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From history to heritage: the legacy of La grande reconstruction around the Lys valley - Hugh Clout

L'ceuvre de Jean-Robert Pitte I'inscrit parmi les géographes francais
contemporains qui ont le plus fortement marqué sa discipline et
contribué au mieux a sa défense et reconnaissance, tant aupres
du grand public que des instances et organismes nationaux et
internationaux. Cet ouvrage, auquel ont collaboré ses collégues, amis,
disciples et étudiants, suit quelques-unes des pistes qui balisent un
univers de géographe depuis toujours intéresse par les permanences
et les ruptures, attentif a I'émergence de préoccupations nouvelles et
s'efforcant d'y trouver des réponses, contribuant a celle de sensibilités
scientifiques jusque-la inédites et y entrainant ses étudiants, et
attachant toujours de I'importance a la créativité et a la convivialité
au filtre rigoureux de son métier de géographe.

Si le paysage reste I'un des thémes classiques de la géographie, les
géographes I'¢tudient aujourd'hui entre permanence et rupture, a la
croisée du patrimoine au sens large et des changements climatiques.
La géographie des productions alimentaires s'inscrit aussi dans la
longue durée mais elle trouve autant sa place, souvent a partir des
combinaisons savantes €laborées par les hommes en transformant
I'espace et en l'adaptant a leurs besoins, dans les productions variées
qui donnent odeurs et saveurs a la diversité culturelle contemporaine.
Elle est ainsi partie d'une géographie sensorielle qui contribue a
définir les contours d'une collectivité ou d'un groupe humain.
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FROM HISTORY TO HERITAGE:
THE LEGACY OF LA GRANDE RECONSTRUCTION
AROUND THE LYS VALLEY

Hugh Clout

DESTRUCTION AND RECONSTRUCTION

Three decades ago the first edition of Jean-Robert Pitte’s Histoire du paysage
fran¢ais was published to critical acclaim thereby establishing its author as
a master of historical geography and landscape interpretation. Reviewers
praised his remarkable ability to use a very wide range of evidence to fashion
an appealing account that captured the attention of general readers as well as
academics and students. The appearance of successive editions of his book
bears witness to the continuing success of his path-breaking work. Inevitably
some themes were treated with brevity including /z grande reconstruction across
northern France that followed World War I to which only one sentence was
devoted: “Les destructions des villes du Nord-Est sont suivies d’une reconstruction
sans grande originalité””. When these few words were written, the restoration
during the 1920s of rural as well as urban settlements in the régions dévastées
had attracted little scholarly interest®. Since then reconstruction has received
considerable attention from specialists in architecture, history and history
of art, planning, geography, and tourism studies. The complexity of the process
of renaissance has been revealed and attention drawn to the controversies that
reigned among architects, property owners, mayors and members of municipal
councils about the correct way to proceed. All were in agreement that they
wanted settlements to be more hygienic than before, but opinions diverged on
desirable styles for individual buildings and the most appropriate morphologies

1 Jean-Robert Pitte, Histoire du paysage frangais, t. Il, Le profane, du xve siécle a nos jours,
Paris, Tallandier, 1983, p. 104.

2 Mario Bédard, Jean-Pierre Augustin et Richard Desnoilles, L’Imaginaire géographique.
Perspectives, pratiques et devenirs, Québec, Presses de l'université du Québec,
coll. « Géographie contemporaine », 2012, p. 28.
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for rebuilt localities.3 After a brief review of the volume of destruction across
northern France, the challenges of providing immediate relief to sinistrés who
had suffered loss, and the need to initiate reconstruction, the present essay will
focus on one small area of northern France and on the contribution of one
influential individual — Louis-Marie Cordonnier (1854-1940) — in shaping
its cultural landscape. Exigences of space prevent discussion of the work of
other architects who contributed to the rebuilding of devastated localities in
and around the Lys valley but were only loosely associated with Cordonnier.
By adopting such an actor-centred approach, this essay draws inspiration from
Jean-Robert Pitte’s insightful study of the life and work of another maker of the
twentieth-century French landscape: Philippe Lamour (1903-1992) and from
his fascinating account of earlier members of his own family*.

The régions dévastées extended from the Channel coast to the Swiss border
and contained much of the nation’s most productive farmland, one-third of
its manufacturing capacity, and most of its coal resources (fig. 1). During the
course of the war, 620 settlements were obliterated completely, 1330 were more
than half destroyed, and 23 50 suffered less damage3. Villages and small market
towns made up the majority of these localities, to which thousands of farmsteads
must be added, but a few larger towns were also devastated. When the armistice
was signed in November 1918, Armenti¢res, Bailleul, Lens and Liévin were
obliterated completely, and Reims and Soissons were four-fifths destroyed.
In the words of Tribondeau::

Exploded mines, shell craters, trenches, barbed wire, and concrete bunkers
transformed the land surface into a panorama never before seen by Man ...

Two words convey what the Germans left us — a lunar landscape®.

Once combat had ceased, military and civilian works set about collecting bodies
and human remains for burial at temporary cemeteries. Official surveyors
recorded differing degrees of destruction on colour-coded maps, with the
so-called “red zone” being so completely devastated that it should be taken out
of agricultural use and planted with trees. Many property owners challenged this
designation, arguing that bombs, shells, barbed wire and polluting chemicals
should be removed from the “red zone” as well as from the three zones of lesser

3 Léon Rosenthal, Villes et villages francais aprés la guerre. Aménagement, restauration,
embellissement, extension, Paris, Payot, 1918.

