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TEXT

1 The following articles are the revised proceedings of the seminar,
“The Press and the Conquest of the Skies: History, Imagination, and
Poetics”, held in January 2017 at the Maison de la Recherche, with the
support of the Centre d’histoire du xix°® siecle at the Universities Paris
4 Paris-Sorbonne and Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne. The origins of this
seminar and this special issue must be contextualised within the
group of recent studies on the cultural history of flight.

1. A Multi-form Object of Re-
search

2 The history of the early days of aviation is not a single story, but sev-
eral; it can be written and has been written, since the 1990s, from
various perspectives: it can be the history of the exploits, lives and
accounts of pilots or mirroring that, those of the passengers’ sen-
sorial experiences; it can be the history of technology, its failures, the
experiments and progress of inventors, engineers and their teams, or
that of the public, their representations and their imaginary of aero-
nautics. These histories have been initiated and sometimes even
treated together, in an intertwined way, by recent research such as
Marie Thébaud-Sorger’s on Laérostation au temps des Lumiéres! and,
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in collaboration with Nathalie Roseau, on the “culture of flight 27 this
subject has also been addressed in the work of Robert Wohl, who
studied the place of aviation in certain works of Western literary and
pictorial culture 3; the study of this subject/this history gave rise, in
the Azores (Portugal), to two international symposia held in Septem-
ber 2015 and September 2017, as well as a publication of the proceed-
ings of the first of these events on aviator-writers?. For a complete
review of recent historiography on aeronautics, we can refer to the
rich introduction to the collective volume co-edited by Francoise
Lucbert and Stéphane Tison; its disciplinary span extends beyond
cultural history (although it occupies an important place in this
work)®. Through the panorama of diverse studies reviewed by these
authors, we can appreciate the diversity and importance of French,
American and European historiography on flight since the cultural
‘turn’ of the last thirty years. This synthetic review also points to the
specificity of “aviation” as a research subject, which interests scholars
from different backgrounds and thus does not constitute a unified
field of research. This is undoubtedly what makes this kaleidoscopic
object so rich, allowing researchers to bring to aviation histori-
ographical insights from other subjects and perspectives. Through
such transdisciplinary approaches, the culture of aviation can be
studied over the long term and understood at the crossroads of tech-
nological progress and the representations that shape and dissemin-
ate those advances, through networks of social actors and national
spaces, or the variety of cultural media.

2. Flight Viewed through the Lens
of the History of Media Culture

3 Indeed, cultural history has enabled us to demonstrate the shimmer-
ing diversity of representations, images and stories of flight and,
more specifically (but not only) aviation within media culture. After
the aerostation had embodied the technical prowess and promise of
science for enlightened elites and crowds at the end of the Ancien
Régime, a little over a century later, aviation also renewed the great
story of progress and modernity in the wake of the Second Industrial
Revolution. The “conquest of the air” (an expression used by aero-
nauts since the 19™" century and then recycled at the dawn of the 20t
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century to describe the nascent aviation revolution) has had a pro-
found impact on Western media culture and its various forms, in
ways that sometimes overlap and sometimes differ from those that
disseminated the culture of flight at the end of the 18" century. The
years 1890-1900 were also an important turning point for the media.
Many of the mass media forms that covered nascent aviation were
themselves emerging at the same time that the first aeroplanes are
rising in the sky: the “Belle Epoque” of aviation in France is also that of
cinema %, advertising posters’, postcards 8, the toy industry, decorat-
ive objects and fashion ?, not to mention new forms of mass market
10) and popular genres,
such as the novel of anticipation !, In addition, the motif of flight also

literature (such as illustrated booklet series

attracted established writers, novelists and poets alike 2. Within this
panorama of media and material forms that fell in love with flight and
disseminated its imaginary (sometimes triumphant and sometimes
worrisome), we find the various genres and media of journalistic dis-
course. It is these that this special issue explores in a specific way, by
inviting historians to look at the role of journalistic poetics in the
construction and circulation of the imaginary about flight. “Flight”
here is not limited to aviation or the pioneer era (1890-1930) (al-
though it is central), but is understood in a broad technical and his-
torical sense, i.e. from the first balloon flights at the end of the 18 to
the most recent space exploration.

