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T
he French baguette - “250 grams of
magic and perfection,” in the words
of President Emmanuel Macron,

and one of the abiding symbols of the
nation - was given UNESCO heritage sta-
tus on Wednesday. The bread sticks, with
their crusty exterior and soft middle, have
remained a quintessential part of French
life long after other stereotypes like
berets and strings of garlic have fallen by
the wayside.

The UN agency granted “intangible
cultural heritage status” to the tradition of
making the baguette and the lifestyle that
surrounds them. More than six billion are
baked every year in France, according to
the National Federation of French
Bakeries-but the UNESCO status comes
at a challenging time for the industry.

France has been losing some 400 arti-
sanal bakeries per year since 1970, from

55,000 (one per 790 residents) to 35,000
today (one per 2,000). The decline is due
to the spread of industrial bakeries and
out-of-town supermarkets in rural areas,
while urbanites increasingly opt for sour-
dough, and swap their ham baguettes for
burgers.

Honeycomb and cream 
Still, it remains an entirely common

sight to see people with a couple of sticks

under their arm, ritually chewing off the
warm end as they leave the bakery, or
“boulangerie”. There are national compe-
titions, during which the candidates are
sliced down the middle to allow judges to
evaluate the regularity of their honey-
comb texture as well as the the colour of
the interior, which should be cream. But
despite being a seemingly immortal fix-
ture in French life, the baguette only offi-

cially got its name in 1920, when a new
law specified its minimum weight (80
grams) and maximum length (40 cen-
timeters).

“Initially, the baguette was considered
a luxury product. The working classes ate
rustic breads that kept better,” said Loic
Bienassis, of the European Institute of
Food History and Cultures, who helped
prepare the UNESCO dossier. “Then
consumption became widespread, and
the countryside was won over by
baguettes in the 1960s and 70s,” he said.
Its earlier history is rather uncertain.

Some say long loaves were already
common in the 18th century; others that
it took the introduction of steam ovens
by Austrian baker August Zang in the
1830s for its modern incarnation to take
shape. One popular tale is that
Napoleon ordered bread to be made in
thin sticks that could be more easily car-
ried by soldiers.

Another links baguettes to the con-
struction of the Paris metro in the late
19th century, and the idea that baguettes
were easier to tear up and share, avoid-
ing arguments between the workers and
the need for knives. France submitted its
request to UNESCO in early 2021, with
baguettes chosen over the zinc roofs of
Paris and a wine festival in Arbois.

“It is a recognition for the community of
artisanal bakers and patisserie chefs,”
said Dominique Anract, president of bak-
eries federation in a statement. “The
baguette is flour, water, salt and yeast-and
the savoir-faire of the artisan.” — AFP

Let them eat
bread: The origins
of the baguette

I
t is as much a part of French culture
as the Eiffel Tower or Edith Piaf but
the origins of the humble baguette,

which UNESCO on Wednesday added
to its List of Intangible Cultural
Heritage, remain a mystery. Here are
some of the more popular theories:

Napoleon’s bread of war 
The oldest tale has the baguette

being kneaded by bakers in
Napoleon’s army. Less bulky than a
traditional loaf, the long slim shape of
the baguette made it faster to bake in
brick ovens hastily erected on the bat-
tlefield. France’s most famous man of
war was preoccupied with getting his
men their daily bread.

During his Russian campaign in
1812, he toured the ovens daily to
sample the day’s offering and ensure
the crusty batons were being distrib-
uted regularly, according to historian
Philippe de Segur. He also had
portable bread mills sent to occupied
Moscow, but the setbacks suffered by
the Grande Armee in one of the dead-
liest military campaigns in history end-
ed his bid to export the doughy staple.

The Viennese connection 
Another theory has the baguette

starting out in a Viennese bakery in
central Paris in the late 1830s. Artillery
officer and entrepreneur August Zang
brought Austria’s culinary savoir-faire
to Paris in the form of the oval-shaped
bread that were standard in his country
at the time. According to the
Compagnonnage des boulangers et
des patissiers, the French bakers’ net-
work, Zang decided to make the loaves
longer to make them easier for the
city’s breadwomen to pluck from the
big carts they pushed through the city’s
streets.

