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FRANCOIS BORDES, 1919-1981

Frangois Bordes, one of the most eminent
prehistorians of the last 3 decades, died of a heart
attack in Tucson, Arizona, on April 30, 1981.

He was born Henri Louis Francois Bordes to An-
dré and Aline Alicot Bordes in a small chateau at
Rives in Lot-et-Garonne, France, on December 30,
1919. His father, a prosperous West African trad-
er, had returned to his native Périgord, and
Bordes's strongest ties throughout his life were
with this beautiful region of towering cliffs, green
forests, and small villages.

From an early age Bordes had an intense interest
in the natural sciences and in the prehistory of the
country around him. As an adventurous boy, with a
bicycle for transportation, he became acquainted

with Denis Peyrony, the Curator of the Museum of Prehistory in Les Eyzies. An indication of the
seriousness of this early interest was his excavation, with an official permit, at the Roc de

Gavaudun in Lot-et-Garonne between 1934 and 1936. He entered the Université de Bordeaux in

1936, where he majored in geology and botany. It was there that he first met Denise Preveraud de

Sonneville, who later became his wife. The outbreak of World War II interrupted his studies and

had a profound influence on his life. In the late spring and early summer of 1940 he saw active du-

ty as a cadet officer. After demobilization in 1941 he resumed his studies in unoccupied France at
the Université de Toulouse, where he eventually qualified in zoology, chemistry, and mineralogy.

Following the German occupation of Vichy France in late 1942, Bordes began one of the most
exciting and difficult episodes of his eventful life, as a member of the French Resistance. For

_ several months in mid-1943 he worked in a coal mine near Selves, in the native country of his
mother, in order to avoid labor conscription and notice by the authorities. He was fond of mention-
ing that during this period he was literally in the “‘underground.” It was under these conditions, in
the summer of 1943, that he and Denise (then a student at the Université de Paris) were married.

Bordes soon became an active member of the Maquis and lived as a fugitive until his enlistment in

the Free French Infanterie de Marine in 1944. The experiences of this period made a deep impres-

sion on the young scholar and gave him a significant depth of understanding of some of the prac-
tical problems faced by prehistoric hunter-gatherers in the Périgordian countryside. In early

November 1944, he was seriously wounded by a grenade during the Pointe de Grave campaign

and was released from service in 1945.

During the war he had initiated contacts with Raymond Vaufrey and Jean Piveteau at the In-
stitut de Paleontologie Humaine in Paris. Their recognition of his unique background in geology
and prehistory led to their sponsorship of his important study of the loess deposits and associated
paleolithic industries in the basins of the Seine and the Somme in 1945-1946. This study provided
the basic data for his doctoral thesis presented to the Faculté des Sciences in Paris in 1951.
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It was during these years immediately following the war that Bordes formulated the idea of a
standardized typology for the study of Lower and Middle Paleolithic industries. He saw that this
would allow objective quantitative comparisons of these industries, as opposed to the then-
current qualitative comparisons based on the ‘‘type fossil’” approach. This step was of fundamen-
tal importance in the development of paleolithic archaeology and Bordes’s typology, fully pub-
lished in 1961, is now used as a standard for comparative studies throughout much of the Old
World.

In 1950, together with his friend Maurice Bourgon, he applied this technique to Mousterian col-
lections from the Périgord and was able to distinguish four basic kinds of Mousterian in that
region, which he named Mousterian of Acheulian Tradition, Typical, Charentian, and Denticulate
Mousterian. His examination in 1954 of collections made by Alfred Rust at the Yabrud I
rockshelter in Syria and collections from northern Africa convinced him that the kinds of
Mousterian that he could distinguish in France were distributed over a wide area of the Old
World. His interpretation of these recurrent patterns as reflections of the presence of four
distinct ethnic traditions remains a focal point of one of the primary controversies in the inter-
pretation of Middle Paleolithic industrial variability.

