
traditionnel n’avait pas encore fait place au temps chrétien (333–
344). L’auteur annexe à son travail, sa traduction du S. Denis 17,
revue et corrigée par Valérie Fauvinet-Ranson (345–348). La ques-
tion du paganisme tardo-antique est également au centre de l’article
de Christophe J. Goddard qui se concentre sur les cérémonies pub-
licae. La mutation des témoignes littéraires, épigraphiques et juridi-
ques sur l’organisation de ces fêtes pousse l’auteur à remettre en
question l’idée selon laquelle la pietas païenne se serait privatisée
puis aurait disparu du champ public des cités tardo-antique de la
pars occidentalis de l’Empire (349–377).

Le premier article du dernier chapitre de l’ouvrage, rédigé par
Arbia Hilali, expose le témoignage de certains soldats qui ont
développé un certain goût pour le martyre, avant d’examiner
le débat qu’a suscité ce comportement identitaire au sein
des communautés chrétiennes de l’Afrique romaine tardive
(381–398). L’article suivant nous décrit fort bien l’évolution
sémantique du terme martyr (μάρτυς), qui dès le IIe siècle,
prend un sens typiquement chrétien. D’après Francois-Xavier
Romanacce, l’Église antique n’a pas défini le martyr, pas plus
qu’elle n’a distingué entre les individus persécutés pour leur foi,
ni conçu de procédure visant à leur reconnaître un titre
spécifique. Cette absence de définition institutionnelle ne doit
rien à une méconnaissance des outils juridique et encore moins
à un manque d’intérêts pour les martyrs. Mais elle s’explique
selon l’auteur, qui suit ici la démarche de l’historien américain
Glen Bowersock,6 par la place croissante accordée aux martyrs
dans le quotidien des différentes communautés chrétiennes de
l’Empire romain (399–439). Vient par la suite l’article de Steeve
Bélanger qui analyse les significations «d’être chrétien» au
temps d’Augustin selon le sermon Dolbeau 26. Prêché par
l’évêque d’Hippone en 404 lors les Calendes de janvier, probable-
ment à Hippo Regius ou à Carthage, ce sermon, le plus long des
sermons augustiniens, a permis à l’auteur de décortiquer la
méthode augustinienne pour influencer le comportement de ses
ouailles dans un contexte festif en rappelant les significations
«d’être chrétien» dans une société en métamorphose (467–487).
L’ouvrage se termine par un article de Julio Cesar Magalhães de
Oliveira qui, dans la continuité de sa thèse soutenue sous la dir-
ection de C. Lepelley,7 analyse la mobilisation populaire dans
les conflits religieux en Afrique vandale (489–495). Suivent par
la suite une annexe, composée de trois sous-parties, qui offre au
lecteur une idée générale sur la bibliothèque et les archives de
Claude Lepelley déposées à la MSH Mondes de l’Université
Paris-Nanterre (517–519); une bibliographie mise à jour du

grand historien français (539–550) et un article, encore inédit
en français, de C. Lepelley qui faisait l’objet d’une conférence
donnée à l’École française de Rome le 5 février 2002 (521–537).8

De ce volume, nous retiendrons les inédits de Claude Lepelley,
un regard renouvelé sur l’Antiquité tardive et des apports histor-
iographiques novateurs, nuançant ce que l’on pensait savoir et
livrant de nouvelles pistes de recherches à développer; un pro-
gramme en somme, à la mesure de ce qu’on annonçait la conclu-
sion de Ch.-J. Goddard (499–513).

