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Article

Imagining an Old City in 
Nineteenth-Century France:  
Urban Renovation, Civil Society, 
and the Making of Vieux Lyon

Patrick Luiz Sullivan De Oliveira1

Abstract
Urban histories of nineteenth-century France have tended to focus on Paris and emphasize state 
actions. This has obscured movements that were crucial in shaping modern cities, particularly 
segments of civil society that worked on preserving old neighborhoods. This article focuses 
on Lyon—a “second city”—and analyzes how state-driven urban renovations under the 
Second Empire fostered a fin-de-siècle localist reaction that sought to preserve what was seen 
as Lyonnais urban forms (in particular neighborhoods defined by their narrow and crooked 
streets). Through an antiquarian discourse, cultural elites argued that these urban forms were 
an essential part of Lyonnais identity—which they feared was being infringed upon by Paris. 
The actions of these prideful and anxious Lyonnais show that antiquarian history was, in fact, a 
modern phenomenon that played a key role in shaping the modern city.
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In 1887, Auguste Bleton published, under the pseudonym Monsieur Josse, À Travers Lyon, a col-
lection of sketches that had previously appeared in the Sunday issues of the Courrier de Lyon. In 
each sketch, Monsieur Josse took readers on a tour of a different area of Lyon, with Bleton writ-
ing as if he were strolling through the streets and explaining their history. In the preface to the 
book, Jules Coste-Labaume justified the value of Bleton’s literary tours, arguing that people 
could find the city’s history and sacrifices

written on the stones of its buildings, on the nooks and corners of its old neighborhoods, on its narrow 
and steep streets where the houses, layered over one another, rest on the foundations of Charlemagne’s 
monuments or on top of Roman tombs.

Bleton’s sketches tried to capture Lyon’s urban identity, which he saw as an extension of the 
city’s architectural past. He considered himself one of the “wandering walkers” that the Lyonnais 
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would encounter “going off, letting their steps drift and their imagination run free, admiring the 
old city, even its warts, and living for an hour in a conjured up past just for the sake of it.”1

The longest sketch in Bleton’s book, “Le Lyon qui s’en va,” traced what was disappearing in 
the city by the end of the century and ascribed value to urban elements the author considered to 
be particularly Lyonnais. He referred to the Rue Mercière as one of two streets in Lyon’s center 
that still gave “the idea of a merchant city, where one walked through the endless streets, like at 
the bottom of the trenches of a huge ant hill.” According to Bleton, the street was until the mid-
nineteenth century the main artery in the Presqu’île, Lyon’s geographical center formed by the 
confluence of the Rhône with the Saône. He explained that while tourists, carriages, and shoppers 
used the main streets like the Rue Mercière, the real Lyonnais “took the passages, the courtyards 
and the traversing alleyways” to get around, for one had to “be very little informed to not go from 
one end of the city to the other using these concealed paths.”2

Bleton showed affection for Lyon’s narrow and tortuous ways, considering them a source of 
pride. But in the early nineteenth century, these streets were far from having such elevated status. 
The Lyonnais elite considered them to be a dangerous nuisance, for they contributed to the city’s 
insalubriousness and were easily barricaded whenever the canuts, Lyon’s (in)famous silk work-
ers, staged a revolt. Throughout the nineteenth century, measures were taken to modernize and 
secure Lyon. The most noteworthy of these was the construction of the Rue Impériale, the flag-
ship project of a series of urban renovations undertaken by the prefect of the Rhône, Claude-
Marius Vaïsse. These vast urban reforms changed how the Lyonnais imagined their city in the last 
quarter of the century, when cultural elites threatened by Parisian hegemony started articulating 
Lyon’s narrow streets as an essential part of Lyonnais identity precisely because they contrasted 
with what they saw as Parisian forms and because they harked back to supposedly simpler and 
better times. These rumblings in civil society eventually sparked the preservation of untouched 
parts of the city. As its appropriation by the tourism economy makes evident, this new nostalgic 
localist discourse, framed by an antiquarian exercise in history, was in itself a modern phenome-
non—a vivid example of urban modernity’s Janus face.3 At first limited to a restricted group of 
men, the idea of Vieux Lyon eventually became central to the city’s commercial brand.4

Two features have defined the literature on French urban history: the dominance of Paris and 
an approach emphasizing the state’s actions.5 In fact, the overwhelming focus on the French capi-
tal can be said to have encouraged the emphasis on the state, given the scope of Haussmannization, 
which scholars have interpreted as a forbearer to twentieth-century urban interventions.6 More 
recent studies have reframed the Parisian story, showing just how civil society initiatives, from 
preservationism to hygienism, fought to shape the city along different lines.7 Yet, when it comes 
to Paris, it is difficult to disentangle what qualifies as “Parisian” and what qualifies as “French,” 
for in its status as the nation’s capital the two forms of identity often converge (both historical 
sources and later analyses reflect this feature).8 Shifting the perspective away from Paris offers a 
new vantage point from where the dynamics between local and national identities become more 
visible.9 “Second cities” are fertile grounds for these types of analyses, for both their citizens and 
outsiders tend to measure them against the “first city.” This comparison game (one could call it a 
second city complex) is ambivalent and fluctuates through time. As Lyon adopted urban models 
associated with Paris, the Lyonnais drew on elements from its past to differentiate its identity.

Astrid Swenson and Ruth Fiori’s recent books have been paramount in nuancing our under-
standing of the rise of heritage in nineteenth-century Europe. Regarding France in particular, the 
evidence marshaled by them challenges the stereotype of French heritage being a creation of the 
state.10 As they show, much of the impetus for urban preservation in Paris stemmed from civil 
society, which in turn led to the creation of “parapolitical organizations” like the Commission 
Municipale du Vieux Paris.11 A similar process occurred in Lyon, which created its own commis-
sion soon after. Swenson’s argument is also innovative because it shows that there was a transna-
tional dimension to the emergence of heritage practices. This was certainly the case with capital 
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cities like Paris, London, and Berlin, and Lyonnais preservationists were to some extent con-
nected to these networks of knowledge, as exemplified by their decision to emulate the Vieux 
Paris commission.12

But another crucial element must be taken to consideration when it comes to the rise of heri-
tage in “second cities”—their relation vis-à-vis the capital. In short, because for decades Lyon 
was under the yoke of Napoléon III in Paris, Lyonnais preservationist discourse articulated a 
logic of resistance that pit “Lyonnais forms” (narrow streets) against “Parisian forms” (wide 
boulevards). Even though Parisian preservationists also nostalgically defended their medieval 
city (one only has to think of the writings of Victor Fournel and Albert Robida’s Vieux Paris 
pavilion at the 1900 Exposition Universelle), the Lyonnais did not mobilize or join an allied 
defense of old neighborhoods. That is to say, their attachment to narrow crooked streets was not 
purely formal but shaped by a particular historical experience grounded on locality.

A final note before we proceed. By no means did a proud localist discourse emerge in Lyon 
only in the end of the nineteenth century. Its roots trace back to the July Monarchy, which saw the 
proliferation of sociétés savantes and local reviews like the Revue du Lyonnais (founded in 1834 
with the purpose of “combating literary centralization”).13 Pierre-Yves Saunier has traced this 
longer history, but his study is not without its problems.14 His main body of sources comes from 
the last third of the nineteenth century, yet he attempts to construct a diffuse analysis stretching 
back to the early 1800s. In his attempt to trace a continuous history, he is not sufficiently sensitive 
to the distinct character of turn-of-the-century writings and their specific relationship to urban 
changes. As Bernard Poche writes, it is at this point in time that we see “a considerable flourishing 
of historical or ethnographical illustration” that painstakingly recreated Lyon’s past.15 What made 
this later Lyonnais localism unique was its intensely nostalgic character. Yet Poche also does not 
address what was the key factor in framing late-nineteenth-century Lyonnais identity in this nos-
talgic mode: the renovations that changed the city’s physiognomy during the Second Empire. 
These radical changes in the urban fabric were an uprooting experience that fomented the intense 
localist revival that Lyon experienced beginning in the 1880s.16 But before we turn to the nostalgic 
fin de siècle, we should first survey the progress-minded first half of the century.

