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				The train had just pulled into the station at Moulins, a town in central France, when a German in a black SS uniform burst into the compartment in which Christiane Desroches was sitting and demanded to see her papers. Her German-issued identity card, which named her as the Louvre’s acting curator of Egyptian antiquities, was in perfect order, but the SS man thought otherwise. He stared at it, then at her, and shouted, “Get off!” Pulling the twenty-seven-year-old Desroches to her feet, he hustled her off the train.

				It was December 12, 1940—a freezing cold day. Desroches spent the next several hours huddled in an icy cell at the Gestapo headquarters in Moulins. At last she was escorted to a large room containing several Germans in SS uniforms, who were leaning back in their chairs, their boots on a desk, smoking cigars.

				One of them asked her in French if she spoke German. Although she did, she replied, “Not only do I not speak it, I don’t understand a word of it.” Right from the start of this interrogation, “I was not willing to be amiable,” she later said. The men began peppering her with a volley of questions, to which she responded, “Why do you want to know this?” One of her interrogators snapped, “You weren’t asked for your opinion,” and she snapped back, “Tell me first why I am here.” He snarled, “If you don’t know, you’ll find out soon enough.”

				The Germans refused to believe her claim of being an Egyptologist; to them, she was a spy for the Allies. In reality, she was both. But she kept pushing back against their allegations, insisting that they go through the address book they had just confiscated and call her contacts in Paris to prove that, despite her youth, she was indeed one of the Louvre’s curators and blameless of the charges they were lodging against her.

				As the questioning proceeded, Desroches’s temper grew shorter and shorter. She’d already had plenty of experience dealing with arrogant men like these. In the macho, rough-and-tumble world of French archaeology, women were an extreme rarity, and she’d been shunned and harassed since her earliest days in the field.

				“I had encountered a certain amount of misogyny at the Louvre,” she recalled, “but nothing like at the French Institute of Oriental Archaeology”—France’s elite Cairo-based research center for the study of ancient Egypt. When she was named its first female fellow in 1938, her male colleagues rose up in revolt, refusing to “share the library or even the dining room with me. They said I would collapse and die in the field.”

				But neither that revolt nor the myriad other acts of discrimination she faced in her career were enough to stop Desroches from establishing herself as one of the world’s foremost experts on ancient Egypt. She was well along that path at the time of her arrest by the Gestapo, and, even at a moment when her life was clearly in danger, the young archaeologist, who stood just five feet tall, could not abide the idea of men refusing to take her seriously.

				At one point, she scolded her interrogators for their bad manners: “I can’t believe how poorly you were raised. Is this any way to receive a woman, with your feet on the table?” For a moment, they were speechless. “Then they tried to silence me,” she remembered, “but I kept going. I couldn’t stop cursing at them, and they ended up sending me back to my cell. Unbelievably, the next day, they summoned me again, to tell me that for the time being I was free. They kept my address book and said I’d hear from them soon.”

				As the Gestapo had learned, Desroches refused to be intimidated by anyone. A willful real-life female version of Indiana Jones, she told an interviewer many years after the war, “You don’t get anywhere without a fight, you know. I never looked for the fight. If I became a brawler, it was out of necessity.”

				

				—

				When Christiane Desroches was little more than a toddler, her paternal grandfather had hoisted her on his shoulders and taken her to see the Obelisk of Luxor, the pink granite monolith that looms over the vast Place de la Concorde in Paris. At that moment, her lifelong love affair with ancient Egypt began.

				In later visits to the obelisk, her grandfather told her a bit about its history. It was more than three thousand years old, he said—created during the reign of Rameses II, one of Egypt’s most powerful pharaohs, to stand guard outside a temple in the royal city of Thebes (now Luxor). In 1833, Egypt’s viceroy had presented it to the king of France to mark France’s close attachment to Egypt and its fabled ancient history—an association dating back to a military expedition led by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1798.

				The primary purpose of Napoleon’s mission had been to annex Egypt to France, establishing his country as the dominant military power in the Mediterranean and in the process undermining the interests of its archrival, Britain. But several dozen members of Napoleon’s party had embarked on a very different quest. Experts in various fields, they included artists, engineers, linguists, cartographers, historians, mineralogists, botanists, and other scholars—all there to study Egypt and its people, both past and present.

				The military campaign was an almost immediate disaster: One month after the French arrived in Egypt, the British fleet, under the command of Admiral Horatio Nelson, defeated the French navy at the Battle of the Nile. The scholarly expedition, however, proved to be a success beyond anyone’s imagination. Its greatest triumph was to introduce France and the rest of the West to a complex, vibrant civilization that predated both the Romans and Greeks.

				After their return to France, the scholars wrote more than a dozen books overflowing with engravings of the pyramids, obelisks, temples, sphinxes, colossal statues, and a multitude of other antiquities they had encountered during their stay in Egypt. In doing so, they revealed an exotic, mysterious land rarely before glimpsed by the outside world.
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				The oldest nation-state in history, Egypt had been welded into a single country more than 3,200 years before the birth of Christ. Despite extended periods of internal strife and foreign attacks, it remained under the rule of a series of pharaohs, encompassing thirty-two dynasties, until its conquest by the Romans in 30 b.c.

				The Egyptians’ invention of the concept of a unified nation, whose population shared a common identity, was remarkable not only for its impact on the world but also for its longevity. “The pharaonic state as originally conceived lasted for three millennia,” the Cambridge Egyptologist Toby Wilkinson observed. “By comparison, Rome barely managed one millennium, while western culture has yet to survive two.”

				As a child, Christiane Desroches had no interest in the arcane details of the history of ancient Egypt—or, for that matter, of the Obelisk of Luxor. What fascinated her were the mysterious hieroglyphs engraved on the obelisk’s four sides, particularly the representations of birds and animals. “Those images spoke to me,” she said decades later. So did the Egyptian antiquities on display at the Louvre, also one of her favorite childhood haunts. There, she studied brightly colored papyrus scrolls of Egyptians working in the fields—“these funny men with their faces and feet in profile.”

				The sticklike figures were strange-looking, to be sure, yet the scenes seemed familiar to her. Every summer, she and her older brother spent several weeks with a great-uncle and -aunt who lived in the countryside near Grenoble, in the French Alps. The two spent much of their time playing with the children of local peasants and learning how to milk cows and harvest wheat and grapes. To her, the Egyptian laborers depicted in the scrolls resembled the workers with whom she happily spent her summer days.

				During their visits to the museum, Christiane’s grandfather tried to interest her in the Venus de Milo and other Greek and Roman antiquities, but to no avail. “Look at her eyes,” she would later say of the famed marble statue. “They are empty, totally empty.” To her, the Greek and Roman artifacts were cold and lifeless, with no personality at all. Not so Egyptian antiquities like the famous Seated Scribe, a painted limestone figure chiseled more than 2,500 years before the Venus de Milo but which seemed to Desroches to resemble a living, breathing human being. “Every time I walk past him in the Louvre, his gaze petrifies me, after all these years,” she said late in her life. “There is, in that one look, a whole civilization expressing itself….The Egyptians had guts and a heart. You could see it in everything.”