Notes

1 X. Dupuis, 2015. In memoriam : Claude Lepelley (1934–2015). Ant. Afr. 51 :
5–12; H. Inglebert, Ch.-J. Goddard, 2015. In memoriam : Claude Lepelley
(1934–2015). Ant. Tard 23 : 31–40; N. Kallala, 2017. Un grand historien de
l’Afrique du Nord antique nous a quittés : Claude Lepelley (1934–2015).
Africa XXIV: 7–13; G. Sears, 2021. Transforming late antique Africa :
Claude Lepelley. In : A. Clifford et M. Formisano (éd.) The New Late
Antiquity. A Gallery of Intellectual Portraits, Heidelberg, 2021 : 551–565.
2 Cf. F. Baratte, F. Béjaoui, N. Duval et al., 2015. Basiliques chrétiennes
d’Afrique du Nord. II. Monuments de la Tunisie, Bordeaux; Gui, N. Duval et
J.-P. Caillet, 1992. Inventaire des basiliques chrétiennes d’Afrique du
Nord. I. Inventaire des monuments de l’Algérie, 2 vols, Paris.
3 C. Lepelley, 1984. L’Afrique du nord et le prétendu séisme universel du 21 juil-
let 365.MEFRA 96(1) : 463–491; ID., 1984. L’Afrique du Nord et le séisme uni-
versel du 21 Juillet 364. Remarque méthodologiques et critiques, In : B. Bruno et
A. Pollino (dir.), Tremblements de terre, Histoire et Archéologie (IVe rencontre
d’archéologie et d’histoire d’Antibes, novembre 1983), Valbonne : 199–206.
4 Cette inscription a fait l’objet d’une nouvelle édition revue sur l’estampage
conservé à Berlin. Cf. Ch. Hamdoune (éd.), 2016. Parure monumentale et pays-
age dans la poésie épigraphique de l’Afrique romaine. Recueil de carmina latina
epigraphica, Bordeaux: 85–91.
5 Christine Hamdoune nous a quittés le 12 mai 2019, à l’âge de 69 ans, à la suite
d’un accident en randonnée. Son article posthume qui apparaît dans ce recueil
dédié à la mémoire de son collègue et ami Claude Lepelley fait suite à sa commu-
nication présentée, le jeudi 8 septembre 2016, à l’Université Paris-Nanterre.
6 G. Bowersock, 1995. Martyrdom and Rome, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge.
7 J.C.Magalhães deOliveira, 2012.Potestas populi. Participationpopulaire et action
collective dans les villes de l’Afrique romaine tardive (vers 300–430), Turnhout.
8 Cet article de Claude Lepelley, paru tout d’abord en portugais, est publié au
Brésil en 2016 sous le titre : Os romanos na África ou a África romanizada ?
Arqueologia, colonização e nacionalismo na África do Norte. Revista Heródoto
1(1) : 418–427.
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Response to Saul Kelly’s review of FLYING OVER ZERZURA: ITALIAN MILITARIES IN
SEARCH OF THE UNKNOWN

By Roberto Chiarvetto, Alessandro Menardi Noguera and Michele Soffiantini

Roberto Chiarvetto1 and Michele Soffiantini2
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In his review of our Flying over Zerzura in Libyan Studies 52, Saul
Kelly hinted at ‘some gaps in the coverage’ of Italian activities in
the desert at that time. Such gaps refer to whether Captain Fabbri

accompanied Almásy to Bir Messaha; a possible foray into the
Sudan by the 1933 Marchesi expedition; the reason for Major
Rolle’s mission to ‘Ain Doua in September 1933. Though these
particular events were not discussed in the book, during our
research we discovered several papers and publications which pro-
vide satisfactory replies to all three questions.Corresponding author: Roberto Chiarvetto, email: info@robertochiarvetto.it
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The first question arises from the text of a letter dated 30 April
1933, written by Captain Cesare Fabbri (the interim Commander
in Kufra during Rolle’s absence) to HQ in Benghazi, through
which he asked for permission to accompany Almásy to Bir
Messaha, under the pretext that the trip was too risky to under-
take with just the two vehicles available to the Almásy-Penderel
expedition. We may assume from Fabbri’s words that it was
Almásy’s idea to bring him along, with Penderel completely
unaware of such an offer to the Italians.

This letter is currently kept in the W.B. Kennedy Shaw Papers at
the Royal Geographical Society: it is one of the Italian documents
Shaw took in Kufra at the time the LRDG was stationed there.
Many items were of course to be found there, abandoned by the
Italians after Kufra fell to the French, and Shaw was particularly
interested in a set of pictures of the Sahariana ‘Cufra’ (which he
later published in Long Range Desert Group, correctly crediting
them to the Royal Italian Air Force) and in documents referring
to Almásy, from which it became clear he had befriended the
Italians and provided them with maps and information about the
exploration of the Gilf Kebir. Copies of some of these documents
have survived in Italian archives and we were able to find them;
others, including Fabbri’s letter, were nowhere to be found.