Breaking bread 
Another theory has the baguette

being born at the same time as the
metro for the 1900 Paris Exposition.
People from across France came to
work on the underground and fights
would often break out on site between
laborers armed with knives, which they
used to slice big round loaves of bread
for lunch. According to the herodote.net
history site, to avoid bloodshed, one
engineer had the idea of ordering
longer loaves that could be broken by
hand.

Early rising 
In 1919, a new law aimed to

improve the lives of bakers by banning
them from working from 10 pm to 4 am.
The reform gave them less time to pre-
pare the traditional sourdough loaf for
the morning, marked the widespread
transition to what was called at the time
the yeast-based “flute”, which rose
faster and was out of the oven in under
half an hour. Standardized at 80 cen-
timeters (30 inches) and 250 grams
(eight ounces) with a fixed price until
1986, the baguette was initially the
mainstay of wealthy metropolitans, but
after World War II became the emblem
of all French people. — AFP

U
NESCO on Thursday added
Tunisia’s spicy national condiment
Harissa to its list of intangible cul-

tural heritage, saying it was part of the
North African country’s identity. The
United Nations’ cultural agency is meet-
ing in Morocco to examine proposals for
its list of Intangible Cultural Heritage,
which aims to protect cultural traditions,
practices and knowledge. “Just inscribed
on the #IntangibleHeritage List: Harissa,
knowledge, skills and culinary and social
practices,” it tweeted on Thursday.

Harissa is a paste made with sun-
dried hot peppers, freshly prepared
spices and olive oil, which preserves it
and slightly reduces its spiciness. It is
found in almost every restaurant in
Tunisia and also exported worldwide.
Tunisia’s application for the status notes
that Harissa is “an integral part of domes-
tic provisions and the daily culinary and
food traditions of Tunisian society”, usual-
ly prepared in a family or community set-
ting. “Harissa is used as a condiment, an
ingredient, and even a dish in its own

right, and is well-known throughout
Tunisia, where it is consumed and pro-
duced, particularly in the regions where
chilli peppers are grown,” it said.

“It is perceived as an identifying ele-
ment of national culinary heritage, and a

factor of social cohesion.” The 2003
Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage aims to safe-
guard and raise awareness about the
“intangible cultural heritage of the com-
munities, groups and individuals con-

cerned”. UNESCO stresses that the list
honors traditions, practices and knowl-
edge and all such forms of culture that
are “human treasures” that must be pro-
tected. On Wednesday the organization
also recognized French baguettes,

adding them to more than 530 items on
the list. — AFP

Tunisian Harissa is displayed at the central market of the capital Tunis. — AFP photos A shopkeeper scoops Tunisian Harissa to serve customers at the central market of the
capital Tunis. 

This file photograph shows French baguettes during the traditional Paris’ baguette Grand
Prize in Paris. — AFP photos

This file shows baguette breads on display at a bakery in Caen, western France, as bread
prices in France increase due to higher wheat prices.

In this file photo French supporters pose while holding baguettes prior to the World Cup
2006 semi final football game Portugal vs France, at Munich stadium. 

In this file photo taken on October 18, 1948, three Paris city councilors (from left to right) Viguier, Franchet, chairman of the refueling
commission, and Feron, vice-chairman, distribute baguette bread, free of charge and without tickets, to customers of a bakery on
Boulevard Diderot in Paris, closed by order of the Prefecture of Police of Paris, for having respected the union instruction to collect the
bread cards at the beginning of each month.

In this file photo taken on August 27, 1944, shows Parisians buying bread after years of
living of on rations.

In this file photo taken on December 28,
2012, a seller carries baguette breads on
his head in a market of Bangui.

In this file photo taken on November 24,
1949, a little boy buys baguette bread, as
Parisians stock up on bread for two days
in preparation for the general bakers’
strike in Paris. 