4 Jean-Robert Pitte, Philippe Lamour. 1903-1992. Pére de I’7aménagement du territoire
en France, Paris, Fayard, coll. « Pour une histoire du xx¢ siécle », 2002 id., Une Famille
d’Europe, une saga a travers le Vieux Continent, Paris, Fayard, 2011.

5 Hugh Clout, After the ruins. Restoring the Countryside of Northern France After the Great War,
Exeter, University of Exeter Press, 1996.

6 Joseph Désiré Marin Tribondeau, L’Agriculture du Pas-de-Calais, Arras, Malfait, 1927, p. 122.
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1. The régions dévastées of northern France

destruction. In response to such arguments, the red zone was largely reclaimed
in western parts of the régions dévastées. Quoting Tribondeau again:

The red zone is greatly diminished—soon the wooden crosses and stones in
vast cemeteries will be the only witnesses of the heroism of our soldiers and of

the allied armies’.

But, as Pierre Flatres argued, the configuration of the former red zone,
in the Nord and the Pas-de-Calais, may be identified even now through the
appearance of farmsteads, villages and towns that were rebuilt, often by foreign
workers, in the single decade of the 1920s®. By contrast, large stretches of red
zone remain in the forests around Verdun and in the military training grounds
on the plains of Champagne.

Following the Armistice, local people clamoured to return to their devastated
homes as soon as it was deemed to be safe to do so. Subsequently they lived
in ruins, cellars and makeshift shelters before wooden huts were requisitioned
from military sources or constructed anew by state-organized emergency

7 Joseph Désiré Marin Tribondeau, L’Agriculture du Pas-de-Calais [2¢ édition]. Statistique
agricole de la France, annexe a I’enquéte de 1929, Arras/Paris, L’avenir/ministére de
’Agriculture, 1937, p. 126.

8 PierreFlatrés, Atlas géographique du Nord et de la Picardie, Paris, Flammarion, 1980, p. 96.
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services®. Churches, schools, mairies and shops were all installed in baragques
and remained there for several years. Farmers began to work their land once it
had been cleared of explosives and trenches and bomb craters had been filled.
Rubble from devastated buildings was transported on trucks and by narrow-
gauge railways that had been installed by the military. Despite all this effort,
dangerous materials continue to be unearthed and in places the water table is
still polluted a century after the war began. In late September 1919, the Bishop
of Lille expressed his pride in the returning farmers and in the priests and
schoolteachers who were also among the first to go back to the ruins?.
A similar view was conveyed by Elise Guyot who investigated conditions in the
area on behalf of the Ministére des Régions Libérées, writing of the remarkable
“energy of the farming population to revive their home, restore their village and
return their land to its fertility™”. At Neuve-Chapelle, she declared : “Renewal
awakes! And rips the shroud of death that covers the land; it conceals beneath
its verdure and flowers the horror of injuries inflicted on the land : shell craters,
trenches, all the destruction of war”. In October 1914, the French state had
pledged to assist with post-war reconstruction, but legislation that indicated
how compensation might be claimed was not passed until 17 April 1919. Rich
property owners employed accountants and lawyers to deal immediately with
this challenge, but humbler people struggled on without help. A law passed
in 1920 enabled groups of sinistrés to form reconstruction cooperatives to
employ professionals for specifying damage, claiming compensation from the
state, drawing up reconstruction plans, and eventually commencing the task of
rebuilding. In addition to such general purpose associations, special cooperatives
helped to reconstruct churches, schools and town halls across whole dioceses
and départements*®. Legislation dating from 14 March 1919 specified that
reconstruction plans had to be devised and be given official approval before
permanent work might commence. Improvements to settlement morphology,
road widening, more hygienic housing, clean water supply and efficient mains

drainage were at the heart of this well-intentioned law whose bureaucratic

9 Hugh Clout, « Ruralrevival in the Pas-de-Calais », dans Jean-Robert Pitte (dir.), GEographie
historique et culturelle de I’Europe. Hommage au Professeur Xavier de Planhol, Paris, PUPS,
1995, p. 189-207; Hugh Clout, « Devastation and reconstruction in the countryside of Nord
département. 1914-1930 », dans Jean-Paul Donnay et Claire Chevigné (dir.), Recherches
de géographie humaine. Hommage au Professeur Charles Christians, Liége, Société
géographique de Liége, coll. « Bulletin de la société géographique Liége », 1996, p. 35-43.

10 André Bellessort, « Unan aprés 'armistice. Aux régions dévastées », Revue des deux mondes,
6° période, vol. 54, 1,15 novembre 1919, p. 438-457, en part. p. 451; Il, 15 décembre 1919,
p. 653-668.

11 Enquéte en Artois, Archives départementales du Pas-de-Calais, 1) 200, mai-décembre 1919.

12 Jean-Paul Blin, « Les églises de la reconstruction », dans Eric Bussiére, Patrice Marcilloux
et Denis Varaschin (dir.), La Grande Reconstruction. Reconstruire le Pas-de-Calais aprés la
Grande Guerre, Arras, Archives départementales du Pas-de-Calais, 2002, p. 323-337.



complexity slowed down permanent rebuilding. As a result, sinistrés had to
spend many years — and in cases the whole of the 1920s — in huts and other
temporary shelters. Since the planning profession had hardly come into
existence at this time, the task of drafting reconstruction plans was assumed
by officially accredited architects. Their training and subsequent experience
lay in designing individual buildings rather than planning the morphology
of villages or towns, and who had little idea about matching ambitious
ideas to the compensation budgets allocated by the state. Their proposals
for whole settlements, neighbourhoods and individual buildings were often
challenged by mayors and municipal councillors thereby retarding permanent
reconstruction even more.