Against the Constricted City: Urban Discourse in the First Half 
of the Nineteenth Century

In the first half of the nineteenth century, Lyon still retained its medieval urban grid. The city’s 
center, the Presqu’île, offered limited space due to geographic boundaries—the Rhône to the east 
and the Saône to the west, while to the north rose a large plateau, the Croix-Rousse (Figure 1). 
The buildings in this small patch of land were on average five storeys tall, while the streets were 
crooked and narrow. Such was the constrictive environment in the Presqu’île that when Stendhal 
visited the city in 1837, he had the following to say:

What drives me to despair in Lyon are these dark and humid alleyways that serve as passages from 
one street to another. And what streets! The six-story buildings never allow the sun to reach the 
pavement. Try walking the rue Mercière from one end to another.17

Later in the 1840s, Charles Dickens described Lyon as a town fallen from the sky, where the 
legions of little streets “were scorching, blistering, and sweltering,” and the houses were “high 
and vast, dirty to the excess, rotten as old cheeses, and as thickly peopled.” Dickens, an author 
accustomed to writing about the dark underbelly of urban life, was so shocked by what he saw in 
Lyon that he described its residents as not quite living, but “dying till their time should come, in 
an exhausted receiver,” and advised his readers that he “would go some miles out of [his] way to 
avoid encountering [Lyon] again.”18
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Thus was the state of France’s second city in the first half of the nineteenth century—dark, 
gloomy, and with little aesthetic merit, at least in the eyes of two of its more famous visitors. But 
Charles Joseph Chambet, author of the Guide Pittoresque de l’Étranger à Lyon, certainly thought 
that there were things worthy of a tourist’s visit. He introduced his readers to Lyon with the com-
plimentary verses of Voltaire, who claimed that “[t]here [was] no more beautiful refuge,” and of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who, in a less than inspired poem, proclaimed Lyon to be “the ornament 
of France” and the “treasure of the universe, source of abundance.”19 “The ornament of France”—
Lyonnais like Chambet wanted Lyon to project the glory that in the past had impressed the phi-
losophes. For his guide, Chambet strategically selected monuments he deemed worthy of Lyon’s 
position in France, such as its squares and churches, highlighting their major moments in his-
tory.20 His goal was to “point out succinctly the origin of all the monuments and what one can 
find of note [in Lyon].”21 Most of the illustrations in Chambet’s guide are of these noteworthy 
structures isolated from other urban elements. But if details of Lyon’s streets are absent from the 
images, their traces can be found throughout the text. Chambet prefaced the descriptions of cer-
tain neighborhoods with a disclaimer: “As in all older cities, a multitude of small narrow and 
winding streets detract from the beauty of Lyon’s ensemble; but the magnificence of several 
neighborhoods compensate the traveler well for the unpleasantness of others.”22 While Lyon had 
worthy sights, its streets prevented it from reaching its full aesthetic potential. In Chambet’s writ-
ing, we see the idealization of (and the anticipation for) a modern Lyon. The general absence of 
the city’s “medieval” streets from travel guides spoke to their status as an unwanted urban ele-
ment. Sixteen years later, Chambet published a tract arguing that to attract more tourists, the city 
needed to build of fountains, statues, and, most important of all, new wider streets.23

But there was also another reason for administrators to renovate the city: hygiene. In 1845, 
Jean-Baptiste Monfalcon and A. P. Isidore de Polinière, members of the Conseil de salubrité du 
department du Rhone, published a treatise on the public health of Lyon. They began by stating 
how, in the past, “Lyon had within its walls numerous insalubrious elements; no great city had, 

Figure 1. Detail of J. M. Darmet, plan de la ville de Lyon et de ses environs réduit d’après les meilleurs 
levés, 1830 (Archives Municipales de Lyon, 2 S 571).
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in this respect, a more unfortunate reputation.”24 Because of its geographical layout, Lyon had 
difficulty expanding to accommodate the population that settled there to benefit from the thriving 
silk industry. Monfalcon and Polinière argued that these geographical conditions “explain how 
the houses have such tall elevation and the streets such little width; it is a serious disadvantage 
that very few cities in Europe present to the same degree.”25 The authors explained the 
problem:

The determination of the proper relations between the height of houses and the width of streets is not 
just a question for the public roads office, it concerns to a great degree the issue of salubrity. When a 
street is wide, air and sunlight reach the houses in abundance, an easy ventilation quickly dries the 
humid streets, people in shops are no longer condemned to live in a dark, sunless, and unhealthy 
prison that barely offers them a glimpse of heaven.26

The conclusion from these observations was simple. As Monfalcon and Polinière articulated in a 
more general work, administrators should make it a priority to “clean filthy neighborhoods and 
rejuvenate the old city; demolish hovels and run-down houses; provide workers with buildings 
well lit by the sun; and straighten and widen the narrow and angular streets.”27 Alexandre 
Monmartin, a prefecture councilor, issued a report to Lyon’s mayor concurring with Monfalcon 
and Polinière’s treatise. He called for a thorough renovation of the city’s center and the building 
of a wide lane that would cut through the area, arguing that “the streets there are narrow and 
without any logic in their layout. Air, light, space, and easy circulation are missing to the numer-
ous inhabitants of an appalling slum that brings forth all the physical and moral disorders.”28

Stendhal and Dickens’s harsh criticisms of Lyon, Chambet’s discrete disclaimers, and 
Monfalcon, Polinière, and Monmartin’s hygienic moralizing were all signs of an urban planning 
ideal that had taken hold of Western Europe. Urban migration had become a concern to those in 
cities, who thought that they had to rationally organize spaces to support the population increase. 
Efficient circulation through the geometrical organization of streets had become the standard of 
good urban planning. These ideals were in synch with new societal needs. The first industrial 
revolution had brought with it new modes of production and commerce that depended on a 
greater mobility of capital, goods, and individuals. That mobility demanded a new infrastructure; 
the agglomeration of winding streets that characterized the medieval city was not conducive to 
fast and easy circulation, and obstructed the bourgeoisie’s success. What reformers advocated for 
modern cities was a geometric grid of streets that were wider than their medieval antecedents.

Razing a City for Security and Salubrity: The Rue Impériale

Conditions for a thorough program of urban renovations had emerged in France by the mid-
nineteenth century. On December 2, 1851, Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte staged a coup d’état and 
began the transition to the Second French Empire. Fashioning himself in his uncle’s image, 
Louis-Napoléon portrayed himself as a promoter of modernization and of social reform. The 
modernization of French cities was at the heart of his vision of an imperial France, and thanks to 
the writings of Saint-Simonians and Fourierists, by the time he came to power, a “progressive 
urban planning model” that “accept[ed] the new industrial city as a starting point for any pro-
gram of urban transformation” had become the dominant way of thinking about cities.29 To 
achieve these reforms, Louis-Napoléon advocated a powerful and centralized bureaucracy.

As Louis-Napoléon consolidated power, authority in the Lyonnais region centralized. A series 
of laws progressively incorporated the surrounding communes into Lyon’s jurisdiction, culmi-
nating in their full annexation. The centralization went beyond expanding Lyon’s legal boundar-
ies; by 1852, the full administrative powers of the Lyon commune had been transferred to the 
prefect of the Rhône and the elected city council had been dissolved. In its place was installed a 
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neutered commission composed of thirty nominated members that could only convene at the 
bequest of the prefect and deliberate over questions he submitted.30 The Second Empire was 
established on December 2, 1852, with Louis-Napoléon taking the title of Emperor Napoléon III. 
On March 4, 1853, he made Claude-Marius Vaïsse prefect of the Rhône. The centralization of 
power in Vaïsse’s hands dismantled any autonomy that Lyon still had from the capital.

