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Introduction

	
		
				In the world, the baguette is emblematic of France, and more particularly of Paris.

Baguette (pain), French Wikipedia1


		

	


	 

	The French Wikipedia is not alone in identifying the baguette as one of the most well-known symbols of French culture worldwide. This status alone might make it worth investigating, as might the fact that, like the croissant, it long ago went from being a distant foreign emblem of that country to being familiar and available to consumers worldwide. A glance at the (albeit scattered) literature on this subject shows, further, that there are connoisseurs of the baguette, who speak with longing of certain years and lament the bread's decline.

	Of the many forms of French bread, this one has its own peculiar importance, and so its origin is of corresponding interest and has in fact been postulated by a variety of writers. Some – authoritative as they appear – are frankly and demonstrably wrong, others less so, but offering no sources for their assertions. The question, then, of where, how and why the baguette appeared continues to require clarification.

	But this question contains, like a Russian doll, another: just what, in its different roles as foodstuff, symbol, word, etc., does “baguette” mean?


Definitions, official and other

	What, in the most limited literal sense, is a baguette?

	Given France's history of bureaucracy and scrupulous categorization, one might expect to find a crisp official definition of the baguette, specifying, at the least, its length, width and composition. Apparently, such a definition has been tried, but unsuccessfully:

	Although the French have tried to standardize the baguette, they have not succeeded. There are too many shapes, forms, flours and customs throughout France to get everyone to comply. For example, the Parisian baguette weighs 250 grams but the baguette sold in Marseilles weighs just 200 grams.2 

	The very official French National Center of Textual and Lexical Resources (CNRTL) offers its own definition: “A long thin bread of about 300 grams”3 but also access to that of the Academie Française: “Long thin bread weighing two hundred fifty grams”4,

	Nous voilà bien avancés, as the French say (or as some Americans might put it, “Yeah, that helped. Not.”).

	A writer on the French National Confederation of Bakers' site has written:

	In terms of breads' weights, no regulation exists setting the weight of breads relative to this or that term. Absent a text, one must refer to the loyal and constant usage of commerce. Often, the question concerns the weight of the baguette and that of the flûte. For these terms, it must be admitted that usage varies from one region to another. 

	Thus in the Paris region, the term baguette is applied to a bread of 250 g and the term flute to a bread of 200 g. On the other hand in Seine-Maritime for instance, the commercial usage is reversed, that is the term baguette corresponds to a bread of 200 g and the flute to a bread of 250 g.5

	In 2009, their information site, Espace Pain, stated that there were no fixed measurements, but that the baguette was about 70 cm long and 6 cm in diameter, and in general scored with about 5 grignes (the scores or slashes made in certain forms of bread)6. (The grignes, which are rarely mentioned in definitions, may nonetheless fairly be considered a key characteristic of a baguette.) In 2012, the updated site said:

	The current or classic baguette is made from a mix of wheat flour (type 55 or type 65), of drinking water, of kitchen salt, of yeast or leaven. It measures between 55 and 65 cm and weighs between 200 and 300 g.

	(For the site's earlier version of the composition, see “Its Composition” below.)

	In Quebec, the Quebec Office of French Language is somewhat more precise, at least in regard to size: “A glazed bread, 60 cm long and from 5 to 6 cm thick.” (The question of exactly how thin a baguette has to be might be ponderously academic were all long narrow breads baguettes. But of course the matter is not that simple.) 

	A precise definition does exist for one kind of baguette – the (dubiously named) baguette “tradition” (which purports to be a baguette as it was made traditionally, a curious claim for a relatively recent bread; the most traditional French bread is the round boule). The noted bread historian Steven L. Kaplan has some sharp observations on attempts to “revive” traditions in French baking:

	The bakers' relationship to the past was not devoid of ambiguity. Most of them knew very little about what I would call the historical past, whose claims required critical scrutiny and documentary corroboration... The allure of the unvarnished, uncorrupted professional tradition betrayed a deeper longing, hardly confined to bakers, or to the French, for the more solid values that were believed to have held sway at one time...The bakers groped to forge a usable past, one that would not cripple them [and so he says used modern methods where it suited them, even in making “traditional” bread].... Meg Bortin, an American journalist based in Paris, was doubtless right to warn almost twenty years ago that the evocation of l'ancienne was more often a "coup de décor" –  a decorative ploy – than the harbinger of better bread. And Alain Shifres was equally on the mark a decade later in debunking the "enchantment with autrefois. The original bread does not exist..."... Yet our confidence in the past as a guide to primal virtues seems boundless.7

	A cynical observer might be tempted to consider the baguette de tradition as an ersatz construction created for purely marketing purposes. Whatever the case, the reader will find much here about traditional breads and much about the baguette, but very little about the “traditional baguette”.

