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JACQUES LEVAINVILLE (1869-1932),
IN THE BORDERLAND OF GEOGRAPHY AND HISTORY

Hugh Clout

Among French historians, Professor Jean-Pierre Poussou has paid careful
attention to research by geographers and especially to the work of historical
geographers. Citations from geographer colleagues are well represented in his
writings on both urban and rural themes, with his studies on the economic
history of the British Isles never failing to analyze research findings from
British and Irish geographers. Against this backdrop of the dual borderland
between history and geography, and between France and the British Isles, the
present essay explores the life of Jacques Levainville who was no stranger to the
Sorbonne.

A VIDALIAN BY ADOPTION

The development of geography in France is rightly associated with Paul Vidal
de La Blache (1845-1917) at the Ecole Normale Supérieure (1877-98) and the
Sorbonne (1898-1911). The careers of his leading disciples have received much
attention, but Vidal’s discipline of human interaction with the natural world
and holistic study of regions had wider appeal. Levainville came to academic
geography as an outsider, serving in the army for two decades, developing a
profound interest in geography in his thirties, completing a doctorate and
then writing a pioneering monograph on urban geography. He continued to
combine scholarship with commerce in the final decades of his life. Albert
Demangeon (1872-1940) at the Sorbonne was a close friend. Letters conserved
in the Collection Perpillou-Demangeon® at the Bibliothéque Mazarine in Paris,
reveal that the two men corresponded frequently about academic and family
matters.? It was Levainville who arranged Demangeon’s early visits to the British

1 From now on designated as CP-D.

2 H. Clout, ‘Albert Demangeon, 1872-1940: pioneer of la géographie humaine,” Scottish
Geographical Journal, 119, 2003, p. 1-24; idem, ‘In the shadow of Vidal de La Blache: letters to
Albert Demangeon,” Journal of Historical Geography, 29, 2003, p. 336-355.
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Isles to research his contribution to the great Géographie Universelle conceived
by Vidal and Max Leclerc, managing editor of the Armand Colin publishing
house. Levainville used family connections in Glasgow to organise a tour that
he made with Demangeon through England and Scotland in July and August
1908.3 This had been preceded by his own trip to Cheshire, Liverpool, the Isle
of Man and the Lake District, as well as London.* Letters mentioned itineraries
that the friends might follow in Scotland, provided details of hotels and tickets,
indicated relevant reading material (Baedeker and Murray guides, and Geikie’s
Scenery of Scotland), mentioned potential academic contacts, and suggested
appropriate attire. This included a straw hat, linen jacket, plus-fours, stout
shoes, and a map case, with a change of clothes, a waterproof, and a dark jacket
and trousers. The two men travelled largely by rail, traversing England rapidly
but moving at a more leisurely pace through the western isles and highlands
of Scotland. Levainville was unable to accompany Demangeon to Ireland in
summer 1909, but spent that time on a family holiday, and in the following year
the indisposition of Madame Demangeon prevented Albert joining Jacques in

Snowdonia.

THE PREPARATORY YEARS

Levainville entered Saint-Cyr in October 1888 and rose to the rank of
Capitaine of the 74° Régiment d'Infanterie at Rouen in 1903.5 He sought ways
to improve his education throughout his military career. As early as 1905 he
published on the bocage of the Pays des Mauges, and followed this by a study
of settlement and land use on adret and ubac slopes along the Barcelonnette
valley. In this way, members of the small geographical community knew of this
independent scholar who enrolled for geology lectures at Caen, and geography
courses at Lille and Paris. After early years in the capital, he made his home in
Rouen. His family was involved in iron mining in Lower Normandy, which
may explain his connection to Caen.