Vaïsse’s main responsibility was to be the Rhône’s Haussmann and reorganize the urban fabric 
of that region’s main city. The public works undertaken by the Second Empire were not the first 
of their kind in Lyon. The local government had done surveys and effected smaller reforms 
throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, but nothing on the scale that would be seen in 
the 1850s and 1860s.31 Vaïsse started working as soon as he arrived in the city, and on December 
27, 1853, he presented a report to the municipal commission concerning the construction of the 
Rue Impériale, a new twenty-two-meter wide street. In the report, Vaïsse referred to the neigh-
borhoods at the center of the Presqu’île as “the old Lyon, the real Lyon,” and commented that it 
was a “perfectly central space, bringing together the main public establishments.” But he also 
highlighted that this natural center had a significant problem: its streets and houses prevented 
light and air from penetrating, and made circulation “difficult, cluttered, often impossible in cer-
tain areas.”32

Vaïsse made his case through two paradoxical moves. First, he fabricated a history to claim 
that area as the “real Lyon.” But the Presqu’île was not made up of the city’s “oldest built, oldest 
occupied neighborhoods.” In fact, Romans had established Lugdunum, the city that became 
Lyon, on top of the Fourvière hill, west of the Saône, and the neighborhoods beneath Fourvière 
were just as old, if not older, than those in the Presqu’île. But these areas were not of strategic 
interest, so he abandoned historical accuracy. The prefect’s second move was to justify the urban 
renovations, once again using history to sustain his argument. But this time Clio shifted from a 
legitimizing tool to being antithetical to the urban ideal. Vaïsse argued that the Presqu’île’s layout 
was literally obstructing progress. Its narrow streets stood between the two train stations that 
were to crown the northern and southern ends of Lyon, and he argued that unless renovations 
took place, “this old Lyon” would become a barrier preventing communication between the city’s 
extremes.33 The Presqu’île had to be exorcized of the very history that supposedly made it the 
“real Lyon.” Vaïsse’s discourse of progress rejected the past even as it called upon it to legitimize 
his project.

Internal correspondence sheds light on the intentions behind the renovations. A report René 
Dardel, the city’s chief architect, sent Vaïsse early in 1854 made it clear that the Rue Impériale 
would cut through several neighborhoods to “clean and revitalize [vivifier] them, satisfying the 
needs of circulation, of commerce, and the general hygienic conditions of the city.” He specifi-
cally referenced the Massif St. Charles, calling it the “most dreadful and dirtiest neighborhood of 
Lyon.” According to Dardel, this area harbored stables, cabarets, and small inns, all of which 
would disappear once the street was pierced. Destroying the massif would not only improve the 
city’s cleanliness, it would also make the police’s job easier, “chasing away from the center a 
population of nomads and disgraceful workers.”34

Another major motive behind the construction of the Rue Impériale was the securing of the 
city. The canuts were politicized workers who had staged revolts in the 1830s, and as such they 
were a point of concern for authorities (Figure 2).35 Even before Vaïsse, Louis-Napoléon had sent 
to Lyon a strong-arm military man, Boniface de Castellane, who had taken part in subduing the 
1831 canut revolt.36 De Castellane took up the post of military governor upon his arrival in 1850. 
In letters to his daughter, he mentioned how Lyon needed constant policing, since workers were 
always involved in some kind of conspiracy, and from his arrival in the city until the 1851 coup, 
his diary featured unremitting talk of secret societies that congregated in cabarets.37 When Louis-
Napoléon staged his coup, de Castellane spared no efforts in securing the city, mobilizing the 
garrison, ordering the dissolution of all sociétés fraternelles, and arresting nearly one thousand 
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individuals.38 Concern with maintaining order continued throughout the following years, and the 
Archives Nationales abound with reports about attempts to stifle secret societies.39

On October 6, 1853, de Castellane wrote to Vaïsse adamantly stating that the Rue Impériale 
was “even more important for strategic reasons than for sanitary and beautification reasons.” He 
explained how in April 1834 the area in question housed the headquarters of the canut insurrec-
tion. According to de Castellane, during that revolt Lyon was on the verge of falling into the 
hands of the canuts, who “had an exceptional knowledge” of the tortuous streets and covered 
passages. He argued that the Rue Impériale offered a strategic response to the insurgents’ tactics. 
“The Place Bellecour should be considered Lyon’s place d’armes; it is from there that the col-
umns should emerge. With the Rue Impériale built, the troops will be able to easily spread 
through the city’s center,” he wrote.40 Later that year, Vaïsse requested the Minister of Interior 
funds for the construction of the Rue Impériale. He made a similar argument to de Castellane’s, 
referring to the area to be demolished as “the battlefield usually chosen by the insurrection,” and 
explaining how it was “essential to open a way that [gave] the army the means to directly reach 
the heart of such a dangerous center.”41 Vaïsse attached a map to the letter showing insurgent and 
army positions during the 1834 canut insurrection (Figure 3). His project would fundamentally 
transform areas that were the hotspots of insurgence activity, like the Place des Cordeliers and St. 
Nizier neighborhoods, and get rid of insalubrious hotspots, like the Massif St. Charles (Figure 4).

The map attached to Vaïsse’s letter shows that French authorities were keenly aware of the 
relationship between spatial and social control, and they sought to maximize the efficiency of 
policing cities by reorganizing space.42 It can be read through Michel de Certeau’s theorization 
of strategies and tactics: the urban projects of the Second Empire were a strategic reshaping of 
social space to undermine tactics that were used by a working class increasingly perceived as 

Figure 2. Belfort, Horrible massacre à Lyon, Imprimerie de J.-P. Clerc, 1834 (Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France, Département des Estampes et Photographie, Collection de Vinck: Un siècle d’histoire de France 
par l’estampe, Vol. 93, 11891).
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threatening to bourgeois sensitivities. They were a palliative measure against the so-called 
“social question,” a discursive signifier that embodied the elite’s fear of violence, disease, and 
the laboring classes.43 Thus, the Lyonnais case bolsters David Harvey’s emphasis on the 
Second Empire’s desire to create new spatial relations while challenging interpretations that 
de-emphasize of the military motives behind the renovations.44 Policing, hygiene, circulation, 
and beautification were all intimately interconnected, so to argue that the new urban forms 
were less of a strategic ploy to prevent insurrections than an effort to promote the latter three 
misses the point—all four were seen by Napoléon III and his surrogates as necessary to bring 
about their vision of a modern city.

Figure 3. Army troops are represented by shades of blue and occupy the two major squares (Bellecour 
and Terreaux) at the edges of the Presqu’île, whereas the insurgents are represented by shades of red, 
which covers most of the area between the two squares. Covered passageways are highlighted in darker 
shades of red.
Source: Anonymous, Extrait du plan de la ville de Lyon indiquant les positions occupées par la garnison et les insurgés 
pendant les journées du 9 au 14 avril 1834, circa 1853 (Archives Municipales de Lyon, 3 S 732).
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The Slow Reaction against New Forms: The Quartier Grôlée

The municipal commission approved Vaïsse’s report on January 17, 1854, and demolitions began 
in December (Figure 5). Officially, 2,500 tenants were subject to expropriation, but Vaïsse him-
self estimated that at least twelve thousand were evicted.45 This discrepancy was due to the fact 
that tenants had dependents. Furthermore, those without leases were not entitled to compensation 
and are not in the records.46 The population expressed little criticism of the works as they were 
being undertaken, at least explicitly. Those who complained directly to the administration did so 
for economic reasons. A restaurant owner protested that he did not receive enough indemnity for 
his expropriation.47 A chansonnette comique about the enterprise was published, and it told the 
story about a fictional widow who was going through all kinds of tribulations to find a new place 
to live (Figure 6).48 In general, though, there was an eerie silence from the broader population 
regarding these public works. Still, these men and women were probably nervous about the 
demolitions and constructions, and it is doubtful that a project of this scale would have been pos-
sible without Louis-Napoléon’s centralized and authoritarian power structure.49

But something was brewing within that silence, for if narrow streets were disappearing from 
the physical city they started to occupy another sphere, one just as important in the shaping of 
urban identity: the urban imaginary. In the 1880s, writers started articulating an idea of Lyonnais 
identity intrinsically associated to an idyllic period before Vaïsse’s intervention had transformed 
the city. In opposition to that representative of Parisian modernization, the Rue Impériale (by 
then renamed Rue de la République), writers exalted Vieux Lyon, especially the quartiers west of 
the Saône, which, for the most part, had not been targeted by Vaïsse.