	While addressing this issue in 1983, Patricia Wells gave a good general definition of the baguette, combining an impressionistic portrait with a precise definition:

	Does it still exist, the great, slender French baguette, with its crackling crisp, golden exterior, its elastic and creamy interior, its flavor of fresh-milled wheat, the bread that's carried naked through the narrow streets of France from daylight until dusk?

	Yes, and no. The traditional baguette, the 2 1/2-foot loaf weighing just under eight ounces, is in trouble and it's undergoing both a period of reevaluation and revival.8

	Well's definition, impressionistic as it is, has the advantage of capturing some aspects of the baguette which do not make it into official definitions, yet are very much part of what many people mean when they say “baguette”. 

	Note that a number of Web sites refer to a French law from 1993 saying that it defines the baguette. It does not, except to the degree that the baguette is one of many breads which can be made with what the statute does define, which is a specific dough which can be legally referred to as “traditional”9. But the statute says nothing about weight, size, shape, etc. The term “baguette” refers above all to a shape. French bread in general underwent some change in composition, as well as the methods used to make it, through the nineteenth century and then again when additives, freezing and par-baking began to be used later in the twentieth. But neither the methods nor the basic dough used to make a baguette were in themselves innovations. Even the shape very probably existed before the term was applied to it, so that the history of the “origin” of the baguette appears to be as much one of nomenclature as of material invention.

	Its composition

	Few of the definitions for the standard baguette define its composition. The Observatoire du Pain, a site providing "scientific information on bread", gives what is probably the most succinct, yet accurate, description:

	It is defined by custom as being made up of a mix of wheat flour intended for breadmaking, drinking water, kitchen salt, and yeast or leavening. It may contain a very small quantity of flour of broad beans, soy and wheat malt as well as a limited number of additives defined by the statutes (the most commonly used is ascorbic acid...)10

	The 2009 statement from the Espace Pain (unlike that listed above for 2012) listed these “principal ingredients of the baguette”: wheat flour of type 55 (that is with an ash rate between .50 and .60 %), water, kitchen salt and yeast or leavening, as well as “certain improvers [that is, additives] authorized by the legislation.”11 

	Cautious readers will stop, and wisely, at that last phrase. 

	Observant Jews have more reason than many consumers to look at such phrases carefully and a French paper addressing their concerns states:

	In standard French bread, of the “baguette” type for instance, 14 additives are authorized by the legislation: E 322 (lecithin), E 300 to E 304, additives only authorized during the warm months to guard against the risks of bread turning ropy, that is lactic acid and its derivatives E 270, E 325 to E 327, acetic acid and its derivatives E 260 to E 263 are authorized all year without restriction.

	The same paper adds:

	The European directive defines an officially labeled bread as “bread made exclusively from wheat flour, water, yeast or leavening and salt.” Such a label might have attracted a consumer seeking a kosher production. In the event, the label is particularly misleading: In reality, this bread contains no less than 18 additives! The detours in the European legislation regarding wheat bread have allowed this. In regard to additives, it bears those of “standard French bread” plus the Data (E 472 a, d, e and f: almost all non kosher!).12

	Further, the (unnamed) writer points out, flour producers can themselves introduce additives, complicating the question before the bread is ever made. 

	This writer's observations presumably are also of interest to vegans and others with dietary restrictions.

	The word

	Finally, what exactly does the original word mean in English?

	Linguistically, the word is often translated as “wand”, and before the bread appeared, it was often used to refer to a magic wand (baguette magique), as well as a glass rod (used in chemistry) or a baton (as in the expression “to lead by the baguette”). The word also has a host of other meanings, most of which imply a stick-like object: a small thin stick, often flexible (that is, a switch); an emblem of authority; a (musician's) drumstick; a chopstick; a ramrod; various costume and architectural embellishments; an astrological table; a type of diamond cut; or (slang) legs.13 These included a specific, if very different, meaning in French baking (see Appendix C – The wooden baguette ). 