LOUIS-MARIE CORDONNIER AND POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION AROUND THE LYS
VALLEY

Passengers speeding through French Flanders aboard high-speed trains
serving London, Paris or Brussels may well be unaware of the legacy of lz grande
reconstruction in shaping the landscape through which they pass. By contrast,
those who avoid the A2 Lille-Dunkerque motorway and drive along minor
roads will encounter plenty of evidence, in the form of planned settlements,
rebuilt churches, mairies, schools and private buildings, and spacious town
squares. Numerous farmhouses display the year of reconstruction in their
brickwork. All these features share the common history of being constructed
during the 1920s. Central to this area of devastation and resurrection that
extends between Lille and Béthune is the valley of the Lys that was renowned for
its rich meadows, productive agriculture and many industrial activities®3. Low-
lying areas underwent seasonal flooding and their heavy clay soils were drained
by field ridges, intricate networks of open ditches, and piped underdrains that
were installed in the nineteenth century*. These features experienced extreme
damage during World War I and required replacement during the early 1920s,
as did the area’s dispersed farms that traditionally incorporated a courtyard
and four surrounding buildings, one of which might be a baraque after
the war® (fig. 2).

13 Christophe Dieudonné, Statistique du département du Nord (an Xll), Douai, Marlier, 1804,
t. I, p. 28.

14 Raoul Blanchard, La Flandre, Paris, Armand Colin, coll. « Publications de la Société
dunkerquoise pour ’encouragement des sciences, des lettres et des arts », 1906, p. 362.

15 André Gamblin, « Le pays de Lalleu », Bulletin de la Société de Géographie de Lille, 1944-
1945, p. 36-94, en part. p 40; Félix-Paul Codaccioni, « Une reconstruction difficile », dans
Yves-Marie Hilaire (dir.), Histoire du Nord-Pas-de-Calais de 1900 d nos jours, Toulouse,
Privat, coll. « Passé/présent », 1982, p. 226-252, en part. p. 228.
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2. The Lys valley and its surroundings (Comparable information for Belgium is not available)

The Lys valley was traversed by the stabilized front line where allied and
German armies confronted each other during much of the combat. Early
in April 1918, German forces pushed westward in what came to be known
as “the Battle of the Lys”, or the “Georgette operation”*. Buildings and
drainage works were devastated and in 1919 the valley was classified as part of
the “red zone”?. Unlike land to the east, such as central Lille where bombing

16 Yves Le Maner, La Grande Guerre dans le Nord et le Pas-de-Calais. 1914-1918, Lille, La Voix
du Nord, 2014, p. 312-323.

17 Alfred Morain, La Reconstitution du Nord dévasté [Conférence au Conseil général du Nord
le 1°" septembre 1923], Lille, Martin-Maury/Croman & Roques, 1923 ; Paul Peytral,
La Reconstitution des régions libérées du Pas-de-Calais, Hénin-Liétard, Plouvier & Chartreux,
1927.



occurred in October 1914, the area lying to the north-west of the Lys housed
British army camps, training grounds and field hospitals throughout the war
and only suffered intense devastation during the German Spring offensive
of 19188, When the Armistice was signed, this transitional area of French and
Flemish speech, comprising sections of the Nord and the Pas-de-Calais, was
described by the Bishop of Lille as “a graveyard of towns and villages™*.

Late in 1918, when he had already reached the age of sixty-four, architect
Louis-Marie Cordonnier accepted the triple challenge of preparing master plans
for rebuilding whole settlements in and around the Lys valley, of designing
individual churches and civic and commercial buildings, and of advising on
specific projects. These inter-linked processes were far from straightforward
since proposals to modify settlement morphology had to gain approval from
municipal councils, be appropriately scaled to match compensation funding,
and be acceptable to département authorities. Cordonnier’s father, Jean-
Baptiste (1820-1902) had been a renowned architect responsible for building
apartments and a hospital in Lille as well as weekend retreats along the coast.
He also founded the regional society of architects in northern France. Louis-
Marie was born at Habourdin (south-west of Lille) on 7 July 1854, and
between 1875 and 1881 studied at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris where
he was greatly influenced by the work of Eugene Viollet-le-Duc (1814-79)
and of Charles Garnier (1825-98). Having cut short his studies, Louis-
Marie returned to Lille to assist his father whose professional services were in
great demand. In 1884, he set up his own architectural practice. Profoundly
Catholic in religious conviction and conservative by political persuasion,
he drew inspiration from buildings of medieval times and the golden age of
the Renaissance, especially in Belgian Flanders, thereby echoing the cultural
objectives of the Comité flamand de France and creating a mythical image of the
Flemish past®. In 1884, he produced a prize-winning “Flemish Renaissance”
design for the mairie at Loos, making abundant use of brick and stone, and
incorporating an impressive belfry. Two years later he submitted a successful
project for the hétel de ville at La Madeleine. In 1887, he became a corresponding
member of the Société darchitectes de Belgique and six years later a member

18 Pierre Flatrés, « Les structures agraires du Nord de la France », dans Mélanges de géographie
physique, humaine, économique, appliquée offerts a M. Omer Tulippe, Gembloux, Duculot,
1967,t. I, p. 309-321.