Figure 4. Detail of Gustave Bonnet, Plan des travaux d’amélioration générale exécutés à Lyon de 1854 à 
1861, 1863 (Archives Municipales de Lyon, 2 S 581).
Note: Based on Figure 3, the red markings indicate barricades built by insurgents, while the blue lines indicate those 
built by the army. The thinner green lines indicate the covered passageways, which were very prevalent in the area.
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Why did this localist reaction take so long to crystallize? Major urban works began in 1853, 
and continued up to the fall of the Second Empire in 1870. Developing a causal explanation for 
the delayed onset of Lyonnais nostalgic localism is a complicated endeavor. As Philip Nord has 
shown in his study of the reactionary politics of Parisian shopkeepers and Haussmannization, 
changes produced by urban renovations can take time to take form and often require other ingre-
dients to instigate reactions from the population.50 Yet we can build up a conjectural hypothesis 
that takes into consideration four factors that contributed to the delayed reaction in Lyon.

First, the Second Empire stifled more vocal expressions of opposition to the renovations. For 
example, in 1861 Le Correspondant, a Catholic review that positioned itself against the Second 
Empire, abstained from publishing “Aux Démolisseurs,” a satirical poem by Victor de Laprade 
that attacked the Second Empire’s fever for urban renovations, on the grounds that it would not 
pass the censors.51 De Laprade, a member of the Académie Française, proceeded to publish “Les 
Muses d’État,” a poem attacking the Second Empire for trying to control writers by censoring 
critical works. In response, the government revoked his professorship at the Faculté des Lettres 
de Lyon, and, while “Aux Démolisseurs” was eventually published in Geneva, the work was 
banned in France.52 In Lyon, Vaïsse’s squad of investigators and spies, with the backing of de 
Castellane military forces (twelve thousand to fifteen thousand strong ), kept the press in line.53

Second, we have to consider the dynamic between the centralized state in Paris and the munic-
ipality of Lyon. Regionalist movements grew in force in the late nineteenth century, and they 
were not just the province of reactionaries. In fact, regionalism was an important feature of seg-
ments of republican political culture that drew their inspiration from the French Revolution’s 
moderate Girondins as opposed to the radical Jacobins.54 In the late 1860s, there was an increased 
output of provincial reviews as a reaction to Paris’ increased cultural hegemony.55 The fall of the 
Second Empire and the Commune experience gave the citizens of Lyon, a city known for its 
independence, a refreshing whiff of municipal autonomy.56 This process gained traction with the 
rise of municipalism, which by the closing years of the Second Empire was the dominant strain 
of republican doctrine at the local level, and by the early 1880s exerted significant influence at 

Figure 5. Louis Froissard, “Ouverture de la rue Impériale (actuellement rue de la République), à Lyon: 
vue d’enfilade du chantier prise depuis la place Impériale en direction du nord; à gauche, rue de l’Hôpital 
(actuellement rue M. Rivière) et rue Palais-Grillet,” July 30, 1856 (Archives Municipales de Lyon, 3 PH 606).
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the national level.57 Cultural figures felt more emboldened to express their local pride, just as 
local politicians felt emboldened to make claims for greater municipal rights. As we shall see, the 
overture to municipalism created spaces for local institutions to fight for their vision of the city.58

Third, we should keep in mind the larger economic crisis that hit France following the Franco-
Prussian War, the Panic of 1873, and the Paris Bourse crash of 1882.59 Lyon, in particular, suffered 
from foreign competition and the resulting deceleration of the French economy. The city’s fame 
and wealth came mainly from its silk manufacture, which, thanks to silkworm disease and the 
advent of artificial silk, went into severe decline in the second half of the century and migrated to 
the countryside, where it became more industrialized.60 Preservationists were nostalgic for better 
days, and it is no accident that their object of adoration (the quartiers on the Saône’s west bank) 
was the city’s commercial and financial center in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when 
Lyon prospered with its silk industry and as a bustling trading center.61 Moreover, the crisis was 
the final blow to the canuts, who had not staged a revolt since 1848 (in part thanks to the measures 
taken by Vaïsse and de Castellane). With industrialization, the canuts lost their distinct class iden-
tity and disappeared from the city. By 1903, no young silk weavers could be found in Lyon.62 As 
we shall see, this allowed cultural elites to gloss over the tumultuous aspects of the canuts’ recent 
history and idealize them as traditional Lyonnais figures. In this reinterpretation, the canuts were 

Figure 6. Cover of A. A. Lamy and C. Pourny, La rue Impériale ou les lamentations de la veuve 
Claquenboule (Archives Municipales de Lyon).
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not dangerous workers who took advantage of the city’s narrow streets to fight for their political 
goals, but romanticized patriarchal workers who were symbols of simpler times.63

Finally, there was the return of urban renovations. The turbulent transition from the Second 
Empire to the Third Republic made it difficult to undertake large-scale enterprises, and “[f]or ten 
years after the fall of the Second Empire, scarcely a paving stone was touched in Lyon.”64 But in 
the 1880s, urban renovation returned. In fact, much that we associate with the Haussmannization 
of Paris was actually the product of Third Republic works.65 In Lyon it was no different. The pro-
posal to renovate the Quartier Grôlée was to effect the greatest change in the urban fabric since the 
construction of the Rue Impériale. The neighborhood, composed of both narrow streets and a 
modest population, was the only major area in the Presqu’île that still retained a strong pre-Vaïsse 
character. The project lingered for years and was the source of considerate debate in the press.66

The transformation of the Quartier Grôlée can be taken as a marker for when ambivalent feel-
ings regarding how urban renovations affected Lyon’s identity fully crystallized. Le Vieux Lyon 
qui s’en va (1890), a book whose title echoed Bleton’s own writings, came out with the purpose 
of capturing the neighborhood’s character “before the wreckers invade[d].” The author and illus-
trator, Forest-Fleury, labeled it as “a kind of goodbye to this corner of Vieux Lyon that fades away 
and that soon will be nothing but a souvenir.”67 The tone is regretful, and the images depict resi-
dents in quaint narrow streets. Forest-Fleury wrote that by transforming the neighborhood, “its 
spirit, the feelings it inspires, the thoughts that it births, [would] no longer be, the inhabitants 
themselves [would] be completely different; the masons, the cobblers and other humble people 
[would] no longer find cheap housing,” all because those in power decided that it should “no 
longer form an antithesis with the Rue de la République, and that in the place of the shacks in 
which the people live they [would] build palaces in which the people [would] not live.”68 The old 
streets and houses were becoming places full of meaning—places that housed a nostalgic spirit 
that opposed itself to modernization but that was only brought to life through that very process.

The Revue du Lyonnais also published a piece in reaction to the renovations of the Quartier 
Grôlée. Written by Félix Desvernay, a member of the Société littéraire, historique et archéologique 
de Lyon, it described the Quartier de l’Hôpital, whose features were to change even more with 
the transformation of the Quartier Grôlée. Desvernay’s notes and the accompanying illustrations 
by Gustave Girrane had as their goal the “renewal of memory, to record the images of places that 
every day [were] eaten away by the wreckers’ pickaxes.”69 As we will see, these two played a 
significant role in the invention of Vieux Lyon. But before that we should get to know the one 
individual who, above them all, came to represent the “anti-modern” Lyonnais spirit: Clair 
Tisseur, or, as he refashioned himself, Nizier du Puitspelu. From there, we will move to the 
cohort of Lyonnais aficionados who made up his intellectual circle.