				Because of the abundance of pyramids, funerary temples, and tombs that dot Egypt’s landscape, most people today think of the ancient Egyptians as being interested only in death. In reality, they were a convivial, tolerant, generous people who greatly relished life—so much so that they did everything they could to ensure that the pleasures they enjoyed in what they considered their first phase of existence would be available to them in the next. Death was not regarded as a finality but rather an obstacle to be overcome. As one American archaeologist put it, the Egyptians believed that “their paradise would be like the Nile Valley.”
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						The Seated Scribe, created in roughly 2500 b.c. and currently in the Louvre in Paris

					
				
				When one visits Egypt’s temples and other antiquities today, these relics of the past seem bleached-out, ghostly, and austere. But when they were built, their columns, colossal statues, and wall paintings were painted in brilliant hues of red, blue, green, and orange—an explosion of color that dazzled the eye. Just as breathtaking were the glittering tops of obelisks, which were sheathed in gold.

				During the Eighteenth and Nineteenth dynasties, which lasted from roughly 1550 b.c. to 1190 b.c., the use of gold was particularly ubiquitous—in jewelry, ceremonial weapons, statues of gods and goddesses, funerary masks, coffins, and countless other items related to the activities of both life and death. The high-water mark of ancient Egypt’s wealth and influence, this period was truly the country’s golden age. It was then that the nation emerged as a great imperial power, acquiring territory that stretched for more than two thousand miles and included parts of what are now Sudan, Lebanon, Syria, and Israel, as well as the island of Cyprus.

				Among the pharaohs of the time were several of the country’s most celebrated rulers. They included Thutmose III, Egypt’s greatest warrior king; the heretic Akhenaten, who tried to end the nation’s worship of its many gods; and Rameses II, the flamboyant, long-lived monarch who built more monuments to himself than any other pharaoh. But in 1922, the fame of these titans was eclipsed—and remains overshadowed to this day—by the finding of the tomb of King Tutankhamun, an obscure pharaoh of the period who did nothing of note during his short reign and who died before he was out of his teens.

				What prompted the deluge of international attention was not Tutankhamun himself but the fact that his burial place, unlike those of his predecessors, had not been plundered. The greatest archaeological feat of the twentieth century, the discovery by the English explorer Howard Carter and his patron, Lord Carnarvon, yielded a vast cornucopia of treasures from the burial chamber, including the solid gold coffin containing Tutankhamun’s linen-wrapped mummified body and the gold mask covering his face. There was also a myriad of life-size statues, along with gilded chariots, large model boats, a gold throne, paintings, clothing, and exquisite jewelry—more than five thousand objects in all. It took Carter and his team more than five years to record, conserve, and clear the tomb of all its artifacts.

				Like countless other people around the world, nine-year-old Christiane Desroches was mesmerized by news of the find. Over the next several years, she devoured the frequent stories and photos about Tutankhamun’s treasures that appeared in L’Illustration, an early French pictorial magazine. At one point, she made crepe paper replicas of the robes worn by Egyptian women depicted on some of the Tutankhamun artifacts, for her friends to wear at Mardi Gras.

				“For me it was like a fairy tale,” she recalled. “At the time no one understood why this pharaoh was buried with all these beautiful objects. We were talking about the treasures without trying to go further. But I was asking myself a lot of questions, trying to figure out the reason for them.”

				Desroches’s quest to know more about the boy king’s riches would lead to a lifetime of work to unlock the secrets of ancient Egypt. In the 1950s and 1960s, her passion for the country, both past and present, would culminate in a crusade to save some of its most priceless antiquities. Initially derided as quixotic and hopelessly delusional, that effort would end up producing the greatest single example of international cultural cooperation the world has ever known.

				Through it all, Christiane Desroches’s behavior, like her response to the Gestapo, resembled nothing so much as that of a female action hero come to life. A woman who swaggered. A woman who talked and fought back. A woman who owned her power.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			
				
					A CHILDHOOD PASSION

				

			

			Christiane’s early fascination with ancient Egypt was an unusual preoccupation for a little girl from the French upper middle class, which tended to have fairly rigid, conservative ideas about girls’ proper interests and behavior. But her parents had no desire to limit her horizons or encourage her to conform to the prevalent view in French society that women’s roles should be restricted to those of wife and mother.

			That opinion was particularly strong in the aftermath of World War I, when Christiane was growing up. With more than 1.3 million of France’s young men killed in the war, the country’s birthrate had dropped dramatically. As a result, young women faced considerable pressure to marry and have children as soon as possible; contraception was illegal, and refusing motherhood was considered an unpatriotic act.

			Christiane’s father, Louis, paid no attention to such ideas. He was unusual in other ways as well. A literature major in college, he was a lawyer by profession, but his true passions lay outside his work. He was a talented violinist, and Christiane recalled frequent impromptu evening duets in which he played the violin and her mother, Madeleine, who had an operatic voice, sang arias. On Sunday mornings in winter, her father would often lock himself in his office at home and study sheet music. When Christiane asked him what he was doing, he replied, “I am listening to an opera.” Indeed, she added, he could read the notes on paper and hear the music in his head, an ability that left her awestruck.

			Somewhat surprisingly for someone of his social class, he was also a staunch man of the left, a lifelong advocate of individual freedom, tolerance, social equality, and economic justice. Madeleine Desroches, meanwhile, was one of the rare Frenchwomen of that time to have graduated from college, collecting a classics degree. Although she never worked outside the home, she was a powerful role model for her daughter—“living proof,” as Christiane said, “that a woman, no less than a man, could have access to the world of knowledge.” Her father, “already a feminist,” supported that principle as much for his daughter as he had for his wife.

			“My parents were humanists,” Desroches later told an interviewer. “They taught me humanist values such as respect for one another, for your neighbors, for people in general, respect for civilization. My brother and I grew up in an environment very open to culture, music, and foreign languages.” For both Desroches children, curiosity about the world outside France was highly encouraged.

			Unlike many of their more insular compatriots, Louis and Madeleine Desroches had an eclectic group of friends, some of them intellectuals, who came from a wide variety of countries and cultures. Once, Desroches remembered, her father told her that “we were considered to be strange people because we received strangers.” She added, “Believe me, there were very few Parisians at that time who felt the same way.” Among the Desroches family’s closest friends were Sir Norman Angell, the Nobel Prize–winning British economist, and his family. The two families often spent several weeks together in the summer.

			From her earliest days, the petite, dark-haired Christiane was talkative, opinionated, curious, and self-confident—all qualities that her parents encouraged. From the time they were small, she and her older brother were included in mealtime conversations about a wide variety of subjects, from current events in France and the rest of the world to literature and music. “It was a sacred ritual,” she remembered. “My parents were constantly bringing up subjects that would open our minds, and they wanted us to talk about them.” Baptized as Catholics, the Desroches siblings went to catechism classes, but their father encouraged them to maintain a certain skepticism about what they were taught, instructing them not to take literally everything they were told.