19 André Bellessort, « Un an aprés I'armistice. Aux régions dévastées », art. cit., p. 451.

20 Benoit Mihail, « Les ambiguités du régionalisme architectural aprés la Grande Guerre.
L’exemple de la Flandre frangaise », dans Nicholas Bullock et Luc Verpoest (dir.), Living
with History. Rebuilding Europe after the First and Second World Wars and the role of heritage
preservation. 1914-1964, Leuven, Leuven University Press, coll. « KADOC-Artes », 2011,
p. 104-125; Solange de Coussemaker-Van Robals, « Le comité flamand de France. 1853-
1940 », Histoire, Economie et Société, n° 31, 2012, p. 59-73.
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of the Société des sciences, de l'agriculture et des arts de Lille. Subsequently, he
designed other major buildings, including the town hall at Dunkerque (1901),
the massive Peace Palace in The Hague (1905), the chamber of commerce and
opera house in Lille, and various edifices for the Société des Mines de Lens, which
was the largest coal-mining company in France at that time. Cordonnier enjoyed
close relations with several members of its board of management for whom he
designed a head office in Lille, and with the directors of major textile firms.
His work earned him a number of gold medals, and in 1911 he was elected a
member of the Institut in the architecture section of the Académie des Beaux-
Arts. At this time he was also made a Chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur for his
services to architecture.

By the outbreak of World War I, Cordonnier’s architectural practice was the
most successful in northern France and it was not surprising that in 1917 he
was chosen to be rapporteur général for the jury assembled by the Société des
architectes diplomés par le gouvernement to examine designs that might serve as
models for reconstructing rural dwellings in the régions dévastées®. He held the
firm belief that choosing the correct architecture could help to integrate the
devastated regions of northern France back into the body of the nation after
years of German occupation and widespread destruction®?. Hence his ‘Flemish
Renaissance’ designs played down “Spanish” features that might be associated
with an earlier foreign occupation of Flanders. Having been elected president
of the Société centrale des architectes, he defended his “regionalist” theories in the
pages of its bulletin, LArchitecture®. In this capacity he played a pivotal role in
the reconstruction of settlements in and around the Lys valley, taking on some
work himself but allocating other commissions to colleagues-.

Perhaps the most impressive cluster of reconstruction work by Cordonnier
and his associates is found at Armentiéres (population 28 600 in 1911) that was
famed for its linen making and brewing. The town had been a British base and
billet for thousands of soldiers for most of the war and was evacuated just before
the German advance of April 1918, when the town was completely destroyed.
The ruins of the town hall were dynamited when the Germans retreated
later that year. In the words of one visitor: “Its streets were like death’s heads

21 Jean-Claude Vigato, L’architecture régionaliste. France 1890-1950, Paris, Norma,
coll. « Essais », 1994, p. 107.

22 Bénédicte Grailles, « La reconstruction des villes du Nord », dans Philippe Chassaigne
et Jean-Marc Largeaud (dir.), Villes en Guerre. 1914-1945, Paris, Armand Colin, 2004, p. 259-
271.

23 Odile Lesaffre, « Louis-Marie Cordonnier et I'architecture du Nord de la France », De Franse
Nederlanden/Les Pays-Bas Frangais, n° 23,1998, p. 45-61, en part. p. 59.

24 Yves Le Maner, La Grande Guerre dans le Nord et le Pas-de-Calais, op. cit., p. 395.



3. The reconstructed town hall of Armentiéres

[with] brick skeletons staring at you through black and empty eye sockets?”.
In addition to drawing up a master plan for rebuilding the town, which involved
the controversial remodelling of the town square and surrounding streets,
Cordonnier designed an impressive town hall in “Flemish Renaissance” style,
with a 67-metre belfry (fig. 3). He was responsible for reconstructing the church
of Saint-Vaast (evangelist of Flanders) and its 81-metre bell tower, together
with the market hall on the main square. He also designed the monument
aux morts that was sculpted by Edgar Boutry (1857-1938), and dedicated
to the 1085 citizens of Armenti¢res who were killed during the hostilities.
In September 1921, a revised version of Cordonnier’s master plan was accepted
and a team of architects working with him drafted designs for replacing ruined
shops, schools, factories and private houses across the town. All worked together
“to make the town more attractive than before”, with Mayor Charles Conem
(1861-1950) having insisted in 1919, that “in five years it will start to take
shape, and in ten years it will be finished®¢”. His prediction of the time needed

25 André Bellessort, « Un an aprés 'armistice. Aux régions dévastées », art. cit., p. 655.
26 Ibid.,p. 657.
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to rebuild was roughly correct, not only for Armentieres but for the whole of
the Lys valley and its surroundings.

