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TEXT

The case of René Fonck’s (1894-1953) is quite an ex cep tional one. Ar‐ 
riv ing late on the list of WW1 fly ing aces – after his fifth con firmed
suc cess on an enemy plane on May 13, 1917 – Fonck quickly re ceived
the praises of the French press due to his mil it ary per form ances 1.
This was es pe cially after he had sup posedly “avenged” the shoot ing
down and killing of the be loved Georges Guyne mer. His place in
French ima gin a tion thus ap peared rather dif fer ent than that of other
fighter aces like Dorme or Nun gesser. End ing the war with 75 con‐ 
firmed suc cesses, Fonck was elec ted to the Par lia ment (as a mem ber
of the “Bleu Ho ri zon” Cham ber) and Pres id ent of the Ligue
Aéronautique de France. Sim il arly to an other ace, Al fred Heur taux 2,
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Fonck be came a “député- aviateur” Fonck be came all the more in ter‐ 
est ing for the press in that he seemed to fly from suc cess to suc cess,
al ways ex tend ing the ho ri zon of as pir a tion 3 in the con text of “the
pas sion for wings” 4. In early 1919, the 24- year-old pilot con firmed the
ste reo type of the ir res ist ible air man, a new re pub lican hero in carn at‐ 
ing the mod ern ity and the vi tal ity of his na tion.

Fonck’s at tempt to fly over the At lantic in 1926 stim u lated ex cep tional
pop u lar in fatu ation and this was sus tained by daily up dates in news‐ 
pa pers which provided de tails of the pre par a tions car ried out by the
French man in the United States. Dis il lu sion was huge as Fonck’s plane
even tu ally crashed while he tried to take off on Septem ber 21, 1926.
This was a turn ing point in the nar rat ive of his life as af ter wards he
only rarely ap peared in French news pa pers and in polit ics until his
death on June 18, 1953.

2

This ex plains why the period of his life from 1917 to 1926 is the best- 
documented. Along side archives telling of his activ it ies dur ing the
war, in Par lia ment and on air fields, a num ber of art icles with a focus
on the pilot pub lished in –spe cial ized or not– French news pa pers
show how the pub lic image of René Fonck was shaped and re shaped
de pend ing on the time of writ ing 5. Through words and pic tures, we
have ac cess to rep res ent a tions of Fonck in the pop u lar ima gin a tion
and, more glob ally, to as pects of an aero naut ical cul ture which was
still in the mak ing in the early 1920s. As Michel Vov elle was to write,
lit er at ure is a “sup port électroscope [qui] frémit et en re gistre aussi
plus vite les fris sons de la sensibilité col lect ive” 6. News pa per art icles
are the most im me di ate ex pres sion of this through the need to char‐ 
ac ter ize news- reporting and ob lige re port ers to provide im pres sions
at the time of writ ing. Through their stud ies made over a short period
of time, we can un der stand the con tinu it ies and the changes made to
the way René Fonck was rep res en ted and how ori ginal he is in aer ial
ima gin a tion of this time.

3

In war, and later in peace time, sev eral as pects of René Fonck’s life
were to set him apart from the rep res ent a tions made of other pi lots.
Al though he was elec ted Mem ber of Par lia ment in 1919, he re mained
an air man in the eyes of news pa per colum nists. His as so ci ation with
the ima gin ary world above kept him above the man in the street and
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ex cluded him from cri ti cism right up to the time of a failed at tempt
which was all the more em bar rass ing as it happened on an air field.

1. The “Ace of Aces”: a “Knight of
the Sky” in the Great Im per sonal
War (1917-1918)

1.1. Avi ation: a cher ished topic of the
press dur ing the war

Even be fore 1914, the image of the pilot came in the scope of a “di‐ 
versely mo bil ized pat ri otic cul ture” 7. In Par lia ment, as well as in
news pa pers, trib utes to fighter pi lots had never been sub ject to de‐ 
bate and they con trib uted to main tain ing the mor ale of the pub lic
and, at the same time, con vin cing civil so ci ety that it was cap able of
play ing a role in the war along side the mil it ary 8. The dif fi culties en‐ 
countered in Feb ru ary 1916 dur ing the Ver dun of fens ive even tu ally
con vinced of fi cial in stances of the in terest to lower the level of cen‐ 
sure and allow for the iden ti fic a tion of aces 9. They were eas ily iden ti‐ 
fi able heroic fig ures that could be shown to ci vil ians at the time of an
im per sonal war where the poilus were covered in mud in the
trenches. The de tail provided by journ al ists on the ques tion of of fi cial
Ger man losses demon strates how pro pa gand ists took an in terest in
this means of com mu nic a tion 10. When René Fonck be came a fighter
ace on May 1917 11, he joined a pres ti gi ous hier archy forged both by
mil it ary com mand that al lowed for the ho mo log a tions, and by a war
press which fol lowed and act ively re layed the ex ploits of these aces 12.
A small num ber of lead ing act ors were used as a way of por tray ing
the war from a pos it ive per spect ive due partly to the fact that avi‐ 
ation had been con sidered as a sport be fore 1914 13.

5

Ne ces sar ily vi ol ent, death had al ways been part of the “dram at urgy of
the Air”. The ad apt a tion of the first civil pi lots to the mil it ary con text
there fore happened quite nat ur ally 14. Aer ial war fare is im bibed with a
pro foundly aes thetic di men sion that fas cin ated spec tat ors of these
com bats, and this was whether they were pi lots in their cock pits, sol‐ 
diers or war re port ers on the ground who ad hered all the more nat ‐
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ur ally that they ad mired the “sub lime” real ity of these mod ern
fights 15. It is from this per spect ive that the war ex per i ence of these
fighter aces was turned into a nar rat ive by French journ al ists who
con struc ted air borne fig ures en dowed with myth ical po ten tial. The
aces were very pop u lar both in France and Ger many 16.

The om ni pres ence of the tales of fighter aces ap pear ing in ci vil ian
news pa pers – as op posed to those in ten ded for read ing by sol diers
on the front– was all the more jus ti fied in that there was pub lic de‐ 
mand and this opened the way for a re in force ment in the ef fi ciency
of the “bour rage de crâne” in aer ial mat ters 17. This ex plains why a re l‐ 
at ively in de pend ent journal such as La Guerre aérienne illustrée
headed by the former sport journ al ist Jacques Mortane par ti cip ated
strongly in the war ef fort 18.