			

			—

			Christiane’s questioning attitude and budding determination to think for herself were reinforced at the Lycée Molière, the public high school for girls she attended not far from her home in Paris’s affluent 16th arrondissement. In France, girls were not allowed to study at public high schools until 1880; even then the sexes were segregated. The Lycée Molière, which was established in 1888, was only the third girls’ high school to open in Paris.

			The idea of public secondary schools for girls touched off a fierce controversy in France when it was first introduced. For some, the thought of girls focusing on their studies rather than on their domestic future was shocking. In the case of the Lycée Molière, the decision to name the school after the famed seventeenth-century playwright was considered even more of a scandal. Some critics on the right pointed out that Molière’s sophisticated satirical comedies contained more than their fair share of racy dialogue, not considered fit for the ears of innocent young women. Naysayers on the left noted that Molière was hardly an advocate of education as a tool for the advancement of women. His plays, like Les Femmes Savantes (Learned Ladies), made savage fun of women who flaunted their learning. Education, in his view, had its place but should never be allowed to interfere with a woman’s natural destiny as a wife and mother.

			As it happened, the Lycée Molière did indeed prove to be a seedbed for women’s emancipation. It was, one student said, “a nursery for our aspirations. Our teachers encouraged us not to stop our intellectual activity after we graduated but instead to continue our studies.”

			After leaving the lycée, a number of its graduates received university degrees and went on to become trailblazers in a variety of previously all-male professions. Among them was Jeanne Debat-Ponsan, who after acquiring her medical degree became, in 1906, one of the first women doctors in France. Another was Louise Weiss, who graduated from Oxford in 1914 and later became the founder and editor of a noted French political review, L’Europe Nouvelle.

			In 1930, the lycée produced two particularly stellar graduates. One was Christiane Desroches. The other was Jacqueline David, who as Jacqueline de Romilly (her married name) became one of France’s leading scholars of Greek culture and language. Like Desroches with ancient Egypt, de Romilly “embraced the culture of ancient Athens with an almost romantic fervor,” The New York Times wrote. She was only the second woman to be elected to the Académie Française, the elite group of political and scholarly figures charged with maintaining high standards of literary taste in the country.

			Six years after Desroches and David graduated from the lycée, another woman scholar, who would become internationally known herself, was hired there as a philosophy teacher. But Simone de Beauvoir lasted only three years. While the school considered itself broad-minded, its tolerance did not extend to a teacher’s having an affair with a student—or in this case, students. Beauvoir was fired for seducing at least three of them.

			

			—

			In the Desroches household, it was a given that Christiane would go to college; the only question was what she would study. At that point, neither she nor her parents entertained the idea of turning her obsession with ancient Egypt into an academic pursuit. “At the time, we never considered a career for me as an Egyptologist,” she said. “It was considered a fad, a madness, not a profession.”

			Shortly before she graduated from the lycée, her father encouraged her to think about studying art history, perhaps focusing on sixteenth-century French drawings. She could combine studies at the Sorbonne, he said, with classes at the École du Louvre, a small institution of higher learning located on the museum grounds that specialized in art history. The idea of sixteenth-century drawings, however, “bored me stiff,” she recalled. So Louis Desroches made an appointment with Henri Verne—who, as the director of France’s national museums, was in charge of the Louvre—to explore what other avenues his bright, lively sixteen-year-old daughter might follow in her studies.

			In retrospect, it might seem a little surprising that the head of the Louvre would have the time or interest to offer advice to Desroches about Christiane’s educational future. He was, after all, the chief of one of the most august public institutions in France, which also happened to be the oldest, largest, and most highly regarded public museum in the world.

			At the center of Paris, both literally and figuratively, the Louvre had long been considered an emblem of the power and majesty of France. Dating back to the fifteenth century, it first served as a fortress, then was rebuilt as a royal palace, and finally became a museum, opening in 1793. Housed in a magnificent baroque complex shaped like a horseshoe, it was overwhelming in every way. One of the largest man-made structures in the world, it stretched nearly half a mile from end to end and housed nearly two hundred thousand objects from fifty centuries and two hundred generations of human culture. Its collection of European paintings, with works by Leonardo da Vinci, Rembrandt, Michelangelo, Titian, Vermeer, and countless other masters, was widely considered the finest in the world.

			The grandeur of the Louvre’s honey-colored stone was matched by the impressiveness of its interior, featuring marble and parquet floors, richly ornamented Corinthian columns and pilasters, soaring barrel-vaulted ceilings, and majestic stairways. La Grande Galerie, an immense corridor that displayed some of the Louvre’s greatest masterpieces, was more than a quarter of a mile long, thirty feet high, and one hundred feet wide.

			As the man who presided over the Louvre, Henri Verne was the steward of all this splendor. But he also wore another hat—that of the head of the École du Louvre. In that role, he often met with prospective students and their parents to discuss possible courses of study. During his session with Louis Desroches, Verne discussed the various areas of art history in which the school specialized, none of which involved ancient Egypt. Nonetheless, in a casual aside just before he left, Christiane’s father mentioned her “very strong taste for Egypt.” Unfortunately, despite the Louvre’s dominance in Egyptology, its school did not have a full-fledged curriculum in the subject, Verne said. But it did offer a class in Egyptian archaeology, as well as a course in deciphering hieroglyphs. Verne suggested that Christiane come see him the following day to discuss her options.

			
				
					[image: The Louvre Museum, c. 1900, shown in a black-and-white photograph featuring its ornate architecture and surrounding gardens. Horse-drawn carriages, pedestrians, and statues are visible, illustrating the period's urban life.]
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			When she did, he “listed all the possibilities that were open to me: the general history of art and the study of painting, sculpture, and other works of art from various periods, but none of the ones he mentioned were before the Middle Ages,” she recalled.

			“What about before then?” she asked. “Well, there’s Greece and Rome,” Verne responded.

			“And even before that?” she asked, to which Verne replied, “Mesopotamia.”

			“Wasn’t Egypt even before that?” she pressed. At that, he surrendered, describing in detail the class in Egyptian archaeology, taught by the head curator of the museum’s Egyptian artifacts department, and the course in hieroglyphics, whose instructor, he said, was “a very interesting abbot, Father Drioton.”

			Christiane immediately signed up for three classes: general art history, archaeology, and—in what would turn out to be her most consequential choice of all—hieroglyphics. Her subsequent encounter with the “very interesting” Étienne Drioton would end up changing her life.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			
				
					COMING OF AGE AT THE LOUVRE

				

			

			When seventeen-year-old Christiane Desroches started her classes at the École du Louvre, she quickly learned how important the museum had been in the creation and development of modern archaeology and the study of ancient Egypt. The Louvre’s Egyptian artifacts were—and are—considered one of its most prized collections. Among the largest and most diverse in the world, the collection boasts masterpieces from every period of ancient Egyptian history. Jean-François Champollion, the scholar who at thirty-one years old first decoded Egyptian hieroglyphs, was the Louvre’s initial curator of Egyptian art; the artifacts he helped amass formed the nucleus of its collection.

