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Jean-Claude Garcin passed away on 
October 22, 2021. He was 87 years old 
(October 3, 1934–October 22, 2021). 1

A historian of medieval Islam 
(agrégé d’histoire, thesis with Gas-
ton Wiet, then Claude Cahen), lec-
turer then professor at the University 
of Provence, he was an outstanding 
teacher. All those who attended his 
lectures remember the depth of his 
historical thought, magnified by a 
certain theatrical sense. Born in Mar-
seilles, he did not deny this southern 
side which made him refuse all the 
Parisian positions, notably the suc-
cession to Claude Cahen at the Sor-
bonne. In his short memoirs, Miettes 
d’histoire personnelle (Bits of personal 
history), he writes with humor, hav-
ing heard his voice recorded for a 
conference commemorating the millennium of the foundation of Cairo given in 
the presence of Nasser: “I discovered that I spoke Arabic with a Marseilles accent.”

As a teacher, he was an assistant at the University of Tunis (1959–61), then in a 
high school in Senegal (1961–63), and at the University of Algiers (1967–70), where 
he taught in Arabic. After his second stay in Cairo, he was appointed lecturer at 
the University of Provence in 1972 in the Department of History, then professor in 
the Department of Oriental Languages, where he remained until his retirement 
in 2000. With his colleagues Claude Audebert, André Roman, and Charles Vial, 
specialists in the Arabic language, and Gilbert Delanoue, Robert Mantran, and 
André Raymond, historians of the Near East, he co-founded the Research and 
1 Quotes are from his “Miettes d’histoire personnelle,” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 68, 2014 (2018), pp. 
167–202, and from the article “Les soufis dans la ville mamelouke d’Égypte: Histoire du soufisme 
et histoire globale,” in Le développement du soufisme en Égypte à l’époque mamelouke, ed. Richard 
McGregor and Adam Sabra (Cairo: IFAO, 2005), pp. 11–40.
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Studies Group on the Near East (GREPO), which later became a component of the 
Institute for Research and Studies on the Arab and Muslim World (IREMAM).

His research first led him to urban history, conceived as being part of social 
history, with this considerable work—his second thesis (thèse d’État)—on a city in 
Upper Egypt, Qūṣ: un centre musulman en Haute-Égypte, written and published (in 
1976 and republished in 2005) at the IFAO, where he was a scientific member for 6 
years, in two stays (1963–67 and 1970–72). 

While at the IFAO, he participated in archaeological excavations in Nubia, 
where he was able to witness, with the attention to simple people that character-
izes each of his stays abroad, “the descent on boats of the Nubian populations 
forced to leave their villages and their fields because of the construction of the 
Aswan High Dam.”

His presence during the archaeological excavations of the IFAO was part of his 
“service obligations.” In addition to those of Nubia, he participated, on the edge of the 
Egyptian delta, in those of the Coptic hermitages of the Kellia, which led him to an 
epistemological reflection that served him many years later: “I don’t think of myself 
as an archaeologist because of those few months spent on the sites, but I think it was 
indeed those excavations that gave me the idea of what a ‘stratigraphy’ was, which 
served me a great deal later in my study of the Thousand and One Nights, drawing my 
attention to the stratigraphy of the texts, which also helps to date them.”

His research on Qūṣ gives us a glimpse of spaces, at different scales (the city, 
the province, the empire) and to grasp their mutations and changes in polarity, 
research results that still feed the reflections of current researchers.

His work continued with the publication at the IFAO—with Jacques Revault and 
other colleagues—of L’Habitat traditionnel dans les pays musulmans autour de la Médi-
terranée in three volumes (in 1989, 1990, and 1991), a reflection on domestic architec-
ture, followed by Les Palais et maisons du Caire, XIIIe–XVIe siècles (Cnrs, 1982) with 
Jacques Revault and Bernard Maury. Later, on the initiative of Claude Nicolet, then 
director of the École française de Rome, a collective research project on the Medi-
terranean megacities over the long term was born, and Jean-Claude Garcin led the 
group of medievalists who, for the problem of large medieval cities, could only be 
the production of researchers on the Arab world. This work resulted in the collec-
tive book Grandes villes méditerranéennes du monde musulman médiéval (ÉfR 2000, 
reedited 2019) and a few articles in Mégapoles méditerranéennes (EfR-MMSH, 2000).

