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In Jukkasjärvi, a small town located in the county of Kiruna, situated 
nearly 200 kilometres north of the Arctic Circle, there is an old church, 
built in 1608, in which one finds a wooden plaque, more precisely the 
back of a reindeer sleigh, with a curious inscription:

It reads:

Gallia nos genuit, vidit nos Africa, Gangem
Hausimus, Europam que oculis lustravimus omnem:
Casibus et variis acti terra que mari que,
Stetimus hic tandem nobis ubi defuit orbis
De Fercourt. De Corberon. Regnard
18 Augusto 1681

3	 Signs of Travel and Memory*

The Case of the Wooden Slabs 
in Jukkasjärvi (1681–1736)

Sylvie Requemora-Gros

* �The text is translated from French by Olivia Trolley and edited by Christina 
Kullberg. All translations of quotes from French are Trolley’s and Kullberg’s. 
The Latin was first translated by Requemora-Gros to French. The English ver-
sions were then carefully corrected and adjusted by one of the anonymous 
reviewers. Special thanks to the anonymous readers for their helpful sugges-
tions and to the editors of this volume for help with Swedish language sources.

Figure 3.1  Wooden slab by Regnard, Jukkasjärvi church. 
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The short verse in Latin translates as follows:

France has given birth to us. We have seen Africa and the River 
Ganges, travelled the entirety of Europe. We have had many different 
adventures, by land and by sea, and we have stopped here, in this 
place, where the earth came to an end.1

The wooden plaque with its engravings in Latin, which recall the inscrip-
tion on Virgil’s tomb (“Mantua me genuit […]”), is still visible today in 
the church at Jukkasjärvi.2 It was the French playwright Jean-François 
Regnard (1655–1709), widely known in France as Molière’s successor, 
who had it engraved when he travelled to the North in the 1680s. He 
wrote about his journey to the region in his fictional work but also, most 
notably, in a travelogue, Voyage en Laponie, which was published posthu-
mously in 1731. Here we learn more about the context of the engraving:

It took us nearly four hours to get to the summit, walking along 
paths that had not before been known to any mortal, and when we 
arrived we saw the whole stretch of Lapland and the Nordic Sea, 
right up to the northern cap, where it turns west. That, my friend, 
is called tackling the pole’s axis, and getting to the very edge of the 
world. It was there that we placed the following inscription in its true 
home, which, I believe, will never be read by anyone but bears.3

The book then continues with the quote from the wooden plaque, quoted 
above. The passage describes how Regnard and his fellow travellers first 
made the inscription on a stone in the northern landscape. I will come 
back both to the company of travellers and the stone inscription later in 
this chapter. Here, I want to underscore that in the published text, com-
menting on the inscription, Regnard notes the precise duration of the 
inaugural ascension (four hours) and the timelessness of its final recep-
tion (never to be read by anyone but bears), located in a time that is 
synonymously suspended, inexistent, and ad æternam. The temporal pro-
gression thus leads to a kind of denial of time, which strongly suggests an 
immemorial desire for spiritual, literary, and geographical immortality. 
Regnard’s wooden slab thus allows to reflect on travel and temporality 
in relation to materiality and to establish links between early modern 
French travels to the far North.

In fact, Regnard’s engravings can also be read in connection with other 
inscriptions in the same church. One of the other plaques in Jukkasjärvi 
is difficult to decipher but is recognisable as being that of Aubry de La 
Motraye (1674–1743), a French Huguenot who travelled through Europe 
and parts of Asia and Africa at the turn of the eighteenth century. In 1715 
he came to Sweden with the Swedish King Charles XII’s secretary, and he 
explored Lapland in 1718. The other inscription refers to Pierre Louis 
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Moreau de Maupertuis’s travels (1698–1759). Maupertuis was a mathe-
matician who went to Lapland on an expedition sponsored by the French 
Academy of Sciences to prove that the earth is flattened by its two poles. 
The inscription commemorating his travels features a signed overleaf by 
Johannes Wegelius, a lecturer at the school of Torneå, on the front and on 
the back by Gabriel Gyllengrip, the governor of the region, both of whom 
welcomed Maupertuis in 1736.