	As it happens, it is just possible that the original baguette did resemble a wand (as today's does not). Still, in English, it seems most appropriate to choose the meaning of “stick”, and in fact common usage has favored this choice:

	French stick

	French stick, or more vaguely French loaf, is an English term for a long thin loaf of French bread, particularly the type known in French (and increasingly in English ) as a baguette. It is first recorded in 1959.14 

	In fact, the term was recorded long before 1959, at least as far back as the start of the twentieth century. 

	[image: Image]

1913 ad for “French stick”Lowell Sun,
praising a local baker's “French stick”

	
	So, when did English speakers start to associate sticks of bread with France?

	The short answer is “long before the baguette appeared”. 


Sticks, long breads and pains baguettes

	In 1815, one of Napoleon's soldiers in Italy asked, “What can you expect from so stupid a nation, that eats its bread in a stick?”15. The soldier – who was referring to the grissino, a favorite of Rousseau's – could not have known that very soon, and long before the baguette appeared, English speakers would be referring to French “sticks of bread”.16 

	An Italian-French dictionary from 1830 defines that same bread (here called a gherssin) as a “pain baguette” – literally, (as we call the same food in English) a “bread stick”17. More tantalizingly, a Milanese-Italian dictionary from 1840 says of the different kinds of “grizzini”: “All are inferior in merit and digestive quality to the best which are the pain baguette of the French”.18 Which seems to imply that some French equivalent of the (short and very crisp) bread stick then existed (probably this refers to one type of flûte, a bread which is discussed in detail later here; in this case this would have been a “soup flute”19) Absent a similar reference from the French side, however, the most that can be said is that if the term was used in France towards the start of the nineteenth century, it was for a bread that was almost the opposite of today's baguette (notably, the grissini were said to last almost indefinitely, while the baguette famously goes stale within hours). 

	On the other hand, it is sure that France had – and had had since at least the seventeenth century – long breads (pains longs). According to Le Grand d'Aussy, this came about as “soft” (mollet) breads largely displaced the “stiff dough” (pate ferme) which had been used until then:

	It was only towards the end of the last century, when the different kinds of fine bread called soft multiplied a great deal, that long bread started to be made, because the crumb of these was less good, more crust was wanted. 20

	These breads were “long” simply in the sense that they were elongated, not round, as French bread had been until then (“boulanger” – baker – may come from boulenc, ”one who made round bread”, that is, boules, or “balls”.21) Broadly, this could refer to any one of a number of breads that were not round, though “long bread” seems to have taken on a more precise meaning in the nineteenth century. In the seventeenth century, long breads could be wide as well and weighed as much as twelve pounds.22 A letter from 1701, supposedly written by a Sicilian visitor, says that in Paris:

	The bread is good, it is white, well made, and one loaf is sometimes so large that it is enough to feed a whole family for several days; which led one wit to say that if this way of making bread had existed in Judea in the time of the Messiah, the five thousand Jews would have been more surprised by the oven than by the miracle.23 

	Still, smaller long breads already existed. In 1694, a price was set in the Seine and Marne area (just outside Paris) for a “long bread, 10 to 11 ounces, pure wheat and of the finest flour” of 4 sous 3 deniers (a one pound white bread of pure wheat cost 4 sous).24

	Le Grand's observation about the change in the crumb, however, is arguable; at best, it is only part of the story. Long breads were not new in general and in fact not even completely new in France.


Long breads of the past

	Breads throughout history have typically been round, whether they were flat (like many Mideastern breads), somewhat raised (like the breads found at Pompeii) or almost as round as balls (like most French breads in earlier centuries): “The round shape is the oldest shape of bread; the first bakers, who were the neolithic peoples, gave a round shape to the primitive bread of their harvests; we know this from examples found – is this not miraculous? – in the Swiss Palaffites.25”

	But scattered examples can be found throughout history of breads made in other shapes. Already in Babylon, a text for a rite contrasted a long bread with a bread that (depending on the interpretation) was either short or round: “You will put a short [or, a round] bread, a long bread on it”26

	In Egypt, hieroglyphics existed for both round and long bread.27

	[image: Image] 

	A description of Greek pottery from between the first and second century BCE includes one in red clay of “a long bread, split by a longitudinal groove” (which sounds very much like the nineteenth century French fendu, or split, bread).28 The Roman playwright Plautus (c. 254–184 BCE) has a character say:

	Comesse panem treispedes latum potes,
Foreis pultare nescis!

