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“What Is an Archive?”

in the History of Modern France

Many, even great minds, remain unfamiliar with the meaning
of “archives.” — Alphonse Huillard Breholles,

“Les Archives de 'Empire”

FOUNDED, LIKE THE MODERN FRENCH NATION, in 1789, the Archives
nationales has stood at the center of debates over the proper relationship
between state and society throughout French history. The revolutionary
act of creating a national archive posed the question “What is an archive?”
at the very founding of the new nation. The Archives outlived its Revolu-
tionary architects and remained to testify to the fraught history of the
French nation-state. Throughout its own history, the Archives has been
the subject of intense debate, inside and outside its walls, over the mean-
ing, function, and contours of this institution. Who should have access to
the evidence of the state? Was the Archives nationales the proper location
of historical information? What, indeed, was the meaning of the ar-
chives” in modern France?

The meaning and the history of the Archives nationales have most often-
been subsumed under the sign of historical practice. The nineteenth cen-
tury has been called the “century of history” for archival collections in
general, and the Archives nationales in particular, characterized by efforts
of historians to press its holdings and of archivists to classify documents
and to publish inventories.! This history dovetails with the history of
the historical profession in France and beyond, with its increasingly self-
conscious and self-confident practitioners fanning out over the globe in
search of official documents, eager to reveal the objective history of the
nation-state.? And indeed, it was under the tutelage of the Second Em-




160 Jennifer S. Milligan

pire (1850—70) that the National Archives (then called the Archives of the
Bmpire) worked to publicize its historical riches and create comfortable
working conditions for scholars. While the archivist Alphonse Huillard-
Breholles could lament in 1863 that the meaning of “archives” remained
obscured to many, today the “archive” stands as a metaphor for all things
historical, thanks in no small part to the work in this period to fix the
meaning of the institution in the Archives nationales.

However, while its contents were indeed pressed into the service of
scientific history, the Archives nationales of post-Revolutionary France
was not merely a documentary treasure trove for historians seeking to tell
the story of the vicissitudes of politics and the glory of the French past. To
be sure, the Archives nationales is a central institution for the production
of histories of France, but it is above all an institution with a history of
institutionalization: a history that is deeply implicated in the politics of the
nation-state as well as the production of scholarship and the promotion of
national memory and identity. To untangle this complicated archive story,
this essay will look at the way that the question “What is an archive?” was
posed at two key moments in the Archives” history: its founding in the
Revolution and its reorganization under Napoleon III's Second Empire.
While these moments could be considered “foundational” (the Revolution
founded the modern Archives, and the Second Bmpire geared the institu-
tion toward historical research), they also suggest that such foundational
narratives obscure central tensions at the heart of the Archives.

What emerges in this investigation is that the question of the Archives
nationales became a question of control over the memory of the state’s
exercise of power over citizens; and of who had the power to mobilize or
intervene in this memory to shape the body politic, to make as well as to
write history. Thus arguments over the Archives” function, identity, or

content would be as much about the shape of the French polity as about
the nature of historical truth. Indeed, rather than accepting the idea that
the Archives nationales (or any archive, as we see especially in the essays
by Peter Fritzsche and John Randolph that follow) is first and foremost a
collection of historical documents, this essay argues for the importance of
history in understanding the complexes of ideas, practices, material, and
power that make this collection and its communication to a variously
defined “public” possible. The history of the French National Archives is
an “archive story” of its own, one that forces us to consider the relation-
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ship between the history of the Archives, and the claims of historians,
citizens, and the state on history in the Archives,

The Archives dites nationales

Before 1789, just as there were no citizens and no modern nation-state,
neither was there an institution akin to a national archives of France.
When the National Assembly moved to create its own archives on July 29,
178¢ (within two weeks of the storming of the Bastille), official archival
depositories were numerous and dispersed. The king had his trésor des
chartes (the treasury of charters, a collection that contained treaties and
other documents dating back to Dagobert and Charlemagne); each parish
and monastery had its own charterhouse, with records of land holdings
and registers; the courts held the records of their proceedings.’ The As-
sembly’s archives were at first closer to these Old Regime institutions,
designed to hold the constitution and all acts emanating from the new
Revolutionary government. The first (at least nominally) national archives
came a year later, when the Assembly’s archives became the National
Archives (September 9, 1790) and were declared to be “the depository of all
acts that establish the constitution of the kingdom, the rights of its public,
its laws.” The National Archives would contain the constitution of the
nation, the rights enjoyed by its citizens, the laws that emanated from and
formed the state. The Archives, in other words, expressed the relationship
between the people and government that founded the new French nation,