			But what’s left unmentioned by the Louvre, as well as by the British Museum and other prominent repositories of Egyptian antiquities in the West, is the cutthroat way in which many if not most of those treasures ended up in their collections. The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—the heyday of such acquisitions—were a buccaneering era, marked by fierce and bitter competition between the French and collectors from other countries, especially Britain.

			Not coincidentally, the French and British were the largest and most active colonial powers during that period. Their no-holds-barred struggles to acquire such artifacts as mummies, sarcophagi, and papyrus scrolls—which on occasion involved bribery, fistfights, and gun battles—reflected the larger rivalry between the two nations for power and influence in Egypt and the rest of the Middle East. “From its very inception,” noted the Cambridge historian Toby Wilkinson, “Egyptology was…the handmaid of imperialism.”

			The Anglo-French rivalry for Egyptian antiquities dated back to Napoleon’s ill-fated expedition. When the British navy defeated the French at the Battle of the Nile, the result was not only a military humiliation for France but also the loss of all the Egyptian artifacts collected by the French scholars accompanying Napoleon during their lengthy stay there. Included in those spoils of war was the now famed Rosetta Stone (named for the town near which it was discovered), a massive slab of black granite bearing a lengthy inscription in ancient Egyptian and Greek. A French officer had found the slab embedded in the walls of a fortress, and it was being stored in an Alexandria warehouse awaiting shipment to the Louvre when the British nabbed it. It ended up at the British Museum in London—one of the first Egyptian artifacts claimed by the museum and the prized centerpiece of its growing collection.

			Two decades later, however, the French were able to get a bit of their own back by using the Rosetta Stone as a tool to unlock one of ancient Egypt’s greatest mysteries: its language. From the time the British acquired the stone, lithographic copies of the inscriptions on it had been circulating in European academic circles. In 1822, the young French linguist and philologist Jean-François Champollion rushed into his brother’s office in Paris. “I’ve got it!” he shouted, then fell to the floor in a dead faint. After two years of painstaking study of the Rosetta Stone’s hieroglyphs, Champollion had finally deciphered them, thus making intelligible a written language that had stymied other scholars for centuries. “For over forty generations, no living soul had been able accurately to read an ancient Egyptian text,” Toby Wilkinson wrote. “[Champollion’s] achievement allowed ancient Egyptian culture to emerge out of the fog of classical myth and esoteric legend into the spotlight of serious scientific enquiry, to be studied and appreciated as a sophisticated culture in its own right and on its own terms.” In effect, the Frenchman’s accomplishment marked the beginning of the science of Egyptology, laying the groundwork for ferreting out the secrets of thousands of years of pharaonic civilization.

			In addition, it gave new impetus to the already relentless efforts of treasure seekers to find and acquire as many antiquities as possible, resulting in an orgy of looting of many of Egypt’s most sacred sites. Champollion, as it happened, inserted himself squarely into the middle of that scrum. A brilliant scholar who cared deeply about advancing the understanding of this long-vanished civilization, he also had a fervent interest in furthering his own career. He knew that if the Louvre acquired a major collection of Egyptian antiquities, it would have to appoint a curator to take charge of them. He was determined to be its choice.

			In 1825, he succeeded in persuading the French king, Charles X, to purchase three large private collections that had come up for sale that year, including one assembled by the Italian antiquities collector Bernardino Drovetti. In all, more than five thousand items, among them the pink granite sarcophagus of the pharaoh Rameses III, found their way to the Louvre, thanks to Champollion. That enormous cache was followed two years later by four thousand items from another private collection, making the museum the greatest repository of Egyptian artifacts outside Egypt itself. As Champollion had foreseen, the Louvre created a new department to house the treasures and appointed him the curator to oversee them.

			At the time, there was little or no pushback from Egyptian officials over the widespread ransacking of their country’s antiquities. Indeed, Muhammad Ali, the Ottoman governor of Egypt and its de facto ruler for the first half of the nineteenth century, was only too happy to swap them for money and political favors from Britain, France, and other European countries. For their part, Western museum officials defended their stream of acquisitions by claiming that these treasures deserved to be exhibited in “civilized countries” (i.e., their own), where they could be properly cared for and appreciated. In the words of one French official, “Antiquity is a garden that belongs by natural right to those who cultivate and harvest its fruits.”

			A generation later, another French Egyptologist and budding treasure hunter followed in Champollion’s footsteps. He was Auguste Mariette, a low-level employee in the Louvre’s Egyptian department, who in 1851 was sent to Egypt to obtain ancient manuscripts for the collection. When the Egyptian owners of the manuscripts refused to sell them, Mariette decided to launch a search instead for the long-lost Serapeum, a sprawling temple complex dedicated to the Greek-Egyptian deity Serapis.

			Mariette began his excavation work at Saqqara, a huge ancient burial ground located twenty miles south of Cairo that dated back more than three thousand years. At first glance, Mariette said, the site seemed “a spectacle of desolation,” with vast sand dunes everywhere. But then one day, he spotted the head of a small sphinx peeking up from a dune. Recalling that the Serapeum was famous for its avenue of sphinxes, he hastily recruited thirty native workmen and began to dig in earnest.

			Within weeks, he and his team had unearthed the avenue—comprising 135 sphinxes in all—and eventually the tomb-temple complex itself. Among Mariette’s most spectacular finds were twenty-four massive stone sarcophagi—the burial places of the famous Apis bulls, sacred animals that were supposedly incarnations of the Egyptian god Ptah, the lord of darkness. He also found thousands of other priceless artifacts, including the Seated Scribe, the exquisite, perfectly preserved limestone statue that so fascinated Christiane as a girl and continues to be one of the Louvre’s most valued treasures.

			Next to the Rosetta Stone, the discovery of the Serapeum at Saqqara was considered the greatest Egyptian find of the nineteenth century, as well as a bonanza for the Louvre. Over the next two years, Mariette sent 230 crates of antiquities—almost six thousand works in all—to the museum. In doing so, he blatantly violated an agreement he had made with the Egyptian government.

			After Muhammad Ali fell from power in 1848, Egypt had finally begun to impose some controls on the antiquities trade. Under the new regulations, Mariette was allowed to keep one hundred items for the Louvre, but the rest of his Serapeum discoveries were to stay in Egypt. Unwilling to accept that edict, the wily Mariette found a variety of extraordinarily inventive ways to get around it. Excavating at night, he hid his finds in deep underground shafts and smuggled them out in grain sacks to ship them to France. To placate Egyptian inspectors, he produced fake copies of some of the objects he had commandeered.

