Name: Yannick Ariell Oliveres

Institution: University of Kent

Year: 2025

Student ID: 24057990

Examination Number: 1774269

University Login: yo78

Module: MA by Research, School of History

Division: Arts & Humanities

Dissertation Title: Képi Rouge to Bleu Horizon: The Evolution of the French Military Uniform
& the Development of the Headdress, 1871 - 1918

Supervisors (Primary & Secondary): Dr. Mario Draper & Dr. Timothy Bowman
Word Count: 39,302



Képi Rouge to Bleu Horizon: The Evolution of the French Military Uniform & the Development of the Headdress, 1871 - 1918

KEP! ROUGE

5Ll ROAIZ0)




Képi Rouge to Bleu Horizon: The Evolution of the French Military Uniform & the Development of the Headdress, 1871 - 1918

Table of Contents

List of Illustrations (Non-inclusive of the photography of headwear presented for
formatting purposes) (p.3)

Acknowledgements (p.8)
Preface (p.9)

Private Collections (p.10)
I. Introduction (p.11)

II.  The Historiography of the French Army: 1871 - 1918 (p.15)
- France, 1914 - 1918 (p.15)
- Transformation, Modernisation, & Adaptation - A Historiographical Analysis

(p-19)
- The Relevance of Historiography with French Military Uniforms (p.28)

III.  The Period of Trials and Potential Reform: 1903 - 1915 (p.31)
- The Pre-war Period: Militarism, Nationalism, & Traditionalism in the Face
of Necessary Modernisation (p. 31)
- The Period of Trials of the Newly Proposed Uniforms (p.38)
- The Clothing Crisis of 1914/15 & the Introduction of the Horizon Blue Uniform (p.51)

IV.  The Képi: 1884 - 1918 (p.65)
- The Origins of the Képi (p.65)
- The Model 1884 Képi (p.67)
- The Simplified Képi: the 1884/14 & the 1914 models (p.72)
- Private Purchase & Commercially Manufactured Képis, 1914 - 1918 (p.80)

V.  The Steel Helmet: 1915 - 1918 (p.85)
- The Steel Helmet During the Great War, its Production, & its Distribution (p.85)
- The Success & Practicality of the Steel Helmet (p.106)
- A Military Fashion Statement (p.109)

VI.  Conclusion (p.112)

Bibliographies (p.115)



Képi Rouge to Bleu Horizon: The Evolution of the French Military Uniform & the Development of the Headdress, 1871 - 1918

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

List of Illustrations

French troops of the 20th Infantry Regiment (Marmande) at rest, ¢.1915. (YO) - p.15.

Alfred Bourgeois, a soldier of the Garde Mobile photographed during the Franco-Prussian War of
1870-1871. The Garde Mobile were a force of men who had previously not been drafted or had paid their
way out of military service. The overhaul of the military during the era of the Third Republic saw the
disbandment of this unit, as all able-bodied men were obligated to serve under the colours. (YO) - p.34.

A portrait of a light cavalryman of the 1st Regiment of Chasseurs a Cheval wearing a Shako. Note his
beautifully ornate Model 1874 shako. The shako was used en masse right up until the steel helmet was
introduced to the Cavalry in October 1915. (YO) - p.38.

This photo, dated 1903, presents a soldier of the 131st Infantry Regiment (Orléans-Pithiviers) wearing the
traditional 1877 greatcoat along with the greyish-blue képi of the 1903 uniform trials. The képi, along with
the rest of the 1903 experimental kit was never formally adopted, and the army continued to use their
favoured navy blue and red. (YO) - p.42.
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Reservists of the 10th Company of the 29th Territorial Infantry Regiment (Dreux) pictured here at Fort de
Charenton on 18 October 1914, fully equipped in the famous pre-war uniforms that boasted the
nationalistic colours that represented French pride. This photo was sent home by Georges Ernest Hérouard.
He fortunately survived the war, though the same cannot be said with certainty about his comrades here
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A French reservist of the 66th Territorial Infantry Regiment (Le Blanc) still wearing the famous red
trousers despite the photo legend dating the picture to 12 May 1915. By then, horizon blue was already
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Territorials of the 1st Regiment (Lille) pose with their rifles pointed. They are still dressed in their navy
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A magnificent photo of French soldiers from the class of 1914 of the 131st Infantry Regiment (Orléans-
Pithiviers) demonstra- ting the variety of French army uniforms worn in the early-war period. Some men
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This soldier of the 48th Territorial Regiment (Chalons), wears the Model 1914 “Poiret” greatcoat of the 2nd
type in bluish-grey cloth, typical of imported material. (YO) - p.56.

French soldiers of the 74th Infantry Regiment (Rouen) in field dress, c¢.1916. They all wear the Model
1914 greatcoat modified in summer 1915 with the addition of extra hip pockets. The man on the right has
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his additional ammunition pockets filled, making the lining visible under the skirts which have been
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man holding his Adrian helmet wears a Model 1914 greatcoat while the standing man wears the Model
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Unlike the soldiers in the two portraits shown on the previous page, these cyclist troops of the 15th Infantry
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Infantry Regiment (Saintes). (YO) - p.59.

Jean and Jules Dunand, twins from the author’s extended family who served in the 14th Battalion of
Chasseurs Alpins (Grenoble), wear dark blue Model 1891 dolmans, identifiable through the shoulder pads.
After being transferred to the 31st Battalion of Chasseurs a Pied (Saint-Di¢), they took part in combat on
17 June 1915 at Bois Carré, Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, where Jules was killed in action. His brother Jean was
severely wounded and was transported to a temporary military hospital where he succumbed to his wounds
on 29 June 1915. (YO) - p.60.

Light infantrymen of the 61st Battalion of Chasseurs a Pied (Langres) pose for a group photo, ¢.1915.
Notice the variety of uniforms, from the 1877 greatcoat, to the model 1914 greatcoats in bluish iron-grey
given to the Chasseurs, as well as the Model 1914 greatcoats in light blue which was permitted to
Chasseurs as per the notice of December 1914. (YO) - p.60.

A young soldier of the 22nd Battalion of Chasseurs Alpins (Albertville) proudly poses with his fourragere,
c.1918. The 22nd Battalion had transitioned from a light infantry to an elite unit in 1916. Note that this
soldier is fully equipped with the horizon blue uniform, including the Model 1915 greatcoat and Adrian
helmet, which will be covered in this thesis. However, this soldier does retain his puttees of dark, bluish
iron-grey cloth, demonstrating the mix-and-match appearance of Chasseurs units throughout the war. (YO)
- p.61.