Levainville’s intellectual capacities were sufficient for him to prepare a research
monograph that he dedicated to his advisor Professor Pierre Camena d’Almeida
(1865-1943) at Bordeaux; a final section thanked Demangeon for guidance.
The choice of advisor appears strange; perhaps Demangeon encouraged
Levainville to seek an experienced geographer who, unlike Vidal, was not

3 CP-D29.6.1908.

4 CP-D 22.6.1908.

5 R. Quenedey, ‘Jacques Levainville, historien de Rouen,’ Journal de Rouen, n°® 23, mars 1932;
idem, Jacques Levainville: notice, Rouen, Lainé, 1933.



burdened with other doctoral students. One wonders whether Levainville was
regarded as something of a risk that could be managed at Bordeaux rather
than in the full gaze of the Sorbonne. In any case, he was entered for a doctorar
de université rather than the prestigious doctorat d’Etat. His study area, the
Morvan, had been discussed by Vidal in his 7zblean de la Géographie de la
France (1903). Perhaps Vidal and his protégé Demangeon recognised that
this area was calling out for detailed study, since many regions further north
were under investigation. Another hypothesis places Demangeon more firmly
in the decision process since he had begun work on the Limousin after his
great thesis, La Picardie (1905). To have a regional monograph on the Morvan
would enable valuable comparisons to be made with respect to migration and
economic activity. Erosion surfaces in other parts of the Massif Central were
already being studied by geologists Abel Briquet and Philippe Glangeaud. For
whatever reasons, Levainville’s ‘little doctorate’ on the Morvan included “étude
de géographie humaine’ in its tite.

LE MORVAN: THE FIRST MONOGRAPH

In June 1908, Max Leclerc expressed his wish to include this book in his
growing series of regional studies.® Levainville duly thanked Demangeon for
introducing him to Leclerc and by 1909 was putting the final touches to his
manuscript. The resulting 306-page monograph was hardly a ‘little doctorate,’
containing carefully prepared maps, field sketches, photographs (most taken
by the author), many references to archives, and a bibliography of 240 items.
Levainville structured his book into twelve parts.” A chapter on forestry, the
dominant land use, served as the transition from the ‘natural’ world of geology,
climate and hydrology to the ‘cultural’ world of farming, handicrafts and trade.
Aspects of physical geography were examined in the light of their relevance to
human activity, with Levainville emphasising the importance of watercourses
for floating timber to Paris and making use of local sayings and place names
when discussing climate and weather.

Unlike some pays, the Morvan posed challenges of definition. Geologists
recognised great diversity of rock type, structure and terrain; the area was the
contact zone between Burgundy and Nivernais; and since the Revolution this
watershed had been divided among four départements. Nonetheless, Levainville
insisted, ‘Cest une contrée bien individualisée, and was ‘un mauvais pays.’®

6 CP-D 30.6.1908.
7 See Appendix.
8 |. Levainville, Le Morvan. Etude de géographie humaine, Paris, Armand Colin, 1909.
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Perhaps wisely, he did not share the obsession with erosion surfaces. Instead,
his approach drew on solid geology, and included some memorable word
pictures. For example, ‘le Morvan est une immense éponge’ holding so much
water that ‘les rivieres morvandelles ne sont jamais a sec.’® Indeed, ‘Clest par
son climat plus que par sa topographie que le Morvan peut mériter le nom
de contrée montagneuse.’*® Although the pays was not well suited to cereals,
its farmers were obliged to grow rye, oats and sarrazin for subsistence, with
écobuage practised in many localities. By contrast, the trees of the Morvan [...]
étaient toute sa fortune avant I'invasion de la houille, du pétrole, des essences,
alors que Paris ne se chauffait guére qu'aux cotrets, aux fagots et aux bliches du
Nivernais.”* Human survival in the Morvan depended upon distant markets
and wealth generated in other places.

As well as emphasising its peasant past, Levainville succeeded in capturing
the dynamism of recent decades as roads linked isolated localities with market
towns, and narrow-gauge railway lines enabled lime to be brought in and
applied to predominantly acid soils. Migration trends developed, with farm
girls finding work in Paris, agricultural workers being lured to job prospects in
other farming areas and in urban factories, and babies who had been abandoned
in the capital (the ‘Petits-Paris’) being shipped to farmsteads in the Morvan.
The first group of enfants trouvés was dispatched by the Assistance Publique in
1807, with the process picking up by mid-century to become ‘un apport tres
sérieux.’? The Morvan had complex annual rhythms of work and migration.
In the early 19" century farmers would leave their holdings and take teams of
oxen to plough land in surrounding areas, repeating that process several times in
a year. Others throughout the Morvan pursued a regular routine of moving to
local and more distant work. Levainville captured high levels of spatial mobility
in the traditional annual cycle, and in modified forms after roads and narrow-
gauge railways had been installed.