	Guy  can eat a loaf three feet long, 
But doesn't know how to knock on a door!29

	Since Gaul was part of the Roman empire for several hundred years, it is quite possible that such long Roman loaves existed at some point in what would become France. But Roman influence, including that of its baked goods, faded over the early medieval period and the bread shown in medieval images is uniformly spherical. 

	[image: Image] 
Fifteenth century token 
from the bakers' corporation
showing typical round breads 

	
Regional variations however did exist. In 1345, each of certain serfs in Alsace was to receive a meal which included “a loaf of bread, big enough that he can eat his fill from the part which goes beyond his knees...”30 This implies a long, if probably broad, loaf. While it is not clear that bakers in the north of France made long breads before the seventeenth century, they had probably seen them; in 1596, an apprentice in nearby Liège who wanted to become a master baker had to present four chef-d'oeuvres – that is, four of the masterworks to which that term originally applied – including one round bread and one long.31 

	At the start of the seventeenth century Paris itself, as well as a suburb known for its bread, may already have been producing long bread; a Spanish dictionary from 1616 says that a bollo de pan was made “as one makes round or long bread in Paris or Gonesse”.32 In 1625, when Louis XIII received Pope Urban VIII's legate at Fountainebleau: “Only two places were set; at each was a salt cellar and a bread holder, of a square form, with low feet, on which was a long flat bread, the crust removed, covered with a very fine napkin”.33 

	Did the king seek to flatter the legate by offering him a long bread? By the end of the century, at least, long breads seem to have carried some status; in 1675, a long bread was supposed to be used for the reception of a canon in St. Quentin (in Picardy).34 Some time between 1735 and 1743, imprisoned Convulsionaries (similar to Quakers or Shakers) refused round bread, which they called the bread of the Gentiles (or pagans), demanding long bread “which is the bread of the Elect”.35


Long narrow breads appear 

	But in the eighteenth century a more specific kind of long bread appeared. Images from Paul Jacques Malouin's 1771 classic work on bread-making show several loaves that were long in the modern way, that is far longer than wider, yet not excessively long.36 
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	Seeing these long, thin breads, some readers may wonder: “Just how do these differ from baguettes?” In fact, any differences may have more to do with the state of bread-making in this earlier period than in any fundamental difference in the breads. By the time the baguette (under that name) appeared, not only had ovens improved in general but many bakers (as will be seen) used a special steam oven. Too, even the best eighteenth century flour of the time was inferior to most nineteenth century flour; in fact the very nature of flour was just changing:

	What we call "bread " today is normally composed of pure wheat flour. This flour, unknown in certain parts of France until the end of the XVIIIe century, was once a precious product from which a few luxury breads and sweetened "gruels" were made... The food designated in our time by the name of “bread” is a completely different thing from that formerly so called.37

	The crumb to crust ratio, too, may have been different, but that would be hard to determine lacking both measurements from the period and any official ratio for the modern baguette.

	Such differences are no greater than those between the nineteenth century croissant (often made with little or no butter) and the twentieth century version (made with puff pastry, which requires great quantities of butter or, for a croissant ordinaire, margarine). In other words, it is not out of the question that the baguette is merely a modern version of these breads; but nor (lacking precise definitions from either then or now) is it certain that it is.

	Note too the absence of grignes. This is the kind of innovation that rarely gets documented at the time, but the earliest mention of it may be by Vaury (author of le Guide du boulanger) in 1834, in instructions for making “table breads or flûtes crevées”: “Put them in the oven last, moisten them lightly with a brush, then cut them on top with a pocket knife, very lightly, in slanting the hand.”38 This “strike of the blade” (these days done with a special knife) does not only have an aesthetic purpose; it releases heated carbonic gas.39 (In the nineteenth century, grigne was sometimes also used to refer to the split that ran down the tops or sides of certain breads, though at least one author refers to them separately.40) 

	Grignes may not always have been made by incisions. Vinçard seems to suggest that the original method was to let the bread split on its own:

	The form of bread which contributed the most to the process of bread-making is that of the split bread [see below], called bread with grigne. This is why the worker is careful that this grigne be clear and neat, and that, to accomplish that, he watches the fermentation without exceeding the point where this form appears: “Why has history remained mute on the name of one who found by such an apparently simple manipulation the exact expression of a good bread-making, at the same time that he has given a form by which the crust and the crumb of the bread find themselves correctly distributed?” [A. Boland, Traité pratique de la boulangerie, p 27 and 28] History has for a long time been only a dry nomenclature of facts and dates which, for the most part, should have remained forgotten; one must not be surprised the names of useful men have remained unknown.41

	No doubt, Vinçard would have been gratified by modern developments in cultural history....