7

1.2. How the image of Fonck merged
into the myth of the fly ing ace

While in creas ing its autonomy, avi ation forged its iden tity by using
iconic fig ures who in carn ated guid ing val ues and prin ciples. Jean
Nav arre the “sen tinelle de Ver dun”, and later Georges Guyne mer, a fa‐ 
vor ite of the press and first “ace of aces” to be clearly iden ti fi able by
the gen eral pub lic – are the two main fig ures of early French fighter
avi ation 19. They are – among the other aces – formal vari ations of the
same myth of the fly ing ace which was iden ti fied by Céline Bryon- 
Portet through the use of myth emes and whose main sym bols in had
already been con sti tuted in 1917 20. These were in ser ted into re port‐ 
ers’ nar rat ives and were used to con struct the image of the new ace,
René Fonck

8

The pi lots who be came known as “knights of the sky” as early as 1915
seem ingly re vived the no tion of the noble war which climbed above
the in dus trial and im per sonal war where mil lions of sol diers were
crammed into trenches 21. Stor ies about aer ial war fare used all types
of codes as so ci ated with this image, es pe cially the more eth ical ones.
Fighter pi lots were de scribed as chiv al rous pat ri ots who were rather
mod est in re la tion to their suc cesses and their com rades. Le Petit
Par is ien thus ex plained to the reader in May 1918 that “[René Fonck]
had not changed. His 45 vic tor ies, his large num ber of dec or a tions
and his fame had not altered his mod esty and sim pli city. He wears
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(Fig. 1)
“Fonck after one of his re cent vic tor ies”, Le Miroir, n  251, Septem ber 15, 1918, p. 15.

the rib bons of his medals as little as pos sible and this in cludes his
Croix de guerre.” 22 Re main ing humble des pite his many suc cesses and
stat ing that he was only doing his duty, the young man was the per‐ 
fect demon stra tion of the chiv al rous ideal. How ever, demon strat ing
that there was a gap between the stor ies which ap peared in the
news pa pers, Fonck’s com mand ant in the Es cadrille 103, Jean d’Har‐ 
court, was later to testify in a file which re mains con fid en tial that
“Fonck was far from being in sens it ive to re wards which sat is fied his
in stinct for justice and his le git im ate de sire for glory” 23.

The re la tion ship between pi lots and their op pon ents is an other
means of un der stand ing this dif fer ence between the real ity of the pi‐ 
lots’ war ex per i ence and the way it was slot ted into a chiv al rous nar‐ 
rat ive. Just like the knights of me di eval times, pi lots were sup posedly
fight ing aer ial duels on an equal foot ing in planes which were un‐ 
stable and agile mounts which some times reared and needed to be
handled with dex ter ity 24. This ex plains why Fonck was pho to graphed
by Le Miroir pos ing in front of his noble steed and humbly show ing
the “coat of arms of his vic tim” In olden days, an op pon ent’s ban ner
would be taken as to sym bol ise his de feat 25. (fig. 1). This ana logy to
the past was gen er ally ex ten ded to de scribe at tacks from be hind as
giv ing the at tacker the ad vant age of sur prise when, in real ity, it had
more in com mon with an as sas sin a tion than it had to a proper duel 26.
This was es pe cially true in the final years of the war, when squad ron
form a tion be came the stand ard 27.

10
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(BDIC, 2013-54014; http://gal lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k65397206/f14.item)

As aer ial war fare in creased in size, the myth of the knights of the sky
gradu ally fell apart in the later months of the con flict 28. To wards the
end of the war, Fonck’s patrol flew in tri angle or in dia mond form a‐ 
tion to cover the flanks of the “ace of aces” using three or four
planes 29. The tac tic of at tack ing from be hind and/or with the sun in
the back that Fonck used to sur prise his en emies was there fore
covered up by journ al ists and they used more glor i ous an im al istic
meta phors to de scribe his be ha viour 30. Fonck, him self, com pared his
be ha viour to a “bird of prey [in spired] by [his] in stinct [which] flies
very high to let him self fall on the op pon ent” 31.

11

For ging a dis tance between the real ity of com bats and the way they
were de pic ted, these journ al istic por traits con trib uted non ethe less to
demo crat iz ing war hero ism which had pre vi ously been the re serve of
gen er als 32. Fonck was a young mech anic be fore the war. How ever,
from the day he be came an ace, he be came part of an elit ist cor por a‐ 
tion and an “ab so lute ar is to cracy among the glor i ous com batants of
the fifth arm” 33. Pub lic a tions such as La Guerre aérienne illustrée

12
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echoed this by ex plain ing to its read ers that “fighter force is […] a
uni ver sally praised, glor i ous elite “and that being part of it was like
re ceiv ing a cer ti fic ate of dis tinc tion at test ing the con sec ra tion of ex‐ 
cep tional qual it ies. […] The names of those in the force were held up
for the ad mir a tion of the crowds and the press enu mer ates and com‐ 
ments on the vic tor ies.” 34 This uni ver sal ity and this ex cep tion al ity of
the image of the ace re in forced its myth ical di men sion.

As they coun ted the suc cesses of each pilot and de scribed aer ial
battles, re port ers put par tic u lar em phasis on the sport ive di men sion
of per form ances which, in real ity, were more like as sas sin a tions.
Doing so was made all the easier as journ al ists, who were used to de‐ 
scrib ing the ac ro batic and fast sport of fly ing planes, had moved into
war journ al ism 35. Con trib ut ing to the mod ern cult of per form ance,
the com pet i tion for vic tor ies be came a power ful stim u la tion both for
pi lots and for the pub lic. For this reason, aer ial war fare quickly
turned into a sport ing and mil it ary event where win ners were fol‐ 
lowed in tensely. Jacques Mortane – a former sports journ al ist who
be came re dactor in chief of La Guerre aérienne illustrée – con trib‐ 
uted largely to spread ing the com par ison between the ace and a
heroic sports man 36. In Janu ary 1917, he de scribed aer ial com bats as
“ter ri fy ing, har row ing and glor i ous matches that cap tiv ate us
today” 37. Fonck was later de pic ted as a com pet itor, “rival of the Sous- 
Lieutenant Madon with whom he en gaged a glor i ous match to shoot
down the Boches” 38.