Francois Louis No€l Olivéres (author’s Great Grandfather), a soldier of the 6th Colonial Infantry Regiment
(Brest), pictured here in 1917, wears the Model 1873/14 Marsouin's jacket in horizon blue cloth, a pattern
only distributed to the colonial infantry and engineering specialists. On his head, he wears a Model 1891/15
forage cap (the official rest headgear of the French army) with a cut-out anchor of scarlet cloth, denoting
the colonial infantry. After being transferred to the 224th Infantry Regiment (Paris-Bernoy) in August 1918,
Oliveres was severely wounded by shrapnel to his face on 8 September 1918 during combat at Nanteuil
Wood (Aisne), which left him blind in his right eye. He was cited for bravery and went on to receive the
Croix de Guerre, Médaille Militaire, and the Légion d’Honneur, which are all in the author’s possession.
(YO) - p.62.

Marsouins of the 36th Colonial Infantry Regiment (Lyon) at Framerville-Rainecourt, Somme, 29 April

1916. They wear the Model 1873/14 jacket in horizon blue cloth, although in a darker shade which is
typical of imported material. They also wear beige cloth covers of the single stitched seam pattern on their
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helmets. This component of the uniform will be covered in Chapter IV: The Steel Helmet: 1915 - 1918.
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terms of a uniformed appearance. (YO) - p.63.

This photo shows the casquette d’Afrique worn by General Bugeaud, displayed at the Musée de I’Armée
during the time of the Third Republic. (YO) - p.65.

A military service booklet from 1831 which belonged to Jacques Micheau, a fusilier of the 5th Company of
the 55th Line Infantry Regiment during the reign of Louis Philippe I. In 1832, Micheau and his regiment
were sent to North Africa to take part in the French conquest of Algeria. The third picture (most bottom)
shows a page listing the equipment that was issued to Micheau. “Une coiffe de Schako” (a shako
headdress) is listed, suggesting that Micheau wore one during the French expedition in Algeria. (YO) -
p-66.

This young cavalier of the 20th Regiment of Chasseurs a Cheval (Vendome) poses in a studio with his képi
of the 1884 pattern by his side instead of the shako, a headdress which the light cavalry used until the
second year of the Great War. His képi is of garance and sky blue cloth, typical of the light cavalry. (YO) -
p.69.

The majority of these barbed wire-layers of the 38th Colonial Infantry Regiment (Toulon) wear the 1884
pattern képis in dark blue cloth with red numerals and piping. The underside of the visors would have been
painted green, in accordance with the pre-war regulations of the Navy Ministry. (ML) - p.70.

French infantrymen in a frontline trench, early 1915. They all wear the 1902/12 cloth covers on their Model
1884 képis. The man closest to the camera holds a Model 1909 “Benét Merci¢” Hotchkiss heavy machine
gun. (YO) - p.71.

Soldiers of the 305th Infantry Regiment (Riom) wearing cloth képi covers of the 1902/12 pattern.
Interestingly, they have stitched unit numbers to the front of their képi covers. The seated soldier in the
middle row, holding the rifle, wears a cover in oilcloth. (YO) - p.72.

An officer of the 269th Reserve Infantry Regiment (Nancy) wears a cloth képi cover with a window to
show his unit number and rank. (YO) - p.72.

Young soldiers of the 32nd and 77th Infantry Regiments of Tours and Cholet wear uniforms in very light
blue cloth, typical of Spanish imports. Notice their headdress - the tall soldier in the centre is wearing a
light blue 1884/14 képi with dark blue piping which ignores the stipulations of 9 September 1914.
Interestingly, the chinstrap is missing. From left to right, the first, second, and fourth soldiers wear Model
1914 képis with braided straps, demonstrating a sense of esprit de corps. This non-regulation practice was
purely an aesthetic decision, and unlike the braided straps for steel helmets (which will be discussed later),
it was not an indication of rank. (YO) - p.73.

Soldiers of the 215th Infantry Regiment (Albi) man their positions in the Vosges during the winter of
1914/15. Most of them wear the 1884/14 model képi in English bluish-grey cloth without the piping, while
some others wear the Model 1914 1st type. (YO) - p.73.

These stretcher bearers of the 14th Medical Section all wear Model 1914 1st Type Képis in horizon blue
cloth. Notice the variation in colour of the ventilation slots. The ventilation slots on the képi of the man
seated on the right are black, while all the other képis worn by his comrades have ventilation slots in light
blue. (YO) - p.75.

French reservists of the 4th Squad, 9th Company of the 56th Territorial Infantry Regiment (Belley) in front
of a shack named “Inn of the Poilus”, which served as a cantonment for artillerymen of the 49th Battery of
the Sth Artillery Regiment. These soldiers pictured here wear the Model 1914 1st Type Képis with unit
patches to the front. (YO) - p.75.

French soldiers of the 358th Infantry Regiment (Bruyéres- Corcieux) in a trench in the Argonne sector,
c.1915. They all wear Model 1914 1st Type Képis. (YO) - p.75.
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Soldiers of the 158th Infantry Regiment (Bruyéres-Corcieux) in their trenches, ¢.1915. Many of the
infantrymen have anti-gas goggles strapped to their Model 1914 1st Type Képis. (YO) - p.76.

French infantrymen pose for a photograph, 21 May 1915. They wear the képi Model 1914 2nd Type
without the unit patch to the front, adhering to the directive of 9 December 1914. (YO) - p.78.

This Territorial of the 46th Regiment (Reims) wears the Model 1914 2nd Type with the unit patch to the
front, ignoring the notice of 9 December 1914. (YO) - p.78.

Colonial infantrymen of the 6th Regiment (Brest) at Valbonne, 3 November 1917. They wear cut-out
scarlet cloth anchors of the colonial army to the front of their képis, which is in accordance with the
authorisation of 28 January 1915. (YO) - p.79.

French soldiers pose for a group photo, c.1915. The variety of képi patterns is interesting, ranging from the
standard issue first type Model 1914s in different shades of blue cloth, Model 1884/14s in English cloth, as
well as commercially-produced képis (which will be looked at in the next section). Note the prevalence of
anti-gas goggles strapped to their képis. (YO) - p.79.

A French Hotchkiss machine gun team of the 88th Territorial Infantry Regiment (Lorient) in a frontline
trench, ¢.1915. The standing captain with a képi wears one in the Demi-Foulard pattern. (YO) - p.81.

A captured soldier of the 164th Infantry Regiment (Verdun) pictured in Miinster, 1 June 1918. He wears a
commercially-manufactured képi in horizon blue cloth. (YO) - p.81.

Captured French soldiers, several of whom are officers and NCOs, wear either the new helmet or privately
purchased képis. Notice these képis, albeit belonging to officers and NCOs, adhere to the stipulations of
December 1914, ruling out any features of the pre-war period képis on the wartime produced examples in
light blue cloth. (YO) - p.82.