			But then, having succeeded in making the Louvre the West’s preeminent museum of Egyptian antiquities, Mariette, like Saint Paul on the road to Tarsus, found religion. He became a staunch opponent of the wholesale pillaging of Egyptian monuments by foreigners like himself. In 1858, he founded the Egyptian Antiquities Service to protect the country’s ancient heritage. Although it was an agency of the Egyptian government, the Antiquities Service was supported by the French, and for the next ninety-four years, a Frenchman would head it. As a result, France’s already significant cultural influence in Egypt would continue to far exceed that of Britain, Germany, or any other Western country.

			As head of the service, Mariette did indeed fulfill his pledge to crack down on heedless ransacking by, among other things, sending inspectors out into the field to find and put an end to clandestine excavations. The Antiquities Service had exclusive control over excavation rights throughout Egypt, and in 1860 alone, Mariette authorized thirty-five new dig sites, while attempting to conserve already explored locations. He helped create an Egyptian antiquities museum in Cairo, then filled it with a dazzling array of treasures from the many excavations he had approved. Noting his accomplishments, Desroches wrote, “Every time you stop in front of a masterpiece on display at the Egyptian Museum, you can be virtually assured that it was Mariette who found it.”

			In Giza, Mariette ordered the clearing of sand that had built up around the great sphinx, and in doing so, he uncovered a temple that had been built in front of the creature’s legs. He also cleared the sand from several other noted temple complexes, including those at Dendera and Edfu.

			When he died in 1881 at the age of fifty-nine, “Mariette Pasha,” as he was known in Egypt, was buried in a sarcophagus in the garden of Cairo’s Egyptian Museum. In the encomiums paid to him at the time of his death, there was little or no talk of his plundering past. Nor was there mention of reports that he had actively resisted the promotion of Egyptian employees within the Antiquities Service, reflecting his determination that Egypt’s ancient heritage should remain under the purview of Frenchmen like himself.

			

			—

			Coincidentally, the last Frenchman to direct the Egyptian Antiquities Service would be Father Étienne Drioton, the Catholic priest who in the early 1930s served as Desroches’s mentor at the École du Louvre and whom she credited for jump-starting her extraordinary career.

			In addition to his duties as professor of hieroglyphics, the rotund Drioton was deputy curator of the Louvre’s Egyptian antiquities department. The author of several books, he was regarded as one of the country’s most eminent Egyptologists. Desroches recalled him as a tolerant, open-minded man overflowing with joie de vivre. He loved good food and wine, was warm and witty, and, in her words, “was even more talkative than me.”

			In his hieroglyphics class as well as in his conversation, Drioton made ancient Egypt come alive, she remembered, adding that he “could have awakened a dead man and turned any idiot into a scholar.” He quickly realized that his young student’s intelligence and passion for the subject matched his own and took her on as his protégée.

			During her time at the school, Desroches acted as Drioton’s unofficial assistant at the Louvre. In her behind-the-scenes work there, she witnessed the stark difference between the public museum, with its high-ceilinged, marble-floored galleries, and the ramshackle warren of employees’ offices. The Louvre displayed no works of art created after the mid-nineteenth century, and its physical structure, too, had a Dickensian air about it. Many of the Louvre’s guards—middle-aged men who had been wounded in World War I—were missing a limb or an eye. When Desroches began assisting Drioton, the museum still did not have electric lighting; it would not be installed until 1936. As a result, the galleries and offices were chilly, drafty, and perpetually dim. During winter, oil lamps were distributed in midafternoon to allow the curators and other staffers to continue with their work.

			Yet for all the Louvre’s anachronistic qualities, Desroches loved her time there. She especially enjoyed the ambiance of Drioton’s huge, dim office, which was, she remembered, “a museum within a museum.” It boasted two high windows overlooking the Louvre’s courtyard, but they were cleaned only twice a year, the insides in the winter and the outsides in the summer; as a result, “we never risked being dazzled with sunlight,” she remarked dryly. The smoke from Drioton’s cigarettes added to the constant haze in the air.

			A row of dark green display cases lining the walls contained some of the sarcophagi and stelae—upright stone slabs covered with reliefs and hieroglyphs—brought back by Mariette from the Serapeum. In the middle of the room was a large table that served as Drioton’s desk. On it sat a rose quartz statue of Neferrenpet, a high official in the reign of Rameses II, that also bore a lengthy inscription. Drioton, who was in the process of copying and deciphering it, explained to Desroches that thanks to the inscriptions on these artifacts and others like it, he and his fellow Egyptologists had been able to establish a more precise chronology of the history of the period in which they were created.

			Much of what Desroches learned about Egyptology during her three years at the École du Louvre came from her frequent conversations with Drioton, she later said: “There were no manuals yet on the subject. He was the one who taught me how to interpret these objects, these witnesses to history.”

			He also advised her on her studies, helping her choose a topic for the thesis she was required to write in order to graduate. She settled on an exploration of domestic Egyptian life, with an emphasis on how housing styles had changed over the millennia. It was an unusual subject for archaeological study in the early decades of the twentieth century, when detailed knowledge about how ancient Egyptian society actually functioned was still relatively rare. The focus of archaeology was still more on the finds themselves rather than a more comprehensive understanding of the ancient civilization that produced them.

			In the fall of her third year, Desroches was summoned to a meeting with the École du Louvre’s academic director. The school, the director said, had just begun a series of evening lectures for the public on various subjects related to the Louvre’s collections. The first speaker, a curator in the paintings department, had been an abysmal failure, she said, and it was vital that the next lecture, which was scheduled for three days later, be more engaging. She had asked a number of other curators for names of possible speakers, and Father Drioton had mentioned Desroches, suggesting that she make a presentation on the discovery of King Tutankhamun’s treasures.

			The twenty-year-old Desroches was appalled by the idea. She was just a student, she pointed out. She had never spoken in public before, had not yet been to Egypt, had not made an academic study of the Tutankhamun discovery, and had no slides of the treasures to show an audience.

			The director was unperturbed. She told Desroches that Drioton had offered to help her with the presentation and that she shouldn’t refuse until she had talked to him. When she went to see him, he calmly insisted that it was important she accept the assignment, adding that he would lend her slides he had acquired of the Tutankhamun artifacts, along with the three books Howard Carter had written about his discovery.

			Desroches went home in a panic that night, determined to tell Drioton the following day that she was not up to what she considered an overwhelming task. She was sure her father would agree with her. But when she described what had happened, he said that Drioton had offered her a challenge that she shouldn’t try to evade. “On the contrary,” he said, “this is a wonderful opportunity to teach you to speak in public and without notes. I’ll help you. We will start after dinner and stay up all night if necessary.”

			Drawing on his own expertise as a lawyer in presenting oral arguments, Louis Desroches taught Christiane how to synthesize the main points she wanted to get across, as well as how to write an introduction, transitions between subjects (“If you don’t have good transitions, you’re ruined”), and a memorable conclusion. “I sweated blood and water that night,” she recalled. “It was a painful session for me, but ever since then, whenever I’ve given a lecture, I’ve used the method my father taught me. And ever since then, I’ve spoken without notes.”