Vieux Lyon’s Paterfamilias: Nizier du Puitspelu

Clair Tisseur was born on January 27, 1827, in a house that was eventually demolished by 
Vaïsse’s renovations. He was trained as an architect and was hired for his services in 1852 by 
Lyon’s municipal administration. Thus, just as Vaïsse’s project to create the Rue Impériale started 
to take form, Tisseur was charged with designing some of the new houses. In 1877, after he had 
retired from architecture, Tisseur moved to Nyons, about 120 miles south of Lyon. Paradoxically, 
it was then that he immersed in the mission of self-fashioning himself into Nizier du Puitspelu. 
He fully committed himself to become the utmost authority on all things Lyonnais. Through his 
writings, he would preserve what he perceived to be the Lyonnais spirit—whether it was 
expressed through local architecture, traditions, or patois.70

Les Vieilleries lyonnaises (1879) was his first major publication, and the first one he published 
under the name Nizier du Puitspelu. The book is precisely what the title makes it to be: a collec-
tion of essays addressing Lyon’s past. From boules (“that most Lyonnais of things”) to the 
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particular characteristics of Lyonnais fiction, Puitspelu wrote about everyday life and the local 
patois, constructing an idealized image of Lyonnais identity rooted in the past.71 The most force-
ful articulation of this vision emanated from “Pourquoi l’on aime le Vieux Lyon?,” a nostalgic 
essay that praised old buildings and streets as generative of the true Lyonnais identity. Puitspelu 
began it by observing how every once in a while he ran into someone who could not understand 
how he loved, and even regretted, “vieux Lyon.” He explained that these

good souls ignore that often one comes to love things and people independently of what they are; 
because one saw them at their youth, because their presence bring to life a dead past, because, in 
short, they bring out the best in you.72

The essay is exemplary of a phenomenon that ran parallel to the grand national story of Third 
Republic modernization efforts: the construction of local identities.73

The primary referent against which Puitspelu constructed his idea of Lyonnais identity was 
the Rue Impériale, which had “the vices of industrial enterprises” where quality was sacrificed 
for profit.74 That, however, was not its main fault. What Puitspelu found particularly troubling 
was the street’s lack of uniqueness. Let us observe his argument:

There is also something particularly hateful to the artist in these embellishments, however necessary 
they were: their banality. Wherever I go, in Paris, Marseille, Toulouse, Rouen, Avignon, I find the 
same construction, the same rue Impériale, the same houses, the same boutiques with the same 
windows, and the same shop fronts. . . . Nothing is worse than that which is found everywhere. But 
if I see the rue Juiverie with its curious halls from the Renaissance, the rue Saint-Jean with its 
residences from the fifteenth century, such noble houses from the rue Tramassac, rue du Plat, rue 
Peyrat, none of that can be found everywhere, that is truly ours. This is the physiognomy of a city. 
That is its “personality,” as we say today.75

For Puitspelu, there was an intrinsic connection between the city’s physical appearance and its 
population’s morals—a city could also be studied under physiognomic principles. Puitspelu, who 
wrote learned essays on Lyonnais folklore, literature, and patois, conceived spatial forms as 
being important elements in the constitution of Lyonnais identity—essentially an urban interpre-
tation of the German concept of Heimat that opened up the vistas of urban preservation to go 
beyond monuments and encompass more marginal elements of the built environment.76 According 
to Puitspelu, a hierarchy of loyalties was fundamental for a durable social order. He was a repub-
lican, but of the municipalist bent. As he elaborated his argument,

It is truly unfortunate that the love of the petite patrie within the grande is progressively disappearing. 
Love of the home town [clocher] is an essential part for a sustainable and firmly established social 
order, and so to speak an element of more general patriotism. . . . I prefer my city to your city, I prefer 
my province to your province, and above all I like France better than your country.77

But for local patriotism to exist, cities had to be distinguishable from one another. If they all 
looked the same, there would be no distinct elements that one could be loyal to. Puitspelu 
approached his mission to preserve Lyon seriously, engaging in painstakingly detailed research 
in all his writings. He also published dictionaries of the local patois and positioned himself 
strongly against the Académie Française’s drive to homogenize the French language.78 He never-
theless acted with a healthy dose of irony, both cast against those he saw as uncritically embrac-
ing progress and projected against himself, as if painfully self-aware of his marginal position in 
stopping these developments. Nothing is more representative of Puitspelu’s ironical stance than 
his creation of the Académie du Gourguillon.79 Here is how he narrated the Académie’s founding 
myth, which appeared in a posthumous collection of his essays:
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At four o’clock in the afternoon on the twenty-fourth day of June in the year of Our Lord 1879, day 
of SAINT-JEAN, Nizier du Puitspelu, tired of work and enjoying the warmth of the sun, declared to 
himself the founding of the Académie du Gourguillon. He immediately became the president, vice-
president, secretary, treasurer, the members, and the public. (Note that all discussion in the Académie 
were always of the utmost courtesy).

From that moment on, Nizier du Puitspelu never failed to include in all of his works, below his 
signature, his membership to the Académie du Gourguillon.80

The Académie du Gourguillon began as a private joke, and it would be tempting to see it as a 
coping mechanism for a jaded old man disillusioned with progress. Indeed, for the next two 
years, Puitspelu remained the sole member of the imaginary institution. But while in Nyons he 
corresponded with members of Lyon’s cultural elite, developing a loose network of journalists, 
historians, librarians, and other liberal professionals interested in preserving Lyon’s disappearing 
elements. In 1881, he had an exchange of letters regarding the Lyonnais patois with a Gérôme 
Coquard (pseudonym of the publisher Adrien Storck) in Le Courrier de Lyon. Puitspelu decided 
to publicly invite Storck to his academy, while naming a Pétrus Violette Guénardes (pseudonym 
of Claude-Louis Morel de Voleine, another Lyonnais erudite) as the president without any fore-
warning. The two accepted the invitation, and the joke took a life of its own. Soon enough other 
members joined the Académie du Gourguillon, including some of the major figures that would 
later be associated with the cult of Vieux Lyon. Among those initiated, we find Mami Duplateau 
(Bleton) and Glaudius Canard (Coste-Labaume), the two men in the beginning of this article.81 
All members adopted pseudonyms related to Lyonnais local history.

In 1884, the Académie du Gourguillon members came up with the patent letters for their 
“illustrious” institution. The articles stipulated that the Académie’s “sole objective is to preserve 
every good old Lyonnais tradition,” and that “anyone who has contributed to said preservation, 
whether by pen, brush, chisel, burin, composing stick or shuttle [a weaving instrument], is suit-
able to take part in it.” Even more revealing is the irony and humor in the text. A subtle attack on 
more sober academies, the fourth article stipulated that the works created by the Académie du 
Gourguillon’s members would have a “strictly popular character and tickle the spleen, for laugh-
ter is what costs the least and gives the most pleasure.” The whimsical—bordering on absurd—
spirit of this new institution came through in articles 6 and 7, which read, respectively, “[t]he 
Académie has no public meetings” and “[t]he Académie has no private meetings.”82 As Mami 
Duplateau (Bleton) explained in a lighthearted history of the Académie, “[i]t had to be that way. 
The illustrious society, regarded as a purely intellectual entity, was not supposed to have a 
body.”83 And it never did have an official institutional body. What bounded these men together 
was a common passion with heavy folkloric and antiquarian tendencies toward an idealized Lyon 
of the past. Their writings set the initial boundaries for a Lyonnais “imagined community” 
opposed to the trends in urban modernization.84

While the Académie du Gourguillon did not become a strong and steady institution that would 
last many years (no one was initiated after Puitspelu’s death in 1895, and the organization slowly 
faded as each of its members passed away), it still was a fulcrum for localist discourse.85 Article 
12 stated that members of the Académie “ha[d] the right, and even the duty, to meet up every 
once and a while for some reflection with food and wine.” It was all very informal and sustained 
solely by a common love for Lyon.86 Nevertheless, the Académie managed to print under its 
name some works dealing with Lyonnais history and culture, such as Puitspelu’s Littré de la 
Grand’Côte and a collection of Guignol plays.87