The majority of these officers of the 3rd Engineer Regiment (Arras) wear private purchase képis in the Polo
or Foulard pattern, indicative of the style of the pre-war period. This is in accordance with Clemenceau’s
decision of February 1918 (which would not take full effect until June), however some of the servicemen
pictured here wear horizon blue képis, though devoid of any pre-war style ornaments. (YO) - p.83.

A soldier of the 54th Infantry Regiment (Compiégne) wearing a cervelliére observes the German frontline.
Notice he wears the skullcap on top of his képi due to the discomfort it posed on his head. This was a
practice disliked by officers, and thus led to the order of 19 June 1915, which demanded that the troops use
a piece of light blue cloth to line the interior of the skullcap for better comfort. (ML) - p.86.

Young conscripts from the 6th squad of the 128th Infantry Regiment (Amiens-Abbeville) from the class of
1916 pose for a group photo, 20 February 1916. Their helmets are in a luminous horizon blue colour,
typical of the first productions of 1915. This photo was sent home by Marcel Jules Louis Binet, who was
later on cited for exemplary courage for his actions in combat in April 1918. He was severely wounded in
August 1918 by a three-round burst of machine gun fire to his right clavicle during fighting at Tigny
(Aisne). He fortunately survived the war, though the fates of the rest of his comrades pictured here
alongside him are uncertain. (YO) - p.89.

After an assault, French infantrymen and soldiers of the Army of Africa account for their wounded. Notice
the North African troops wearing the chéchia. (YO) - p.93.

C.1915, these dismounted cavalrymen of the 4th Dragoon Regiment (Commercy- Sézanne) wear covered
modified cavalry helmets which were a mixture in design and construction of both the Adrian helmet and
the pre-war 1872/74 cavalry helmets. The temporary -issue transitional cavalry helmets of the 1915 period
were painted in blue, and saw use until the Adrian helmet replaced them. (ML) - p.96.

A true rarity to find, this French cavalryman of the 4th Dragoon Regiment (Commercy-Sézane) still wears
the beautiful pre-war 1872/74 helmet instead of the steel Adrian helmet, despite him donning the new
horizon blue uniform. Note the fourragere. (YO) - p.96.

French prisoners of war and their German captors of the 1st Grenadier Regiment near Fort de Vaux,
Verdun, 1916. Notice one Frenchman wearing a helmet cover while the rest do not. One can clearly
understand the reason for the opposition to the controversial decision to introduce helmet covers, as the



Képi Rouge to Bleu Horizon: The Evolution of the French Military Uniform & the Development of the Headdress, 1871 - 1918

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

uncovered helmets as shown in this photo no longer possessed a luminous and shiny appearance, especially
when compared to the first productions of 1915. (YO) - p.99.

French machine-gunners of the 149th Infantry Regiment (Epinal), ¢.1916. They wear light blue cloth
covers of the double stitched seam pattern. (YO) - p.100.

Exhausted and weary French soldiers shuffle into captivity, ¢.1916. Most of the Frenchmen wear regulation
beige cloth helmet covers of the single stitched seam pattern. (YO) - p.100.

An exhausted-looking French medical section, c.1916. They wear helmet covers in dark blue cloth,
probably of the same shade as the covers intended for the 1884 képis. The man on the far left wears his
infantry badge over the front of the cover, presenting a sense of esprit de corps. (YO) - p.101.

Soldiers of the 103rd Infantry Regiment (Paris & Argentan) in frontline trenches at Mesnil-l¢s-Hurlus. The
infantrymen here have coated their helmets with chalky mud for camouflage purposes, a practice which
was banned after October 1916 for reasons already described. (ML) - p.105.

French troops of the 30th Infantry Regiment (Annecy) occupy a frontline trench while a CSRG 1915
“Chauchat” machine gunner observes no man’s land, c.1916. Notice the man second from left (leaning on
the sandbag wall), who is likely an NCO. He wears a helmet which has been deliberately covered in chalky
mud, resembling a camouflage pattern. (YO) - p.105.

French trench sweepers investigate a ditch filled with dead comrades during the Third Battle of
Champagne, April - May 1917. Although 1917 was the least bloodiest year for the French army, the losses
sustained during the Chemin des Dames and Champagne offensives led to the outbreak of cases of
collective indiscipline which affected half of the army, suspending all offensive operations. The losses
would have proportionately been higher had the steel helmet not been fully adopted by this time, as it was
noticed that the introduction of the Adrian helmet had saved the lives of many French soldiers. (ML) -
p.106.
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Preface

Although the subject of French military kit is a rather unexplored niche outside of the
collector and military fashion enthusiast circle, it is a popular theme that has received much
recognition and interest worldwide within said circles, inspiring a variety of books to be written
on well documented subjects ranging from the French First Empire to the Third Republic. The
subjects are typically documented with period ephemera, designs and prints intricately detailing
the design of a uniform or a piece of headwear, whether it be standard issue, a prototype, or
private tailored.

Studying and collecting French First World War headwear has been a passion and hobby
of mine since the winter of 2019, when I started off as an eighteen year old enthusiast. The first
complete helmet I acquired was a Great War French Model 1915 Adrian helmet in early-war
horizon blue paint and badged to the army Engineers, which was a gift from my mother. Over
four years later, such early-war examples are scarce to find. I decided to take upon this project by
infusing my hobby as well as my passion for French military fashion to create a thesis in a very
niche subject area, that can perhaps inspire a new generation of collectors and military historians
who appreciate the complexity and aesthetic of an army’s appearance.

However, one must note that not all discussed components of headgear will be physically
presented here - some examples are simply unable to be acquired, both in physical form and/or in
photography medium. For example, of all the wartime statutory badge branches of the steel
Adrian helmet, the Intendance badge has yet to be located in period photography, simply due to
the rarity of the insignia. However, known examples of these helmets do exist, but are of course,
very scarce.

In this thesis, there is a provision of photographic evidence/examples of the main
uniforms and headdress discussed in this project, and if possible, a physical specimen to
accompany it for a more in-depth inspection and understanding. It is also important to note, that
the field of French pre and First World War uniforms and headdress is impossible to fully cover,
due to the variety of non-regulation patterns, private-tailored kit, and field modifications, which
therefore results in a wide array and variety in certain designs and fashion styles. Thus, this
thesis will explore just the most important components.

All of the physical items presented here, which are all authentic and original, have been
acquired through years of searching, hard-work, and perseverance. All of the artefacts featured in
this thesis are from my own private collection apart from a few period photographs, which have
been sourced from the collection of Merlijn Leijdekker, who has kindly permitted the author to
use as many of his photos as required for the thesis.