The pays had always been livestock-rearing country, with sheep grazing stubble
and rough pastures, and cattle being raised on lusher grasslands. Liming and
other agricultural advances meant that animal husbandry could develop, while
cereal cultivation retreated. Livestock fairs played an essential role in linking
this mawuvais pays to distant markets. None was more important than the fair of
Saint-Ladre held on 1 September on the great market square of Autun. Farmers
from the Nord and Picardy came to buy cattle for fattening on sugar-beet pulp

9 Ibid., p. 85 et p. 97.
10 /bid., p. 58.
11 /bid., p. 106.
12 /bid., p. 280.



prior to selling them to the abattoirs of La Villette. The Saint-Ladre event was
also a hiring fair, when farmers from surrounding pays and from Picardy, the
Nord and the Paris Basin took on agricultural labourers; factory owners in the
capital and northern France also took advantage to recruit workers. Could
it be that Demangeon’s work on Picardy had made him aware of this spatial
interaction and contributed a further reason for him to recommend the Morvan
as an appropriate pays to study?

Using Demangeon’s methodology of archival materials, questionnaires,
farm visits, conversations, and personal observations, Levainville captured the
fundamental characteristics of the Morvan. In his own words: ‘Jadis une contrée
vivait de sa vie propre ou de celle des régions qui I'entouraient. Aujourd’hui,
elle dépend de phénomenes économiques qui se passent dans les pays les plus
éloignés.’3 Coal from northern France and Belgium had effectively ousted timber
as fuel for heating Paris; and local craft industries were threatened by competition
from other regions and nations. ‘Sans doute, le tableau n’est pas si noir’ as in
earlier times, but the truth could not be escaped: ‘Au milieu des bons pays qui
Iencerclent, le Morvan s'est longtemps distingué par sa qualité de mauvais pays.’*
Levainville found Taspect des hameaux et des villages morvandeaux est misérable;
on y retrouve la malpropreté et I'insalubrité qui font la réputation justifiée des
chaumiéres.’* Road improvements and construction of railways on the margins of
the Morvan accentuated flows of young women to work as domestic servants and
nursery maids in Paris, and movements of young men to mining and industries
at Le Creusot, Montceau-les-Mines, and the capital. By the 1880s migratory
behaviour had shifted from seasonal or temporary outmigration to permanent
departure. Despite its manifest rurality and backwardness, the Morvan was tied
inextricably into a much wider geography articulated by urban employment and
especially by increasing opportunities in Paris.

ROUEN: THE SECOND MONOGRAPH

With work scarcely complete on Le Morvan, Levainville informed Demangeon
that he had started to research the urban economy of Rouen. He remarked
that he was ‘dans le fumier since he was currently investigating peri-urban
farming, but also with respect to his own morale because his children were ill
and family pressures were weighing heavily.* Just four years after Le Morvan his

13 /bid., p. 123

14 Ibid., p. 283-284.
15 /bid., p. 252.

16 CP-D 1909.
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path-breaking 400-page monograph appeared on Rouen. It was illustrated by
photographs from his own camera and by detailed maps; contained numerous
archival references, and drew on a bibliography of 320 items. At first glance,
Levainville’s monographs appear totally different, with one being rural and the
other urban, but there were remarkable similarities. Both areas were undergoing
rapid change and were linked to the magnetic dynamism of Paris. The fortunes
of both localities depended increasingly on changing circumstances in distant
places far beyond the control of local people.

Levainville structured his second book along similar lines to the first; each had
a dozen chapters in comparable sequence. He arranged his chapters into three
clearly defined groups, dealing with the site and situation of Rouen, economic
activities, and urban life. Rather controversially, he outlined the shortcomings
of the city’s site with respect to future extension, the socio-economic obstacles
to expansion of the port and industrial economy, and the challenge of managing
Rouen’s development into a ‘city region.” Inclusion of agglomération in the
booK’s title was far from incidental and carried a very different meaning from
the clustered settlements in Le Morvan.