Puitspelu’s circle of Lyonnais aficionados went beyond the Académie du Gourguillon. He 
contributed to regionalist reviews like the Lyon-Revue, founded by Desvernay in 1880. The 
review’s founding editorial teemed with oppositions between Paris and the province. It argued 
that “Paris is only rich because of the spoils from the province,” and that while “centralization 
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once represented the healthiness of France, it now has become the danger; the province is lan-
guishing, the province is dying.” Thus, the province needed “to revive the commerce of ideas, 
this exchange of lumière, of inspiring sentiments.”88 The Lyon-Revue would serve this function 
by being apolitical and fostering a congenial environment for intellectual discussions about Lyon. 
It ambitioned to be Lyon’s own Revue des Deux Mondes and invited all those interested to take 
part in the challenge. Besides Puitspelu, we find among its contributors Aimé and Emmanuel de 
Vingtrinier, both of whom were central in the discursive and visual production of Vieux Lyon.89

Puitspelu clashed with Louis Veuillot, a champion of Ultramontanism (a political position that 
favored papal supremacy over French affairs), and a member of the Académie du Gourguillon 
described him as having a “profoundly liberal spirit.”90 Most of the other men passionate about 
Vieux Lyon were also far from being politically reactionary. They were avowed republicans, just 
not Jacobins. Instead, Puitspelu and company fit within the strain of republican municipalism 
that stressed the value of communal sociability. In charge of prominent local institutions, they 
were part of a cultural elite that anxiously saw its status threatened by Parisian hegemony and the 
radical changes happening to French urban life.91 In 1801, Lyon’s population stood at 99,681; by 
1901 it had grown to 459,009.92 Puitspelu reacted to this rapid growth and changes to the city’s 
form by regretting the loss of love for the “petite patrie,” arguing that “it [was] an essential piece 
of a durable social order, solidly established, and one might say an element of the more general 
patriotism.” In his estimates, by the end of the century, more than two-thirds of the Lyonnais 
population were “strangers to the soil, to the memories; having nothing of Lyonnais, neither the 
customs, nor the traditions, nor the language, nor the particular moral trait.”93

The idealized Lyonnais sociability that Puitspelu and company cherished was intrinsically 
connected to their reappraisal of specific urban forms, the narrow streets through which the 
canuts transported silk back in the heyday of Lyon’s commercial power. The fact that the class 
was disappearing and no longer posed a threat to elites allowed Puitspelu to gloss over the canut 
revolts and focus instead on what he saw as a good-natured, sincere, and patriarchal worker (he 
opened his Vieilleries lyonnaises with an essay doing just so).94 Le Progrès Illustré articulated a 
similar vision (the newspaper also had a moderate republican editorial bent). In 1895, it ran a 
six-part series on the canuts with several illustrations depicting their everyday life. The accom-
panying text sought to elicit pity from the largely female readership. The fourth part of the series 
featured an illustration of an old canut accompanied by an especially romanticized description 
(Figure 7). Part of it reads:

Contemplate, present Lyonnais, this faithful drawing, both solemn and friendly, this simple and 
serious dress: it is the last of the true canuts of the old day! And “l’ateyer” [a canut pronunciation of 
atelier], is it not a poem? Is not this spot that of a philosopher that has to find everything within reach 
of his hands to serve his needs, his work, his everyday life?95

No longer threatening to the bourgeois order, by the end of the century the canut could be roman-
ticized as a poet, as the true kind of Lyonnais. The canut and the city’s narrow streets were ava-
tars of an idealized past that was never as simple as the champions of Vieux Lyon imagined.

Ceci fera naître cela: Nostalgic Texts and the Crystallization of 
Vieux Lyon

In one of the most famous chapters of Notre-Dame de Paris (1831), “Ceci tuera cela,” Victor 
Hugo articulates a complex theoretical vision of how the printed word would “kill” architecture. 
One way to interpret Hugo’s statement is through the lens of Romantic anxieties. Hugo feared the 
toppling of architecture as the preeminent form of human expression, since for Romantics medi-
eval architecture was especially valued for encompassing an entire worldview. But what 
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happened in Lyon in the late nineteenth century defied Hugo’s bleak forecast. In fact, the printed 
word gave birth to the idea of Vieux Lyon, which in turn served as the basis for the preservation 
of neighborhoods characterized by their Renaissance and medieval architecture. Starting in the 
1880s, articles and books started coming out that heralded the rediscovery of the quartiers on the 
west bank of the Saône—the quartiers of Saint-Paul, Saint-Jean, and Saint-Georges. Before 
Vaïsse’s renovations, “Vieux Lyon” referred to the central neighborhoods of the Presqu’île, how-
ever, thanks to these nostalgic texts by the end of the nineteenth century it had become a label 
primarily associated with these three quartiers across the river.96

In 1884, Aimé Vingtrinier, chief librarian of the Bibliothèque Municipale de Lyon, pub-
lished Zigzags Lyonnais, a book whose first thirty pages described the quartiers west of the 
Saône.97 Aimé argued that the Lyonnais had nothing to be jealous of the Italians or the Swiss, 
for these quartiers had their own historical and picturesque of interest.98 Bleton’s aforemen-
tioned À Travers Lyon followed in 1887. Nine years later, Bleton published a veritable tour de 
force homage to Vieux Lyon and other picturesque locales in the city. Lyon pittoresque (1896) 
features five etchings, twenty lithographs, and three hundred pen-and-ink drawings by Joannès 
Drevet, all of which worked to “rehabilitate Lyon’s image and give readers the pleasure of 
discovering little-known places and monuments” (Figure 8).99 Coste-Labaume, who had writ-
ten the preface to À Travers Lyon, also prefaced Lyon pittoresque and highlighted the activist 
spirit that informed the work. According to him, the author and illustrator wanted to draw tour-
ists by “cast[ing] a light on the unknown or deliberately ignored treasures of the heritage of the 
old city,” a very different project than the one articulated earlier in the century by Chambet. 
Bleton saw the destruction of the Quartier Grôlée as foreshadowing the destruction of the 
quartiers to the west of the Saône, which would mark the end of Lyon. “These disappearances 
are of a fatal order,” he argued:

Figure 7. Gustave Girrane, “Canuts et Soyeux,” Le Progrès Illustré, February 3, 1895 (Bibliothèque 
Municipale de Lyon).



De Oliveira 83

Each generation obeys different designs and, especially, different needs. As social life becomes more 
uniform, so do buildings, and the recent construction in the Quartier Grôlée, based on the Parisian 
model, may mark the end of local architecture. And what is the big deal? The Lyonnais disappear 
also; the way things are going, in fifty years there will no longer be any Lyonnais in Lyon, only 
provincials.100

One reviewer was particularly taken by Bleton’s methodology. The book, he wrote, was “nei-
ther a history of Lyon, nor a technical description of monuments, but a sequence of promenades 
through which the writer and the artist guide us through the old neighborhoods that escaped 
entrepreneurs and municipal builders.” Still, there is a structure to the idiosyncratic walks. The 
first neighborhood addressed is the Quartier Grôlée, and most of the illustrations in this section 
are of buildings and streets that had already disappeared, while the last third of the book focuses 
on the neighborhoods on the right bank of the Saône. “The Quartier Grôlée had to be demolished 
for people to start talking about it,” Bleton wrote, “as it is with people who are only cared about 
after they die.” His goal, then, was to create talk about this new Vieux Lyon before it disappeared. 
It was a productive discourse, for it produced a neighborhood to be preserved. And Bleton, aware 

Figure 8. Joannès Drevet, “Maison du XVe siècle rue Lainerie, no 14,” Auguste Bleton, Lyon 
pittoresque, 295.
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of this, advocated its institutionalization into more solid frameworks. He called for the creation 
of a historical museum in the Hôtel Gadagne, a large Renaissance structure in the middle of 
Vieux Lyon. It was not just that the sixteenth-century building was large enough to harbor the 
museum but also that the neighborhood offered the appropriate backdrop.101