This thesis will try its best to present to the reader a basic rundown and understanding of
the world of French military uniforms from the pre-war period up to the First World War,
demonstrating the intricacies of political influence and the eventual compromise with modernists
that was made for the development and progression of the French army uniform.
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Private Collections:

At the end of the description of each artifact or photograph presented, initials are shown in
parentheses to attribute the article to its rightful owner. The private collections featured in this
thesis belong to the following:

YO: Yannick Oliveres (author)
ML: Merlijn Leijdekker
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I. Introduction

In the past decades, the French army in the pre-war period and the Great War with
regards to the doctrine, the development of the army, and the adaptation to modern warfare has
been a subject of intense scrutiny by French historians. There has been a fairly recent surge of
interest in the subject by Anglophone historians thanks to the works of some notable historians
such as Alistair Horne, William Philpott, Jonathan Krause, Robert Doughty, and Elizabeth
Greenhalgh, among others. This is largely due to the monumental impact the war had on France,
along with the massive price they paid in terms of the demographic, geographic, and financial
losses sustained in the brutal four-year defence of their homeland. The French army suftered
greatly by the end of the Great War despite being the strongest and most advanced in the world
by the end of it. They made a significant contribution to the defeat of the German Empire by
making sacrifices never seen before in French history. This was only achieved because of the
significant modernisations and adaptations the French army made during the conflict. This thesis
will analyse this process in relation to the development of the French uniform and headdress in
the pre-war period and during the Great War, which falls under a necessity as a result of the
changing nature of warfare.

Between 1871 and 1918, the French army underwent some significant transitions with
regards to the development of its military uniform as a result of internal political conflicts
between the traditionalists and modernists of the age. Therefore, the title of this thesis, Képi
Rouge to Bleu Horizon, is a reference to said period with a focus on the eventual transition and
development of the French army uniforms, with a particular spotlight on the headdress of the
period. The focus on headdress was chosen due to the significant representation that a piece of
headgear possesses regarding the identity of a nation and its army. For example, the képi and
Adrian helmet are two pieces of headwear that typically represent the image of the French Poilu
during the Great War. The same can be said about the Germans and their famous Pickelhauben
and Stahlhelme, as well as the British and their steel helmets.

However, one can argue that the French army of the early twentieth century was too keen
on maintaining traditionalism as one of their primary motives for retaining their outdated
military uniforms which were reminiscent of the period of the Belle Epoque. This was for two
main reasons. Firstly, the illustrious history and national pride of the French linked heavily with
their usage of the red trousers and dark blue uniforms, especially when looking into previous
military campaigns of the Second Empire. The defeat to Prussia in 1871 however was an outlier
in a fairly successive string of military victories (Algeria, Crimea, Italy), and thus promoted a
sense of national revival. Abandoning these traditional uniforms meant abandoning France’s
strong cultural ties to this identity forged over time. Secondly, the traditional colours resonated
strongly with the spirit of the cult of the offensive, a French way of waging war that emphasised
¢lan vital, a belief that courage, morale, and an overpowering offensive spirit could overcome
technological disadvantages on the battlefield. Thus, vibrant and loud colours symbolised
courage, tenacity, and offensive power.
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The details of the uniform therefore matter because they reflected the French military
thinking, cultural identity, and technological adaptations of the period. The examinations and
analyses of these pieces of kit highlights the conflict between tradition and the changing nature
of warfare, the transition of French military thinking, and the broad technological changes which
occurred during the war. In this sense, uniforms provide historical proof of how armies reacted to
novel techniques of warfare and how soldiers' utilitarian attire reflected national identity.

This is interesting to compare with that of the German army, as they did not share the
same sentiment as the French regarding the attachment to its glorious past. In the previous
century, the Prussian army and German states had performed remarkably well in several
European campaigns, donning their traditional colours of their representative states. However, in
the early twentieth century, they had left the past behind and opted for more practical kit as
reflected in Maurice Pellé’s report from December 1909 while serving as the military attaché in
Berlin, in which he describes viewing the brand new German uniforms in feldgrau.' This raised
some concerns back in Paris with regards to needing to make steps towards modernisation as the
German army had, but the French were still persistent on linking the present with the past
regarding its nationalistic presentation. The Germans did not share this point of view in their own
army.

The French uniform also illustrated tension between form and function, as it
characterised the modernisation of armies at the turn of the twentieth century. The vibrant French
uniforms of the pre-war period (and early war) emphasised form, as they represented national
pride, honour, and continuity in representing previous military campaigns. However, the
changing nature of warfare and the realities of modernised weaponry rapidly exposed the
impracticality of these outdated uniforms and kit. The adoption of the “horizon blue” uniform in
1915 demonstrated a shift towards the concept of function, as it prioritised efficiency, not only on
the battlefield, but also economically. This thus shows how uniforms (a representation of
traditional military culture) was forced to adapt to the urgent demands (technological and
tactical) of modern warfare.

The broader modernisation of European militaries was also reflected in this shift.
Standardised equipment, camouflage, protective gear (such as the steel helmet which will be
explored in Chapter V), and logistical efficiency became increasingly important. Armies
restructured their equipment and tactics to suit modern, industrialised warfare. The transition
from the colourful, vibrant pre-war uniforms to more practical ones therefore parallels the
broader, cultural movement towards modernity, where symbolic traditions and nationalistic
fervour yielded to more rational and functional designs. In this sense, the evolution of French
military uniforms is representative of a broader historical process: the shift from heroic display
ideals of the nineteenth century to systems characterised by technology, mass organisation, and
practical efficiency in the twentieth century.

This shift from decorative to functional uniforms and kit was also a result of both
industrial society and the changing nature of warfare. The French army was largely shaped by

"'SHD, GR 7 N 1109, «Tenue de Campagne» 13 December 1909.
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industrial and bureaucratic systems that emphasised standardisation and mass production which
were values frequented in modern liberal capitalist societies. However, the transition into modern
warfare and the introduction of devastating weaponry and methods of waging war rendered
pre-war uniform and kit obsolete (largely through liquidation in the field), and the adoption of
the new standardised uniform in 1915 reflected the dual pressure of an industrial society enabling
large-scale, rationalised military productions, while modern combat demanded functionality.
Thus, the overall concept of uniforms and kit emerged as a minor but distinct illustration of the
larger shift to modernity, in which utilitarian design gradually replaced traditional symbolic
form.