One Italian publication, though, provides indirect proof that
Fabbri did not accompany Almásy to Bir Messaha. During the
Thirties, the Italian Government Offices of Tripolitania and
Cyrenaica published two more or less quarterly Bulletins, contain-
ing information of political and military interest relating to the col-
onies. The Bollettino Informazioni N.8 Aprile-Giugno 1933 from the
Governo della Cirenaica – Comando Truppe (Government of
Cyrenaica – Troops HQ News Bulletin N.8, April–June 1933) con-
tains a short description of British activity around Kufra:1

« British activity in the southern areas, specifically around the borders of
Cyrenaica, Egypt and the Sudan has been very strong in the later years.
The De Almasy2 expedition followed the Clayton expedition.
Furthermore, during May – on the 5th – four big British aeroplanes
reached ‘Uweinat from Cairo, crewed by 6 British Officers and 20 sol-
diers. » (Translation by the Author)

An in-depth description of the Almásy-Penderel expedition and
its members follows, including how the Gilf Kebir was reached
in 1932 by the previous expedition, the story of the three
Zerzura wadis etc. This paragraph is interesting:

« As soon as he arrived in Kufra, De Almasy donated the map from which
the attached tracing was produced. Last year he had promised that map to
Major Rolle and, as soon as he had returned to Cairo he handed out a
copy to our Legation. Having understood that it had not been delivered,
he decided to bring along with him a second copy. » (Translation by
the Author)

The Bulletin contains the 1:1,000,000 map ‘Exploration West of
the Gilf Kebir’ (Figure 1) plus two original sketches that Almásy
drew himself: a map of Merga (Figure 2) and the well structures
at Bir Messaha (Figure 3). The Italian papers contain nothing
else about Bir Messaha, apart from a short description of the
well in the same Bulletin, where the information is said to have
been provided by Almásy.

Interesting as it may appear, the simple fact that the Bulletin
contains information and sketches provided by Almásy and not
a first-hand description by some Italian Officer is sufficient
proof that neither Fabbri, nor any other Italian, reached Merga
on that occasion.

The second question regards the 1933 Marchesi expedition,3

which had been ordered to survey the Kufra-Arkenu-‘Uweinat
area and the border with Egypt that had been recognised with

the 1925 agreements (Figure 4). The Ministry of Colonies was
consulted about how far to extend the survey on the Sudanese
side of ‘Uweinat and towards Tekro and Erdi to the south, in
French Equatorial Africa.

In March, 1933, the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent
notes to the UK and France through the Legation in Cairo and
the Embassy in Paris, giving information about the forthcoming
surveys and recognising the area east of 25° longitude as belong-
ing to Egypt. Further orders to Marchesi also prevented any trip
south of 20° latitude, to avoid any possible confrontation. For
these reasons, no forays as far as Merga were ever made by the
Marchesi expedition, which undertook just two short trips –
each lasting a day and a half – to Jebel Kissu, Garet Chazzi and
Yerguehda Hill, thus actually entering Sudanese territory but
remaining well within the 26°E – 20°N limits.

The original map sketch from the expedition, kept in Florence
at the Istituto Geografico Militare, clearly shows the routes they
travelled, and includes a note in red ink, stating that ‘according
to higher orders, no surveying was made south of 20° latitude’.

Finally, another 1933 letter, this time written on 18 September
by Major Rolle to HQ in Benghazi, contains a report of his mis-
sion to ‘Uweinat, where he had been sent some days before to wel-
come the crews of two Vickers Victoria aircraft of RAF No. 216
Sqn. from Cairo on a reconnaissance trip. This document, just
as Fabbri’s letter above, could not be found; however, the Italian
archives contain most, if not all, the correspondence leading to
the mission and following it.