Immediate post-war conditions were even worse at Bailleul, “a charming
industrial and agricultural town [that] is now complete death, unspeakable
death, with only heaps of ruins”?. Located 10 km west of Armentiéres, this
market town and lace-making centre with a population of 13250 in 1911 was
occupied for a week by the Germans in October 1914 before being liberated by
the British. It served as a British supply base and hospital centre throughout the
war, with all public and commercial buildings being requisitioned for military
purposes?®. Training troops on surrounding farmland provoked protest from
local landowners. Early in 1918, German shelling partially destroyed the
church (hallekerque) of Saint-Vaast and the belfry of the town hall. Enemy
troops entered Bailleul in April and were not dislodged until 31 August, when
98 per cent of its buildings were in ruins. Artist and engraver Julien Deturck
(1862-1941), who was trained at the Ecoles des Beaux Arts in Lille and Paris,
proposed remodelling the town and incorporating wide avenues, however his
expensive project was rejected by the municipal council®. Its members accepted
an alternative plan drafted by Cordonnier that received official approval
in May 1920, but it soon became clear that compensation would be insufficient
and a further simplified version was prepared. Mayor Natalis Dumez (1890-
1976), who headed the town’s reconstruction cooperative and was active in the
ecclesiastical cooperative for Lille diocese, was alarmed by delays in the payment
of state funds and advocated that only minor changes should be made to the
town’s pre-war morphology. Working within this framework and adopting his
favoured “Flemish Renaissance” style, Cordonnier and his associates designed a
replacement town hall, whose elegant belfry rose 62 m above the market square.
Jacques Barbotin (1886-1935), author of Lhabitation flamande, was especially
influential in this reconstruction project that was completed in 1932 despite
financial problems in the mid-1920s3. In addition, he designed the “winged
victory” war memorial on the site of the former church of Saint-Amand. Schools
and other civic buildings, as well as new brick-built workers’ cottages replaced
the mundane structures that characterized parts of Bailleul before 1918.
Cordonnier also prepared an elaborate project for rebuilding the church of

27 Ibid., p. 658.

28 Yves Le Maner, La Grande Guerre dans le Nord et le Pas-de-Calais, op. cit., p. 287.

29 Laurent Guillaut, Richard Klein, Héléne Mamou-Guillaut et Anita Oger-Leurent, Bailleul. Ville
reconstruite. 1919-1934, Lille, Inventaire général des monuments et des richesses artistiques
de la France/Commission régionale Nord-Pas-de-Calais/Association Christophe Dieudonné,
coll. «Itinéraires du patrimoine », 1999.

30 Jacques Barbotin, L’Habitation flamande, Paris, Massin, coll. « De l’art régional en France »,
1927.



Saint-Vaast but lack of funds in the diocesan cooperative required work to be
suspended for four years, with the project being simplified following a request
by Mayor Jean Hié. Despite many complications, the church was rebuilt with
sumptuous internal decoration. Undoubtedly, the rebuilt town of Bailleul was
more “Flemish” in appearance by the early 1930s than before 19183

On 6 May 1919, the municipal council of Méteren, located 3 km west
of Bailleul, decided to set up a reconstruction cooperative and chose architect
Albert Rouzé to draw up a master plan. In December 1919, this was rejected as
too ambitious and Cordonnier was invited to draw up aless costly alternative that
was duly approved in July 1920. This project involved relocating the cemetery
to the edge of the settlement and enlarging the central square. Working with
the diocesan cooperative, it was decided to replace the ruined hallekergue with
a new church. This was designed by Louis Quételart (1888-1950), a local self-
taught architect who built villas along the coast, and André Pavlovsky (1891-
1961) who had official accreditation, “diplémé par le gouvernement” (DPLG).
Born in Paris of Russian parents, Pavlovsky spent holidays on the Basque
coast, travelled to Russia and studied at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris,
where he completed his architectural training in 1920, after four years of war
service. The two men designed a vast brick church with features evocative of
both Russian and Basque architecture, and a 51-metre bell tower that soared
above the plain of Flanders. By the summer of 1925, the communal buildings
of Méteren were rebuilt and two years later the new church was inaugurated.
Working again under supervision from Cordonnier and influenced by Father
Paul Pellot (1876-1944) who was a trained architect, Quételart and Pavlovsky
also designed a replacement church at Vieille-Chapelle, half way between the
river Lys and the town of Béthune32. This building incorporated rather similar
exotic features in its brickwork and reinforced concrete to those at Méteren but
was smaller than that masterpiece.

Cordonnier and his team were also responsible for the reconstruction plan
of Merville on the banks of the Lys but their initial ambitious scheme also had to
be simplified because of spiralling costs and opposition from the town council
to the idea of rebuilding the church of Saint-Pierre on the site of the ruined town
hall33. In fact, the architect had been responsible for the plans of an earlier church
at Merville replacing one that burned down in 1881. After much negotiation

31 Richard Klein, « Régionalismes et reconstruction », dans Eric Bussiére, Patrice Marcilloux
et Denis Varaschin (dir.), La Grande Reconstruction. Reconstruire le Pas-de-Calais aprés la
Grande Guerre, op. cit., p. 311-322.

32 JulienRobiquet et Michel Rossi, Reconstruire les églises. Un art qui revisite le passé, Roubaix,
Au Paravent, 2013.

33 Hervé Deremetz, Merville pendant ’entre-deux-guerres, Hazebrouck, Presse Flamande,
2005, p. 267.
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and delay, the “Labor” reconstruction cooperative assembled two hundred
members and provided the town with a new mairie with a belfry that was
set in a spacious square surrounded by houses with “Flemish” gables. Streets
were widened, and piped water and sewerage systems were installed. Several
new communal buildings received financial assistance from an American
benefactor. Louis-Marie Cordonnier designed a large seminary and a massive
church of “Byzantine” design, whose rich interior decoration was also his
work34. During the 1990s, the church underwent substantial renovation work
to counter the impact of damp and general degradation. At Comines, further
north in the Lys valley, Cordonnier designed a new town hall and a 58-metre bell
tower in “Flemish Renaissance” style, but the “neo-Byzantine” church of Saint-
Chrysole that replaced the war-torn hallekerque was the work of Maurice Storez
and Father Bellot, who combined brick with reinforced concrete in the main
structure of the new building and made abundant use of decorative mosaics on
its polygonal shaped dome and in its interior. Its §1-metre belfry stands apart
from the church and occupies the site of the town’s former bell tower. Arguably
it was the most original reconstructed church in Lille diocese, but it weathered
badly and is currently undergoing very thorough restoration work.