This thesis promotes the idea that the French army and politicians eventually came to a
compromise between aesthetic and practicality. This was particularly challenging, as the
aestheticists linked strongly to traditionalism, with the preference of a loud, symbolic
representation of France to be the most important factor when it came to the uniform and kit of
the army. This was linked to both cultural and economic ties, with the former being associated
with the history of the French army and its utilisation of such colours and patterns deemed
“traditional”, and the latter being that change would force more military spending and would
lead to a waste of existing stock. The functionalists were the ones who opted for modernisation,
possessing no significant ties to cultural or economic reasons. They were largely driven by the
motivation of the changing nature of warfare and the fact that other states had moved to
modernise the visual aspects of their armies. To them, France was lacking behind. The specific
stances backed by the traditionalists and the modernists will be examined in Part Il1l: The Period
of Trials and Potential Reform.

So, how did the army, modernists, and the politicians rise to the challenge and work
towards a solution, and how did they eventually get there? Before all of these are thoroughly
investigated, one has to delve into the pre-war period, an era filled with traditionalism,
militarism, and political rivalry, which had an impact on the evolution of the French military
uniform and the development of the headdress and how the army had initially prioritised
aesthetic and budgetary concerns over practicality, which eventually changed.

This particular investigation into the uniforms (not inclusive of the historiographical
review), is divided into three separate chapters with several subchapters each: The Period of
Trials and Potential Reform: 1903 - 1915, The Képi: 1884 - 1918, and The Steel Helmet: 1915 -
1918. The first chapter that properly delves into the subject of uniformity, The Period of Trials
and Potential Reform: 1903 - 1915, investigates the pre-war period which covers French
militarism, nationalism, and traditionalism in the face of necessary modernisation, as well as the
the period of trials of the newly proposed uniforms, the clothing crisis of 1914/15, and the
introduction of the horizon blue uniform that went on to symbolise the French army of the Great
War. The Képi: 1884 - 1918, looks at the origins of the képi, the pre-war Model 1884 képi (that
saw service in the first year of the war), the simplified képi: the 1884/14 & the 1914 models, as
well as private purchase & commercially manufactured models. The final chapter of a uniform
component, The Steel Helmet: 1915 - 1918, looks at the production and distribution of the steel
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helmet during the Great War, the success and practicality of it as a piece of protective headgear,
as well as its legacy as not only a statement of military fashion, but also as a piece of historical
memorabilia.

The sources utilised in this thesis are of both the primary and secondary kind, ranging
from period documents consulted at the archives of the Service Historique de la Défense
(Vincennes) and at the private archive of the Musée de [’Armée (Paris), to excellent books on the
French army uniforms and equipment by Laurent Mirouze, Stéphane Dekerle, and Frédéric
Coune to name a few. Ground-breaking books and articles on the French army during the Great
War by notable historians such as Jonathan Krause, Robert Doughty, Elizabeth Greenhalgh,
Leonard Smith, Michel Goya, etc., are also consulted and cited. Each provided source pertains to
supporting this thesis, as well as providing information regarding the development of the
uniforms of the era.
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II. The Historiography of the French Army: 1871 - 1918

France, 1914 - 1918
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Photo (1): French troops of the 20th Infantry Regiment (Marmande) at rest, c.1915. (YO)

If France of to-day stood alone against the world's enemy, it would be almost inconceivable to
imagine her defeat now; wholly so to imagine any surrender. The war will go on till the enemy is
finished. The French do not know when that hour will come; they seldom speak of it; they do not
amuse themselves with dreams of triumphs or terms. Their business is war, and they do their
business.’

- Rudyard Kipling, France At War, 1915.

2 Rudyard Kipling, France at War: On the Frontier of Civilization (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Page & Co.,
1915).
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11 November 1918 - the guns fall silent. After having been constantly pushed back by
advancing allied forces during the Hundred Days Offensive, and while having lacked the
industrial and basic survival necessities to carry on fighting, the German Empire was defeated.
An official armistice was signed at Compiégne at Sam. on 11 November 1918, with the official
ceasefire having taken effect six hours later, at 11am.

Despite being the most powerful and advanced force in the world as a result of the
1917-1918 modernisation programmes, the French army had suffered greatly throughout the
entire course of the Great War. According to Michel Goya's Les Vainqueurs, the French military
had developed during the four years of combat, but not without hardship. By making these
sacrifices, the French military had been instrumental in toppling the German Empire. Robert
Doughty states in his work, The French Armed Forces: 1918-1940, in a reflection of the army of
1918 and the potential seen in the army of the interwar period, that “by the usual criteria -
relatively modern weaponry, large size, ample logistical support, and sound leadership - the
French military seemed to be capable of ensuring France's safety and eventually winning, when
supported by its allies, the long total war foreseen by political and military leaders.

Nonetheless, one cannot overlook the substantial losses that amounted in the struggle for
liberation from the grasp of the Imperial German eagle, especially regarding demography and
topography. Regarding demographic impact, the French incurred the most devastating casualties
among the victorious allied forces.* André Tardieu encapsulates France's losses in a poignant
piece:

The war bled us terribly. Out of our population of less than 38,000,000, 8,500,000 were
mobilised; 5,300,000 of them were killed or wounded (1,500,000 killed, 800,000 mutilated,
3,000,000 wounded), not counting 500,000 men who have come back to us from German prisons
in very bad physical condition.’

The casualty count for the French army was so astronomically large and challenging to
deal with, that “wounded men were being abandoned in dug-outs or left in no-man’s land, and
the hospitals remained overcrowded and messy...”® Undoubtedly, these losses had an impact on
the French army's active army statistics, especially in 1918, when the number of active
servicemen had significantly decreased since 1917. To make matters worse, 1917 was also
France's least deadly year. The statistics of the full-strength of the active French army between
1917-1918 is highlighted in the work of Michel Huber, in La Population de la France Pendant la
Guerre. Compared to the numbers between 1916 and 1917, the French army was much weaker in

3 Michel Goya, Les Vainqueurs: Comment la France a gagné la Grande Guerre (Paris: Editions Tallandier, 2018).
Robert Doughty, ‘The French Armed Forces, 1918-40’, in A. Millett & W. Murray (Eds.), Military Effectiveness
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p.39.

4 Disregarding the Russian Empire which officially withdrew from the war in March 1918.

5 Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, La Grande Guerre des Frangais: L'incompréhensible (Paris: Perrin, 1994), p.7.

André Tardieu, ‘The Policy of France’, Foreign Affairs 1 (15 September 1922), pp.12-13.