4 The articles here closely link the history of aviation culture to the
history of journalistic media, whether written, or later audio-visual
and digital, whether generalist or trade press (sports, technical, or
even aeronautics). This special issue thus crosses a vast span of the
culture of air flight, from the media coverage of the first hot air and
hydrogen balloon flights in 1783 to the voyage of the Rosetta space
probe launched in 2004. In so doing, nearly two centuries of media
evolution are also covered, from the newspapers of the late Ancien
Régime to the press of the 19™ and 20" centuries, from the radio
broadcasts of the 1930s to the magazines distributed on board Air
France aircraft, and finally to digital media.

5 The choice to privilege such broad span of history was taken to set
the scope of this special issue first and foremost on the history of the
media. First, the long term allows us to better understand certain
continuities and, second, the reconfigurations in the way the media
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represented flight from the end of the Ancien Régime to the present
day. This long time span also hinders us from focusing solely on tech-
nical breakthroughs, which we might otherwise perceive as more
fundamental than they were. While being able to orient and control
balloons, then the invention of motorized flight at the dawn of the
20t century, were certainly major innovations, but they must not be
allowed to obscure another chronology that is more specifically
media and cultural. While the imaginary of flight was reconfigured at
the turn of the century as a result of these successes and changes in
the media and forms of the press, it was already an object of dis-
course and journalistic representations at the end of the Ancien
Régime. The evolution of aeronautical techniques was constantly
monitored by the press throughout the 19™ century, as mentioned in
the first article of this issue, which provides a synthesis of the history
of aeronautical journalism. The imaginary of flight, therefore, unfolds
over the long term while being reconfigured, over decades and cen-
turies, by the state of the media system; in other words, this imagin-
ary is inseparable from what can be said (and in what form, and by
whom), and inseparable from major events that draw the interest of a
multitude of audiences in the media forms that are available at a
given time.

3. The Press: Fertile Ground of
Imaginaries

6 Thus, the question that arises is: why, out of all the possible sources,
privilege the press? There are at least two reason. First, a vast num-
ber of studies have already focused on other cultural productions,
such as cinema or literature (especially that produced by well-known
authors). However, the panorama of literary and cinematographic
representations of aviation remains incomplete, and cannot be fully
understood, due to the lack of a perspective englobing all media and
their interactions. Such an approach would show how various motifs
are formed and circulate between the variety of discursive and visual
ensembles, among which the press is primordial. The second answer
seems self-evident to historians of media and print culture, who
knows the extent to which mass media journalism is fundamental in

13»

forming the “social imaginary>” of Western societies, particularly
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century. With the rise of the “newspaper civilization 14"

15

since the 19th

the spread of literacy, and the rise of mass culture ">, as well as the
development of technology and media for reproducing images, the

entire economy of representation was disrupted in one century.

7 Journalistic media, which were increasingly present in the daily lives
of contemporaries, played a central role in Western societies where
aviation began. These media disseminated the techniques of flight,
encouraged debate, depicted the pioneers, portrayed the spectacle of
crowds attentive to a new form of performance in an urban environ-
ment 6, and disseminated the first aerial photographs. These media
established a completely new grammar to express the social mean-
ings of flight in keeping pace with changes in the techniques, layout,
sections and content of the papers, and as new types of activities and
registers of speeches were invented, such as scientific populariza-
tion, reporting or, at the very end of the 19t century, the sports press
and news photography. Through its rapid production and wide distri-
bution, the press thus became an important vector of modern myths,
moulding the collective imagination. The press thus preceded literat-
ure, which shaped and fashioned stereotypes, weaving together the
developing narratives of heroic lives, such as those of René Fonck,
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, and José Manuel Sarmento de Beires. The
various articles in the present issue by Damien Accoulon, Olivier
Odaert and Isabel Morujao examine this subject while situating these
narratives within the broader field of heroic representations of the
aviator and aviation history. The very redundancy and the speed of
the press’ production ensured its effectiveness in producing imagin-
aries, as did the variety of the press’ forms (newsletters, reports, in-
terviews, portraits, columns, testimonies, popular scientific sections,
and iconography). Even classified ads and readers’ letters created so-
cial ties and representations of aviation, as Claise-Lise Gaillard’s art-
icle shows, since the aviator is one of the seductive portrait types
that easily fit into press interface for finding a romantic partner.