On the northern edge of the Pas-de-Calais coalfield, the town of Béthune
(with 15000 inhabitants in 1911) was shelled in October 1914 by German
forces that halted 8 km away on high ground that allowed them a commanding
view of the plain of the Lys3. Like surrounding settlements, the town was an
important supply base for British forces but suffered enemy attack throughout
the war. Early in April 1918, the German offensive on the Lys broke through
the section of front line occupied by Portuguese soldiers but British troops
blocked further advance. Bombardment continued and by November one-
third of Béthune was destroyed, with 9o per cent of the Grand-Place and
its immediate surroundings in ruins. A master plan, drawn up by architect
Maurice Mulard, received the approval of the town council. Nine architects,
including Louis Marie Cordonnier, his son Louis Stanislas (1884-1960) and
Jacques Alleman (1882-1945), were appointed to design individual buildings
around the Grand-Place that were coordinated through a special aesthetic
committee chaired by the elder Cordonnier. Contributing architects were
instructed to adopt a “regionalist” design but one that was not explicitly
“Flemish Renaissance” since Béthune was not in the traditional area of Flemish

34 André Calmein, Eglise Saint-Pierre, Merville (Nord). Histoire et symbolique, Hazebrouck,
Office de Tourisme de la Vallée de la Lys, 2012.

35 Marie George, Catherine Guillot, Pierre-Louis Laget et Isabelle Westeel, Béthune-Bruay.
Régionalisme et art déco, Lille/Lyon, Direction des affaires culturelles/Lieux dits éd.,
coll. « Parcours du patrimoine », 1999.



speech. Jacques Alleman, who was born in Bordeaux and then trained at the Ecole
des Beaux Arts in Paris and practised in Lille, was given overall responsibility
for the appearance of the Grand-Place but other architects designed individual
buildings to fit in the exceptionally narrow building plots that surrounded it.
The task of reconstructing the town hall was allocated to Cordonnier who
envisaged building it around the ruins of the medieval belfry that eventually
would be restored by local architect Paul Degez. This proposal was rejected by
the town council and the Commission des monuments historiques3¢. To resolve
the problematic issue of the town hall a competition was launched in 1926
with the encouragement of Mayor Alexandre (1857-1937). Eleven designs were
submitted but, curiously, the winner did not receive the commission, which
was given to Alleman who devised an ambitious new design to rebuild the
town hall on its old site. The reconstructed Grand-Place was appreciated as
a kind of theatrical set by many citizens, but was rejected by others who felt
that it exemplified “architecture conceived in a nightmare37”. A final challenge
involved replacing the devastated sixteenth-century church of Saint-Vaast
whose destiny was decided in 1921, when Mayor Jules Senlis agreed to join
the diocesan cooperative on condition that Cordonnier be appointed chief
architect for that edifice. His initial proposals for a building shaped like a Latin
cross with interior décor inspired by Romano-Byzantine influences were on a
grand scale and exceeded the dimensions of the old church. Even his revised
scheme produced a building of cathedral-like proportions whose reconstruction
costs exceeded the compensation funds available.

Some 15 km to the south-east of Béthune, the mining town of Lens (population
31800 in 1911) suffered complete destruction3®. Early in 1919, mine director
Ernest Cuvelette (1869-1936) declared: “No stones are left standing in the
town. On the western and northern sides it looks like a desolate chalky desert,
to which the population is forbidden access?*”. The mining company alone
suffered the loss of 8 oo dwellings“®. The task of producing the master plan
for Lens was given to Maurice Mulard who worked with the energetic socialist
Mayor Emile Basly (1854-1928), but the talents of Cordonnier and his associates

36 Dominique Mons, « De I’art urbain a 'urbanisme: les reconstructions urbaines aprés la
grande guerre », dans Eric Bussiére, Patrice Marcilloux et Denis Varaschin (dir.), La Grande
Reconstruction. Reconstruire le Pas-de-Calais aprés la Grande Guerre, op. cit., p. 283-290,
p. 288.

37 Bénédicte Grailles, « La reconstruction des villes du Nord », art. cit., p. 269.

38 Dominique Gallez, « Lens cité martyre 1914-1918 », Revue du Nord, n° 65, 1983, p. 691-
696 ; Ginette Hay, La Renaissance de Lens. Chronique d’une résurrection. 1918-1932, Lens,
Gaubheria, coll. « Les dossiers du Gauheria », 2007.