6 Jonathan Krause, Early Trench Tactics in the French Army: The Second Battle of Artois, May-June 1915
(Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2013). p.112.
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terms of active combatants from early to summer 1918 (with between 100,000 and 200,000
fewer men in 1918 than in 1917).” By November 1918, the army's size was actually smaller than
that of the active army in 1915, which was the deadliest year for the French army - they had
suffered greatly during the Champagne and Artois offensives. This indicates that even though the
war was won, French casualties were on an unprecedented scale. Regarding losses outside of the
genre of demographics, Tardieu continues:

Almost 4,000,000 hectares of land were devastated, together with 4,000 towns and villages,
600,000 buildings were destroyed, among them 20,000 factories and workshops, besides 5,000
kilometres of railroads and 53,000 kilometres of roads. About 1,400,000 head of cattle were
carried off. Altogether a quarter of our productive capital was annihilated. The financial
consequences of the annihilation of all these resources bear down on us heavily today. The war
cost us 150 billions of francs. The damage to property and persons comes to 200 billion. Our
ordinary budget has increased from 4'2 billion to 25 billion; our debt from 36 billion to 330
billion.?

The sacrifice and the decisive role France played during the Great War could not be
solely summarised in terms of their military, demographic, geographic, and financial losses - it is
important to acknowledge the nationwide physical and cultural mobilisation in this conflict for
France’s survival that led them to fight so intensely, as stated in France and the Great War
1914-1918:

In the end, the ‘war culture’ of 1914—18, resulted from a vast and extraordinarily diverse creative
activity, whose origins lay in individuals and not in governmental institutions. Tens of thousands
of people created the images that mobilised the French between 1914 and 1918 — journalists,
teachers, writers, actors, popular singers, photographers, painters, designers, film directors,
artisans, industrialists, and many others. A surprisingly broad cross-section of the French
population developed and disseminated the themes constructing the war, themes then interiorised
by their compatriots.’

The impact of the war on France has naturally led to a wide array of both primary and
secondary sources being published in the Francophone world. A sentiment that is shared with
Jonathan Krause, a leading historian on the French Army of the Great War, is that the decisive
role that France played during the Great War has been extremely overlooked in the
Anglo-speaking world.'"” However, that does not mean that there is a limitation of excellent,
published sources in the field, which will be explored in this historiographical review. Krause
himself wrote some excellent works on the French army during the Great War, ranging from the
Second Battle of Artois (Early Trench Tactics in the French Army), to their artillery (From

" Michel Huber, La population de la France pendant la guerre (Paris: PUF, 1931), pp. 113-15.

¥ Tardieu, The Policy of France, pp.12-13.

° Leonard Smith, Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker, France and the Great War 1914-1918
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p.54.

1 Krause, Jonathan, ‘The Worst Year: The French Army in 1915’ (Birmingham, 2015).
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Balletics to Ballistics: French Artillery, 1897-1916), and even about French development of gas
warfare (The Origins of Chemical Warfare in the French Army). His works, though, are fairly
recent, and only in the last twenty years has there been a significant increase in Anglophone
interest about the French war effort.

In the field of secondary literature, Alistair Horne arguably famously introduced the role
of France in the war with his prize-winning book, The Price of Glory: Verdun 1916 (1962), a
battle which tends to dominate in the memory of the French army during the conflict. Paul
Jankowski, Alan Axelrod, and William Buckingham followed up with their own works on
Verdun in 2016 and 2017. Authority pieces on the French army include Robert Doughty’s
Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy & Operations in the Great War and Elizabeth Greenhalgh’s The
French Army and the First World War."' Both books investigate the army’s structure,
contribution, achievements, failures, performances, and leadership across all fronts of the
conflict. They contextualise studying the French army in the grand scheme of things,
investigating and analysing how the army had adapted to the challenges of modern and coalition
warfare, as well as delving into the importance of the development of military doctrine, logistics,
as well as the development of modern military technology.'?

Douglas Porch’s The French Army in the First World War was at one point a leading
piece of historiography in the Anglo world surrounding the French army, however, his work
presents contrasting thoughts from more recent publications. His assessments on the French
army do not mirror that of recent historiography as his attachment to analysing the failures
overshadow that of recent pieces that assess the French army’s modernisation processes and
successes, a theme which is heavily looked at in Michel Goya’s works Flesh and Steel and Les
Vainqueurs."

Rudyard Kipling’s France at War, published in 1915, gives an Anglo perspective of the
Franco-German war experience in the early stages of the conflict.'* Arthur Conan Doyle’s 4 Visit
to Three Fronts, published the following year in 1916, also gives an interesting first-hand
account of the wartime situation on the French front (along with the Italian and British lines)
from the perspective of an Englishman, offering a foreign, yet allied insight."

" Alistair Horne, The Price of Glory: Verdun 1916 (London: Penguin Books, 1994).

Robert Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy & Operations in the Great War (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press,
2008).

Elizabeth Greenhalgh, The French Army and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
12 Greenhalgh’s book is a comprehensive history of the French army’s decisive and critical contribution to the First
World War. Histoire de I’Armée Francgaise 1914-1918 by Frangois Cochet and Rémy Porte, can be argued to be
French equivalents of Greenhalgh’s work. Even older Francophone publications revolving around the French army
of the Great War would be from the French Ministére de la Guerre themselves who published a series in the 1920°s
titled, Les Armées Francaises dans la Grande Guerre (though not comparable to Greenhalgh’s work, as it was not
published by an external historian, but by the Ministry of War themselves in a contemporary period).

13 See the works of Michel Goya: Flesh and Steel During the Great War: The Transformation of the French Army
and the Invention of Modern Warfare (Barnsley: Pen and Sword Military, 2018), and Les Vainqueurs (2018)..

' Kipling, France at War.

15 Arthur Conan Doyle, 4 Visit to Three Fronts, (New York: George H. Doran, 1916).
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However, to really understand the situation of the French in the Great War who suffered
so terribly during four years of conflict, one must delve into the situation of the Republic in the
pre-war period. The outbreak of war launched a constant modernisation effort, a project that
initially faced a tremendous battle against the traditionalists which had been raging since the turn
of the nineteenth century. This contest involved a clash of doctrine and technology which
eventually led to the modernisation of army uniforms and kit which will be explored later. To
understand the development of the French uniform and kit which is what this thesis will
investigate and analyse, it is important to look into the historiography of the initial struggles
between the traditionalists and modernists, and the process of moving forward with the
transformation, modernisation, and adaptation of the French army which naturally led to
modernisations of the appearance of the French military. The latter possesses a clear link with the
previous two subjects.

Transformation, Modernisation, & Adaptation - A Historiographical Analysis

To comprehend the difficulties and stubbornness the French faced with modernisation
(and the eventual compromise), one must delve into the historiography pertaining to this subject
matter. The defeat of the French in 1871 spawned a nationalist revival. In his work, The March to
the Marne: The French Army, 1871 - 1914, Douglas Porch argues the point that even before the
Franco-Prussian War had reached its inevitable conclusion, the founding fathers of the Third
Republic had declared their favour for the traditional aspects of republicanism. This, in turn, was
directly associated with traditionalism; not in the sense of the monarchy of the Empire (which he
strongly opposed), but in its institutional and military beliefs of a nationalist dominance.