			Over the next two days, Desroches spent hours refining and practicing her speech. On the night of the lecture, she arrived at the École du Louvre in a daze. But her stage fright lasted less than five minutes. With the help of Drioton’s slides, she lost herself in her presentation, bringing to vivid life the wonder and excitement that Howard Carter had felt when he first made his discovery of the young pharaoh’s mummified body and the unimaginable riches heaped up in the tomb. Her lecture, delivered with passion and verve, was a hit with the audience, and she discovered she loved the experience. Thanks to Drioton, she had been given a taste of the spotlight, and she would never shy away from it again.

			

			—

			In addition to her courses at the École du Louvre, Desroches took classes at other elite schools in Paris, including classical Egyptian grammar at the Sorbonne and Egyptian history at the Collège de France. She excelled in all of them. But while most of her professors thought highly of her, she was treated like a pariah by several of her fellow Egyptology students, all of whom were male.

			At the time, archaeology in general—and Egyptology in particular—was still very much the exclusive domain of men. There had been no women among the scholars who accompanied Napoleon on his expedition to Egypt, nor on subsequent expeditions led by Champollion, Mariette, and later explorers and archaeologists. “Over the course of the last 150 years, a rigid power structure has been established in archaeology,” the American anthropologist and archaeologist Mary Ann Levine wrote in 1994. “Men have controlled this power structure throughout the history of the discipline.” Even as late as the mid-twentieth century, a substantial percentage of those in the profession considered women unsuitable, in both mind and body, to take on the dirty, exhausting, sometimes dangerous labor involved in an archaeological dig.

			As it happened, however, a handful of women Egyptologists had been working in the field as early as the mid-1800s. But since their existence and achievements were basically ignored by their male colleagues, most have slipped into the cracks of history. Virtually all of these female trailblazers were British. Some were the wives of prominent Egyptologists: Hilda Petrie, for one, shared the work of her husband, William Flinders Petrie, who is regarded as one of the giants in the field. But she never published anything in her own name, and her contributions were never formally acknowledged. Her husband wrote the reports, headed the excavation teams, and garnered all the credit for their finds.

			A few other British women struck out on their own. Unlike in France, Egyptology in Britain had a long tradition of attracting well-heeled amateurs with no academic or professional background in the subject. The women who became involved—like Margaret Benson, the daughter of the archbishop of Canterbury and one of the first female scholars at Oxford—had independent financial means. In 1894, Benson, then in her late twenties, traveled to Egypt for health reasons and, during her stay there, became obsessed with Egyptology. The first woman to be granted an excavation permit from the Egyptian government, she headed a dig for three years at the temple of the goddess Mut, the consort of Amun, king of the gods, in the ancient city of Thebes. Benson’s excavations uncovered a number of statues of the lion-headed goddess, as well as an array of other valuable artifacts, some of which are still displayed at the temple.

			Of the dozen or so female pioneers in the study of ancient Egypt, only one—Amelia B. Edwards—is relatively well known today. Although not an archaeologist herself, Edwards would end up having an extraordinary influence on the field. In Britain, she is called the godmother of Egyptology.

			A British journalist and bestselling novelist, Edwards was a peripatetic traveler who wrote a series of books about her experiences. In 1873, she traveled to Egypt, where she spent five months aboard a houseboat sailing up the Nile. Captivated by the climate, scenery, and, above all, the remnants of the country’s pharaonic past, the forty-two-year-old Edwards toured every temple and tomb she could find along the Nile’s banks, ferreting out information about each from leading archaeologists. Carrying a parasol in one hand and a sketchpad in the other, she strode across acres of ruins, ventured down into ink-black burial chambers, and, at the temples at Abu Simbel in Nubia, made an archaeological discovery of her own—a small, square underground chamber whose walls were covered with brightly colored painted friezes and bas-relief sculptures.

			Edwards’s account of her trip, illustrated with dozens of her sketches, was published in 1877 to huge acclaim; it became a runaway bestseller. “A unique, intoxicating blend of romance and scholarship,” as Toby Wilkinson described it, A Thousand Miles up the Nile is widely regarded today as one of the best travel books ever written about Egypt. Still in print, it’s filled with vivid writing that brings Edwards’s experiences to life for the reader, including this evocative description of the vast expanses of sand she encountered everywhere: “The beauty of sand more than repays the fatigue of climbing it. Smooth, sheeny, satiny; fine as diamond dust…like a snowdrift turned to gold.”

			In her book, Edwards was one of the first to express worry about the effects of rampant tourism and modern development on the ancient treasures scattered throughout Egypt. She reported how tourists from America and Europe, including some in her own party, were buying artifacts from pillagers of ancient ruins, looting graves themselves, and defacing antiquities with graffiti. Echoing Edwards, the French philosopher Joseph Ernest Renan wrote snappishly in the late 1800s: “The worst enemy of Egyptian antiquity is the English or American traveler. The name of these idiots will go down in posterity, since they were careful to inscribe their names on famous monuments across the most delicate drawings.”

			Edwards’s concern about the growing threats to Egypt’s cultural patrimony led her to spend the rest of her life championing its preservation and conservation. In 1882, she, together with several financial backers, founded the Egypt Exploration Fund, later renamed the Egypt Exploration Society, to fund scientifically conducted excavations there. The organization helped pay for several of the digs of William Flinders Petrie, whose sixty years in the field produced an enormous amount of archaeological evidence for all periods of Egyptian history, from prehistoric times through the medieval era.

			“Almost singlehandedly by her actions in life and her generosity in death, Edwards established Egyptian archaeology as a serious discipline in Britain,” one historian wrote. When she died in 1892, she left money in her will to endow the first academic chair of Egyptology in the country, to be established at University College London. UCL was the first British institution of higher learning to award degrees to women on an equal basis with men, and Edwards wanted young women to have the opportunity to study Egyptology as a science. Of the first eight students who enrolled in the program, seven were women. The first professor to hold the Edwards Chair of Egyptology was William Flinders Petrie.

			One of the standouts among Petrie’s early students was Gertrude Caton-Thompson, a young woman from a wealthy British family whose fiancé had been killed in fighting in the western desert of Egypt during World War I. During a trip to Paris, Caton-Thompson had become mesmerized by the Egyptian antiquities at the Louvre—so much so that when she returned to London, she began studying Arabic and took a class in prehistoric archaeology at UCL. A year later, she was invited to join one of Petrie’s expeditions.

			In the early 1920s, Caton-Thompson embarked on her own dig, blithely disregarding warnings about the dangers she would face as a woman alone in the Egyptian desert. She assured those who worried about her safety that she carried a pistol everywhere and slept with it under her pillow at night.