8 Here, the interest of case studies is to highlight the ability of a genre
or media to reshape the representations of flight depending on its
own particular requirements and means. For example, (but it is only
one illustration among others) there is radio, which uses sound ele-
ments (background sound effects or sound effects and musical illus-
trations) to evoke the revolution of flight, and in that way sketches
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out an imaginary of aviation that is specific to radio, as shown in Mar-
ine Beccarelli’s article. For this reason, it is important to examine how
the forms and media of journalistic discourse, with their reiteration
and renewal and their particular rhetoric, narrative constructions
and poetics, determined the aeronautical imaginary; and how that
imaginary differed from or, conversely, mirrored representations
constructed in other spheres of contemporary discourse and culture.

4. An Approach Based on Analys-
ing the Poetics of the Media

9 This approach remains largely new and is therefore a significant con-
tribution to the history of the representations of flight. Indeed, the
role and influence of the journalistic media have hardly been taken
into account to date in the cultural history of aerostations, aviation
and space. There are some exceptions, which should be mentioned in
introducing this issue. Some historians interested in military aviation
have used the press as a source to retrace the history of the “aces” of
the war and their media representations. This is the case with the
work of Jean-Pierre Dournel and Patrick Facon on La Guerre aérienne
illustrée, a specialized weekly magazine founded and run by the
multi-talented Jacques Mortane ", or in research by Francois Pernot

on the French heroes of the First and Second World Wars 8. However,

to this history of flight that periodically plunges into the press as if it
were an archive to find images and speeches, we must add the his-
tory of the poetics of flight in the media. Such a history views the
press less as a source and more as a medium that determined writing
characteristics and that shaped representations according to the
special needs of the press and serialisation, with its possible tech-
niques and constraints. This type of research, which has involved his-
torians of the press and media, has been initiated in previous studies.

Thierry Gervais focused, for example, on the role of editorial policy,

photo reporters’ practices, and layout in the publication of aerial

views in the new illustrated weeklies of the Belle Epoque!®. Benoit

Lenoble analysed the specificities of the imaginary around the origins

of flight constructed by the French press at the beginning of the 20t

century, and compared that to representations conveyed by other
actors, such as inventors, and in other discursive spheres 20 These
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studies show this: we must shift the main focus of our research to ex-
amine the interactions between the poetics of the media and the
motif of flight. In so doing, we can understand how the latter, by its
connotations and by the imagination it engages, lends itself particu-
larly well to the arrival of the modernity of those poetics and to the
evolution of their language.

To exist, this methodological perspective needed to be founded on
the history of the media and, more particularly, on the cultural and
literary history of the press. This cultural history has grown consid-
erably over the past fifteen years, following on from the work of 18t
century scholars. Since then, Alain Vaillant, Marie-FEve Thérenty?!
and others have followed suit. This research uses both the methodo-
logical tools of cultural history, accustomed to working with large
corpora, and literary studies, with their macroscopic and poetic ap-
proaches. The time is now ripe to revisit the history of aviation cul-
ture in this light. In order to initiate a movement (which calls for fu-
ture research), this special issue brings together specialists in literary
studies, the press and media culture, inviting them to examine avi-
ation culture from within their disciplines. Moreover, we invited
scholars in aviation and space history to take the opposite approach
and consider their subject through the specific lens of the media.
This meeting at the crossroads sheds new light on the history, ima-
gination and poetics of the origins of flight.