39 Yves Le Maner, La Grande Guerre dans le Nord et le Pas-de-Calais, op. cit., p. 335.

40 Ernest Cuvelette, La Destruction et la reconstitution des mines de Lens, Paris, Conservatoire
national des Arts et Métiers, 1922, p. 84.
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were employed for designing specific buildings for the Société des Mines de Lens.
These included churches dedicated to Saint-Edouard, Saint-Théodore and
Saint-Pierre, together with associated community buildings, that had been built
ca. 1900 to serve three cités (estates) of miners” housing. Each of these churches
was destroyed in the war and was rebuilt in the 1920s following the earlier
designs. Thus, the church of Saint-Théodore, which had been designed by Jean-
Baptiste Cordonnier, was reconstructed in its distinctive “Scandinavian” style,
and the rebuilt church of Saint-Pierre was adorned with two spires very similar
to those of its predecessor’. Unfortunately, this large structure fell into disrepair
and, having become unsafe, had to be demolished. By far the greatest legacy
of Louis Marie Cordonnier to Lens came in the form of the Grands Bureaux
of the Société des Mines that was constructed of red brick covering a concrete
frame between 1928 and 1930 to replace the former headquarters destroyed
in the war#?. The interior was designed in art-deco style. Fronted by formal
gardens designed by Achille Duchéne (1866-1947), this chiteau de lindustrie
proclaimed the re-found strength of the Société des Mines following the disasters
inflicted in World War I. Since 1992, the Grands Bureaux have housed the
Faculté des Sciences Jean Perrin of the Université d’Artois. A further architectural
commitment to the miners of northern France came in the form of the Church
of Notre-Dame des Mineurs that Louis Marie and Louis Stanislas Cordonnier
designed for a site at Waziers to the east of Douai. Opened in 1930, it continues
to provide a focus for the local Polish community.

Without doubt, the present landscape of the Lys valley and its surroundings
owes much to the creative genius of Louis Marie Cordonnier and his son.
Indeed, the two architects are depicted holding architectural plans and models
on stained glass windows in churches at Bailleul, Laventie and Merville. Their
preference for “Flemish Renaissance” designs was criticised by some as being
excessively conservative and backward looking, however some of their churches
were “Romano-Byzantine” in appearance and art-déco figured in the interior
of some of their buildings*3. Their widespread use of bricks and stone received
some negative comment, but they were not averse to incorporating reinforced
concrete and steel in the framework of their major buildings. After devoting

41 Odile Canneva-Tétu, Bernard Ghienne & Anne Lefébvre, Le Bassin minier, t. |ll, De Lens
a Auchel, Lille, Inventaire général des monuments et des richesses artistiques de la France/
Commission régionale Nord-Pas-de-Calais, coll. « Itinéraires du patrimoine », 1995. The
church of Saint-Théodore is very close to the Louvre-Lens museum that was opened in
December 2012.

42 LaurentlLamacz & Arnaud Debéve, L’Art-Déco a Lens et a I’entour. Regards sur un patrimoine
a révéler, Lens, Gauheria, coll. « Les dossiers de Gauheria », 2012, p. 66-91.

43 Odile Lesaffre, « Louis-Marie Cordonnier et ’architecture du Nord de la France », art. cit.,

p. 59.



his sixties to post-war reconstruction, Louis Marie Cordonnier spent the
rest of his professional life working with his son on the Romano-Byzantine
basilica of Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, equipping it with a lanterne aux morts
that rises 52 metres above the plateau on which it stands, and designing the
great military cemetery at Ablain-Saint-Nazaire that surrounds it. The two
architects then worked on the massive basilica dedicated to Sainte-Thérése at
Lisieux in Normandy, whose sanctuary would be inaugurated in 1937. Eight
years earlier, Louis Marie Cordonnier was promoted to the grade of Officier of
the Légion d’Honneur, and for his sustained commitment to creating religious
architecture he was made a Commander of the Order of Saint-Gregory the
Great and of the Order of Christ of Portugal. Having quit northern France
following the German invasion, he died at Peyrillac in the Dordogne on
20 November 1940.

FROM HISTORY TO HERITAGE

Soon after the Armistice was signed, the ruined settlements of northern France
started to attract day visitors brought by railway companies and automobile
firm that arranged “pilgrimages”. During the 1920s, the towns and villages
of the Lys valley and its surroundings were rebuilt using bricks from local
brickworks#4. The red tiles of new roofs were striking features where there had
been “ruins and desolation across areas of carnage”*. But some dwellings were
not rebuilt and despite the population of larger settlements regaining pre-war
levels by 1931, many smaller localities across the former “red zone” failed to
do so0%. As the years passed, interest in la grande reconstruction waned ; new
challenges were posed by the devastation of World War II and the desperate
need to rebuild. During the 1980s, my initial investigations into reconstruction
following 1918 were greeted with polite disbelief from archivists and librarians
who could not accept that I might be interested in anything other military
history or the creation of war cemeteries. They claimed that no documentation
on reconstruction existed or that what they held in their repositories was not
catalogued and therefore could not be consulted. In the years since I started
that research, and Jean-Robert Pitte wrote his Histoire du paysage fran¢ais, the
legacy of la grande reconstruction has experienced profound reappraisal and is
now recognized as a significant element in the cultural heritage of northern
France. In November 1988, a four-day conference at Reims explored not only