13

The num ber of con firmed suc cesses were ranked and aces ap peared
on a list of win ners at the top of which was al ways a young and
healthy “ace of aces.” After the death of Georges Guyne mer (53 vic‐ 
tor ies) and the wound ing of Charles Nun gesser (43 vic tor ies), the po‐ 
s i tion was hold by René Fonck who totaled 75 con firmed kills by the
end of the war. For the press he be came a re cord holder (“re cord‐ 
man”) who be came par tic u larly fam ous after shoot ing down six
enemy air craft in the same day (May 9, 1918) 39. The fol low ing month,
a photo of Fonck was fea tured on the front cover of La Guerre
aérienne illustrée and the photo had been placed in side the dial of a
clock show ing to the second the al leged time of the vic tory in order
to un der line the mag ni fi cence of Fonck’s per form ance (fig. 2) 40. Pla‐ 
cing Fonck along side other fighter pi lots through the use of myth ‐
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(Fig. 2)
The first sextuplé of René Fonck on the cover of La Guerre aérienne illustrée on July 13, 1918.

(BDIC, 2012-112537; http://gal lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6481201s/f393.item)

emes, journ al ists also singled out Fonck in read ers’ minds through the
use of spe cial fea tures.

1.3. Fonck, the “In vin cible Avenger”
In many re spects, the image of Fonck ascribed by journ al ists was
quite dif fer ent to that of the ideal ace 41. While re port ers high lighted
the spirit and the en thu si asm of Georges Guyne mer, or the care free
at ti tude of Charles Nun gesser, René Fonck was de pic ted as a cold- 
blooded, meth od ical tac ti cian who was un beat able due to his speed
in the air. These de scrip tions were built from the tech nique he used
in com bat as well as on the phys ical as pects and at ti tudes that re‐ 
port ers could ob serve dur ing in ter views 42. L’Il lus tra tion thus re por‐ 
ted to its read ers that:

15

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6481201s/f393.item


The Construction of an Image in Aviation: the Case of René Fonck and the French Press (1917-1926)

Fonck is a man of av er age stature with broad shoulders, who stands
straight, only makes few ges tures, looks squat and thin all to gether.
The ser i ous ex pres sion of his face con trasts with the youth of his
fea tures. He is twenty- two years old, speaks with an equal voice, ex ‐
presses him self using short sen tences tak ing the time to think about
them first. The sim pli city of his mil it ary uni form, the sobri ety of his
at ti tude and his self- control which ra di ates from his per son are lone
in dic at ors that he is spe cial 43.

Along side the clas sic mod esty of the fly ing ace, Fonck’s image is re‐ 
flec ted par tic u larly when re call ing the thor ough method he used to
shoot down enemy air planes. This image was a re cur rent topic of
com ments made about Fonck. Jacques Mortane – with whom Fonck
sym path ized – used the ex cep tional visual acu ity of the pilot to com‐ 
pare him to a strik ing eagle. “His look is very pe cu liar: the eyes that
lie be hind his creased eye lids are of a rare mo bil ity. When they stare
at you, they gleam like the blue of steel. One can ima gine what the
eagle looks like when it swoops on its op pon ent.” 44 Just as the ref er‐ 
ence to metal re minds us of some as pects of mod ern war fare, the
reader can un der stand the fu sion between the pilot and his plane: a
man’s eyes merge with the wings of the ma chine and this paves the
way to the meta phor of the noble eagle that swoops on its prey. An‐ 
other re cur rent avian meta phor was the use of the stork. This was
sym bol used by the groupe de com bat 12, the name of the unit within
which Fonck fought his aer ial war. As Fonck’s repu ta tion grew in side
the unit (the SPA 103) its planes be came known as “Fonck’s storks”
due to their flanks being em blazoned with im ages of this long- winged
bird. (fig. 3). That they did so had a power ful mean ing as this mi grat‐ 
ory white bird was the sym bol of the so- called “lost provinces”
(Alsace and Moselle) upon which the memory of Third Re pub lic pat ri‐ 
ot ism had been built 45. Fol low ing the death of Georges Guyne mer on
Septem ber 11, 1917 Jacques Mortane was, again, to ex tend the meta‐ 
phor writ ing:

16

From the thick clouds within which they hid them selves from view,
the Storks swooped in a show of won der ful might and beauty; they
rushed on to the sur prised and pan icked black birds. The long beak
of the venge ful birds had soon reached the heart of fast spar row
hawks and enorm ous vul tures 46.
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(Fig. 3)
Fonck’s stork ex posed in the Tro ca dero Palace on March 1919.

(Bibliothèque na tionale de France, Meur isse, 70846, http://gal lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b
90315502)

The thin- beaked storks of the squad ron be came venge ful and tri‐ 
umphant against the enemy birds of prey that, in the reader’s ima gin‐ 
a tion, were dark and sneaky. French journ al ists – in par tic u lar
Jacques Mortane and Jean Daçay – quickly con cluded that Fonck had
avenged the be loved ace Guyne mer by killing his killer 47. In the eyes
of the press Fonck be came “Guyne mer’s avenger” at a time when – as
the Ad jud ant Paul Hatin put it – “re venge en nobled” 48. Fonck’s being
named so was ex cep tional and it es tab lished a dir ect link between the
two “ace of aces”. At the same time it main tained the tran scend ental
di men sion of a mil it ary corps in the mak ing: one which was made up
of knights of the air that de fen ded the honor of their fallen com rades.
This sin gu lar ized Fonck while com fort ing the idea of his in vin cib il ity
– a no tion con firmed by the fact that his plane was never hit by a bul‐ 
let. The in vin cib il ity as so ci ated with Fonck was added to an heroic di‐ 
men sion which meant that vic tory against in ferior op pos i tion was al‐ 
most in ev it able.