Plaques like these reflect the interrelationship between engraving, art, 
crafts, and meaning, but in the early modern period, they first and fore-
most represented a celebration of time and space, a work of classical 
rhetoric positioned as a timeless memorial. In a way, the wooden slabs in 
Jukkasjärvi need to be understood in a larger context of imperial expan-
sions and the practice of marking a space as a form of remembrance and 
of possession. They could even be considered as an example of a Nordic 
padrâo, a kind of “stone pillar mounted with a cross or a Portuguese 
crest of arms, bearing an inscription”.4 Portuguese travellers who became 
wealthy by discovering “new” lands in the fifteenth century often used 
these pillars in order to commemorate the places that they had visited but 
also to claim possession of these territories. The first to put this into prac-
tice was Diogo Cão under the orders of Jean II in 1482 at the opening 
of the Zaire River. Bartolomeu Dias and Vasco de Gama also used these 
kinds of markers. Interestingly, in light of this imperial travel practice, the 
French travellers to northern Sweden used wood rather than stone, and 
even, in the case of Regnard, a reindeer sleigh.5 Moreover, French travel-
lers to the North had other ambitions than Portuguese explorers in Africa 
and the New World. As historical remainders, the plaques celebrating 
and commemorating Regnard, La Motraye, and Maupertuis were not 
signposts for political and commercial spaces of conquest. Instead, they 
represent an exercise in poetic style and reveal the desire to leave a tem-
poral, historical, and artistic marker that needs to be understood in the 
context of French early modern writing practices. Leaving traces on a 
plaque can be translated into an aspiration to situate oneself and one’s 
travels in an atemporal perspective; it communicates a quest for glory 
and immortality. Inscriptions left by travellers reignite the past culture of 
antiquity, reflect the modern concept of a present worthy of respect, and 
look towards a future worthy of being remembered and marked, in both 
the history of science and of literature.

This chapter argues that the series of inscriptions in Jukkasjärvi make 
it possible to trace a lineage of French voyagers to the North. The objec-
tive is to investigate this lineage in order to reflect on temporal dimen-
sions in travel by looking at the relationships between travelogues and 
other forms of writing that travellers left behind, in this case engravings. 
The chapter also examines the specific form of such travel inscriptions. 
What kind of poetics do these inscriptions on wood convey? The plaques 
can be seen as historical markers, which are simultaneously worldly and 
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topographical, but they also embody an original kind of visual and tex-
tual medium. Being both a material and a scriptural remnant of trav-
els, they seem to operate on different temporal levels: As memorials of 
the travellers, they are linked to the place visited, at the same time as 
they draw on antique traditions, through the prism of French classicism, 
which suggest another temporality that seems to be articulated in a ten-
sion with the time of a French imaginary of the North.

Aspiring Socialite Travelling North: Regnard

Regnard set off towards Flanders on April 26, 1681, and travelled via 
Holland and Denmark to reach Sweden. Encouraged by the king of 
Sweden, Charles XI, he embarked at Stockholm on July 23 and jour-
neyed to Lapland with his companions, Nicolas-Augustin Corberon and 
Claude Auxcousteaux de Fercourt, returning to France on December 4, 
1681.6 He travelled through Lapland for six weeks, covering around one 
thousand kilometers of ground in just one month. At the end of the sev-
enteenth century, Sápmi was not a geographical unity. It was a land at 
a crossroads between nations, defined simply as a region inhabited by 
those known as “Lapps”, the Sami. The Sami were disseminated across 
the region since the ninth century by a systematic treatise of Finnish hunt-
ers and became connected to the Swedish crown in the sixteenth century 
under King Gustav Vasa (1496–1560). The treaty of Teusina (1595) and 
Knäred (1613) drew political divisions between Lapland and Sweden, 
Russia, and Denmark.7 It was in this geopolitical context that Regnard 
travelled to the far North.

For a French seventeenth-century traveller, arriving above the Polar 
Circle was conceived as a considerable achievement. The destination in 
itself was uncommon at the time. French travellers would preferably voy-
age south, to Italy and Greece, or towards the Middle East to look for 
education or alliances, adventure, or exotic encounters. In other words, 
Regnard had his reasons for giving his northern voyage a slightly exagger-
ated and poetic tone: He had to justify this unusual destination. Typically, 
he calls Torneå “the last town of the world on the northern edge” as if one 
would fall into the abyss if one was to go further.8 One could, of course, 
question how dramatic their voyage to the far North really was, consider-
ing that they travelled during the summer. Nevertheless, in the imaginary 
of southern Europeans, the landscapes above the Polar Circle represented 
the door towards a radical elsewhere – an arctic barbaric space. On an 
imaginative level, Regnard presents the area as not only geographically 
remote but also temporally distanced; it is “savage” and “archaic”, mean-
ing that going to these faraway lands would imply a journey across space 
and equally across time.