44 Paul Peytral, La Reconstitution des régions libérées du Pas-de-Calais, op. cit., p. 573.

45 Jean-Serge Debus, La Grande Legon. La rénovation du Nord de la France, Lille, Mercure de
Flandre, 1928, p. 33.

46 Enquéte sur ’habitat rural, Archives départementales du Nord, M 631(7), 1936-1937.
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the processes involved in reconstructing the city but also the legacy of edifices
installed in the interwar years to its built environment#. In 1991, an exhibition
at the Archives Nationales in Paris was devoted to reconstruction in France
after both world wars#®. Three years later, a small display on the rebuilding
of Bailleul between 1919 and 1934 raised awareness of the reinvention of
the town. During the 1990s, historians at the université d’Artois realized the
potential of the un-catalogued and largely unused wealth of documentation
in the archives départementales and marshalled groups of graduate students to
research numerous aspects of the renaissance of the Pas-de-Calais. A conference
devoted to the “Grande Reconstruction” was held at Arras in November 2000,
from which several impressive volumes were published®. Further south,
a consortium of museums and archives in Picardy mounted exhibitions
in late 2000, and the université Jules Verne in Amiens organized two study days
in 2000 and 2001 devoted to reconstruction®®. In September 2010, a number
of Cordonnier’s buildings at Bailleul were opened to the public, and at the end
of that year the town of Armentiéres arranged an exhibition devoted to his
work. Already his reconstructed belfries in those two towns figured among fifty
examples in northern France and Belgium that have been given World Heritage
status by UNESCO, and in 2012 his architectural legacy at Lens was included
in the World Heritage Site that was recognized on the northern coalfield".

In 2014, the year of many commemorations in France, numerous websites,
attractive brochures and roadside panels appeared in the northern départements
inviting visitors to explore the built environment of post-war reconstruction
along the Western Front as well as seeking out military museums and war
cemeteries, including the new international memorial at Notre-Dame-de-

47 Hugh Clout, « The great reconstruction of towns and cities in France. 1918-1935 », Planning
Perspectives, n° 20, 2005, p. 1-33; Hugh Clout, « The reconstruction of Reims, 1919-1930 »,
Planning Outlook, n° 32,1989, p. 23-34.

48 Jean Favier (dir.), Reconstructions et Modernisation. La France aprés les ruines. 1918, 1945,
Paris, Archives Nationales, 1991.

49 Eric Bussiére, Patrice Marcilloux et Denis Varaschin (dir.), La Grande Reconstruction.
Reconstruire le Pas-de-Calais apres la Grande Guerre, op. cit., 2002 ; Patrice Marcilloux
(dir.), La Grande Reconstruction. Reconstruire le Pas-de-Calais aprés la Grande Guerre, Arras,
Archives départementales du Pas-de-Calais, 2000, cat. exp. : Arras, Archives départementales
du Pas-de-Calais, 9 novembre 2000 — 24 février 2001.

50 Frédérique Pilleboue (dir.), Reconstructions en Picardie aprés 1918, Paris/Blérancourt,
Rmn/Amis du musée de Blérancourt, 2000, cat. exp.: Blérancourt/Laon/Noyon/Soissons/
Albert, musée national de la Coopération franco-américaine de Blérancourt / archives
départementales de 'Aisne/musées de Noyon / musée de Soissons / Office culturel Albert,
16 septembre 2000 — 15 janvier 2001; Carmen Popescu, Architecture de la reconstruction
dans I’Est de la Somme, Amiens, Inventaire général des monuments et des richesses
artistiques de la France/Région de Picardie, coll. «Itinéraires du patrimoine », 2006;
Anne Duménil et Philippe Nivet (dir.), Les Reconstructions en Picardie, Amiens, Encrage,
coll. « Hier », 2003.

51 Anonyme, L’Atlas de la France et des Frangais, Paris, Le Monde éditions, 2014, p. 78-79.



Lorette that presents the names of 600000 war dead in alphabetical order
rather than by nationality. Following the initiative of the “Chemins de
mémoire, 14-18” project in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais region, a handsome map
has been produced that is devoted to the “Grande Guerre, 1914-1918”, with
an explanatory text in English, German and French?2. In addition to showing
battle fronts, military cemeteries and memorials, it indicates a dozen “chemins
de mémoire [pour] la rencontre d’un patrimoine riche et méconnu”. One of these
is devoted to the reconstruction of devastated areas and presented an itinerary
through the Lys valley. The new international centre for the Great War, was
opened at Souchez (Pas-de-Calais) on 9 May 2015, and draws attention to
the massive challenge of reconstruction as well as to the events of combat53.
Collectively, these initiatives demonstrate that the churches, town halls, schools,
factories and private dwellings rebuilt in the 1920s are now being reappraised,
re-invented and invested with new meanings as heritage features, rather than
simply being taken for granted as mundane elements in the landscape. Given
this recognition, they are starting to attract visitors and thereby provide one
strand in the survival strategies devised for small towns, villages and coalfield
settlements in this area where many elements of the traditional local economy
have been lost. Only time will tell just how effective they may prove to be.
The summer of 2014 also marked the transition of Jean-Robert Pitte to the
status of professor emeritus at the université Paris-Sorbonne. I join with all the
contributors to this volume in wishing him a long, contented and productive
“retirement” that will allow him time to continue his interpretation of cultural
landscapes, his appreciation of gastronomic variations, and his appraisal of the

role of the senses in the practice of geography.

52 Institut National de 'Information Géographique et Forestiére, Grande Guerre, 1914-1918,
Paris, IGN, 2013, en ligne, disponible a I’adresse : www.cheminsdememoire-nordpasdecalais.
fr/, consulté le 3 avril 2017.

53 Yves Le Maner, La Grande Guerre dans le Nord et le Pas-de-Calais, op. cit.
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