Emmanuel Vingtrinier, Aimé’s nephew, also contributed to this flourishing industry of pictur-
esque books. He first published La vie lyonnaise, autrefois-aujourd’hui (1898) and Le Lyon de 
nos pères (1901), two books that connected Lyon’s old neighborhoods to an idealized and glori-
ous past. His own cult of Vieux Lyon culminated with Vieilles pierres lyonnaises (1911), com-
posed of six chapters, and richly illustrated with five etchings and 350 drawings by Drevet, who 
made a name for himself with picturesque illustrations of old buildings and streets. The first five 
chapters of Vieilles pierres lyonnaises provide a panorama of Lyon from its Gallo-Roman origins 
to the reign of Louis XVI. Tellingly, chap. 6 is titled “Les Ruines et le Vandalisme” and focuses 
on the urban changes that the city had experienced since the Revolution. In the book’s foreword, 
Emmanuel explained that his goal was to “group in a single field of vision the picturesque appear-
ance [physionomie pittoresque] and the moral character [physiognomie morale] of the city.”102 
He argued that Lyon’s old stones truly spoke, and that people should listen to them to understand 
how their own “hearts were shaped” and to get a better grasp of their “common soul.” Emmanuel 
was particularly critical of the changes that the Quartier Saint-Paul had gone through under the 
Third Republic, which he characterized as a “massacre.” He wrote,

Without the slightest preoccupation with preserving the old physiognomy of this old corner of Lyon, 
where so many lovely things conjured a brilliant past, the wreckers [démolisseurs], just like 
barbarians, destroyed straight ahead of them the charming gothic and Renaissance houses pell-mell 
with the shacks. . . . May we introduce a little air and light; may we not touch their physiognomy; 
may we not try to strip them of their “solemn and antiquated aspect.”103

In Emmanuel’s understanding, even hygienic concerns were to take a backseat to the preserva-
tion of Vieux Lyon. He advocated the establishment of a commission that would have to be 
consulted by the Conseil Municipal whenever proposals for renovations came up.104 Such a pow-
erful commission was not established, but Emmanuel’s bold proposal hints at the direction ideas 
regarding urban preservation were heading in the early twentieth century.

Another essential figure in the construction of Vieux Lyon was the aforementioned Félix 
Desvernay. Besides founding the Lyon-Revue, he worked at the Bibliothèque Municipale, taking 
over its administration after Aimé died.105 Desvernay voice also resonated in other corners of 
Lyonnais society, corners that might not have had access to the learned articles of literary reviews. 
More specifically, he wrote for Le Progrès Illustré, an illustrated supplement to Lyon’s largest 
newspaper that targeted a female audience. On September 25, 1898, he began writing a new 
feature in Le Progrès Illustré titled “Les rues de Lyon historiques et pittoresques,” which was to 
offer a “very interesting study about the streets, squares, and quays of Lyon.” The articles were 
illustrated by Girrane. The streets discussed were the old ones that contrasted with those built by 
Vaïsse—narrow and tortuous, even steep. Their picturesque quality made them particularly 
attractive for the illustrated press, since etchings complemented their rustic aesthetic. Desvernay’s 
first article addressed the history of the rue de la Chèvrerie, a street that was soon to disappear 
due to the construction of a wider one connecting the Gare Saint-Paul to the Ponte du Saône.106

Desvernay was critical of contemporary architects, “who often not thinking about the plea-
sures of sight, widened and leveled these tortuous and narrow streets.”107 We see in Desvernay’s 
words and Girrane’s illustrations the adoption of a more skeptical position toward urban renova-
tions and the transformation of Vieux Lyon into something to be preserved. Consider the follow-
ing passage regarding the Quartier Saint-Paul:

According to the time-honored term, the Quartier Saint-Paul is going to be improved. The word 
would be accurate, if it were a matter of simply cleaning up the old houses, but it becomes false if 
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they are thinking about demolishing houses solidly built with superb materials and replacing them 
with pasteboard houses, built by acrobats. The result of the very expensive transformation of the 
Quartier Grôlée is there to give us an idea of what will become of this old neighborhood.108

No longer was there a call to tear down the old houses and widen the narrow streets. Instead, their 
status had risen and Le Progrès Illustré asked simply for their tidying up. Most of the streets 
depicted in Le Progrès Illustré were located in the neighborhoods of Saint-Paul, Saint-Jean, and 
Saint-Georges (Figure 9). Desvernay claimed that these old “houses remain the most reliable mate-
rial evidence of the past,” even if they had suffered modifications or deteriorations that “took away 
from their primitive character.” A sentiment was crystallizing that old physical structures (not just 
monuments but also smaller private buildings) were home to Lyon’s essence, and that it was regret-
table that the “municipality would not take the care to watch over [their] preservation.”109

The Commission Municipale du Vieux Lyon: Institutionalizing 
Preservation

While some in Lyon like the influential mayor Édouard Herriot marshaled republican municipalism 
in the direction of hygienist and modernist urban planning, others like Puitspelu, the Vingtriniers, 
and their successors found it to be in alignment with urban preservation. These different visions of 

Figure 9. Gustave Girrane, “Les rues de Lyon historiques et pittoresques: Rue du Boeuf,” Le Progrès 
Illustré, March 11, 1900, 8 (Bibliothèque Municipale de Lyon).
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Figure 10. Jules Sylvestre, Place de la Trinité: perspective Sud vers la montée du Gourguillon, 1902 
(Bibliothèque Municipale de Lyon, P0546 S 152).

the city sometimes came into direct confrontation, but by embedding themselves in municipal insti-
tutions the preservationists were able to safeguard their idea of a Vieux Lyon to the west of the 
Saône.110 On March 22, 1898, the Conseil Municipal proposed the creation of the Commission 
Municipale du Vieux Lyon, which the mayor certified on May 3. This measure effectively institu-
tionalized the preservation movement within the framework of the municipal government. Among 
the Commission’s twenty-two members was Auguste Bleton, who became its secretary. The 
Commission’s mission was

to collect the remains of Vieux Lyon, to take stock, to check their current status, to maintain or 
improve them, and to finally collect by photograph or other means those [places] that are destined to 
disappear either because of the forces of time or because of the major works that will soon be 
undertaken.111

In its first year, the mayor allocated the Commission 2,000 francs. Part of the funds were used 
to finance photographs of places deemed to be of historical interest, making no distinction 
between public and private buildings. A resolution was passed obliging the Service de la Voirie 
to inform the Commission of any works that might affect Vieux Lyon so that it could send a pho-
tographer, Jules Sylvestre, to record the nearby buildings and streets before they were affected.112 
This constructed a visual heritage upon which nostalgic meaning accrued (Figure 10). In 1903, 
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the Commission published an inventory of Vieux Lyon houses, sculptures, and inscriptions 
(another edition came out in 1906). It featured more than eighty photographs, numerous draw-
ings, and two maps. The Commission deliberately left out public monuments, churches, and 
government buildings, deeming them to be safe enough. Instead, it wanted “to ensure the preser-
vation of private buildings that [were] at risk of disappearing or deteriorating.” According to the 
inventory’s author, the publication would achieve its goal if it enlightened readers about what 
remained of Vieux Lyon and encouraged its preservation.113 Thus, the Vieux Lyon commission 
helped expand the monument-based preservationism that developed in France after the 1789 
Revolution into a broader conception of heritage that included previously marginalized 
structures.114

On the back of the Commission’s mind were tourist revenues that Vieux Lyon could bring. To 
transform Vieux Lyon into a tourist destination, it advocated the creation of a Musée du Vieux 
Lyon. Even if the Commission struggled to get funds from the government (the city started pur-
chasing the Hôtel Gadagne in 1902, but the museum was only inaugurated in 1921), as soon as it 
was established it pursued the idea by collecting objects from demolished buildings that would 
be placed in the future museum.115 Ultimately, the promotion of Vieux Lyon as a worthwhile 
tourist destination became the responsibility of the Syndicat d’Initiative de Lyon. Established in 
1901, the Syndicat sought to capitalize on tourists who visited the nearby spas and mountains. It 
received financial support from both the municipality and the Lyon Chamber of Commerce, and 
was headed by local commercial leaders, but within its administrative council one found names 
like Bleton, Coste-Labaume, and Desvernay, who exerted influence in championing Vieux Lyon.