Regulating access emerged alongside the regulation of content as a
modern archival issue. The Archives gained their modern legal and physi-
cal foundations under the Convention, with the law of 7 messidor year II
(June 25, 1794). This law broke with the tradition of the Old Regime in two
significant ways—in terms of centralization (vs. dispersion to repositories
around the country) and of public access (vs. Old Regime secrecy). Article
1 declared the Archives nationales to be “the central depository for the
entire Republic.”” Legally, it prescribed the centralization of all papers
from the former establishments of the Old Regime (such as the abolished
institutions and the Church) and all documents pertaining to confiscated
property and the personal papers of émigrés and former heads of state,
thus also providing the Archives with its physical content and a link to the
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past and extending the claims to the “national.”® It also made the right of
access to these documents a right of all citizens: article 37 allowed that “all
citizens can ask, in all depositories, at the dates and times fixed, communi-
cation of the pieces contained therein,” without cost and provided that
they remain on the premises, Although its prescribed techniques and the
extent of its application would be debated throughout the Archives’ his-
tory, the right of access was not officially rewritten until 1979.7

The law of 7 messidor seemed to legislate and institutionalize the separa-
tion of the “historical” from the “national” Archives. The Archives na-
tionales were to contain the Constitution and acts of the new order based
on the natural law of the Rights of Man; the National Library (Biblio-
théque nationale) would be the seat of art, history, and the sciences, offer-
ing tools for the instruction of the citizen. Citizens would thus have access
to the workings of politics through the documents contained in the Ar-
chives and access to “history” and its acceptable fruits in the Library.
A triage committee was convened to continue the work of classifying
and conserving (and when necessary destroying) documents and sending
them to their proper institution.® This law could be read quite differ-
ently, however, for the meaning of “history” was itself subject to his-
torical change, and the Archives held the evidence of a new nation that
would have a history all its own. This history resided in archival records of
the nation’s birth, in papers charting the fits and starts of its early years,
and in documents establishing a firm legal foundation for its growth. The
law of 7 messidor thus stood as the knot that tied nation and state to its
new, ever-emerging history—a history that evolved with the workings of
government.

Standing at the gates of the Archives was the national archivist who
managed this crucial institution. At its inception, the position of archivist
was that of a government functionary, elected by the National Assembly
and responsible for following its directives and answering its requests for
documents. The nation’s first archivist, Armand-Gaston Camus, was a
well-known lawyer and spokesman for the legal profession (his Letters on
the Lawyer’s Profession, which appeared in 1772, remained a classic on the
law well into the nineteenth century). He performed a variety of duties
for his employers—both government and citizens. Camus’s most impor-
tant functions included the conservation and communication of essential
documents to citizens and officials alike, but also the sorting and classifica-

tion of the Archives described as dépouillement, which meant variously to
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inspect, to cast off, or to divest.® The ambiguity of this term and the results
ofits application would be debated throughout the history of the Archives,
for it involved selecting what belonged in the Archives and determining
how that content would be categorized.

With the shape of the nation-state and that of the Archives so intimately
linked, it is not surprising that changes of regime would mean changes in
the Archives. While the law of 7 messidor continued to govern the Archives,
each new government attempted to make its mark on the institution, A
most ambitious post-Revolutionary archival vision belonged, not surpris-
ingly, to Napoleon.' With the help of Pierre-Claude-Frangois Daunou,
another lawyer and former representative appointed to replace Camus at
his death in 1804, Napoleon theorized an Imperial Archives that would
centralize evidence of the Empire and its memory, spread across time and
space. In this way Napoleon’s archive was very much a continuation of his
Revolutionary predecessors’ depository. Concerned with property titles as
well as history, Napoleon ordered the capture of archives as well as lands
on his foreign campaigns. Equally obsessed with constructing a govern-
ment at home and a lasting legacy, Napoleon kept scrupulous notes, all to
be held in the Archives (though kept in a separate office, away from the
gaze of his ministers or the public).

Despite Napoleon’s forays into archival policy, Daunou, who served
until 1840, managed to continue the work started by Camus by focusing
his efforts on the classification of those documents that made up the
national documentary patrimony. He divided the archives into five sec-
tions—property and topography, judicial, administrative, legislative, and
historical monuments, each with an alphabetic and numeric code. This
move institutionalized the presence of the raw materials of “history” in
the Archives: the monuments comprised mostly the trésor des chartes and
treated them as “monuments” because of their antiquity and anachro-
nism. This is not to say the Archives drew much in the way of interest from
historians—from 1804 to 1816, there were only seven reported requests
from scholars."

This poor showing on the part of historians is not necessarily evidence
that the institution was empty of “historical” information, materials, or
interest. The boundary between the scholarly and the legal or administra-
tive was hardly fixed in this period. Under the Bourbons and the July
Monarchy Frangois Guizot and Jules Michelet both found work in the
administration of the Archives as well as in research in its contents. Miche-
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let was appointed head of the Historical Section from 1830 to 1852; Guizot
enjoyed significant power over the institution as the Minister of Pub-
lic Instruction until 1848. For them, history and politics were intimately
linked. While in the Old Regime royal historiographers, who were most
often jurists or functionaries, had consulted documents and written histo-
ries in the service of the king, historians such as Michelet, Guizot, and
Thierry (themselves functionaries or trained lawyers) were inspired by
and participated in politics as citizens, They regarded politics as insepa-
rable from the law, history, and future of the French nation. The issues
addressed by these historians and the methods employed to address them
were shared by the science of jurisprudence. The Archives embodied these
shared interests in this period, paving the way for scientific history.'* Ca-
mus and Daunou, both venerated as lawyers as well as for their active roles
in politics, thus fit perfectly into the Archives’ directorship.