	In eighteenth century research that anticipated nineteenth century experiments on the loss of weight in breads, the writer uses the word to describe the effect of such an opening, rather than the opening itself:

	If a loaf keeps its round shape in the oven and finds itself surrounded by a crust which only leaves the aqueous vapors a difficult exit, then it can happen that this bread will lose a little less of its weight in a limited time, while another loaf, whose surface was cracked, where the crumb will have been uncovered, in taking that gilded and appetizing color, known by the name of grigne, will lose some of its round shape...42

	Some today also refer to the bit of bread – the “ear” – that flaps up from the cut during baking as a grigne (the word itself appears to be related to grignoter – “to nibble”).43

	Why did this innovation occur in the late eighteenth century? One reason might be that more breads used brewer's yeast, a more powerful agent, as opposed to leavening, so that more gas was released. Whatever their origin, grignes (slashes) on a bread generally mark it as one made after 1800.


Flutes

	
Vaury's quote is also the second reference we have seen to a flute. As stated earlier, today this bread is slightly heavier or slightly lighter than a baguette (if it is not in fact the same thing, a question we will touch on later). But in general nineteenth century flutes are described as being long and thin rolls (petits pains).44 The “flûte à soupe” – probably like a breadstick, but with a chewy crust – seems to have been the more common type of flute; one American spoke of “sticks of bread so slender that they are called 'flute', and are only crust to be broken up in soups”.45 Vaury describes the "burst flute" (flûte crevée) above as being “eight inches long and pointed at the ends”. This suggests that originally the “burst flute” may have resembled the standard, stick-like flute, looking as if it had been inflated; but a 1902 image of a burst flute looks nothing like the longer kind and has one vertical opening, instead of slanted grignes.
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	There was also a flûte à l'oignon (onion flute) with spirals drawn on it with onion juice.46

	A rare use of the term in the eighteenth century (by Parmentier, in 1778) is in a general remark on the increasing popularity of long, narrow breads: “The long shape has been adopted, because it fits better into the oven, because the bread cooks better and takes on more crust; but this form has been abused in lengthening it into a flute, so that it is only crust instead of bread.”47 The term very likely began as a generic way to describe these new long, narrow breads and it is possible that, even as it sometime referred to a smaller, specific bread, it continued to have this general sense.

	The nineteenth century technical works (often by chemists) which enumerate types of breads rarely mention the flute. Yet mentions in more casual works make it plain that by then it was a common, even popular, bread. At the start of the century, two famous gourmets cited it. In Grimod de la Reyniere's Almanach des Gourmands, one (probably Grimod himself) wrote in 1806 that “the flutes of M. Battu, rue Saint-Denis near that of the Prêcheurs, continue to be good and sell well; they are unique in their genre.”48 In a famous passage on obesity from 1826, Brillat-Savarin shares bread from his favorite baker with an “Obese Man” who enthuses “I eat a lot of bread; with such flutes, I'll do without the rest!”49 When a character in a novel from 1819 gives up his little pleasures, he no longer thinks about “the flute, nor the soft bread.” 50

	It was still prized in 1899: “When one stops, by chance, a few moments before an elegant Parisian bakery, one feels the appetite agreeably tempted by the golden crust of the flutes.”51 

	Visitors to the Paris Exposition of 1900 were told that the flute was a “long thin bread, crusty, resembling a flute”.52 Earlier, in 1887, an American visitor provided a more precise description: “At Orleans, they gave me a roll about 10 inches long by one inch thick. I asked the waiter what he called those longitudinal rolls. 'They are called flutes, sir.' And here I'd been eating flutes without knowing it.”53

	Equally casual, but rarely descriptive, references to flutes appear in the twentieth century, as will be seen further on. By then, the roll had become a loaf, but at this point the bread was still at the small end of a wide scale. At the other end, things were very different.

