarship in France enjoyed a high international reputation in the 1930s. Following German invasion in 1940, the country was fragmented
into the occupied north and the ‘free zone’ of the south, with territorial division imposing restrictions on routine movement and fieldwork. In 1939,
younger academics were conscripted, many of whom spent years in prisoner-of-war camps in Germany. Despite disruption, teaching programmes and
doctoral research continued, and journals and books were published. Using biographical information, this article explores the experiences of French
academic geographers. Some languished in prison and others joined the Resistance or the Free French, but the majority carried onwith scholarly duties as
usual. There is little evidence that geographers collaborated with occupying forces or with agents of the Vichy regime.
� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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War, defeat, Occupation, collaboration, Resistance, and Liberation
have been used by many scholars as defining themes to explore life
in France during the ‘dark years’ (années noires).1 Overviews
distinguish between citizens who collaborated with the occupying
forces, those who joined Resistance cells, and the remainder e

perhaps the great majority ewho accepted harsh conditions to get
by as painlessly as possible.2 The lives of novelists and well-known
intellectuals in the early 1940s have attracted scholarly attention

unlike the experiences of most French academics.3 The varying
fortunes of university geographers, high school (lycée) teachers,
and geography students have passed relatively un-noticed.4 A study
of ‘the Sorbonne in wartime’ virtually ignored geographers.5

However, two reports on academic geography in France from
1939 to 1945 appeared in 1946, and later studies dealt with school
geography and with geographical periodicals.6 Parisian geogra-
phers devoted two study days in 2009 and 2010 to the fate of their
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discipline during the early 1940s, but their deliberations remain
unpublished.7 Unlike the experience of World War I when French
academics prepared maps and reports on arenas of war, or that of
British and American geographers during World War II when many
were involved with intelligence work, the ‘dark years’ did not
generate a major geographical project in France or create a special
collection of documentation.8 The present study assembles frag-
ments of biographical information gleaned from doctoral mono-
graphs, obituaries and memorial essays to trace ‘minor’ historical
geographies of individual lived experiences and also to chart the
bigger picture of the academic discipline in France during this often
overlooked time of war and Occupation.9

When he left Cambridge after the 12th International
Geographical Congress in July 1928, Emmanuel de Martonne
(1873e1955), senior professor of geography at the Sorbonne and
son-in-law of Paul Vidal de la Blache (1845e1918), determined that
his countrymen would do better when they hosted the 13th

Congress in Paris in August 1931. As general secretary of the In-
ternational Geographical Union (1931e1938), he had overall re-
sponsibility for that meeting as well as for sessions on physical
geography. Complementing these, his colleague Albert Demangeon
(1872e1940) organized sessions on human geography. An
impressive array of French publications was displayed, including
issues of the Annales de Géographie and journals of provincial
geographical societies, volumes of the Géographie Universelle
(conceived by Vidal de la Blache and edited by Lucien Gallois
(1857e1941)), recent doctoral monographs, the first sheets of the
Atlas de France, and numerous textbooks.10 Excursions enabled
foreign visitors to appreciate the geography of several regions of
France. Running concurrently with the widely popular Exposition
Coloniale Internationale but without a delegation from Germany,
the 13th Congress was judged a success and served as a model for
future meetings.11

All this geographical activity was poised on a dangerously
slender base, involving two or three academic patrons. Throughout
the 1930s, geography was taught in seventeen state universities in
France (including Algiers) by a score of professors and a handful of
assistants (Table 1).12 Most geographers in provincial universities
operated single-handed and covered all aspects of the subject that
comprised a quarter of the combined degree in history and geog-
raphy, there being no special degree in geography at this time.13

Similarly, history and geography were taught in a single, com-
bined syllabus in lycées, with history occupying the lion’s share.14

The Institut de Géographie of the University of Paris (the Sor-
bonne) was the main exception to the norm, with four full pro-
fessors, a senior lecturer and two assistants in 1939 (Fig. 1).15 Both
de Martonne (then aged 66) and Demangeon (aged 67) were direct

disciples of Vidal de la Blache and were acknowledged leaders of
the subject with the largest cohorts of geography students and
doctoral candidates in France (Table 2). Together with Gallois and
Emmanuel de Margerie (1862e1953), they edited the Annales de
Géographie and were writing the culminating volumes on France
for the Géographie Universelle. Demangeon also edited a collection
of geography books for publisher Armand Colin. Fellow Sorbonne
professors, André Cholley (1886e1968) and Charles Robequain
(1897e1963) had yet to make their mark as doctoral patrons. In the
provinces, only Raoul Blanchard (1877e1965) at the Institut de
Géographie Alpine in Grenoble supported an important cluster of
research students.

German invasion and Occupation

France and Great Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September
1939, following the German invasion of Poland. Alsace was
threatened by immediate Occupation, and the citizens of Stras-
bourg were moved into the French interior. The city’s students and
university teachers were evacuated to Clermont-Ferrand, where

Table 1
Teachers of geography in French state universities, 1939.

Universities Professors Lecturers & Assistants

Paris Emmanuel de Martonne (P)[66] Marcel Larnaude [59]
Albert Demangeon (P)[67] Pierre Birot (P)[30]
André Cholley (P)[53] Jean Gottmann [24]
Charles Robequain (G)[42]

Aix-en-Provence Ernest Bénévent (G)[56]
Algiers Robert Capot-Rey (P)[42] Jean Despois (P)[38]
Besançon a

Bordeaux Henri Cavaillès (P)[69] Paul Marres (P)[46]
Caen René Musset (P)[58]
Clermont-Ferrand Philippe Arbos (G)[57]
Dijon Georges Chabot (P)[49]
Grenoble Raoul Blanchard (L)[62]

Maurice Pardé (G)[46] Henri Onde (G)[39]
Lille Roger Dion (P)[43] André Lequeux
Lyon André Allix (G)[50] Maurice Zimmermann [69]

André Gibert (P)[46]
Montpellier Jules Sion (P)[60]
Nancy Jules Blache (G)[46]
Poitiers Théodore Lefebvre (P)[50]
Rennes André Meynier (P)[38]
Strasbourg Henri Baulig (P)[62]
Toulouse Daniel Faucher (G)[57] Georges Jorré [39]

University awarding doctorate: Paris (P), Grenoble (G), Lille (L); age in 1939 [ ].
a Geography was taught at Besançon by Edmond Préclin (1888e1955), professor
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