5. Reflexivity and Reciprocal In-
vention of Flight and the Media

Aeronautics, as can be seen, for example, when leafing through the
inter-war press, occupied an important place in journalistic dis-
course: reports on raids and pilots regularly made the headlines, sec-
tions covered the progress of aviation, a great many journalists dedic-
ated themselves to this subject, and many specialized periodicals
were founded. As a result, and also outside this particular period, the
mass of aeronautical representations in the press is immense, both
repetitive and abundant. The aesthetic issues that avant-garde artists
attributed to the imaginary of flight (which, at the beginning of the
20" century, for them embodied aesthetic shifts and modernity 22),
were transposed into the press and were reconfigured in the process.
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Another form of reflexivity replaced aesthetic meanings: aviation, as a
symbol of technological progress, speed and reducing distance of the
modern world, allowed media to express their own modernity and
their role in communication, since both flight and media, each in
their own way, reshape perceptions of space and of human relation-
ships. In addition, the reproducibility and technical progress of the
planes echoed the series of media production. The aeronautical ima-
ginary, therefore, is inseparable from the development of mass cul-
ture. It was shaped by that culture and speaks about that culture.
This imaginary activated a variety of cultural and media series: a
series of aviation heroes and raids, a series of periodical issues that
followed the series of aerial tests, and stereotypical images of pilots
reproduced in the press as well as in journalistic writing, with its
metaphors, formulas and set scenarios.

Because of the stereotypical and iterative nature of the discourse and
the representations it conveys, the press was part of the formation
and dissemination of a “social imaginary” of aviation, which, from one
era to another, kept certain features while partially reinventing itself.
This imaginary, woven of narrative scenarios, symbolic meanings, fig-
ures, metaphors and intertexts, circulated. It was appropriated by
different actors, including journalists, serial writers, photographers,
page editors, editors, and aviators themselves. Each of them modified
that imaginary it according to his or her history, aims and personal
interests. For example, Jacques Mortane, in La Guerre aérienne
illustrée, tended to blend together the features of the pre-war ace
fighter pilot and the sports aviator, partly because he himself made
his mark in the sports press of the 1900s, as Damien Accoulon ex-
plains. By helping establish an imaginary while adding their own
touch, these producers contributed to a set of circulating represent-
ations, which had a real impact on the social world: influencing per-
ceptions of space, time, the development and use of techniques, and
the reception and the symbolic capital of airmen in areas outside of
aviation (such as the dating market, the political field to which René
Fonck converted, or the literary field 23). As for the latter sphere, the
case of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, studied by Olivier Odaert, clearly
shows the extent to which his social and symbolic prestige and media
coverage supported his literary success; the two were constructed in
tandem. The imaginary is indeed performative, which is what this im-
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mersion in the press aims to shed light on while providing an import-
ant missing link in aeronautical representations: another way to de-
scribe the goal of this thematic issue. To do this, we needed to break
away from the well-worn paths of mass published works and literat-
ure (well-studied from Bui Xuan Bao’s %* dissertation fifty years ago to
more recent works and articles2°). Instead, we wanted to highlight
serial publications, periodicals, which became increasingly massive
from the last third of the 19t century, and listen to radio broadcasts,
even to consider media strategies in the age of social networks and
digital media. In short, it was important to explore the rich media
discourse on flight and to comprehend it by looking for traces of the
shaping of the imaginary, rather than a detailed examination of its
aesthetic qualities.