	Longer and longer

	
		
				


		

	


	Though as noted above some seventeenth century long breads had been huge, an image of an eighteenth century bakery from the same 1771 work cited above shows long loaves that are a bit thicker but not longer – they are in fact somewhat shorter – than today's baguette. But by the later part of the nineteenth century, what struck English and American visitors was the sheer length of many French breads – a length which would probably be striking today, even to those familiar with the baguette: "We were tired of seeing loaves of bread five or six feet long, and looking like great walking-sticks"54;"Loaves of bread six feet long that look like crowbars"55; “Bundles of bread, in loaves from 6ft. to 8ft. long"56; “In Paris they make loaves six feet long and only four inches in diameter...”57.

	Some were not quite as monstrous, but still longer than the baguette: “The long sticks of bread, a yard or two in length, made an odd impression on me.”58; “The loaves of bread here are rolls three or four feet long, and frequently one of these is laid across – or rather along – for it is oftentimes longer than the table is wide – the table for you to hack at."59. As late as 1903, an American work for hoteliers said: “The bread now called French is in very long loaves of one thickness from end to end. At some Paris restaurants the bakers leave loaves daily that are from one to two yards long.”60

	In general, the stick-like French bread caught foreigners' attention: “One of the long sticks of bread propped up in a corner.”61; "It is funny to see the street-boys belaboring each other with the long sticks of bread they are taking home."62 

	Note that French bread history is largely the history of the bread of Paris. But some regional long breads are noted in this period and before. Already in 1732, a Breton word was recorded (baraënn) for long bread63. In 1851, a man in Normandy almost choked to death wolfing down a long bread called a régence64. Around the same time, there was a bread in Auvergne called a pain cordié (“corded bread”) which looked like two ropes wrapped around each other65. In 1869, the rousset (“reddish”), a long bread said to be of “second quality”, was the standard one near Nimes66. The fact that it was of lesser quality alone indicates that it was unlike the long breads sold in Paris; its name suggests it was a slightly darker bread, possibly made with added rye.

	Another story from soon after (in 1873) not only shows that long bread was made outside Paris, but that it required special skills. When workers struck for higher pay in Marseille, the bakery owners wanted to make only round bread because that made it easier to find workers, even though long breads “were generally preferred by the population”. In resisting this move, the striking workers went so far as to found their own (ultimately unsuccessful) bakery in a nearby town to make long bread.67 Another long bread, a fusette, was used in the region to cut up into bouillabaisse68.


Rolls vs. loaves

	In reading English language accounts of these long breads, it is sometimes disconcerting today to see them referred to as “rolls”. (The French term for the latter – petits pains – means “little breads” and has a very different origin and implications.) This however is because few English speakers today know that the word once referred, literally, to a bread that had been rolled: “A small individual loaf of bread, properly one rolled or doubled over before baking” (OED). Long narrow breads are shaped in exactly this way: by rolling the dough. 

	In this case, the English word helps explain a term found almost exclusively in scattered twentieth century French statutes: “long rolled bread” (pain long roulé). This term is extremely rare; yet, to be addressed in a law, it must have been readily understood at the time. Today a “rolled” bread would typically be made of a strip of dough rolled up like a tape measure, perhaps with a filling. But the reference in these cases is to a long bread and simply refers to the fact that the long shape was rolled out as opposed to being gathered into a single round mass. 

	Two extremely rare references from later decades confirm this association: “Rolled bread, called 'Club'” (“Pain roulé, dit « Matraque »”);69 “In Paris, at present, one sees, in the bakeries, far fewer round breads than ficelles, flûtes, baguettes, everything called rolled bread...” (“À Paris, actuellement, on voit, dans les boulangeries, bien moins de boules, que de ficelles, flûtes, baguettes, tout ce qu'on appelle du pain roulé....”).70.

	When nineteenth century English speakers were being precise, they would sometimes distinguish between a “roll” (meaning any bread of any size shaped that way) and a “loaf” (meaning bread shaped in a way meant to be sliced). But through the century the current sense of a roll as a smaller bread seems to have become established. Still, it is important in reading English language accounts of these breads to determine if the word refers to a rolled loaf (of any size) or to the smaller bread it commonly indicates today.


The Viennese influence

	The year 1839 is little noted in French history. Yet it was in that year that two very different innovations transformed French culture: photography and the croissant. At the start of the year, Daguerre announced his new invention; at its end, August Zang, an Austrian artillery officer, advertised the opening of the first Viennese bakery in France. (For a detailed account of the latter, see the author's August Zang and the French Croissant.) At the time, his “Viennese loaf” (pain viennois) made the most visible impact. But within a decade the French had also adopted the crescent-shaped Austrian kipfel and renamed it for its shape (croissant, meaning “crescent”). These two innovations were public and soon became standard aspects of French daily life. But another was noted only by specialists: the use of the Viennese oven.