As the Syndicat explained in its 1902 illustrated travel guide, most people knew about Lyon’s 
commercial products like silk, “but picturesque Lyon, artistic Lyon, archeological Lyon [were] 
still ignored, perhaps even repudiated.” To spread the awareness of this other Lyon to the outside 
world, the Syndicat distributed travel guides that would “arouse in the mind of foreigners the 
desire to see reality, after seeing the . . . photograph!” (Sylvestre’s photographs were among those 
used).116 Its 1902 guide described all the neighborhoods of the city and the surrounding areas, but 
contrary to Chambet’s earlier guides, it strongly recommended tourists visit the quartiers that 
made up Vieux Lyon (it was also packed with advertisements of local establishments). By 1907, 
the Syndicat made an even greater point of orienting tourists to Vieux Lyon, making available a 
stand-alone guide that visitors could request at any of its offices (it also offered interpretive 
guides to cater to tourists who spoke English, German, Italian, Russian, or Spanish).117 The 
Syndicat’s work was complemented by the rise of organizations like the Touring Club de France, 
which promoted a regionalist understanding of France, wherein the larger nation was made stron-
ger by constituent smaller entities with their own particular distinctions—a fruitful relationship 
between the petite and the grande patries.118 Thus, the marketing logics of tourism further reified 
the vision of Vieux Lyon as a site untainted by modernization, a place where visitors could 
encounter an “authentic” urban environment that had not been touched by the latest trends in 
urban policy.119

Consequently, with the project to create a museum came the project to monumentalize Vieux 
Lyon. The Commission actively lobbied the municipal administration to start classifying certain 
houses as historical monuments, placing signs on what it deemed to be remarkable buildings.120 
In 1914, Lyon hosted the Exposition Internationale Urbaine, and although it was dominated by 
the hygienist urbanism of Tony Garnier,121 one of its sections was still reserved to Vieux Lyon 
(Desvernay, by then the Commission’s vice president, was put in charge). Among the items 
exhibited were photographs by Sylvestre, old shop signs, maps, and commemorative signs for 
historical monuments.122 In the following decades, the Commission and other organizations that 
inherited its visions (like the Renaissance du Vieux Lyon) managed to exert some influence and 
prevent the demolition of various buildings while reifying the image of Vieux Lyon as a district 
that should retain its form. Finally, in 1964, the area west of the Saône became France’s first 
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protected zone under the 1962 Malraux Law.123 Thus, even though Lyon was the site of many of 
Garnier’s pioneering modernist projects during the interwar and postwar years, the area com-
prised by the quartiers of Saint-Paul, Saint-Jean, and Saint-Georges remained remarkably 
unchanged.124

Conclusion: The Productive Quality of Antiquarianism

The rediscovery of the quartiers west of the Saône and their crystallization into an official Vieux 
Lyon was fomented by a localist movement that emerged in the end of the nineteenth century. 
Vaïsse changed the physiognomy of the Presqu’île, but other neighborhoods were largely 
untouched. This created a rich contrast between the “modernized” Rue Impériale (République) 
and the ancient quartiers of Saint-Paul, Saint-Jean, and Saint-Georges. Nostalgic books like 
Puitspelu’s Les Vieilleries lyonnaises and Bleton’s À Travers Lyon brought these neighborhoods 
to the forefront of the urban imaginary. They argued that what made Lyon special was not Vaïsse’s 
works, but the picturesque quality of its forgotten neighborhoods. The irony was that the spirit of 
this enterprise could only be engendered by the renovation projects themselves.

Stéphane Gerson, drawing from Friedrich Nietzsche’s On the Advantage and Disadvantage of 
History for Life, refers to this kind of process as a kind of antiquarian history practiced by elites 
that tried to maintain their “power and influence, rooted in social function, tradition, or alle-
giance.”125 Gerson quotes the following passage from Nietzsche:

The history of his city becomes for [the antiquarian] the history of his self; he understands the wall, the 
turreted gate, the ordinance of the town council, the national festival like an illustrated diary of his 
youth and finds himself, his strength, his diligence, his pleasure, his judgment, his folly and rudeness, 
in all of them. Here one could live, he says to himself, for here one can live and will be able to live, for 
we are tough and not to be uprooted over night. And so, with this “We,” he looks beyond the ephemeral, 
curious, individual life and feels like the spirit of the house, the generation, and the city.126

This is a reasonable assessment of what men like Puitspelu were up to. But antiquarian history 
harbors a stigma. Critics see it as lacking creativity and a critical stance. According to Nietzsche, 
“it merely understands how to preserve life, not how to generate it.”127 Yet, to understand the 
impulses behind antiquarianism, we should empathize with its practitioners, taking seriously 
both their meticulous studies and their stunts. Only then will we see how antiquarian history was 
an innovative component in the making of modern cities.

Antiquarians like Puitspelu experienced a form of uprootedness caused by vast urban renova-
tions. In an environment in flux, neighborhoods can become allegory and memories can appear 
to be the most solid of foundations.128 Lyon’s case is a strong indication of Walter Benjamin’s 
insistence, as recounted by David Harvey, “that we do not merely live in a material world but that 
our imaginations, our dreams, our conceptions, and our representations mediate that materiality 
in powerful ways.”129 Imaginations become particularly active during times of great turbulence 
and can help produce an “imagined city” that in turn has real effects on the physical one.130 In 
Lyon, the turbulence created by vast urban renovations was the source of the nostalgia that shaped 
the city later in the century. Understandings of nostalgia have changed with time. While seven-
teenth-century Europeans interpreted nostalgia as a potentially fatal disease, today we see it as an 
embarrassing and unsophisticated view of the past. But by the end of the nineteenth century, it 
was essentially understood as a benign response to disruptive progress.131 Svetlana Boym defines 
nostalgia as “a longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed. Nostalgia is a senti-
ment of loss and displacement, but it is also a romance with one’s own fantasy.” Desvernay’s 
lament for disappearing picturesque streets was a nostalgic phenomenon because it rebelled 
“against the modern idea of time, the time of history and progress” and wanted to “obliterate 
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history, to revisit time like space, refusing to surrender to the irreversibility of time that plagues 
the human condition.”132 Nostalgia could only serve the preservationist cause as a romanticized 
vision—one that glossed over the insalubrious problems that came with narrow streets and that 
could afford to ignore the threat of any more rebellion by the canuts.

Antiquarian history is sustained by conservative impulses, but it can also result in innovative 
developments. In Lyon’s case, antiquarians were key in instigating pride for the city’s distinct 
urban layout. In their eyes, Paris could have its boulevards; Lyon would have its narrow winding 
streets and large cluster of Renaissance architecture. This was a process with many false starts, 
but that was fueled by the discourse originated by the men we have looked at. Their invention of 
a Vieux Lyon culminated in 1998, when 427 hectares of the city’s center (the quartiers west of 
the Saône, the Presqu’île, and the Croix-Rousse) were listed as a UNESCO (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) World Heritage Site—a distinction that made 
Lyon an even more attractive tourist destination.133

Thanks to their status as “first cities,” Paris, Berlin, and London lead the contest for the infor-
mal title of heritage capital of contemporary Europe.134 Even so, the making of a Vieux Lyon and 
the UNESCO recognition has allowed the city to capitalize on the growth of heritage tourism. To 

Figure 11. Screenshot of the “Traboules” iPhone app created by the Lyon Convention and Visitor’s 
Bureau.
Note: The app uses augmented reality to help visitors discover more than one hundred of the city’s traboules.



90 Journal of Urban History 45(1)

“sell” Lyon, administrators skillfully juxtapose Vieux Lyon with the city’s modernist and post-
modernist examples of architecture (for example, the cloud-like Musée des Confluences, inaugu-
rated in 2014 close to where the Rhône and Saône rivers meet).135 Today, Vieux Lyon teems with 
tourists, and, in a complete reversal from Chambet’s epoch, the city is renowned for its narrow 
streets and passageways, known as traboules, which the local government vigorously promotes 
through different strategies: from multilingual guides in the tradition of the Syndicat d’Initiative 
to a cutting-edge smartphone app that allow visitors to navigate them on their own (Figure 11).136
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