17
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Nick named “the In vin cible” [Fonck] is con vinced that he is su per ior
to every single enemy pilot and that noth ing ex cept luck, or the stray
bul let of a panic- stricken enemy, can pre vent him from being so. [He
is] a thor ough bred […] a phe nomenon, and the ex cep tion in a human
spe cialty 49.

With the ex cite ment of aer ial com bat dif fer ing from that of the in‐ 
dus trial war, the French press con struc ted the image of René Fonck
from preex ist ing rep res ent a tions and, at the same time, provided him
with dis tin guish ing fea tures re lat ing to both his phys ical ap pear ance
and his war re cord. As a myth ical fly ing ace the Vos gian pilot be‐ 
nefited from a pos it ive pub lic image at the end of the war but this
image was slightly altered in the con text of peace and Fonck’s re turn
to ci vil ian life.

18

2. The “député- aviateur”: an ex ‐
pert rather than a dandy (1919-
1924)

2.1. The Re set ting of the ace’s image in
peace time

As “Guyne mer’s avenger” René Fonck be nefited from a great pop ular‐ 
ity in the first years of peace 50. In deed, in a quiz called “A qui le mil‐ 
lion?” (Who should win a mil lion francs?) or gan ized by La Vie
aérienne illustrée 51 in au tumn 1919 read ers were in vited to de cide
what amount in prize money they would give to each pilot if a fic‐
tional en dow ment of a mil lion francs were to be given to French avi‐ 
ation. The de ceased Georges Guyne mer re ceived the most votes
(66,767); Com mand ant Vuille min was placed second (66,524) and Cap‐ 
tain Fonck came third with 66,497 votes 52. Though his late ar rival on
the bat tle front meant that Fonck was not the reader’s fa vour ite, his
like ab il ity meant that his score was re spect able and that his pop ular‐ 
ity held firm among the ranks of politi cians and journ al ists. In deed,
due to his being prob ably the most dec or ated French sol dier and
seen as an ex ample for his fel low cit izens to fol low, Fonck was given

19
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the role of hold ing aloft the avi at ors flag dur ing the Vic tory parade on
France’s Na tional Day on July 14, 1919 53. An other ex ample of his pop‐ 
ular ity was his tak ing centre stage in a photo of sur viv ing aces which
was pub lished in Le Monde illustré in late Decem ber 1919 54. Fonck
also be nefited from the on go ing cen sor ship as journ al ists Ber ger and
Al lard re por ted that they had re ceived in struc tions to “put an end to
any story which would com prom ise Fonck[‘s in teg rity]” dur ing peace
ne go ti ations 55. Thanks to this, Fonck’s pos it ive image as a knight of
the sky was per petu ated in peace time by ci vil ian news pa pers. The
Pot ins de Paris de pic ted the young man as:

Hid ing him self and a row of dec or a tions under his black rain coat
Fonck told of his hor ror of those who would tame fly ing aces into be ‐
com ing stunt pi lots, and of his lack of en thu si asm to wards young
men in small bars who styled them selves as avi at ors 56.

Show ing only his mer its and re fus ing un deserved com pli ments from
un wise “ace tamers”, Fonck’s ap pear ance fully re flec ted what he
thought about fighter aces. His be liefs had an im pact on the way he
be haved and he acted in ac cord ance with the stand ards he had de‐ 
veloped and put into ac tion dur ing the war 57. He re jec ted the dan dy‐ 
ism and the thought less ness often at trib uted to air men of the time,
and re jec ted the ad ven tur ous char ac ter of the air man that was con‐ 
sidered a tool of se duc tion. Des pite this, news pa pers wrote reg u larly
about the young man’s suc cesses. Even the ex treme right- wing Ac‐ 
tion française noted dur ing a dip lo matic mis sion in Brazil in 1922 that
“the crowd’s fa vor ite has been René Fonck. One never ceases to ac‐ 
claim him in the street. [...] Women set down flowers in front of [his]
por trait.” 58 It should be noted, how ever, that there was a change of
tone in the way avi at ors were de pic ted: de scrip tions now fo cused less
on the mil it ary ex ploits of aces dur ing the war and more on the pre- 
war image of the ci vil ian sports man 59. In this re spect, as early as Oc‐ 
to ber 1919, Ray mond Saladin re minded us that Fonck and other
fighter pi lots “were men be fore they had be come aces and that they
had been sport men in the full sense of the term” 60. For this reason
Lec ture pour tous chose to present Fonck as one of the French ath‐ 
letes that were going to take part to the cel eb ra tions of the 1920 An t‐ 
werp Olympics 61. Al though he was never presen ted dir ectly as a sol‐ 
dier on these oc ca sions, pic tures of the pilot wear ing his uni form and
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his dec or a tions – as with the pub lic a tion of his war memor ies – in ev‐ 
it ably re minded people his (pres ti gi ous) past as a sol dier 62.

2.2. Fonck, “député- aviateur”
Placed second on the list of the Gauche Républicaine Démocratique
in the Vosges De part ment (thanks to Georges Clem enceau tak ing him
under his wing) Fonck was elec ted as a mem ber of the French Par lia‐ 
ment in 1919 without hav ing to give a single speech 63. The mil it ary
prestige from which he be nefited gave him ac cess to the “Bleu Ho ri‐ 
zon” Cham ber which was com posed mainly of politi cians that had
fought as sol diers in the war 64. The press often ques tioned the abil ity
of such a young man – Fonck was 25 years old – to face these re‐ 
spons ib il it ies but this type of con cern was softened by the guar an‐ 
tees that his past offered. The vir tues Fonck had showed on the front
provided the prom ise of suc cess. Claude Doret ex pressed re ser va‐
tions as to Fonck’s elec tion as early as Septem ber 1919. He was “highly
doubt ful that Fonck would find pleas ure in tak ing part in polit ical lob‐ 
by ing and that he would offer his pres ti gi ous sup port to the thou‐ 
sands of schemes that were the prin cipal pre oc cu pa tion of current- 
day par lia ment ari ans.” 65 This quote high lights the com mon dis trust
by the com mon people in the Par lia ment after the First World War. 66
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In ad di tion to his par lia ment ary role, in July 1921 Fonck was elec ted
Pres id ent of the Ligue aéronautique de France (L.Aé.F.). This was a
lobby which pro moted avi ation and which was af fil i ated to the very
high- brow and upper- class Aéro- Club de France. In spite of this, in
the eyes of the press Fonck re mained a fly ing ace and Le Petit Journal
was very keen to point out that “Cap tain Fonck [was in deed] MP for
the Vosges, Pres id ent of the Ligue aéronautique de France and – even
bet ter – ace of aces of the war” 67. Le Journal des débats also ex plained
after a (rare) speech given by the ace in the Chambre des députés that
Fonck “was ap plauded as fly ing ace as much as he was as a
speaker” 68.
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The image the press gave of René Fonck was there fore only very par‐ 
tially re con struc ted after his elec tion. Stiil, Fonck tried to change it in
a more tech nical way. He at temp ted to as so ci ate his past in the
Groupe de com bat “Les Cigognes” with his new ci vil ian func tions –
pos ing for in stance in a nice suit in his Parisian of fice hand ling a
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(Fig. 4)
René Fonck on Novem ber 24, 1920, press photo from the Meur isse agency.

