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Perspectives on Robert Hertz’s Study of the Cult of Saint Besse
Jun’ichi EGAWA

This article analyzes research on the worship of Saint Besse carried out by French
historian of religion Robert Hertz. He undertook field investigations of the cult of Saint
Besse from July 20* to September 1%, 1912, in an area known as the Aosta valley.
Though this area lies within the Italian border, the people of that region maintained
their tradition of speaking ancient Provencgal, or Langue d’Oc, more closely affiliated
with neighboring France. This study was significant, as it was the first ever field
investigation undertaken by a member of the Durkheimian school. Hertz’s research
targeted the rituals, faith, narratives, legends, and iconography surrounding the figure
of Saint Besse.

Though research into popular belief and tradition had been undertaken in folklore
studies up to that point, Hertz approached the subject as a sociologist. His study
thus served to mediate between the two disciplines, and can be seen as a precedent
in the field of French ethnology. The originality of his research is demonstrated in
this paper through a comparison of his analysis of a festival with those of a French
folklorist and another sociologist from the same time. It is hoped that this analysis
will provide insight into contemporary research in similar areas.
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