In this book, Porch argues that the link between the new army of the Republic and that of
the Second Empire had been spotted, not solely in the case of uniforms and kit which will be
explored later, but rather the overall attitude and presentation of the army: “The new era of
national dedication and reconciliation behind the army announced by Marshal MacMahon’s June
1871 Longchamps review, when 120,000 troops filed past in an atmosphere shimmering with
patriotic emotion, caused the more cynical spectators like the novelist ‘Gyp’, to conclude that ‘it
was still the magnificent army of the empire’”.'® This therefore demonstrated the early Third
Republic’s attachment to the nationalistic identity of its past and contributed to the traditionalism
favoured by many politicians when it came to the modernisation of the army’s appearance which
will be explored in Chapter III: The Period of Trials and Potential Reform: 1903 - 1915.

In The French Army and Politics, 1870 - 1970, Alistair Horne argues that the army of
1914 still relied on the values and institutional beliefs drawn out in the 1870’s and expected it to
be as relevant in 1914." This point of view is comprehensible, as linking a victory in the modern
day with the defeat of the past is something of a symbolic resurrection. This revival and

'S Douglas Porch, The March to the Marne: The French Army 1871-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1981), p.2.
'7 Alistair Horne, The French army and Politics, 1870-1970 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1984), p.15.
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nationalistic fervour of the French people, expressing the strong sense of revanchism in 1914, is
comparable to the attitudes that the French public felt in 1870 upon declaration of war, with their
patriotic cries of “to Berlin!”."® A large part of the French reliance on moral force to project a
victory, was as explained in the introduction, a core part of French doctrine post 1871, which
carried on into 1914 showing little signs of adaptation to the changing nature of warfare. French
troops charged into battle in 1914 with “the red trousers selected, in preference to less
conspicuous colours, by nationalists who thought red more helpful to morale in /’attaque”. This
once again demonstrates the French army’s initial stubbornness in ditching the concept of élan
vital in being the decisive factor in winning a battle.!® This, however, did not last, as the mindset
changed thanks to compromise between all political parties of France and the military, an
eventual positive outcome of the Union Sacrée, which Horne argues saved France:

The remarkable patriotic compact, formed between all political parties on the eve of war... The
Union Sacrée was backed by politicians of all hues - even the left-wing pacifists, despite the tragic
assassination of the great Socialist leader, Jaures, on the eve of war - showing a degree of unity not
seen in France since Napoleon I (and nor was it to be seen again in the Third, Fourth or even
Republics)... it also meant that the political had abdicated power to the military.*

Although the unique mood for the Union had been set in 1911 (evident by the attempt at
compromise between politicians and modernists regarding proposals for a new modern uniform
which will be explored in Chapter IIl: The Period of Trials and Potential Reform: 1903 - 1915),
the establishment of this vitally important lifeline on the eve of war in 1914 guaranteed unity
within France, and those who ran the army became the main driving force behind the
modernisation processes.”’ Granted, it still took some time before everyone was entirely on
board, but a lot of the traditionally-dominated mindsets of politicians had to give way to the
more appropriate methods of waging war as per its changing nature. The eventual compromise
made between the traditionalists and the modernists led to more appropriate doctrinal
developments and technological advancements as a result, which in turn contributed to the
eventual modernisation of the visual presentation of the French army (which will also be
investigated and analysed in Chapter III).

Simon House also discusses the much needed aspect of modernisation in the French army
and its core beliefs, especially with regard to the overwhelming dominance of nationalism and
wholehearted belief in spiritual supremacy and its impact on the battlefield. He criticises the
erroneous traditional doctrine of the cult of the offensive, citing Cyril Falls in the process to
demonstrate his opinion on the subject, describing it as a ‘“disastrous doctrine, a sort of
fanaticism a veritable mystique of the offensive’ that caused the unnecessary slaughter of tens of

8 Ibid., p.7.
19 Tbid., p.34
2 Ibid., pp.34-36.
2 Ibid., p.36
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thousands of young innocent French conscript soldiers”.?* This thesis agrees with House’s
assessment of the outdated offensive doctrine, and leans towards the idea of necessary
reformation which came after the harsh lessons of 1914. The adjustments made following the
bloody battles of the opening phases of the war in Belgium and Northern France rectified this.
Joseph Joffre had been a staunch supporter of the élan vital and the cult of the offensive, and
House argues that one of the first aspects of the army’s doctrinal modernisation occurred when
his Plan XVII failed:

Joffre’s Plan XVII stopped once the armies were in place and was then superseded by a series of
General and Specific Instructions issued by the commander-in-chief’s office (GQG) to the army
commanders for the conduct of operations in the field. Far from demonstrating stubbornly
inflexible adherence to a single stupid frontal attack on the German frontier defences, this was a
most flexible system of command and control, which worked so effectively that it enabled Joffre
to plan and execute successive attacks, from right to left along the whole northeastern front (i.e.,
what we today call the ‘Western Front’) in France and Belgium, culminating in the successful
counter-attack on the Marne in September 1914.%

This excerpt demonstrates the initial carelessness and outdated thinking that plagued
French military leadership, and it is due to examples like this where the perception of the inept
high command sending millions of men to the slaughter became established, notably via Alan
Clark’s 1961 study of the Western Front of World War I, The Donkeys, which had moulded the
mainstream perception of poor allied leadership during the Great War. Although this argument
may perhaps (arguably) hold some truth especially in the early days, this incompetency was not
with purposeful ill-intent towards the average fighting Frenchman in the trenches. At the time,
generals and corps commanders led armies with the lessons they were taught from the War of
1870-1871. The tremendous loss of life was an unfortunate feature of the changing nature of
warfare clashing with outdated doctrine. It was General Charles Mangin (nicknamed “the
Butcher”, who bluntly stated "Quoi qu'on fasse, on perd beaucoup de monde (Whatever you do,
you lose a lot of men)”.

William Philpott and Jonathan Boff’s work, Transforming War, 1914-1918, presents an
introduction that sets out the parameters of debate regarding military adaptation and
modernisation in the face of a changing nature of warfare. The perceived view of the Great War
throughout the decades preached creative and scientific haemorrhages in military thinking, which
contrary to popular belief, wasn’t the case. Philpott and Boft argue that, “what had already been
lost in simplistic post-war critiques was the complexity, variety and dynamism of the art of war
between 1914 and 1918 - a period which saw a terminal break with Napoleonic paradigms of
warfare and the emergence of proto-modern tactical and operational methods - because the

22 Simon J. House, Lost Opportunity: The Battle of the Ardennes, 22 August 1914 (Amherst: Helion & Company,
2017), p.8.
# 1bid., p.8
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theatre in which it developed remained in strategic stalemate.”* The narrative that stalemate was
a mere reflection of technological stagnation and a lack of doctrinal change has been debunked
extensively by scholars of the Great War in recent years.