In 1986–87, he spent his “sabbatical year” at the Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Center in Washington, which houses a magnificent library. He writes in his Mi-
ettes: “It was there that I realized that I could not, by myself, write the book that 
was to replace Robert Mantran’s manual on the history of the medieval Muslim 
world.” Thus, he set about writing the three collective volumes, in 1300 pages, of 
the Nouvelle Clio: États sociétés et cultures du monde musulmans médiéval, Xe-XVe 
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s. (PUF, 1995, 2000, and 2000), which rendered many summer vacations studious. 
The first volume, L’évolution politique et sociale, was intended to present the frame-
work of events. Volume 2, Société et culture, presented economic and social data as 
well as the life of the mind (religious sciences, mysticism, philosophy), literature, 
and artistic productions. Volume 3, Problèmes et perspectives de recherche, is more 
ambitious and offers in-depth reflections on historical phenomena and raises the 
question of the reasons for social developments.

His excellent knowledge of the corpus of medieval Cairo authors led him to 
publish numerous articles on social, intellectual, and economic history. He was 
also a pioneer in the publication and exploitation, together with the late Mustafa 
Taher, of archival documents such as the waqfs, finding in these new sources for 
the knowledge of the urban and social history of Cairo.

As early as the 1970s, a time when this approach was the prerogative only of 
historians of the medieval West, Jean-Claude Garcin used hagiographic materi-
als, jointly exploiting data drawn from al-Shaʿrānī (1492–1565), the founder of a 
Sufi order, and those of the historian al-Maqrīzī (1364–1442) to study the place of 
Sufis in fifteenth-century Cairo, who represented, according to him, the spiritual 
armature of society and who were then the guardians of a definite urban space. 
These religious texts, he said, take on a new political significance when Sufis ap-
pear as recourses against an unjust system. 

Concerned with the epistemology of history, in “Les soufis dans la ville mam-
elouke d’Égypte globale,” a chapter published at the IFAO in 2006 in the book Le 
Développement du soufisme à l’époque mamelouke, he uncovered the use that the 
historian could make of these texts. Questioning his legitimacy as a historian to 
talk about spiritual masters without having first studied the doctrinal texts and 
mystical treatises necessary to grasp their inner message, and without even be-
ing a Sufi himself, unlike many historians in this field, he nonetheless concludes 
that the historian’s study of this phenomenon is useful: “The evolution of Sufism 
is thus a revelator, among others, of the changes that affect the city in its monu-
mental framework and in the extension of urbanization, the social groups that 
live there, the culture that is produced there.”

The research that he carried out in recent years developed towards literary 
history. He began with Lectures du Roman de Baybars (Parenthèses-MMSH, 2003), 
then continued with a considerable work on the Thousand and One Nights, for the 
production of which he lived a monastic existence: “isolating myself from the 
world, no longer attending any seminars, no longer giving any lectures, no longer 
traveling.” He published this work first in a scholarly book: Pour une lecture his-
torique des Mille et Une Nuits (Actes Sud, Sindbad, 2013), and then in a book that 
he wanted to be readable by the general public: Les Mille et Une Nuits et l’Histoire 
(Non Lieu, 2016).
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Throughout his life, as Jean-Claude Garcin expresses it in his Miettes, his re-
sistance to authority, his distaste for pomp, and his concern for the people whose 
history he studied have been a guiding thread. Throughout his work, one feels 
his empathy towards the medieval popular masses struck by immense distress as 
a result of epidemics, famines, and the rapine of the amirs, which he expressed 
thus: “It remains that the simply historical approach is not a ‘cold’ approach. 
Sympathy and respect for people remain necessary conditions for historical work. 
For my part, the discovery of the Sufis in the Ṭabaqāt of Shaʿrānī, when I had not 
yet begun my research on a more global history of Egypt, and the sympathy that 
most of them inspired in me, accompanied me thereafter and allowed me to better 
understand this country.”
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