It would be up to the next generation of directors to translate this
interest in archival materials into changes in the institution. Increased
interest from legal and historical study manifested itself in a public reading
room, installed in 1847 by Daunou’s successor, Jean-Antoine Letronne. A
respected antiquarian and historian of art known for his prodigious schol-
arship, Letronne took up the post upon Daunou’s retirement in 1840.
Letronne was typical of a new generation of archivists that would head the
central state depository: still not trained as an archivist but also not a jurist,
he was a scholar experienced in the administration of institutions, having
held posts as the inspector general of universities, administrator of the
College de France (where he took Daunou’s chair in history in 1831), and a
conservator at the Royal Library.

The Archives changed names with each change of regime, and during
the turmoil that brought the Second Republic into being, Letronne tacked
up a sign reading “Archives of the Republic” to obscure the royal title it had
acquired.!? This hasty gesture symbolized the return of the Archives and
the nation to their republican roots, but also underlined the Archives’
relative stability. ‘The institution of the Archives had not changed much in
the intervening years. Despite his opening of the reading room, Letronne’s
short tenure failed to produce any substantial changes in the Archives’
practices regarding public access. The gesture, however empty in practice,
nonetheless signaled a will to welcome scholars to the institution. On
Letronne’s death in 1848 his post was given to Frangois-Armand Chabrier,
a functionary with a similar institutional experience, though lacking the
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scholarly reputation of his predecessor. Scholarship had not yet won the
day at the Archives of France. The idea of a truly national Archives, how-
ever, had stuck, regardless of the distractions of political upheaval since the
Napoleonic era.

It would take another Bonaparte, Louis-Napoleon, to revive govern-
mental regard for the institution. It also took a Bonapartist regime to bring
to fruition the republican dream of public interest in the Archives. The
Bonapartist alchemy of quasi-democratic institutional forms suffused with
the dictatorial exercise of administrative control was exercised on the
Archives. Under Napoleon III, the Archives were transformed into an
institution manifestly dedicated to the public interest, especially if that
interest was in historical study. The archival policies of the Second Empire
were devoted to treading the fine line between the increasing demands of
the self-styled liberal professional historian and the indistinct and ever-
changing (but nonetheless real and compelling) notion of raison d’état
that guided the Archives administrative functions. The Archives—the Im-
perial Archives as of 1852—had a strong administrative pedigree and con-
tained historical documents. However, administration and history proved
to be a powerful and volatile mix under the Second Empire, for this
combination pitted public against government and highlighted the distinc-
tions that emerged in the as yet unstable nation-state.

Privacy, Privilege, and Public Interest:
The Praslin Case

Silence and obscurity may not be had for the asking. . ..
It is your fate to be remembered against your will.
—Rachel Field, All This and Heaven Too

Frangois-Armand Chabrier directed the Archives of the Republic when
Loujs Napoleon Bonaparte made history with his coup d’état in 18s50. The
transition from Republican to Imperial Archives was, in general, a smooth
one, though Michelet was eventually dismissed from his post as head of the
Historical Section in 1852. In the few histories of the Archives of this period,
any trouble in the workings of the institution is likely to be attributed
to Chabrier’s reputation as a curmudgeonly taskmaster. Whatever com-
plaints there were about Chabrier’s directorship, it can be said thathe ran a
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tight ship. It seems that most of his lack of popularity stemmed from his
refusal to allow archivists to work on personal scholarly projects during
business hours and his insistence on attention to the archival duty. He
yearned for earlier days when “order reigned in the establishment,” before
the influence of those who could not stand surveillance and supervision
allowed abuses to be given free reign.’* His tenure was for the most part
punctuated by petty disagreements with staff rather than grand institu-
tional efforts. Chabrier was continually frustrated with the institution and
his lack of power to impose the kind of order on the Archives that he felt it
required. This order, however, went beyond the organization of personnel
and papers, as his vision of the Archives required the institution to be an
expression of the social contract. This vision put him in direct conflict with
individualsin high places in and out of government, and with the trajectory
that the Archives were to follow in the Second Empire.