Studying the origins of flight through the prism of the press also
means, in this sense, to see it as a media event, an event constructed
in the media, with its actor-characters, its stereotypical narratives,
its key images, its network of meaning, its particular temporality, its
poetic traits. It also means thinking about how the press has, in part,
worked not only to express but also to invent the “conquest of the
air’, by promoting balloon and aeronautical events, sometimes even
using them to ensure its own self-promotion as it did with other
modern sports, such as car and bicycle racing. The beginnings of avi-
ation provided a windfall for the major dailies that began organizing
and financing competitions. From the 1900s onwards, the role of the
press as mediators was more important than ever in building an avi-
ation culture among the general public during the golden age of cir-
culation for the daily press. Because it was a moment of aeronautical
and media excitement, the first third of the 20" century is the focus
of many articles in this special section. It was at the same time the
era of sports aviation, of fighter pilots, of the creation and growth of
the first commercial airlines, the invention of the epic of aviation, and
that of a specialized mediator - the aviation journalist - who contrib-
uted to a wide range of columns and specialized periodicals. The
weaving together of the worlds of aeronautics and print was thus
rooted in the press. Moreover, this gave rise to new initiatives, such
as the promotional periodicals created by airlines and distributed to
passengers during flight, studied by Guillaume Pinson. We can see,
with some irony, a kind of pendulum reversal, when commercial avi-
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ation takes advantage of the printed press and integrates it into its
uses, after the press had played such an important role in the devel-
opment and invention of aviation.

6. Shifting to Other Countries
and Time Periods

It should also be stressed that in the dissemination of this imaginary
of pioneering aviation, the French press was not alone. The case of
France is not singular, even though it occupies a central place in this
issue. Rather, this phenomenon more broadly affected all the media
of Western countries; yet this last statement is cautious and needs to
be tested in the framework of a global history. The articles by Domin-
ique Faria and Antonio Monteiro as well as that of Isabel Morujao
offer a salutary shift of perspective by showing how the Azorean and
Portuguese press treated airmen in times of raid flights and the de-
velopment of commercial aviation. Their studies show that some of
the main motifs of this imaginary were shared among different geo-
graphical areas, but there were also local and national specificities, in
particular issues related to history, heritage and politics.

Finally, the last four articles in this special issue - which we have
chosen, on the whole, to present chronologically - have in common
the building of bridges between pioneering aviation and the early 20t
century on the one hand and on the other, the periods of the triumph
of commercial aviation in the 1940s to 1970s, the development of
fighter aircraft and then space (up to the most recent history of space
in Florence Chiavassa’s paper on the media coverage of the Rosetta
mission, from 1993 to 2014, which led the European Space Agency to
use social networks). These new directions reveal several significant
changes: as we move away from the time of dangerous raids and ad-
venture, associated with the golden age of reporting in the 1900s to
1930s, another concept of travel emerges, presenting commercial
flight as a time to take a break, as entertainment, even luxury, a new
kind of “travel sitting still” for a new pool of passengers that the major
airlines were acquiring. The Air France Revue studied by Guillaume
Pinson sheds light on the changes in representations of travel and the
sensitivities attributed to passengers from 1930 to 1970. Moreover,
during this period, although the heroism of pilots never completely
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faded, their place in the media narrative of the aviation and space
epic tended to give way to machines and technology, as Dominique
Faria, Antonio Monteiro and Florence Chiavassa point out. This is a
remarkable fact, insofar as a similar change (giving a predominant
place to technology) also occurred in the media imaginary during the
20™ century. In fact, recording by technical equipment (whether
image, photograph, film, or sound) and the quest for “live” were be-
coming increasingly important, as they too are able to perform feats
of prowess that echo the exploits of the first pilots, as Marine Bec-
carelli shows about the radio reporting done on board aircraft. Des-
pite these changes, the reflexive relationship between aeronautical
and media imaginaries remains. This is less a coincidence and more
the result of a continual process of co-construction of the represent-
ations of the media (the imaginary of the media) and the subjects that
the media represents (such as flight); in treating these subjects it
formats them. And that is why, studying the mediatised history of
flight, the authors of these articles also show how the media, while
constantly scanning the heavens over time, also speak a little about
themselves.
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