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a year later, and the two men came to blows in 
Chamonix, Paccard striking the other to' the 
ground with what must have been a sturdy 
umbrella. Both men were eclipsed by the 
already celebrated Saussure in the same year, 
mainly because his successful ascent had all 
the latest scientific gadgets. 

Modernity was also revealing itself in the 
respectful partnership between savant and 
paysan; Hansen draws a parallel with W ords­
worth and his eye-opening em;ounter with a 
"peasant" on the Simplon Pass. He adds, how­
ever, that Kant, in his positing of a transcen­
dental aesthetics in The Critique of Judge­
ment, distinguished Saussure from both the 
sceptical indigenes and the crampon-sporting 
hobbyists by his desire to edify, which opened 
him to elevating sentiments during the ascent 
and made him, for Kant, "the first mortal to 
climb to the summit of Mont Blanc". 

The unassuming Paccard - who would take 
to wandering the mountains alone with a dash 
of opium - began to be left behind in the narra­
tive because, as Hansen puts it, he "did not fit 
the model": neither peasant guide nor (being 
from Chamonix) a travelling adventurer. 
A statue of him sitting alone was finally 
unveiled in the now chic town on the ascent's 
bicentenary (a full ninety-nine years after the 
monument to Balmat and Saussure): its 
trendy materials had serious issues with the 
first winter, and it was redone in bronze. The 
Summits of Modem Man proclaims both Pac­
card and Balmat as "first" on the summit in 
the sense that they occupied such distinct posi­
tions: "the ascent did not embody one repre­
sentation of enlightenment, modernity, mascu­
linity, or individuality, but entangled compet­
ing and mutually constitutive contemporary 
visions of each". I am not sure that statement 
would have done much to persuade them to 
agree, although a fascinating later chapter 
shows how Sherpa Tenzing, at least, was say­
ing something similar during the Everest quar­
rels, with all their nationalist and imperial 
overtones, following the "conquest" of 1953. 

With the French Revolution 's incursion into 
Savoy, which became the Departement du 
Mont Blanc, the Jacobin Dr Paccard rose to be 
the canton's officer of health, and flame-burn­
ing models of Mont Blanc declared the peak a 
symbol of the new liberty. The ultra-radical 
Montagnards demurred: verticality being anti­
democratic, pace their name, they sQon set 
about destroying all the departement's "preten­
tious" church steeples. The mountain equably 
served as a symbol ofliberty for the other side, 
particularly for the crowds of refugees fleeing 
into Piedmont along the Chamonix valley; 
when the royal troops briefly invaded in 
1793, Paccard' s house was burned down. This 
symbolic role continues into the twenty-first 
century: despite the endless accidents and the 
environmental damage caused by far too 
many visitors, it is deemed unthinkable to 
curtail free access by restricting numbers. 

Chateaubriand famously derided the revo­
lutionary mountain in his Voyage au Mont 
Blanc, while Words worth found its summit 
"a soulless image on the eye": for Hansen, 
however, these are critiques of revolutionary 
politics in the region. Intriguingly, visiting 
writers would have been influenced by 
encounters with locals acting like modem 
estate agents: "by the 1790s, guides of Cha­
monix had a reputation for leading clients 
over routes that used surprise to heighten sen­
timent". The thoughts of the ultra-royalist 
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and Catholic Jacques Balmat are not 
recorded during all this, but when he dragged 
a local woman to the summit and made of 
Marie Paradis another first, Hansen suggests 
that it was to show up Paccard (even a 
woman can do it) and perhaps reclaim 
Bastille Day for the Virgin. Paradis, on recov­
ering from her ordeal, suggested to her neigh­
bours in Chamonix that they make the voy­
age themselves as there was too much for her 
to recount - thus mocking "the transcendent 
individualism" of more literary construc­
tions. Even the iron summit cross Balmat 
erected on his ascent in 1811 with other 
guides has "layers of meaning and signifi­
cance"; it was ordered by the Napoleonic 
state as a trigonometric signal. 

There is an equally intriguing section on 
the Shelleys. While the poet signed the visi­
tor's book "atheists one and all" - despising 
the locals as "leeches" - and denied Mont 
Blanc anything more than a "still and solemn 
power" in his eponymous poem, his wife 
dreamed up Frankenstein. This particular 
genre-busting work shows a similarly "entan­
gled" ambivalence in its critique of rational­
ism, the Revolution, and science' s mastering 
masculinity in the character of Dr Franken­
stein, alongside a discreet sympathy for a 
maternal Christianity: Alan Liu' s comment 
on the whiteness of Mont Blanc is usefully 
quoted: "[it] is the space in which history can 
ghost into the present; not no meaning but a 
panic of too much possible meaning" . 

While Hansen locates this panic in the 
mountain's oscillation between secular and 
sacred at the behest of either revolutionaries 
or royalists, the truth may have been untidier. 
The academic's tendency to lapse into theory 
briefly overcomes a discussion of the "Tem­
ple of Nature" erected by Bourrit at Montan­
vert in 1795, on the very edge of the Mer de 
Glace - the frozen sea that may (or may not) 
represent "the limit of normal theoretical ter­
rain" where discourse becomes "non-verbal 
practice". The building was also a refuge for 
climbers, the first of many, of which the latest 
has just opened: a huge solar-powered silver 
carbuncle just below the summit (invisible on 
normal approach) aimed at challenging wild 
campers who leave their rubbish and excre-

ment after spending much of the summer biv­
ouacked in snow on the highest slopes. The 
effect of Bourrit's temple was more radical, 
if not unsimilar: to turn the entire mountain 
into a hymn to nature - an entanglement of 
the religious and the secular that Hansen's 
nimble fingers do much to clarify. 