Chabrier’s archival vision comes into view in a dispute over the status of
a group of papers pertaining to an infamous murder case that caused
much uproar at the end of the July Monarchy. In 1847, the duc du Praslin
(or Choiseul-Praslin) apparently brutally murdered his wife. The case was
particularly scandalous in that it was speculated that the duke was having
an affair with a young governess charged with the care of his children.””
The case never made it to trial, however, for the duke committed suicide in
jail before being brought to justice. The public was riveted on the case, as it
resonated with popular fascination with and repugnance at the private
lives of the privileged classes, an interest that was as political as it was
prurient.’s This scandal stood out, however: as a particularly salacious
example in a series of political and personal misdeeds of members of the
French political elite, the Praslin case brought public disgust to a head,
fueling the political and moral crisis that would bring on the Revolution
of 1848.7

The volatile mixture of public, private, and privilege was not so easily
contained even when the revolution was over. In 1854 Minister of the State
Achille Fould approached Chabrier with a request to deal with the papers
of the Praslin case held at the Archives. The Comte de Breteuil, guardian
of the orphans of the duke and duchess (and perhaps more importantly,
senator and father-in-law to Fould) had written to the minister to request
“the return, or preferably the burning in my presence, of all the letters,
family papers and miscellaneous that, in my view, belong to the nine
children I represent.” Loath to see the papers conserved and thus possibly
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consulted, Breteuil saw his request as “driven by propriety.” This propriety
went beyond the notion of personal conduct into the realm of law. He
asked not for the court transcripts or the defendant’s statement, for those
without question belonged to the Court. Making this distinction between
the public and the private, Breteuil appealed to the law and numerous
precedents as well as the “justice of his Majesty and his government.”*
Because of their salacious and ultimately “private” content, the papers
were legally the property of the children and the Praslin family, he main-
tained; thus justice in the public sphere of law as well as in the private
sphere of reputation required the destruction of the papers.

The question of honor and its place in the regulation of the Archives
turned out to be more complicated than Breteuil had imagined.'® Fould did
not simply order the destruction of the papers. Instead he went through
proper channels and duly submitted the request to Chabrier, who found no
legal basis for granting the request. As he sympathized with the Praslin
children and Breteuil’s faith in the law, he explained, he would like to
respond positively. If the “law, his majesty’s justice and government al-
lowed for the return or destruction requested,” then Chabrier might be
willing to cast aside “other considerations, other reasons to object” in
order to satisfy this “understandable, and completely legitimate desire, in
view of the unhappiness and suffering of an honorable family.” But the
interests of family honor did not stand above the law, and granting the
destruction would “unfortunately implicate the code and the justice of
the Emperor.”?

The law quite clearly required that documents in criminal cases remain
the property of the courts that dealt with them. The question of privacy
and family honor, however, raised a serious issue given the fact that there
was no protection from public access to the papers. No specific body of
Archives’ legislation had yet approached the implications of access for the
private life of the individual citizen. Access to the materials held in the
institution was governed by the law of 7 messidor and had been modified in
practice throughout the Archives’ short history. Originally a democratic
right (albeit limited to the limited category of the citizen), it had become a
privilege granted to scholars and functionaries who sought access through
proper channels.2! This practice had not been challenged, however, as few
frequented the Archives even for historical research. The guarantee of
access, raised as a check against the secret workings of government, was

designed to give the citizen power vis-3-vis government. Now the question
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was raised about the possibility of government providing individuals a
window into the private affairs of their fellow citizens.?

The question of removing materials had likewise not been publicly
raised. While the 7 messidor law also called for the distribution of docu-
ments throughout the institutions of the nation (as noted, administrative,
judicial, and property matters would be stored in the Archives, while
literature and history would be the province of the Library), it did not
imply that these documents would ever leave the purview of the state.
Papers had been confiscated from émigrés and men of state and their
families had donated papers to the Archives, but the issue of removing
papers from the record had not been legislated, nor so baldly posed.
Rumors that the Bourbons had taken cartons from the Archives and had
failed to return them would circulate into the twentieth century, drawing
the ire of critics of that regime and its unlawful exercise of privilege on the
documentary patrimony of the nation. Breteuil had alluded to precedents
of papers being extracted from the Archives but did not seek to exercise
privilege. To the contrary, he made his request as a citizen under the law
and sought legal redress, claiming the primacy of family honor over the
integrity of the archival record. The state held information about a citi-
zen’s private life that could be publicly damaging to that citizen’s family.
Thus, the danger came not from the state’s'possession, but from its Ar-
chives and the relationship between state, public, and private that the
Archives arbitrated

Who, then, was responsible for policing the line between public interest
and private honor? In a time of increasing state interest in society, the
family, and the citizen, this potentially explosive question had not been
subject to legal debate or modification of existing laws.? In the realm of
the “social,” nascent social science applied by moral reformers and state
institutions such as the police and hospitals skirted the question of public
and private. It instead was posed as a question of society and state: of
population to be counted, disciplined, examined, known, and thus gov-
erned, shattering the concept of privacy of the individual into infinite
pieces that matched up to aggregate categories. The archival question,
though it implied understanding the terms of access to this knowledge,
rested on similar assumptions of the nature of the public as a population,
but one that was potentially dangerous to its individual members. Private
honor had to be weighed against public curiosity, which in turn had to be
measured against the public interest in a whole and accessible Archives.
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Chabrier looked to the set of abstract principles that he imagined gov-
erned the Archives as an organ of government. Instead of social scientific
notions of society or population, Chabrier appealed to the contract be-
tween state and citizen that governed the institution that held and ex-
pressed this contract.