Levainville began by discussing the characteristics of the Seine: tides, currents,
tidal surges, and phases of low water. He argued that initial settlement on the
northern bank of a great meander loop had been ideal for a small port that was
far less significant in Roman times than ports on the Loire or the Garonne.
Steep slopes, incised by fast flowing streams, rose up to the plateau of Caux with
its fertile soils and extensive forests. Once again Levainville treated the physical
environment as a stock of potential resources, and charted medieval défrichement
from abbeys as he had done for the Morvan. Hydrology was examined in terms
of water supply for settlements and as a source of motive power for grinding
wheat and activating cotton mills. His argument was emphatically ‘possibilist.’

That very energy was the vital thread running through the remainder of the
book, as Levainville traced fluvial and maritime transport, and the installation
of highways between Paris and Normandy. He mapped the impact of time/
space compression as a result of road building between 1580 and 1776.%7
However, it was Rouen’s more distant trading connections with the Americas,
the West Indies, Spain, the Canaries, West Africa, Scandinavia, and Muscovy
that fuelled the city’s growth. Imports of cotton from Louisiana during the
18" century stimulated textile production that mechanized and overtook
spinning and weaving on the plateau de Caux. Rouen and small settlements in
surrounding valleys experienced a veritable ‘fi¢vre du coton’ toward the end of

17 ). Levainville, Rouen. Etude d’une agglomération urbaine, Paris, Armand Colin, 1913, p. 121.



the ancien régime; ‘[...] chacun eut 'ambition de posséder une mull-jenny.’*®
Steam power replaced manual and water power, and the recent symbiosis of
rural crafts and urban machines was overtaken by great textile mills in the
valleys around Rouen.

On the basis of long distance trade, the cotton industry, and an entrepét for
goods for the capital, the wealth of Rouen was made and reinvested. Yet, at the

dawn of the 20" century, Levainville reported:

Lactivité rouennaise semble moins énergique [...]. La destinée de Rouen est
fonction de phénoménes trés complexe, tres éloignés, et sur lesquels les habitants

nont, par eux-mémes, aucune action directe.*®

Port activities were similarly vulnerable to external forces, including early frosts
in the Baltic affecting grain supplies, vine disease in southern France or Algeria,
exhaustion of oil wells in the Caucasus or Pennsylvania, or strikes in the tin
mines of Cornwall.

In the third part of the monograph, Levainville demonstrated how Rouen
commanded an ever-widening hinterland. With the help of photographs, he
showed that ca. 1900 the core of the city retained many of its ancient houses
that had been joined by rows of brick-built workers” housing that snaked up the
valleys, and sprawled on to the cauchois plateau and low-lying land on the south
bank. Installation of an effective network of tramways was a key feature, thus
‘la cité de Rouen est devenue une ciy.*® He provided a powerful description
of the agglomération with an inner city of trade, administration, town houses
and comfortable dwellings at its core. Then came a ‘second ring’ comprising
great factories, workers’ housing, and tram depots. The ‘third ring’ included
quarries, gravel pits, brick- and tile-works, and garbage heaps (plus market
gardens making use of urban manure). Finally, one reached the countryside
whence textile workers travelled each day. This was, in effect, a simple ‘model’
highly evocative of the formulation of the German landowner ].H. von Thiinen
(1783-1850) who wrote Der Isolierte Staat (1826).

In his final chapter Levainville echoed the demographic dilemma of France
at the start of the 20™ century by exemplifying how increased wealth was
accompanied by declining birth rates, and how Rouen depended on internal
migration from rural Normandy, further afield, and even from abroad. He
ended by questioning how the economic dynamism of greater Rouen might be
sustained in the future, and made the prophetic point that

18 /bid., p. 212.
19 Ibid., p. 261.
20 Ibid., p. 345.
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le bourgeois a cependant un avantage sur son frére, le paysan. Tout en restant,
comme lui, dans sa dépendance du milieu, il a le pouvoir d’utiliser la collectivité

des forces pour arriver 4 un mode d’existence meilleur.*

At a time when geographers concentrated on physical geography and rural
settlement, Rouen was a pioneering work in both economic and urban
geography. Closer emphasis on housing and morphology would be provided
in Lhabitation rouennaise (1926) by Commandant Raymond Quenedey, who
acknowledged his profound gratitude to Levainville.??