We must remember that the border between Cyrenaica and the
Sudan was then still an open issue between Italy and the United
Kingdom. The 1932 Bagnold expedition had been welcomed by
Lorenzini and Rolle as if those areas were fully belonging to
Italy, but a formal declaration had yet to be made.

A message by the British Embassy in Rome to the Italian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, dated 18 July 1933,4 points out the dif-
ferences in the views of the two countries and specifies that, though
the Italians had built landing grounds at ‘Ain Doua and Sarra, no
agreement had been reached and the Royal Air Force was expected
to keep on reconnoitring the area ‘in the normal execution of their
duties’. At the same time, both Governments were exchanging
views through their Embassies and Ministries and were confirming
their will to reach a formal and final agreement on the border
between Cyrenaica and the Sudan. Along with diplomacy, both
countries kept on meeting on the ground in the disputed area,
the British usually sending some RAF aeroplanes to ‘Uweinat and
the Italians placing troops to welcome them, to show that the
area was constantly garrisoned and under Italian control.

Rolle’s September 1933 mission was simply one of those ‘des-
ert meetings’, and had been required by news that British aircraft
were scheduled to reach ‘Uweinat on or around 10 September.
The trip had been duly announced by the British to the Italian
Embassy in London, not a secret reconnaissance at all but, as
we have seen, the usual ‘exchange of pleasantries’ between the
two countries, which would lead to the November 1933 talks in
Rome and to the 1934 agreement.

Notes

1 Governo della Cirenaica – Comando delle Truppe – Stato Maggiore. Bollettino
Informazioni N.8 Aprile-Giugno 1933. AUSSME, Rome, L8 Libia/177/1.
2 Almásy often appeared in Italian documents as ‘Count Almasy’ or ‘De Almasy’.
3 See Soffiantini, M. et al., ‘Speciale Missione Marchesi’, L’Universo 4, Istituto
Geografico Militare, Firenze 2012.
4 ASMAE, Rome, Affari Politici Libia 8 (1933)/12.
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Figure 1. Map of the Gilf Kebir containing routes of the 1931 and 1932 expeditions by Clayton and Almásy. Handwritten sketches and notes in red ink highlight features
described by Almásy to the Italians. Top: “Passage found this year by Patrick Clayton”. Centre: “New route found by Col. Penderel between Kufra and Farafrah”.
Source: Bollettino Informazioni N.8, Governo della Cirenaica, 1933. Fondo L8 Libia/177/1. Archivio Ufficio Storico Stato Maggiore Esercito – Roma.
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Figure 2. Map sketch of the Merga area based on information provided by Almásy. The title reads “Sketch of the Merga area (from memory). Scale approximately
1:500,000”. The annotations on the arrows indicate the corresponding route length in days. The lengths between Merga and Bir Natrum Arremi and between the
hill to Bir el Aosc Negal are “1-day march”; that between Bir Natrum Arremi and Bir el Aosc Negal is “2-day march” all the others “1 day and a half march”.
Source: Bollettino Informazioni N.8, Governo della Cirenaica, 1933. Fondo L8 Libia/177/1. Archivio Ufficio Storico Stato Maggiore Esercito – Roma.
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Figure 3. Sketch and drawings of the well at Bir Messaha provided by Almásy. The map sketch marks the various cairns and signs surrounding the well: at a 2-km
distance, aligned to the four cardinal points, four stone cairns are located (marked •), while 700 m towards NW there is a wooden sign (marked T). It is unclear whether
the horizontal “south” arrow on the top right refers to the orientation of the drawing or the map, but the former is more likely.
Source: Bollettino Informazioni N.8, Governo della Cirenaica, 1933. Fondo L8 Libia/177/1. Archivio Ufficio Storico Stato Maggiore Esercito – Roma.
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Figure 4. Map indicating the boundaries of the areas where Marchesi’s topographical survey was to take place. Dated 22 December 1932, it was attached to the final
orders to the expedition, which was already in Cyrenaica, issued by the then-Governor of Libya Badoglio.
Source: Rilievi zona Cufra e Auenàt 1932–1933. Fondo MAI, A.P. b.53 Archivio Storico Diplomatico Ministero Affari Esteri - Roma.
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