The Archives, in this view, was thus more than a mere repository of
governmental knowledge; it was an active articulation of the relationship
of nation and state. The principles that animated the somewhat straight-
forward legal status of the papers were explained to Breteuil and the
Bmperor in a report from Chabrier. In order to guarantee the legal im-
primatur of his decision, Chabrier engaged a lawyer, the liberal former
president of the Paris Bar, Bugéne Bethemont.”® Bethemont’s research
concurred with Chabrier’s judgment that the Breteuil request could not be
satisfied within legal channels, because the request was for papers pertain-
ing to a criminal inquest.” The individual in question had been interpel-
lated by the law, and thus the papers were clearly property of the state.
Criminality obliterated the line between public and private, a line ul-
timately guaranteed by the law and granted only to those who obeyed it.*

This question interested Bethemont and Chabrier only insofar as the
state’s sovereignty was legitimate in its just policing of this boundary
between public and private. Sovereignty was guaranteed only by state
ownership and conservation of documents that were evidence of the rela-
tionship between the state and its citizens. The conservation of legal docu-
ments by the state, according to Bethemont, was fundamental, and “the
return or the destruction of documents that establish law and criminal

justice as it was rendered . . . would sacrifice public interest to private

interest.” Governments that did so were thus acting illegitimately. These
documents served an essential, legitimizing function for the state: “Power,
when it is reduced to assert itself in such grave and difficult circum-
stances[,] can and must conserve the proof that its actions were not ca-
pricious.” Breteuil’s request was doubly threatening to the state: the state
would both act capriciously (in sacrificing public interest to private) and
relinquish evidence of its just exercise of power. The protection of this
depository of evidence of the state’s legitimacy was an “immense moral
responsibility,” and Bethemont argued that the state would make a fatal
error in “casting off the proof that justifies the actions of its agents.”*” The
moral issue was thus moved from the protection of family honor to the
defense of state legitimacy that made family honor possible in its exercise
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ofjustice. The Archives’ integrity was a moral imperative for the state that
would govern justly in the name of the public it claimed to represent.

The “public interest” extended beyond the matters of justice and its
administration into the realm of history, however, and here Breteuil’s
anxiety over access emerged. What about the right to one’s reputation?
What about the private interests of members of the public? Family and
individual honor was a pillar of the increasingly influential bourgeois self-
imagining.*® Bethemont wondered if there wasn’t an overriding “social
interest” in conserving state papers, as “traces of the acts that belong to the
history of our institutions, and of our society.” Like the primacy of public
interest over private in matters of state, the history of the nation should
trump the concerns of an individual or family. Bethemont acknowledged
that this was the risk that Breteuil worried over, but the lawyer again
showed his faith in the state and its justice, calling the protection of the
papers, “seized in the name of public interest,” from “indiscrete curiosity.”
Public curiosity was the threat that the public could pose to its own public
interest.

The boundaries of public interest and curiosity were never pinned down
in Bethemont’s brief and would reemerge throughout the Archives’ his-
tory. Ironically, Bethemont’s ultimate solution lay not in the immediate
force of law but in the unfolding of history. Justice would bear out in time:
“When the wounds of families have healed, when time has opened to the
historian his due, when the depositors have made use of the archives that
tradition has consecrated, then I will have nothing to say on this matter.”?
If the Archives were allowed to serve their purpose, they would act as a
guarantee against the tyranny of government and the specter of “indis-
creet curiosity.” Governed by a mixture oflaw and good sense, a balance of
conservation and access would be achieved, and state and public interest
could find harmony in the Archives. The Archives created the necessary
buffer zone between the state and citizen, between public and private, that
the social contract required.

Establishing with the help ofhis lawyer the requirement of the Archives’
role in the public interest in stability and sovereignty, Chabrier pleaded
with the Emperor for hard legal safeguards to prevent this kind of conflict
in the future. If there were indeed antecedents, as the Count Breteuil
suggested, then Chabrier would see if these-allegations were true. He
would ensure that this kind of act would never be committed again. If
papers had been removed in the past, these actions should in no way be

“What Is an Archive?” in Modern France 171

considered “precedents” but rather “under the guise of inoffensive indul-
gence, these acts constitute an usurpation of power, flagrant illegalities,
offences against public property, a violation of the depository.”*® In other
words, Chabrier argued that any government that would sanction the
removal of documents from the Archives would be acting against its peo-
ple and thus would render itself illegitimate, Sovereignty required the
inviolability of the Archives, and Chabrier called for the government to
seize this occasion to confirm this fundamental inviolability in the law.
This put the director of the Archives and his staff in a precarious position:
the archivist was both guardian of the state’s business and a watchdog
against the improper exercise of its power.