Upon his appointment to the Faculté des Sciences of the Université de Bordeaux in 1956, Bordes
began building a research institute (originally the Institut de Préhistoire and since 1969 the In-
stitut du Quaternaire) that pioneered in the integration of the diverse disciplines of sedimen-
tology, paleontology, palynology, and archaeology in the study of Quaternary prehistory. Here the
wide range of his earlier studies gave him unique insights into the ways in which knowledge from
these different fields could be applied to the interpretation of paleolithic sites.

Bordes’s best-known excavations, at the sites of Combe Grenal, Pech de ’Azé 1, If and IV, and
Corbiac are monuments to the patience and persistence that is necessary for the careful exposure
and documentation of the rich cultural and environmental record that is preserved in sites in this
region. Many now mature and younger American and European paleolithic prehistorians
benefited from experience in these excavations through his continuing generosity and hospitality
to all serious students of prehistory. In addition, the collections from his excavations were always
available for study by scholars from throughout the world at the Institut in Talence, a form of
generosity unusual in Old World prehistory and characteristic of Francois Bordes.

Bordes was a frequent visitor to North America from 1959 to the time of his death; he was par-
ticularly fond of the American West. He had a keen interest in paleo-Indian cultures, which he
saw as an extension of the paleolithic of eastern Asia. He was perhaps best known to New World
archaeologists through his expertise in stone tool replication—an interest that began in his youth
and ultimately gave him considerable insight into the technological activities of paleolithic man.
None of the participants in the Lithic Technology Conference that he and Don Crabtree organized
at Les Eyzies in 1964 will forget Bordes’s excitement at his discovery of the potential of pressure
flaking and his return to the laboratory that night after dinner in a determined effort to master the
technique. The conference marked the beginning of a close friendship between Bordes and Crab-
tree that continued until Crabtree’s death late in 1980. Bordes's enthusiasm regarding lithic
manufacture was infectious and over the vears stimulated the development of many of today’s
foremost lithic technologists.

At the time of his death Bordes was deeply involved in a continuing project for the study of the
prehistory of the Murchison Basin in Western Australia, an area for which he quickly developed
a deep affection. It was in this region that he carried out his last fieldwork in the summer of 1980.

Bordes’s active imagination was probably most evident in his science fiction stories and novels,
mostly written in the 1950s and 1960s. They brought him a modest fame in that literary realm
under the pseudonym of Francis Garsac.

During the 35 years of his scientific career Bordes authored, coauthored, or edited about 170
articles, monographs, and books on paleolithic archaeology and other aspects of prehistory.
American prehistorians will be most familiar with The Old Stone Age {1968), which remains the
best general compendium of information on that topic. The Tale of Two Caves (1972) is a less
familiar volume that furnishes an interesting summary of his excavations at Combe Grenal and
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Pech de I’Azé I and II. There could be no finer monument to the wide range of interests and
abilities of this unique scholar than the legacy of professional literature that he has left us.

Behind the direct approach that was typical of Francois Bordes in any situation was a complex
man of uncompromising integrity and sensitive nature. His lack of patience with what he viewed
as unnecessary formality and long-winded or pretentious oration was legendary. His familiar ex-
pletives on such occasions were viewed with some amusement by those of like mind. Perhaps the
most striking aspect of his personality was his lively and unceasing interest in the universe
around him. This continuing inquiry and assimilation of knowledge lent an essential vitality to the
man that makes it all the more difficult to believe that he is gone. His work has brought all
prehistorians closer to an understanding of the lives of those paleolithic peoples in whom he was
so deeply interested. For those of us who knew him as a person the world will never be quite the
same.

He is survived by his wife, the distinguished prehistorian Denise de Sonneville-Bordes, a sister,
his three children, Georges, Cecile, and Arnaud, and three grandchildren. He is buried in the
cemetery at Carsac near his summer home and field headquarters in the heart of the country he
loved so well.

ARTHUR J. JELINEK

Acknowledgment. The accompanying photograph is by Georges Bordes.
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