ROUEN PENDANT LA GUERRE

Completing his Rouen monograph in 1913, Levainville had no idea that the
Great War was imminent or how the fortunes of Rouen would change almost
over night. When war was declared, he returned to military service, rising from
the rank of captain to that of chef de bataillon.?3 A letter to Demangeon was
full of irony:

Quant 2 moi, comme je ne suis dans la zone dangereuse de la premiére ligne
(150 m des boches) que pendant la nuit, j’ai 60 % de chances donc pour y
rester. Du reste calme presque complet avec I'arrosage ordinaire de balles, obus

et bombes.?*
He wrote also of the loss of a young geographer:

La mort de [Gaston] Gravier m’a navré; c’est beaucoup de ma jeunesse qui part
avec lui — Cétait un des bons camarades du bon temps, celui ol je m'essayais &

la géographie sous vos auspices.

This was, indeed, the father of Jean-Francois Gravier, who would train as a
geographer under Demangeon and acquire fame for Paris et le désert frangais
(1947).

With peace restored, Levainville published two articles dealing with the role
of Brest and Rouen as Allied supply points during wartime. The second essay
served as the precursor for a book published by the Carnegie Foundation.?
He summarised the key characteristics of the city-region on the eve of the war,
showing how Rouen had developed as a rail hub, a major road junction, a

21 /bid., p. 384.

22 R. Quenedey, Jacques Levainville: notice, op. cit.

23 /bid.

24 CP-D19.07.15.

25 ). Levainville, Rouen pendant la guerre, Paris, PUF, 1926.



maritime port, and a great river port serving the capital. Existing marshalling
years were enlarged in wartime and the British installed their own facilities.
Configuration of the front line across Picardy revived Rouen’s maritime and
fluvial functions as an entry point for men and supplies, and as a storage zone
for commodities awaiting redistribution by rail. The city-region also served as
a reception area for refugees from northern France and Belgium, and for firms
desperate to re-establish industrial plant away from the immediate threat of
invasion. These remarkable circumstances caused the economy of the Seine
valley to boom and added new variety to the population of Rouen. ‘Cétait le
flamand et 'anglais qui se parlaient dans les rues autant que le frangais.’*

Hundreds of thousands of British, and later American, troops passed through
the city, and Allied administrators leased office space and all the housing that
could be found. The port and its storage areas were expanded, with new wharves
and warehouses created. Greater Rouen received large numbers of refugees, with
Seine-Inférieure containing 94,750 in June 1918, of whom 57,560 were French
and 36,550 Belgian.? The city also witnessed sudden investment in essential
industries including metallurgy, chemicals, and textiles. Some of this expansion
was due to competing areas being positioned behind enemy lines (for example,
cotton mills in the Vosges, metallurgical plant in the Nord, and linen factories at
Armentiéres), but much resulted from completely new investment. Cloth was
in great demand for military and civilian use during wartime, and enterprises
in the Rouen city-region were motivated to supply it. Imports of machinery,
chemicals and dyestuffs from Germany were halted, and new factories in the
Seine valley could guarantee supplies.

Given such rapid development and the mobilisation of younger members
of the male workforce, important changes in work relations took place in
and around Rouen. Growing numbers of women were employed in factories,
especially textiles and the finishing aspects of metallurgy. Refugees from
northern France and Belgium found work, and a wide range of immigrants was
enlisted. In language typical of the time, Levainville remarked: ‘Si les Chinois
du Sud ont été peu appréciés, les Chinois du Nord sont signalés comme forts,
attentifs et pouvant rivaliser, dans certaines spécialisations, avec les ouvriers
européens.’® He praised the efforts of Spaniards, Portuguese and Italians, but
not of Algerians who were liable to alcoholism. By contrast, the strength and
dedication of Moroccans and Tunisians was applauded. While praising the
expansion of Rouen’s port, population, and industries, Levainville was aware

26 Ibid., p. 19.
27 Ibid., p. 18.
28 /bid., p. 16.
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that the opportunities seized by the city in war time represented a reinforcement
of what had been there already rather than genuine innovation. Reconstruction
of the manufacturing base of northern France and newly regained Alsace-
Lorraine would surely revive old patterns of competition. In addition, he knew
that the vitality of the agglomération of Rouen would be far from secure were
the global economy to decline.