The Bmpire in the Archive: The Decree of 1855

Fould seized the moment to create a new legal foundation for the Archives
to deal with such issues, and in so doing fixed the relationship between
state and citizen in the Archives into law—with the state firmly in charge
under the sign of public interest. The decree of December 22, 1855, signifi-
cantly restructured the Archives. In article 2 the depository was formally
declared to hold “all documents that the public interest deems useful,” and
it made the deposit of ministerial papers that were “unnecessary to cur-
rent affairs” a legal requirement; article 3 gave the power to authorize or
call for deposits to the minister of the state; article 4 made the papers held
in the Archives “inalienable” property of the state, unless a law was passed
under the recommendation of the minister of the state, The director, who
under article 6 was to be appointed (or dismissed) by and serve under the
tutelage of the minister of the state, was effectively circumvented by this
decree.?! The power over the Archives and its contents thus resided com-
pletely in the Emperor’s hands, making this legislation the archival equiva-
lent of his coup d’etat, without the possibility of referendum.

Access to the public depository was not surprisingly a central issue in
this new archival regulatory scheme. Article 14 stated that the “conditions
under which documents will be requested, and the mode of communica-
tions to be made, either on the premises, or outside, to administrations
and to private citizens” would be governed by regulations to be drawn up
by the minister of the state. This was an imperial solution to the more
liberal interpretation of public interest raised by Bethemont, as it moved
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the right of access out of the law and into the realm of administration.
These attendant regulations passed in 1856 managed the inner workings of
the Archives, most significantly and ambiguously the issue of access for
citizens. Article 35 of these rules required requests for documents to be
formulated in writing, These requests had to “describe the precise object
that the requestor has in mind. Requests that do not contain this descrip-
tion are not accepted.” Article 36 explains that the director general “autho-
rizes or refuses [the requested] communication. In case of refusal, the
requestor may appeal to the minister.” Article 30 allowed that “members
and laureates of the Institute of France, doctors of one of the universities,
archivist-paleographers [graduates of the Ecole des Chartes], and students
of the Ecole des Chartes will be given immediate attention to their re-
quests” and would promptly receive either the requested documents or
the reason for the refusal. This privilege was also granted to those having
received authorization to work at the Archives, although the specifics of
this authorization remain unexplained. Overwriting (but not abrogating)
the law of 7 messidor, communication of documents could be practically
limited to scholarship (laureates, archivists, professors, or other recog-
nized scholars) or official business (functionaries).* Based by the imprima-
tur of institutions (and thus the rules of propriety and professionalism
observed by these men would reign in the Archives) and the exigencies of
state administration, the gaze of “indiscreet curiosity” that threatened the
families and the state was thus limited by administrative regulation.
Although this only put into new law what had been practiced over the
history of the Archives, the decree decisively marked the direction of Im-
perial archival policy. Chabrier wholeheartedly agreed, despite his lean-
ings toward institutional independence, with the concrete outlines of the
director’s responsibilities. According to Chabrier, all governments had
been preoccupied with this “grave” responsibility, and none with success.
Some governments had, “to the great detriment of our public archives,”
exaggerated the director’s power, declaring him independent of minis-
terial control; others made the opposite error, threatening to abolish the
directorship entirely. Chabrier considered the minister of the state to be a
“born Conservator of state documents”; he warned, however, that the
authority of the director general over his employees and “agents in whom
he was obliged to trust” was essential to maintaining the proper balance.*
Chabrier was also pleased with the reiteration of an older decree (from
1809) that prevented employees of the Archives from publishing manu-

“What Is an Archive?” in Modern France 173

scripts. Article 15 required any employee of the archives to gain authoriza-
tion before publishing “either documents confided to him in the perfor-
mance of his functions or any work based on these documents.” This
permission would be granted by the minister, under the recommendation
of the director, and violation would result in dismissal. Chabrier’s enthusi-
asm for this article came from his concern that the archivists under his
employ were more interested in personal scholarly glory than public ser-
vice. It was not scholarship that bothered him so much as the shirking of
duty. The article had a more direct impact on the creation of an inviolable
depository, as secrets, state or family, could not be divulged in the press by
those functionaries charged with the keeping of those secrets. With this
decree, the archivist’s duty to the Archives was to take precedent over the
quest for scholarly glory, or even truth, as this set out another safegnard
against threats from the public that took the form of functionaries with
private interests.

Despite these points of agreement with the Archives’ new regulatory
footprint, this clearly was not the institution Chabrier had imagined. There
was no archival independence and the language of public interest was
ambiguous at best. Chabrier did not remain in the Archives, but was
replaced in 1856 by Léon de Laborde. Laborde’s name would become
synonymous with the professionalization of the Imperial Archives.