The mountains' romantic allure had sub­
sided to ' a commodity of leisure time" by 
the mid-nineteenth century: Albert Smith's 
Ascent of Mont Blanc used slides, music and 
ambling St Bernards to allow the masses a 
vicarious taste of the mountain's fearful 
thrills without leaving Piccadilly. Ifthis feels 
uncomfortably familiar, the account of Bal­
mat's death in the 1830s is even more so. A 
legendary figure in his seventies, he had long 
fallen into debt supporting an extended 
family, and his hunt for crystals had devel­
oped into a search for gold on the cliffs of 
Mont Ruan, where he fell into a crevasse. His 
companion, Louis Pache, kept silent and was 
jailed on suspicion of murder, released only 
when his wife committed suicide. The Balmat 
family was reduced to penury; four of 
Balmat's grandchildren died of an epidemic 
within the month. Twenty years later, the 
government official in Sixt confessed that he 
had known through witnesses that Balmat's 
death was accidental, but had ordered Pache 
to keep silent for fear of a gold rush and the 
subsequent devastation of the valleys. Hansen 
rightly claims these fears to b,e legitimate, 
pointing to later mining discoveries and their 
consequences, but is typically cautious of 
anachronistic parallels: "Consider them alter­
native modernities". 

For Balmat and many others, "gold" repre­
sented a variety of widely shared hopes and 
desires, and a form of subjectivity distinct in 
many respects from the dreams of individual 
sovereignty envisioned by the fin ancially 
secure social climbers whom he. and other 
guides led to the summit. 
Paccard had died, a heavy drinker, in 1827, 

eleven years before Henriette d' Angeville 
reached the summit aged forty-two, having 
claimed Mont Blanc to be her "frozen lover" 
in a "monomania of the imagination", and 
anticipating "the delicious hour during which 
I will rest on his summit". Her extraordinary 
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courage and sheer will were obscured by sex­
ist and suggestive commentary on her return, 
but she claimed (predictably by now) to be 
the first woman who made the ascent, Marie 
Paradis admitting to having been "dragged, 
pulled, carried, etc" in a dialogue noted down 
by - Henriette d' Angeville. She occupies a 
prominent place in her straw hat, ballooning 
skirts and long scarf. in the refurbished 
museum in Chamonix. 

Yet hypermasculinity was now the order 
of the day: Edward Whymper' s portrait of 
the Alpine Club exhibits the "muscular ethos" 
(in Hansen's words) of mountaineering'S 
"golden age" . This dated from Alfred Wills' s 
ascent of the Matterhorn in 1854 and was 
firmly British: clipped to the Empire, its sun 
only set in the 1950s. Its chauvinism was dra­
matically illustrated by the "Matterhorn catas­
trophe" of 1865. Whymper beat an Italian 
party to the summit and gleefully dislodged a 
"torrent of stones" on the foreign heads; a 
clumsy companion slipped on the descent and 
dragged everyone but Whymper and two Zer­
matt guides (father and son) to their deaths. 
Although Dickens perceptively called it "a 
waste of human life - a gift too holy to be 
played with like a toy .. . by bragging vanity" 
(he would no doubt have much to say about 
contemporary mountaineering), Whymper 
made the disaster the "manly" (Ruskin's 
approving term) climax of his Scrambles 
Amongst the Alps of 1871; if its martiallan­
guage has been replaced these days by tech­
speak and mordant slang ("screamer" for a 
very long fall, "chilled off' for killed), its 
laconic tone is still with us. The three were 
saved, surprisingly, by the feebleness of their 
inferior rope, and Whymper makes much of a 
vision of two spectral crosses in the ky a 
they descended to afety. It is urprising that 
Hansen omits to mention the inquiry uspi­
cion that the older guide, Peter Taugwalder 
had chosen an old rope or had actually cut it; 
he subsequently went mad. 

The first ascents of Mont Blanc are cultural 
peaks around which subsequent hmes anu D.1S­
tories swirl in fascinating formations: we are 
shown monuments, novels, poems and films 
endlessly re-envisioning what appears to be 
a simple story of men triumphing over a 
mass of rock - the most original being Blaise 
Cendrars's "Dictaphone" narrative of 1929 
spun around Balmat's summit burial of three 
prune stones. Each period (including that of 
the Nazis) casts its own giant shadow on the 
swirl, not least when, as Hansen shows in his 
penultimate chapter, Everest (aka nature) was 
conquered and the first ascent of Mont Blanc 
was rewritten: Hillary as the modest Paccard, 
Tenzing as Balmat - the exotic "other" appro­
priated by the postcolonial moment. 

The complex time knot thus created makes 
this one of the most revealing accounts of the 
Everest expedition that I have . read. But 
Hansen provokingly leaves us, after a cQm­
n'lentary on the way climate change has taken 
the zip out of our species' sovereignty, with 
the Riickenfigur of Otzi, the Neolithic individ" 
ual revealed by melting ice on the Austrian­
Italian frontier. Another time knot, he 
suggests, on the long belay that connects us to 
Otzi and to everyone else, clinging to the verti­
cality that represents "the continuum of past 
and present and future"; although, as he 
reminds us, our present summit position is 
"ephemeral and evanescent ... we can never 
step on the same mountain twice". 