statuette of the stork that was his totem 69. Though this pic ture from
the archives of the Meur isse agency was per haps never pub lished, it
still il lus trates the way Fonck at temp ted to turn his mil it ary past into
some thing more likable by as so ci at ing it with his new func tions and
using the press to do so. This was only partly suc cess ful as everything
writ ten about the MP was con tained a re minder of his past. Sig ni fic‐ 
antly, Guy Mou ner eau in the Écho de Paris on July 1922 de scribed
Cap tain Fonck “as being as much at ease with ad min is trat ive files that
clut ter his desk as with he had been with the air craft of the Boches in
the old days…” 70 (fig. 4). Not only did the press shape the heroic fig‐ 
ure of René Fonck, it also be came a relay for his thoughts, a tribune
with which avi ation could be pro moted, and the means of fight ing off
the fears of Ger mans that had be come an ob ses sion for Georges
Clem enceau’s cen ter right- wing par tis ans.

The po s i tion that Fonck ob tained in the Ligue Aéronautique de France
(L.Aé.F.) – com bined with his activ it ies in the Cham ber of Depu ties –
en abled him to or gan ize a con fer ence at the Société de Géographie on
Feb ru ary 22, 1924. Here, he out lined his vis ion of a fu tur istic flight
that would take the Parisian between Paris and New York in less than
eight hours. This ex er cise in style – one which fully matched the pos‐ 
it ive at ti tudes to wards avi ation held at the time – was re layed partly,
or in full, by sev eral spe cial ized or re gional news pa pers such as
L’Aérophile, the Revue heb doma daire (twice) or Le Bien Pub lic from
Dijon 71. Fonck was very act ive at the be gin ning of the 1920s and his
thoughts about the ne ces sity of cre at ing a Min istry of the Air and,
also, to or gan ize avi ation in French colon ies were pub lished reg u larly
in spe cial ized news pa pers 72. The gen eral press and news pa pers in‐ 
ten ded for vet er ans were more in ter ested in his thoughts that
warned of the danger of Ger many and, in ad di tion to a wider lob by ing
in favor of avi ation 73, the ne ces sity of put ting in place an ef fect ive
aer ial de fense 74. The pres ti gi ous and high- brow Revue des Deux
Mondes even asked Fonck to write an art icle in 1924. This demon‐ 
strated how Fonck’s repu ta tion as an ex pert in aero naut ical mat ters
had grown even though he had only been a mech anic ten years
earlier 75. For this reason, Fonck be nefited from the in terest of the
press and lit er at ure when it came to the ques tion of avi ation 76.
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(Bibliothèque na tionale de France, Meur isse, 85167; http://gal lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b
90378306)

2.3. Were per sonal fail ures hid den by
the press?
In the 1920s, the nar ra tion of heroic ac tions car ried out by the aces
con trib uted to the mak ing of the per man ent myth sur round ing the
knights of the sky 77. The re cur rence of aer ial meta phors was part of a
wider aer ial ima gin a tion of this time and they were used to present
pi lots as being able to fly above mere mor tals, as being the link
between gods and hu mans as well as earth and the sky in a so ci ety
which was be com ing more and more air minded 78. This partly ex‐ 
plained why journ al ists fo cused on Fonck’s fly ing as well as the gen er‐ 
al ized use of aer ial lex icon par tic u larly fer tile in their word play. After
his elec tion in 1919, for in stance, Les Pot ins de Paris sin gu larly sup‐ 
por ted Fonck who “vient de monter au Par le ment sur l’échelle de ses
palmes in nom brables. N’ayez aucune crainte qu’il ca pote. Il ne con‐ 
nait pas le ver tige.” 79 Play ing on the dual mean ing of “ver tige”, this
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quote shows how people saw the vic tori ous air man: neither grav ity
nor Par lia ment could ever stop him.

This focus on Fonck’s ca reer as an avi ator seemed to omit any con‐ 
sid er a tion of the pilot’s fail ures in his per sonal and ci vil ian life. De
facto, only brief men tions of his being thrown out of the L.Aé.F at the
end of May 1925were made in the press 80. Sim il arly, the loss he
suffered in polls in 1924 and the strik ing com mer cial fail ure of Fonck’s
vehicles – a ven ture that he star ted in 1920 –did not ap peared in a
single para graph 81.
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It seems that journ al ists had their heads in the clouds, point ing to ho‐ 
ri zons that would al ways be fur ther away and more glor i ous. They
seemed only in ter ested in main tain ing the image of the fighter pilot:
the one who had formed part the aer ial ima gin a tion. This over shad‐ 
owed the human as pect which was kept out of the field of rep res ent‐ 
a tions. It is only when the fail ure popped up in the real iz a tion of the
myth – when the ho ri zon of as pir a tions could not be ex ten ded any‐ 
more – that the ideal ized fig ure of Fonck in the air broke down.