Warfare arguably experienced its most rapid and profound shift between 1914 and 1918,
despite the conflict predominantly occurring in static field entrenchments throughout most of its
duration and across most of its theatres of operations. The war “had a profound impact on
military theory and operational practice thereafter which defined warfare until the turn of the
twenty-first century”, as well as the massive technological and doctrinal developments which
catered towards the ultimate goal of breaking the stalemate and forcing a decisive victory.® This
thesis is in agreement with Philpott and Boff’s assessments, as it is a general consensus among
established historians of the Great War that there has been an unfair representation of “lack of
military thinking and innovation” during the war. Static, positional warfare does not necessarily
equate to a stalemate of ideas or innovation - it can happen when two effective doctrines clash
with one another. This is the reasoning behind how further developments are made to overcome
the deadlock through decisive breakthroughs.

The eventual decisive breakthrough in 1918 which forced through the stalemate was only
possible thanks to intensive military modernisation - in technology, doctrinal developments, and
logistical changes. Philpott and Boff argue:

Transformation of material, method and military culture took place at both the tactical and
operational levels of war. What scholarship has definitively demonstrated is that the pace of
military change was rapid. The opposing armies co-existed in a dynamic equilibrium of tactical
and operational innovation and counter-measure that ironically sustained rather than ended the
strategic stalemate. By the end, however, the opposing armies were very different in their
organisation, method and understanding of war. It had been transformed into the ‘modern style’ of
warfare through the integrated processes of technological adaptation, institutional learning and
conceptual rethinking.*

Although four years may seem like an extensive period of time, in the history of military
innovation, it really isn’t. This period of military innovation is unparalleled in the history of
warfare. The war began with cavalry charges and ended with thousands of tanks taking over the
battlefield. Michel Goya shares the same viewpoint, arguing that the French army transformed
tremendously in four years of conflict. He backs the idea that the French army underwent a
complete evolution in all regards, which he details in his book, Les Vainqueurs:

For anyone who saw the departure of the infantrymen of 1914 in their red trousers and blue
greatcoats, the contrast is striking. The French army of 1918 is more understated, but more
impressive in steel helmets and accompanied by all those weapons whose use no one would have

* William Philpott and Jonathan Boff, ‘Introduction: Transforming War, 1914-1918’, in British Journal for Military
History, 5.2 (2019), p.3.

» Ibid., p.4

* Ibid., p.7.
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imagined four years earlier: airplanes, armoured cars, heavy artillery, and finally, tanks... This
French army, a giant organisation of four million men, transformed itself in just a few years with a
vigour and speed that no other institution in the country, public or private, would ever match. The
change was radical.”’

This excerpt demonstrates the quick modernisation efforts of the French army once faced with
the threat of the changing nature of warfare, an undertaking that was largely postponed in the
pre-war era until it was deemed very much necessary to tackle it during wartime. In his book
Flesh and Steel, Goya is also adamant that the French army was the first modern army in which
the modernisers were the driving force behind the allied victory of 1918, and it was the changing
nature of warfare which forced them to adapt.”® This thesis agrees with this argument. The
French army started off on the backfoot but eventually gained ground and surpassed their
adversaries through a significant military overhaul involving the modernisation of doctrine,
development of cutting-edge technology, and mastery of combined arms. However, these
changes did not occur without challenge.

Robert Doughty highlights these specific challenges in his book, Pyrrhic Victory, and
identifies that the French path to the complete transformation of the army as a modern fighting
force was “neither obvious nor simple”, as the “political and military leaders could not copy the
institutions and methods of the Germans, for France’s strategic situation, political and economic
systems, and historical traditions required something different”.** However, concerns regarding
the military's political dependability were eclipsed by the need to strengthen the army and
quicken the pace of transformation.

In the case of the French army specifically, the nature of modern war and how the army
should react were the subject of heated theoretical discussions in military circles and service
journals prior to 1914. Still attached to the traditional pre-war mindset, when war broke out, “the
army was in the grip of unresolved doctrinal debates between the advocates of ‘firepower’ and
‘shock’ and struggling to elaborate the newly emerging operational level of war”.** This thinking
handicapped the French army in 1914, leading to severe losses and an overall poor performance
in their first engagements, but lessons were learned and experience led to the production of
positive outcomes: “the French high command responded appropriately to the unexpected
challenges of positional warfare with a firepower-based tactical doctrine and a scientific
operational system that employed a modernising and increasingly technological army to ever

" Goya, Les Vainqueurs, p.8.

Michel Goya has also written excellent works about the development, transformation, and modernisation of the
French army in its structure, doctrine, and technological advancements. His books, La Chair et I’Acier, and
L'Invention de la Guerre Moderne: Du Pantalon Rouge au Char d’Assaut, takes significant steps towards gaining a
better understanding of how the conflict on the Western Front affected French army doctrine, tactics, and
technologies.

* Goya, Flesh and Steel.

¥ Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, pp.4-5.

3% Philpott and Boff, ‘Introduction: Transforming War, 1914-1918’, p.12.
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increasing effect, by late 1916 overtaking the German army in its development.”*! This is an
important point, because a lot of doctrinal and technological innovations are attributed to the
Germans, whereas the French, in Anglo historiography, are often ignored. This is unfair, as the
French started off the war being behind their German counterparts in most fields of military
innovation but by 1918 emerged onto the highest point of the podium. This can be attributed to
the lessons learned, particularly those from 1914 which carried on into the following years.

The case of the French army in 1914 is proof that a defeat in battle forces adaptation.
Philpott and Boff agree with this concept, and argue that “only innovations compatible with the
dominant military culture can succeed. Innovation can thus come about in one of three ways.
First, senior leaders can change the culture to bring about planned change. Secondly, external
shocks - defeat being the most obvious - can reshape the culture. This certainly happened in the
French army, beaten on the frontiers in August 1914 and needing to adapt to a war of attrition on
national soil”.** This necessary transformation stemmed from the experiences of the changing
nature of warfare, and “the French army’s approach to transformation can be characterised as an
intellectual or philosophical exercise, a re-conceptualisation of warfare in response to the
experiences of battle by pre-war theorists such as Foch, Pétain and Marie-Emile Fayolle.** Thus,
it is evident that an army learns more from