	Already in 1842, shortly after Zang had opened his bakery, Anselme Payen described how the Viennese steam oven created a glazed crust. In 1851, he took a closer look at the Viennese approach overall:

	So-called Viennese rolls are prepared with very white flour, replacing the water used while kneading with a mix of one part milk to four parts water. The crust of these rolls is glazed if the cooking is done in a steam atmosphere. For this purpose, a pad of moist hay is placed on the floor of the oven, cleaned beforehand, producing a cloud of steam. This steam is carefully maintained by the same method, promoting a surface caramelization and giving a very shiny appearance to the crust.71

	An English writer later explained more precisely that the steam, in moistening the starch in the flour, created a substance called “dextrine”: “The starch is first gelatinized by the steam, and then by heat set in a hard glaze.”72

	Today, the glazed surface produced by steam ovens is a standard aspect of most French bread. But before 1839, it was exceptional and only produced (using a milk or egg yolk wash) on special items like brioche. Its adoption in Paris was no doubt progressive, making it uncertain which of the breads made in the decades following Zang's arrival were made this way. But certainly by 1868, this type of oven was standard in French baking:

	It is from Austrian baking that French baking has borrowed, for many years now, the oven called Viennese, which differs from the ordinary oven, notably by a smaller opening and by the tilt of the sole. These arrangements are intended to favor the action of the vapor which comes off the bread while cooking, and which greatly contributes to giving the crust an agreeable color. One progress of French baking, in a decade, consists in the more general use of the Viennese oven, which has been perfected and which several bakers use for ordinary bread; since some time a mixed oven has been conceived, which shares with the Viennese oven a slight inclination of the sole, and which, in several other ways, resembles the normal oven.73

	This method would later be known in America, if not widely adopted. Paul Richards wrote in 1918:

	To make a good Vienna bread it is necessary to have an oven which holds steam. Some bakers have ovens specially built for Vienna bread where the steam cannot escape. The steam forms a coat of moisture on the loaf when it is put in the oven, gives the dough time to expand and forms the fine glazed crust for which the Vienna breads are known. 74

	Further on, he writes, with only some exaggeration, “The French bread of today is not at all genuine French; a large part of it is really a Vienna loaf, it is made with the Vienna process, only in the large loaves the milk is left out.”75 

	The Viennese oven was not the only type used in Paris; period documents show a number of other others, notably the Rolland oven, in which breads were laid out on a large rotating disk. But the Viennese oven was universal enough for the use of steam on a crust to become an essential step in creating a genuine baguette (and one home bakers have often struggled to reproduce).

	Viennese baking was to have many other effects on French baking, notably with the increased use of the finer Hungarian flour; specifically a flour called farine de gruaux. The French had had some variety of the latter since the eighteenth century. The term is almost untranslatable in English, since gruau typically means “gruel” or “lump”, both terms with coarse associations, yet the flour of that name was the finest. Here is one nineteenth century explanation of the term:

	Gruau breads are prepared with “white gruau flour” from selected semi-hard wheat of the first quality, subjected to repeated cleanings. This flour is obtained by a milling in which the wheat, first moistened on the outside, passes between two spread-apart millstones which break it into fragments or clumps [gruaux]. These clumps are separated from the coarse bran and the mill dust [folle-farine] then finely milled by the millstones brought together. This flour is whiter and a little less filling than others.76

	Today the equivalent in France is type 45 which in turn is approximately the same as American pastry flour.

	The Hungarian flour was at first reserved for specialty breads, but as improved transportation lowered its price, its use became more widespread. Some Viennese breads used both fine French flour and the Hungarian gruau.77 

	Milk and yeast had already been used in some of the better French breads (partially or completely replacing water and sourdough respectively). But now they became standard elements of a whole class of baked goods called “Viennese”. That word in turn became the generic term for better breads even if they were not made strictly by the Viennese methods and French bakers often offered “Viennese breads” as a separate line (even though the steam oven, for instance, was often used for ordinary breads as well). 

	Zang's influence was already integral to French baking when, in 1867, a world fair (“Universal Exposition”) reminded
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