27

3. The failed ad vent of the ad ven ‐
turer of the sky (1925-1926)

3.1. The pos sib il ity for Fonck to be part
of a new myth: the modern- day ad ven ‐
turer of the sky
On March 26, 1926, René Fonck an nounced plans to fly over the At‐ 
lantic from New York to Paris and to pave the way to a reg u lar
transat lantic air line 82 and some thing which had never been at temp‐ 
ted. In June 1919, pi on eers John Al cock and Athur W. Brown had flown
“only” from New found land to Con nemara over a shorter dis tance.
Non ethe less, their flight was a paradig matic shift as, for the first
time, it had been shown that it was pos sible to fly over an ocean. The
$25.000 Or teig prize –  offered from May 1919 by the great hotel
owner Ray mond Or teig to the first pilot who would fly non- stop from
New York to Paris  – stim u lated the race for the At lantic. Be cause
Fonck ran for this prize, his image merged with that of the ad ven turer
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of the sky. He would over reach nature thanks to con tinu ous and un‐ 
stop pable pro gress, which was a power ful re pub lican myth when as‐ 
so ci ated with sci ence 83. LeNa tional dreamt of a world where people
would won der if the At lantic Ocean ever ex is ted be cause it would be
so easy to fly over 84. Ed mond Blanc in Le Petit Provençal and Le
Républicain du Gard con firmed the feel ing that noth ing could ever
slow down mod ern ity in pro gress: fly ing across the At lantic “is no
longer an ex cep tional deed. […] Fonck can do it. If it is not him, it will
be someone else.” 85

For the Dépêche de Con stantine, it was the whole of hu man ity that
was pro gress ing through Fonck’s ven ture: “Cer tainly no one can fore‐ 
see what will come but everything leads us to be lieve that […] space
will be once more de feated by human ef fort and genius.” 86 One can
thus un der stand the ro mantic image con nec ted to this mod ern ad‐
ven turer: Fonck’s suc cess ap peared un cer tain in fa cing the dangers
and im mens ity of space but there was no doubt that hu man ity would
even tu ally suc ceed. Yet the press re por ted the com mon people’s fas‐ 
cin a tion to see Fonck’s eleven- ton Sikor ski S-35 fly ing. The plane was
reg u larly com pared to a “mas to donte” or named “avion géant” 87. This
pro ject showed the magic of sci ence in pro gress which fas cin ated the
pub lic. Vivid de scrip tions from re port ers in sisted on the soph ist ic a‐ 
tion of the air craft and the com ple tion of every de tail as tech nical
proof. Thus, L’Écho de la Loire noted that “the air craft is a bi plane,
look ing al most like a mono plane be cause its lower wing flat tens it self
against the upper one and its light body is covered with a paper pulp
which is al most fully wa ter proof” 88. La Dépêche Iséroise and La Libre
Bel gique went as far as in vent ory ing in their columns the tech nical
de tails of the air craft such as its wing span, its weight per square
meter, its weight per horsepower, the volume of fuel on board and its
ap prox im ate speed (“roughly 200 kilo met ers per hour”) 89. La Dépêche
de Brest and Le Progrès du Nord ex plained – how mar velously tech‐ 
nical – that Cap tain Fonck and his staff be nefited from a “new tool
col lect ing enough water from the air to quench the thirst of the bold
air men.” 90 While Fonck was still re membered as the “ace of aces”, the
press as so ci ated him with the new ima gin a tion of long dis tance
flights and mod ern aer ial ven ture. In those days, wire less tele graphy
was a use ful tool as well as a power ful sym bol of mod ern ity. Thus the
pilot was pho to graphed in mil it ary uni form, wear ing his dec or a tions
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(Fig. 5)
“Cap tain Fonck who will fly non- stop from New York to Paris”, Le Pèlerin, Au gust 22, 1926.

(“Le capi taine Fonck qui va voler de New York à Paris sans es cale”)

(source: coll. Mémoire de René Fonck)

and hold ing a re ceiver. His heroic past – also re called by the stork
painted on his plane – was as so ci ated with the pur suit of pro gress
over the At lantic that this re ceiver sym bol ized. The tri chro matic print
which had been pre ferred to the black one added to the live li ness and
the mod ern ity of the pic ture (fig. 5).

Fonck’s air craft – his ride – was al ways con sidered by the journ al ists
as an ex ten sion of Fonck him self. They were fas cin ated by the plane
as much as the sports man who would take its stick. Thus, the cult of
per form ance ap peared all over art icles about Fonck which de scribed
him as a cham pion who was going to break al to gether “plusieurs re‐ 
cords du monde de durée et d’alti tude avec charge utile” 91 to write “une
fois de plus [his name] au palmarès de l’aéronautique mon diale.” 92
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The mod ern ity of this ad ven turer fas cin ated both re port ers and
read ers and this jus ti fied the in tense media cov er age given to this
never at temp ted flight. L’In transigeant ex plained that Fonck’s de par‐ 
ture from Le Havre on late April 1926 took place in front of a huge
crowd massed on the pier 93. Every single thing be came a mat ter of
dis cus sion dur ing the pre par a tion of the air raid. For in stance, Le
Progrès de Lyon and other news pa pers an nounced that the pilot
would bring along a din ner which had been pre pared by one of New
York’s best chefs. It would be eaten on his ar rival in Paris 94. This is a
story which was pub lished in most French news pa pers, and was one
which an noyed Georges Brighton in L’Aérauto in which he took of‐ 
fence at “a hot meal” being a joke played by an “in vent ive and clumsy
in form ant.” 95 Even the com mun ist news pa per L’Humanité – one not
sup posedly very en thu si astic about a cap it al istic com pet i tion in‐
volving money – talked about the pilot’s “sen sa tional cross ing” 96.
These are some of the ex amples that il lus trate how much at ten tion
was being given by the French press to the mod ern ad ven ture Fonck
was plan ning. This was gen er ally the case for any at tempt to fly
across the At lantic at the time and it re veals the on go ing the pop ular‐ 
ity of aer ial cul ture on a global scale 97.