LEVAINVILLE: BUSINESSMAN AND GEOGRAPHER

Following the war Levainville immersed himself in modernising iron mines,
notably at Saint-Rémy in Calvados, where he had family connections. As well
as the mines he managed directly, he expressed great interest in iron ore reserves
elsewhere in western France and north Africa. His geographical background
helped him to appreciate the importance of efficient shipping and he advised
several companies on transporting ores and other raw materials from North
Africa to Europe.? In addition, he devised schemes for running ore trains
from Normandy to Liege, and proposed extending these services to the Ruhr.
Adapting geographical principles to business matters, Levainville was surely
an applied geographer avant la lettre. As well as being president of the Société
frangaise des mines de fer and later Vice-Président de la Chambre Syndicale des
Mines de Fer de I'Ouest de France, Levainville found time to write about mining,
manufacturing and transportation for the Bulletin de la Société Normande de
géographie and the Annales de Géographie. He also published in America on
Strasbourg, the Rhine waterway, and on the French iron industry following the
war. That final topic formed the concluding section of his small text L7ndustrie
de fer en France (1922). Levainville stressed how four years of war and German
occupation of northern France had given a welcome but short-term boost to
industrial and mining areas elsewhere in the country. He noted that control of
mineral resources played a major part in the declaration and conduct of modern
warfare, concluding that the future vitality of the French iron industry was far
from assured; global economic trends and matters of peace and war could not
be predicted.

Levainville continued to be involved with academic geography during the
1920s, playing an important role in the Société Normande de Géographie, and
participating in the fifteenth inter-university geographical excursion in May
1923 as guide to Caen and surrounding industrial and mining areas. At the time
of the great International Geographical Congress at Paris in September 1931,

29 A. Demangeon, ‘Nécrologie: Jacques Levainville,” Annales de Géographie, 41, 1932,
p. 217-218.



his life was reaching its end. Demangeon wrote of the passing on 20 January
1932 of an influential scholar and ‘un trés cher ami.”3° Having known Jacques
for a quarter of a century, Albert Demangeon was well qualified to identify the
qualities of the man:

Ses préoccupations industrielles jetaient J. Levainville en plein coeur des
problémes économiques; il aimait 4 les raisonner; il pensait que, pour les
comprendre, il fallait les rattacher 4 la science géographique [...] Il aimait la
géographie, non seulement parce qu'elle entrait naturellement dans le cercle de
ses préoccupations quotidiennes, mais encore parce qu'il y voyait une discipline

merveilleusement éducative.3*

Even in our own time, Levainville’s works retain their interest, not only as
lucid examples of historical geography — and of course of economic history —
presenting two very different parts of France, but also as insightful statements
on the perception and exploitation of resources, on the spatial connectivity of
regions and their differential attraction, and on the emergence of agglomérations
and city-regions. They also emphasise the vulnerability of local economies to the
effects of decisions taken far away and to the implications of events occurring
on the other side of the globe. In truth, his oenvre may be read as a preliminary
reflection on ‘globalization’, a theme that now transcends the work of human
geographers and modern historians alike.

30 /bid., p. 218.
31 /bid.
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APPENDIX

Chapter Structure of Levainville’s Monographs

Le Morvan

Rouen

-

Les régions de contact

La Seine

2. La structure du sol Lemplacement de Rouen
3. Le climat Les ressources de la vallée
4. Les eaux dans le milieu humain Les ressources du plateau
5. La forét Les conditions de transport
6. Les formes culturelles Le commerce

7. Lélevage Lévolution industrielle
8. Lexploitation du sol La fortune de Rouen

9. Les relations économiques Lalimentation de Rouen
10. La maison Les maisons de Rouen
II. Les agglomérations La ville

I12. La population La population
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