			Caton-Thompson’s chief interest was the Neolithic period, an era from roughly 8000 to 3000 b.c., during which prehistoric peoples switched from hunting and gathering to agriculture and food production. In 1924, at an excavation site near the region of Fayum in Upper Egypt, Caton-Thompson and her team discovered Neolithic pottery, flint tools, grinding stones, and cereal remains—evidence of the earliest settled agricultural community ever found in the country. The artifacts dated back to 5000 b.c., almost two thousand years before the pharaohs began their reigns. It was an extremely important find, but with everyone’s attention still riveted by the discovery of King Tutankhamun’s tomb two years earlier, her achievement, and Caton-Thompson herself, never received the public attention they deserved.

			

			—

			In Britain, it might have been acceptable—if considered eccentric—for a woman to launch a career in Egyptology on her own. In France, the idea was anathema. For the French, dominance in the study of ancient Egypt had been an important element of their national self-image since the days of Napoleon’s expedition. As a result, Egyptology remained firmly under the control of state institutions like the Louvre.

			Although there were many women students at the École du Louvre, the Sorbonne, and the other higher education institutions Desroches attended, she was the only one intent on pursuing a career in Egyptology. What’s more, she was the star of all her courses. The more she shone, the less her fellow students in the field liked it.

			Until then, Egyptology, a small and highly competitive world, had been an exclusive men’s club in France, and most of those in the club clearly wanted it to remain that way. As was true elsewhere, it was—and is—“a very restricted community, within which love of neighbor is not always the dominant feeling,” the French Egyptian writer Robert Solé has sardonically noted. “The most prestigious positions are too rare not to arouse jealousy and sometimes real loathing.”

			In 2016, the French Egyptologist Amandine Marshall noted that “the fear of intellectual domination by a woman is not new and is still relevant in France today….But at a time when women Egyptologists were still pioneers, and even more so in France where there had never been a woman to shake the already elitist and very fixed palm tree of French Egyptology, a personality with the character of Christiane Desroches-Noblecourt was bound to disturb and make waves.”

			At first, Desroches was bewildered by the hostility toward her. Growing up with an older brother to whom she was close, she had always felt comfortable around boys. From the time she was little, her brother had included her in his circle. When she was a teenager, she recalled, “I would spend every Sunday with my brother and his friends,” both boys and girls. “We’d dance the Charleston outside, then run inside our house and play ping-pong on the dining room table. It was fantastic. I learned how to be with other young people without having to flirt. The boys were my friends. It taught me that relations between men and women could be on a much higher level than just flirting.”

			Accustomed to being treated as an equal by the opposite sex, she never thought to hide her abundant energy, outspokenness, or intellect—character traits that sparked animosity on the part of a good many male colleagues, both during her college years and afterward. When she was a student, anonymous letters questioning her morals were sent to fellow students, professors, and even her parents. She later said that the letter writers “were trying to destroy me.” While she never disclosed the exact contents of the letters, she called them “despicable” and added, “I know who sent them. I won’t name names, but I’ll never forget it.”

			Much later in life, Desroches-Noblecourt made equally scathing comments about the attitude of some of the male Egyptologists with whom she had dealt throughout her career: “They thought the fact that they devoted their life to piercing some of the secrets of this brilliant and mysterious civilization made them superior beings. They might be mediocrities in real life, but if they were Egyptologists, they considered themselves geniuses.” Interestingly, though, while she often had a difficult time with men who were her contemporaries, some of France’s most esteemed veteran Egyptologists were more than happy to act as her mentors.

			Étienne Drioton was the first. Shortly before her graduation from the École du Louvre in 1933, Drioton approached her with an intriguing proposition. Thanks to her brilliant academic record, she had proved herself good enough to join the Louvre curatorial staff, he said. But to have a shot, she would have to write and defend a second thesis, which she agreed to do—in this case, a study of the evolution of the Egyptian language between the country’s occupation by the Persians and the arrival of Alexander the Great in the fourth century b.c.

			In 1934, thanks to Drioton’s influence, Desroches became, at the age of twenty-one, a project manager in the department of Egyptian antiquities—the only woman at the time to hold a professional position in the department. She was put in charge of cataloging the tens of thousands of Egyptian objects in storage. Only a tiny percentage of the museum’s holdings were on display in the Egyptian galleries, while the rest—many of which were antiquities gathered by Champollion and Mariette in the early and mid-nineteenth century—were still in their original crates in the Louvre’s basement. Indeed, Desroches discovered that most of the crates had never been opened since their arrival at the museum.

			“Can you imagine,” she later told an interviewer, “that when I started to work in the Louvre, almost nothing had changed since the time of Mariette? No one had updated the catalog since then.” Assigned that mission, she spent the next three years opening crates, carefully evaluating the objects she found, then cataloging and properly storing them. Her examination of these antiquities was dusty and time-consuming, but it proved to be invaluable preparation for her future work in the field: “I got to handle everyday objects that were nothing special, but they taught you everything about daily life in ancient Egypt….So, by the time I went to work on excavations, I was way ahead of my colleagues.”
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					“A DANGEROUS BLACK SHEEP”

				

			

			As cloistered as Desroches’s life was at the museum, it was impossible for her, or any other French citizen, to be oblivious to the wrenching political, economic, and social turmoil tearing the country apart during the 1930s. Little more than a decade before, France and its capital had seemed well on their way to recovery from the destruction and chaos of World War I. “We were emerging from a nightmare, but at the same time we were sure that this nightmare would be the last one,” recalled the poet and writer Jean Cassou, a future colleague of Desroches at the Louvre and in France’s resistance movement in World War II. “Despite everything it cost, we wanted to forget it.”

			Within months of the 1918 armistice, Paris had reemerged as the cultural capital of the Western world, becoming the hub of modernity in literature, the fine arts, architecture, design, and fashion. The city’s creative ferment proved to be a magnet for trendsetting writers, artists, dancers, composers, and intellectuals, as well as seekers of excitement and adventure, from all over the globe.

			And then, on a late October day in 1929, everything changed. The crash on Wall Street brought an end to the fizz and fun of 1920s Paris, as it did to so much else. The Great Depression that followed, along with the growing threat to peace by the dictators Hitler and Mussolini, hit France hard. The 1930s were marked by skyrocketing unemployment, businesses going under, political and economic scandals, and civil unrest. France had long been known for what one historian called its “people’s ineradicable love of political squabbles,” but as the 1930s progressed, its traditional divisiveness metastasized into intolerance, bitterness, and outright strife between the right and the left.

			In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, French governments had come and gone at frequent intervals, but ever since the end of World War I, such instability had grown considerably worse. During that period, there were more than forty governments, an average of one every six months. None lasted long enough to come to grips with the country’s increasingly severe economic and social problems, heightened exponentially by the Depression and resulting in tens of thousands of businesses collapsing and the unemployment rate shooting to more than 20 percent. Racked by infighting and claims of corruption, the various governments in power failed to cope with these challenges, leaving a vacuum that was filled by the actions of extremist groups from both ends of the political spectrum.