31

3.2. A Shock Between Aer ial Ima gin a ‐
tions?
As the myth of the ad ven turer of the sky met the myth of the knight
of the air, con flicts between their re lated myth emes ap peared. Be‐ 
cause he pur sued the $25,000 Or teig prize, Fonck did not ap pear
much chiv al rous, whereas ab neg a tion and selfl ess ness should re main
his leit motif. These con sid er a tions put the pro fes sion al iz a tion of pi‐ 
lots in ques tion and demon strated the lat ent ten sion dur ing the 1920s
between avi ation’s ori gins as a sport, its mod ern ity as a weapon and
its com mer cial per spect ives. Serge Veber put this ques tion to the
read ers of La Patrie and asked if “in the aer ial game, Sadi Le cointe,
Fonck and Pel letier d’Oisy would be highly prized stars.” 98 In the left- 
wing La Voix du Peuple, trade uni on ists of the Confédération Générale
du Trav ail (CGT) gave mixed feel ings which lay some where between a
re jec tion of the mon et iz a tion of sport and ad mir a tion for the pilot.
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There is no doubt that Cap tain Fonck is not just seek ing glory. This
fant astic long- distance flight must be provid ing him with some thing
else. But do you be lieve that in un der tak ing such a mad ven ture that
he will earn as much as some box ers or, even, as much as Miss
Lenglen, the ten nis cham pion? Des pite his not doing so, René Fonck
will risk his life to main tain French su prem acy in the air 99.

There fore, the risk taken for French in terests jus ti fied gains other
than the sole hon ors. The pat ri otic di men sion of the con quest of the
air was par tic u larly present in Fonck’s speeches some times show ing
the clash between what was seen as chiv al rous and what was seen as
ad ven tur ous. Whereas the ad ven turer does not know any fron tier be‐ 
cause he flies over them, the knight only lives to de fend the bor ders
of his coun try. Not without ex er cising a cer tain de gree of chau vin ism,
most French news pa pers there fore saw this ven ture as a mostly
French per form ance that was kindly sup por ted by the United States –
the fund ing and the plane came from this coun try. La Dépêche de
Toulouse re cog nized this part ner ship between the two sides of the
At lantic but de scribed it as a great French achieve ment among oth‐ 
ers.
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Thus, this is not only a French un der tak ing […] but a ver it able re cord
at tempt which un der lines both the en ergy and the tenacity of a
French man and an Amer ican. The plane will bear the col ors of both
coun tries […]. There is no doubt that Fonck will take off and add a
new ex ploit to the in nu mer able French aer ial per form ances 100.

In the Con ser vat ive French press, L’In transigeant also spoke of the
pat ri otic spirit of Fonck who had “left our coun try to testify in front
of at tent ive peoples [...] that au da city is a qual ity which is above all
French, and that only a French man can make the purest ges tures of
bravery.” 101 On the con trary, not sur pris ingly, Le Soir of Brus sels and
L’Ac tion française are way more crit ical of the pilot writ ing of a “very
im prob able suc cess”.
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The French would be un pleas antly em bar rassed at see ing he who
held the flag of French avi ation at the end of the war fly an air craft
built in the United States by a Rus sian en gin eer, equipped with Eng ‐
lish mo tors (French li cense), and ac com pan ied by an of ficer and a
nav ig ator who are Amer ican 102.
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For the ultra- Conservatives, the French hero should not be in volving
him self in an in ter na tional ven ture – es pe cially in a for eign plane.
This re minds us how power ful the as so ci ation was between a pilot
and his air craft in the pop u lar ima gin a tion. In late Au gust 1926, while
French pi lots Taras con and Coli also an nounced their in ten tion to fly
over the At lantic – soon fol lowed by the twice speed record- breaker
Ar rachart – French news pa pers gen er ally took the side of the pi lots
who re mained French and showed na tional pref er ence in the choice
of plane 103.
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Still cer tain of his suc cess, Fonck demon strated his self- belief to the
press, some thing which con tras ted sharply with the humble ness he
had shown in news pa per art icles since 1917. Speak ing col lo qui ally and
being com for ted by the cer tain ties that sci ence provided Fonck
claimed that: “I am telling you we will make it. It will be as if I was sat
in an arm chair.” 104 Fonck’s self- assurance was act ively re layed by the
French press. This was closer to the image of the daunt less ad ven‐ 
turer, sure of his strength and his com ing suc cess, than to the myth
of the mod est knight of the air. This de clar a tion was also a way of
calm ing the grow ing im pa tience of ob serv ers as the pre par a tions
were get ting longer and ru mors cir cu lated that the flight would be
can celled 105. Whereas a (very op tim istic) de par ture date had been
given by some news pa pers as July 1926, the at tempt was only to take
place on Septem ber 21 of that year 106. There fore, there was a ten sion
between aer ial ima gin a tion –  filled with record- breaking speeds  –
and the real ity of a thor ough pre par a tion, with its many tests and ad‐ 
just ments of pro to types. Be cause he over took space, the air man –
 who flew between gods and men – had to over take time too. He had
to go fast and to act. Ci tius, al tius, for tius as says the Olympic motto…
In the Journal des Débats, the Mem ber of Par lia ment Guy de Mont jou
later cas tig ated im pa tient journ al ists to de fend his friend Fonck who
was the “vic time du bruit fait au tour de son pro jet” while “l’opin ion
pub lique a été surexcitée par l’at tente fébrile d’une tent at ive sport ive
har die.” 107
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(Fig. 6)
Le Miroir des Sports, 5 oc tobre 1926, p. 272.