While histories of the Archives are largely silent about this transition, a
contemporary, the journalist Horace Viel-Castel, gives us a taste of the
rumors that surrounded Chabrier’s departure. According to Viel-Castel,
Chabrier understood the new decree as a set of conditions for Imperial
intervention in the depository, creating the possibility for precisely the
kind of tampering with the history of governmental power that the Ar-
chives was established to prevent. Chabrier is reported to have burst into
Fould’s office, where he was meeting with the Emperor, and the director
made his displeasure known. Understanding the implications of such a
move, Chabrier apparently ended his outburst with a recognition of the
new regime: “I know that in acting thus I've just handed Your Majesty my
resignation.” Whether or not this particular archive story, told by a noto-
rious gossip of the Second Empire, is true, Chabrier’s resignation was
indeed accepted, thus canceling one of the voices of potential contest in
the making of the Imperial Archives.

Viel-Castel ended his account with aportentous question: “Will Laborde
deliver the documents?”** This question is difficult to answer, for there is
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no official order in the archives of the Archives, But as we will see, the
possibility of such an archival history of the Archives took new shape under
the regime that would make such a move imaginable by critics of the
Empire. The ambiguity of the decree and regulations put the Archives
squarely in the domain of the public interest, did not decisively rule out
public access, and would make such decisions open for debate in the
future. That was only if, of course, the public was made aware of these
actions and more importantly of the significance of the institution, Conser-
vation of papers in the public interest remained a vexing problem. Their
classification and ultimately their communication to the public made this
issue all the more complex and required a solution in keeping with Impe-
rial imperatives. The epitome of Imperial Archives policy came in the form
of a completely novel section that would serve as both a category of papers
and an administrative organ. The secretariat would come to represent the
political will of the Empire in the Archives.

The secretariat played a significant new role: It was designed chiefly to
police public access and usage of the Archives, but it would also serve to
monitor internal administrative movements as well. Article 12, governing
the requirements for the appointment to heads of sections, specifically
excluded the chief of the secretariat from such regulation. The head of this
section was to be appointed by the minister with no requirements about
the candidate’s qualifications. In its administrative capacity and in its direc-
tion, this new section bore the marks of its Bonapartist origins.

The secretariat’s main function was the policing of the Archives rela-
tions with outsiders: state functionaries, scholars, or other private citizens.
Regulating communication involved a litany of new duties. The secretariat
was responsible for the maintenance and staffing of the reading room, the
delivery of communications and their refusals, classification of inventories
and documents, reporting and recording the state and number of invento-
ries held by the Archives, the reception and registration of and response to
correspondence, dispensing information to individuals, putting the seal of
authenticity and delivering expeditions of copies needed by government
and public alike.

In its classificatory function, the secretariat represented both the Em-
pire’s recognition of the importance of the Archives to conserve papers
and its ambivalence vis-a-vis its public nature. Along with its duty to
regulate the Archives’ contact with the public and government, this sec-
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tion would receive a highly sensitive group of documents that had be-
longed to the former secretariat of state (under Napoleon I and the Bour-
bons, an office abolished by the Second Republic), the contents of the
infamous armoire de fer—a cabinet rumored to be originally the property
of Louis XVI and supposedly containing the most precious and secret of
documents held by the Archives—and future accessions from the minister
of the state. Quietly, this section produced a zone of protection for a
motley selection of documents that represented precisely the privilege
that Chabrier and Bethemont had argued against. At the same time, the
secretariat created the conditions for this new regime to protect its most
precious secrets not only from public scrutiny, but from the eyes of other
archivists as well.

Most striking was the secretariat’s role as the archives of the Archives.
The secretariat was to oversee the classification and conservation of all the
acts, laws, decrees, bylaws, and instructions concerning the organization
and service of the Archives; the collection of letters, reports, notes, titles,
and any other papers concerning the “history of the formation and prog-
ress of the Archives”; copies of reports from the heads of sections and
director general on the questions of service and interior order.?” The ar-
chives of the Archives were their own entity, and from now on the Archives
were to be seen as an object of history as well as an essential administrative
organ. The secretariat section reproduced the state in the Archives: mir-
roring the state in its need to keep records and recognize itself in history,
the secretariat also expressed the state’s ambivalence about the Archives as
a public institution. The Imperial Archives would respect the sacred triad
of communication, conservation, and communication, but only under its
own terms. The secretariat would now regulate these terms.