			On the left, workers, increasingly alienated by the government’s refusal to respond to their calls for higher wages and better working conditions, launched a massive wave of wildcat strikes across the country that caused significant disruption to factory production. Those on the right, who included members of the aristocracy and haute bourgeoisie, business and legal communities, the military, and the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, opposed any attempts to institute economic and social reforms. Some of the more extreme rightists formed nationalist groups, several of which were fascist and anti-Semitic; a few went so far as to call for the overthrow of France’s democratic parliamentary system.

			When French voters elected a leftist government in 1932, the extreme right’s anger exploded into violence. After a series of riots throughout 1933 and early 1934, rightists launched an all-out effort to oust the government and install an authoritarian regime. On the night of February 6, 1934, tens of thousands of members belonging to ultra-right-wing organizations converged on the Place de la Concorde, across the Seine from the seat of the Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of France’s parliament. Their aim was to storm the Assembly, throw out the legislators, and occupy the building. Also in the massive crowd that night were leftist students demonstrating against the coup attempt, among them Christiane Desroches and a group of her friends.

			After setting fire to two ministry buildings, the rioters pelted Paris police and Republican Guards, who were mounted on horses, with stones and bricks as they rushed toward the bridge that led to the Chamber of Deputies. Desroches saw young toughs, wielding sticks topped with razor blades, slashing the legs of guardsmen’s horses to bring them down. Some of the attempts were successful, and several guardsmen were trampled in the melee. As the riot reached its height, both sides began firing, and several people around Desroches were hit by stray bullets. Late that night, the mob began a fierce assault on the bridge. It was finally repulsed, and after eight hours of chaos, the authorities gained control of the situation, but not before sixteen people had been killed and more than six thousand injured.

			The February 6 riot provoked a major political crisis in France. In response, the country’s leading leftist parties formed a coalition, which in 1936 came to power under the leadership of Léon Blum, the country’s first Socialist—and Jewish—prime minister. Called the Popular Front, the coalition was strongly antifascist and supported a series of reforms that were a French version of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. Although the French Communist Party backed Blum’s new government, its members held no positions in it.

			Within weeks of taking office, the Popular Front began implementing the social and economic programs it had promised, including a forty-hour workweek, paid vacations, wage increases, the right to strike, collective bargaining, and social insurance. Such reforms were hugely popular among workers and some in the country’s middle class, who saw them as the beginning of a much-needed overhaul of the antiquated, inadequate social and economic structure of the country. But for French conservatives, these kinds of measures amounted to nothing less than harbingers of a Communist revolution that would destroy the political and financial underpinnings of France. The nation seemed irrevocably split. As Desroches discovered, those deep divisions existed at the Louvre as well.

			Another of the Popular Front’s objectives was to make culture more accessible to the general public—an aim that dovetailed with the determination of Henri Verne, who was in charge of the Louvre, to haul the hidebound institution, ready or not, into the modern world. Determined to attract more people to the museum, Verne created a department of public education, renovated and modernized a number of galleries, and, most important, installed electric lighting throughout the vast building.

			After all these improvements were made, he reintroduced the Louvre to France by inaugurating a plan to keep it open until midnight two nights a week. A spectacular success, the Louvre at Night program drew throngs of Parisians eager to see this grand institution, dim and dark for centuries, illuminated for the first time. It was regarded as one of the Popular Front’s greatest triumphs.

			Verne’s efforts to modernize the museum, however, were met with considerable hostility from some of the Louvre’s top curators, who had tremendous power of their own. Until the early twenty-first century, the chief curators ran their various departments like separate fiefdoms and “had a hard time tolerating any authority from above,” noted Henri Loyrette, the director of the Louvre from 2001 to 2013. “Each acted as though [his department] was a small museum in its own right.”

			A number of the Louvre’s curators strongly opposed Verne’s reforms; one referred to them as “pure insanity.” Conservative to the core, they were content with the museum’s nineteenth-century atmosphere, and, according to Desroches, they hated what they viewed as “this invasion by the public.” They also heartily disliked the leftist government that had encouraged such programs.

			Soon after the Louvre opened its doors at night, Henri Verne invited Jean Zay, the Popular Front minister responsible for cultural affairs, to come and see the renovated galleries. As word of the invitation circulated among curators and staffers, “a wave of panic and disapproval blew throughout the Louvre,” Desroches recalled.

			One of the most vociferous critics of the visit was Charles Boreux, head of the Egyptian antiquities department, who summoned Desroches to his office. Her support of the Popular Front was no secret among her colleagues, and Boreux, an archconservative, “obviously considered me a revolutionary,” she said. Indeed, anyone who sympathized with the current government was looked upon as a “dangerous black sheep, a bloodthirsty communist.”

			Boreux told Desroches that he had no intention of greeting Zay and showing him around the Egyptian galleries. “Mademoiselle,” he said, “it is you who will represent the department.” Desroches was stunned. She recognized Boreux’s order as the gratuitous insult it was meant to be—relegating a senior government minister to the care of a young, inexperienced junior staffer, who, adding to the insult, happened to be a woman.

			When Zay arrived at the gallery with two aides, an embarrassed Desroches was there to meet him and give him a tour. “Although the minister listened to me attentively, he looked at me without hiding his surprise,” she wrote. “He probably was expecting an old bearded Egyptologist, and instead he found a young girl.”

			At the end of the tour, Zay asked her how old she was. “Twenty-two,” she said. “And you’re already the chief curator?” he asked with a smile. “No, sir, I’m just a project manager,” she replied, explaining that she was substituting for Boreux, who had suddenly taken ill. After thanking her for her time, he asked her to come see him the next day at his government office.

			When she did, he asked if Boreux had really been sick. Stammering, she said that she wasn’t sure, that it might have been his wife who was ill. Shaking his head, Zay told her he hadn’t been fooled. He knew exactly what was going on, and he appreciated her stepping in and giving him a tour that he found both enlightening and entertaining.

			Desroches later heard that word of her visit to Zay’s office had gotten back to the Louvre, with some of the curators laughingly speculating that the minister had taken more than a professional interest in her, which certainly would help advance her career. Outraged by the salacious gossip, she found herself newly unsure about what to do with her life and her future. Étienne Drioton was no longer around to give her counsel. In 1934, he had gone to Egypt to work on several excavation projects, and two years later, he had been named director general of the Egyptian Antiquities Service. There was no one else at the Louvre to help her navigate the thicket of infighting and rivalries that beset the museum staff.

			Was she destined to be stuck in the Louvre’s basement forever? That situation wasn’t helped by the fact that she had spent the last three years working there without pay. When Desroches first got the job, it was made clear that she would receive no remuneration. She was able to get by because she lived with her parents, but she didn’t want to be dependent on them indefinitely. At one point, she approached Henri Verne to see about a possible salary. As enlightened as he was about other matters, the museum’s head showed no sympathy or understanding in this case. He replied that it was honor enough to occupy the post Desroches held and she should realize how fortunate she was.

			But just as she was beginning to despair, Father Drioton came to her rescue once again. In 1937, thanks to his intercession, she was awarded a three-month government-sponsored study mission in Egypt. Her childhood dream was about to become reality at last.
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