3.3.Blatant fail ure: the broken- down
ab so lute
Fi nally start ing off on the morn ing of Septem ber 21, 1926, René Fonck
failed to take- off. On Roosevelt Field, Long Is land, the axle of the
plane’s right wheel broke. Then, top pling over, the air craft burnt to
ashes be fore the eyes of nu mer ous re port ers and news cam eras
which had come to im mor tal ize the event. While René Fonck and his
co- pilot Lt. Lawrence Curtin man aged to get out of the air craft, the
radio op er ator Charles Clavier and the nav ig ator Jacob Is lam off were
trapped in side and were burnt alive. Filled with fuel, the air craft’s
tanks fed the fire. The press was di vided when it came to de cid ing
who was re spons ible for this drama. Amer ican news pa pers sug ges ted
Fonck’s mis judg ment was to blame whereas the French press high‐ 
lighted both the speed of the pre par a tion of the Amer ican air craft
and the in flu ence of New York and its media 108. Le Petit Journal
presen ted a good ex ample of the de fence of the French pilot con‐ 
clud ing in an in ter view with Fonck’s mother that “a sneaky fate jeal‐ 
ous of the au da city of the knight of the air was to de prive a heroic
mother of her ex pect a tion. Noth ing was lost, how ever, as his honor is
as sured.” 109 Like Icarus who flew too close to the sun, Fonck fell
down to the ground. Be cause the journal evokes the safe honor of the
air man, the reader un der stands the set back to the myth of the knight
of the sky. Only the com mun ist L’Humanité and the satiric Ca nard
enchaîné set them selves apart from the oth ers as they mocked the
pilot 110. Le Miroir des Sports left its read ers to draw their own con‐ 
clu sions with a photo of the burn ing air craft (fig. 6) 111. Print ing a sim‐ 
ilar photo, Le Sport uni versel illustré added a second one show ing
fire men in the ashes of the plane a few hours later. This en hanced
how dra matic the situ ation had been (fig. 7) 112.
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(Bibliothèque na tionale de France, https://gal lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9788180k/f14.it
em.zoom)

(Fig. 7)
Le Sport uni versel illustré, 8 oc tobre 1926, p.671.
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(École Na tionale d’Équitation, 2013-97801; http://gal lica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k658065
10/f294.item)

The im ages of flames con sum ing the crashed air craft and dark smoke
had a strong visual im pact. Their vi ol ence broke Fonck’s image
through its sym bolic ex ten sion, that is the plane on fire. On the air‐ 
field – a sac red ground between the earth and heaven – Fonck missed
his at tempt to link hu mans, who ex pec ted un lim ited pro gress, and
the ho ri zon that had to be over come. Show ing him self to be fal lible,
the heroic fig ure of the air man was no longer re li able. If, in con trast
to the New York Times, French news pa pers re por ted that the pilot
asked for news of his part ners im me di ately after the crash, read ers
could see that Fonck had burst into tears whereas, be fore, he had
man aged to keep his com pos ure 113. As he sur vived this fail ure, Fonck
left no room for mys tery or fantasy which sur roun ded a bru tal but
heroic and tra gic death. He only ap peared weak and fra gile – that is,
mor tal. No longer did he fit the image of the in vin cible air man that
soared above com mon people.
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René Fonck had great po ten tial to be come a myth him self. He, how‐ 
ever, missed the bless ing the French press was will ing to offer to pi‐ 
on eers (Blériot, Lind bergh) and ro mantic dare dev ils killed in flight
(Guyne mer, Nun gesser, Mer moz) 114. Such a suc cess or death would
have led to a myth which was fully autonom ous from Fonck’s ori ginal
char ac ter 115. Be cause he failed to link the earth and the sky, he re‐ 
vealed his human con di tion. The dis en chanted French press there‐ 
fore re layed the end of an ab so lute dream 116.
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4. Con clu sion
Fonck first entered a sys tem of preex ist ing im ages that helped the
pub lic to ima gine fighter aces through the re cur rent use of sym bols
shap ing a knight of the sky. The lat ter was an in vin cible gen tle man of
the air who fought el eg ant aer ial duels. Journ al ists then wrote about a
pilot with spe cific fea tures that dis tin guished him from other pi lots
while as so ci at ing him with the aer ial ima gin a tion: he was in vin cible,
never shot but yet vic tori ous, an “ace of aces” and the avenger of his
com rades. His case is there fore a per fect ex ample of the way the
French press shaped a few her oes from a sample of preex ist ing rep‐ 
res ent a tions. The lat ter were partly re con struc ted using the con text
and cer tain events in which these new cham pi ons were prot ag on ists.
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ABSTRACTS

English
The case of René Fonck is ex cep tional. The pilot be came an ace late in May
1917 but his mil it ary per form ance soon earned him at ten tion in the French
press. He was nick named “Guyne mer’s avenger”, the “in vin cible boche killer”,
“knight of the sky”, and the mod ern sports man; in other words, he was in‐ 
den ti fied in the gen eral news pa pers whereas in dus trial mod ern ity was im‐ 
per sonal. Elec ted a “député- aviateur” after the war, Fonck ex ten ded his as‐ 
pir a tions with re peated suc cesses. As a pub lic fig ure, he seemed to fly over
com mon people and triggered the ima gin ary of fly ing, still in the mak ing.
Al though it later be came a weapon, avi ation first in carn ated con stant pro‐ 
gress and fas cin ated the pub lic in the 1920s. How ever, Fonck’s missed at‐ 
tempt to fly over the At lantic on Septem ber 1926 re vealed his lim its, which
were re layed by the press. The hero now shown as a mere mor tal was de‐ 
feated. This art icle aims to ana lyze the way the French press craf ted the fig‐ 
ure of Fonck from an aer ial ima gin ary that was touched by the ab so lute.

Français
Le cas de René Fonck est ex cep tion nel  : tard ins crit au ta bleau des as, en
mai 1917, ses per for mances mi li taires lui at tirent ra pi de ment les fa veurs de
la presse fran çaise. Il de vient le « ven geur de Guy ne mer », « in vin cible tueur
de boche », « che va lier du ciel », sports man mo derne, fi gure ai sé ment iden‐ 
ti fiée et re pré sen tée par les jour naux ci vils à l’heure de la guerre im per son‐ 
nelle. « Député- aviateur » après la guerre, re pous sant tou jours l’ho ri zon des
at tentes par ses suc cès, la fi gure ima gi née de Fonck semble évo luer au- 
dessus des mor tels et en tre tient la fas ci na tion du grand pu blic comme de la
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presse pour le moyen aé rien en constants pro grès. Ce pen dant, man quant sa
ten ta tive de raid trans at lan tique en 1926, Fonck af fiche ses li mites. Les dif‐
fé rents jour naux prennent parti pour ou contre le héros, déchu car ayant
déçu. Cet ar ticle vise à ana ly ser la ma nière dont la presse fran çaise a com‐ 
po sé la fi gure mé dia tique de Fonck à par tir d’un ima gi naire aé ro nau tique
em preint d’ab so lu.
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