‘When Léon de Laborde assumed the directorship on Chabrier’s resigna-
tion in 1856, the Archives of the Empire had a legal framework that defined
the institution and its employees, an internal structure designed to protect
the interests of the state, and a history whose interpretation would ulti-
mately work to challenge the stability of this definition. Laborde’s tenure
would be devoted to the struggle to find the proper place for historical
study between the needs of the state and the public in the Archives, within
the limits of political possibility. These political possibilities, however, had
been carefully circumscribed by the Bonapartist policies that aimed to
dictate the terms of the relationship of state to nation.
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History in the Archives

In fact, historians and archivists writing about the Archives of France
generally credit Director General Léon de Laborde, a scholar of wide-
ranging interest and institutional talent, with shepherding what amounted
to a revolution in archival practice, Laborde oversaw the publication of
inventories, the expansion of the archivist’s duty to public service, the
opening of a public museum of French history, and a tireless effort for
public recognition, funding, and access to the institution. The archivist
and archive historian Robert-Henri Bautier called this period a “crucial
phase in the history of the archives, one which marked the transition from
the institution’s role as an ‘arsenal of authority’ and its attendant secrecy to
a ‘public’ archive and laboratory of history.”?¢ This “transformation,” how-
ever, did not go uncontested. In 1867, Henrj Bordier, historian of France
and former archivist in the Archives nationales de France, grumbled that
policies of Napoleon III had unfortunately turned the Archives into “an
office of history.”* He decried the tendency to obscure the administrative
nature of the Archives and its holdings in the name of a separate endeavor,
that of historical study. Even today, the transformation of the Archives into
an office of history is credited to the efforts of Napoleon III and his poli-
cies.?® This so-called transformation, coinciding as it does with the pro-
fessionalization of history, is taken as a given by most histories of the
Archives, so much so that other possible meanings and effects of archival
policies have remained unexplored.

Focusing on this transformation, and on the presumed incompatibility
of the interests of science and administration, not only obscures the histor-
ical work of the Archives and archivists under Chabrier and in earlier
periods, but it also ignores other important functions and developmentsin
the history of the Archives. The Archives were an important administra-
tive institution for the French state, but also the repository of administra-
tive, judicial, and other government documents that were useful in the
lives of its citizens, which in fact underwrote the relationship between
state and citizens. This interpretation implies a clearly definable admin-
istrative will and a public interest that could be easily collapsed into the
compound public-historian. In fact, the interests of the state and of the
public were troublingly fluid abstractions rather than solid, recognizable
foundations of politics and archival policy. This period of transformation
was thus more a period of smoothing over disturbing conflict in the inter-
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ests of an appearance of stability. I would argue that the divorce of ad-
ministration and science emerged rhetorically because of deeper divides
that would threaten not just the institution, but the legitimacy of the state
as well,

Boundaries of archival access marked the outlying limits of democracy:
How much and what kind of transparency could the state accept and soci-
ety demand? If criticism of absolutism created the public sphere, the issue
of raison d’état did not disappear with the monarchy. Setting the bounda-
ries of the modern Archives was part and parcel of marking the limits
of state power in the post-revolutionary nation. The regime of Louis-
Napoleon provided peculiar ground to test these boundaries. The explo-
sion of administration and his hybrid authoritarian—quasi-democratic
techniques of government (which always risked downfall, for there wasno
historical evidence that the government and his dynasty would prevail)
testified to the constant improvisation at the heart of politics. The institu-
tion of the Archives was emblematic of this improvisational exercise of
power, and a test of the legitimate limits between state and citizen.

Thus we might think of Michel Foucault’s and Jacques Derrida’s philo-
sophical reflections on archives as knowledge-power-history as interven-
ing in a history of concern with the formation of subjects and society. The
Archives nationales can be situated in this same genealogy: the regulation
of historical patrimony and governmental information by a governmental
institution in the name of the nation can be seen as an expression of the
state-citizen (and knowledge-power) contract in modern France.”® The
“archive” was not merely a convenient metaphor: although it signifies
more than the single institution, the archive is bound up in a history of
political power as well as of the search for absolute historical truth.#
Indeed, Derrida’s Archive Fever is founded on the (often overlooked) prem-
ise that the question of the archive is, at base, a question of the body politic:
“There is no political power without control of the archive, if not mem-
ory”; the archive in fact “determines politics from top to bottom as res
publica.”#

While history can indeed be found in the “archive,” the place and shape
of that history was imagined differently at different times; the institution
of the Archives was itself a testament to particular regimes of power and
knowledge, each marked by particular commitments to and rhetorics of
secrecy and publicity, From here we can better understand the place of the

historian in the Archives as performing a politics of the nation-state, the
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imbrications of the politico-ethical in the epistemological status of the
official archive (both registers are present, but produced as separate); and
the self-conscious moves by governments to both regulate and encourage
archival access in the name of national history, a national history that was
to be synonymous with the history of the state.

The use of the “archive” as shorthand for complexes of history and
memory, power and knowledge, risks repeating the mythologizing ges-
ture upon which the power of the “archive” is based. Reflections on the
“archive” and archives thus need to be careful not to presume, indeed
reproduce, the authority of the institution that they seek to describe and
critique. Instead, such critical work might aim to uncover how the archive
got to have that authority in the first place. As we will see in histories of
disparate archival collections, practices, and impulses that follow, it is
historical analysis of the archive that can best reveal the limits of the
archive’s power to speak in the name of history.
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