Several possible explanations have been given as to why Regnard’s 
travel account to Lapland remained unpublished during his lifetime. One 
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explanation might be that a substantial amount of the information con-
tained was taken from the Lapponia id est regionis Lapponum by Johannes 
Schefferus, a German philologist who became the professor of eloquence 
and politics at Uppsala University in 1647. His study of Lapland was 
published in Latin in 1673 and translated into French by Père A. Lubin, 
under the title Histoire de la Laponie, in 1678.9 Considering the popular-
ity of this translation, it is possible that Regnard might have chosen not 
to publish his own account: The translation would have revealed to what 
extent Regnard’s text was fraught with “plagiarisms”.10 Moreover, with 
the success of Histoire de la Laponie the market for Nordic exoticism 
would have been saturated. Unlike Regnard, however, Schefferus never 
went to Lapland. Schefferus’s text is a compilation of notes taken by 
priests and parishioners on the request of the philologist. But rather than 
“facts” on the region, it was a certain imaginary of the North, inspired 
by Histoire de la Laponie, that marked Regnard’s travelogue. This imag-
inary did not come from the Latin edition of Schefferus’s history but 
from the French translation. Included in the French 1678 edition, one 
finds illustrations by the engraver René Michault that were highly influ-
ential and allowed the exotic image of Lapland to be disseminated at the 
time – an imaginary vision that clearly influenced all French travellers to 
Scandinavia, including Regnard.11

Another explanation as to why Regnard did not publish his travels is 
political. The moment when Sweden abandoned its alliance with France, 
the French king aligned with Denmark. In the light of these changes in 
alliances, it has been speculated that Regnard could have been sent on 
a secret mission to reassure the Danish chancellor.12 Would Regnard 
then have been travelling to the North as a diplomat? It is possible, but 
there is no evidence of this and Regnard makes no mention of any such 
thing. At the core of his voyage seems to have been an interest in all 
things worldly and courtly and a desire for a grand tour of the North.13 
Contrary to what he writes in the novel La Provençale (1731), which 
is one of his fictional accounts of his many journeys, the departure 
towards Scandinavia was not brought about by a failed love story. He 
did not express any hope that “the cold of the North would somewhat 
calm the fervour” of his unquenched love and he did not embark on the 
journey “with as much sadness as with curiosity” as it is claimed in the 
novel.14 Rather, it was a quest for knowledge of the world (curiosité) 
and a desire to develop his sociable side that motivated him. Following 
the model of well-to-do youth who completed their training by doing a 
cultural tour across the humanist heights of antiquity, Regnard set off 
with his two companions, de Fercourt and Corberon. Vidit nos Africa, 
as they claimed in the Jukkasjärvi inscription, which can literally be 
translated as “Africa has seen us” (a common way of saying “I was tour-
ing Africa” in Latin). It thus seems like they wanted to present them-
selves as cosmopolitans.
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The names of those who had travelled alongside Regnard do not, gen-
erally, appear in any of his published travel accounts or in other published 
writings: in La Provençale, Fercourt is totally absent, as is the case with 
the travelogue of his trips to Flanders, Sweden, Denmark, Poland, and 
Germany. The names do not even appear in his account of the journey 
to Lapland, with the exception of the mention on the plaque inscribed in 
Latin. Here, finally, his companions appear, and even if they were com-
pletely excluded from Regnard’s other texts, the inscription suggests that 
the company as a whole was significant for the journey.

Together the three men formed a group of young aspiring socialites, who 
had not yet reached the peak of their careers but who, nevertheless, chose 
to embark on a journey towards an obscure destination, at least from the 
point of view of a Frenchman. Corberon had been an active lawyer in the 
Grand Chamber of the Paris parliament from 1669 and was deputy pub-
lic prosecutor of the General Counsel when they set off towards Sweden. 
Surprisingly then, he had put his political ambitions on hold and left to 
discover the world, venturing to Asia all the way to the Ganges River. On 
the plaque in Jukkasjärvi Ganges and Asia are mentioned, making a direct 
reference to Corberon’s travels and not those of Regnard. Upon his return 
from Scandinavia in 1683, Corberon married Mademoiselle Magdeleine 
Du Four. She was the daughter of a former consulate and member of the 
Parisian bourgeoisie, and her dowry, combined with the financial support 
of François-Michel Le Tellier de Louvois, Louis XIV’s Secretary of State 
and War, allowed Corberon to obtain the title of Counsellor and General 
Prosecutor at the parliament of Metz in 1684.

De Fercourt was a noble gentleman from Picardy, who did not have 
as brilliant a career as did Corberon but was made counsellor in the 
office of Beauvais and ultimately became major of the town.15 Before 
going to Scandinavia, de Fercourt had travelled with Regnard in the 
Mediterreanean region, where they visited Italy and North Africa. Several 
texts published at the time state that Regnard was always by de Fercourt’s 
side although their travels would later lead to controversies between the 
two friends. This is notably the case concerning the account of when they 
were captured by pirates and held in Algeria. A nobleman and of higher 
value to his kidnappers than Regnard, de Fercourt escaped along with a 
valet, of whom we know nothing, aside from the fact that de Fercourt 
gave him a considerable sum during the negotiation for his ransom.

The two travel companions were no doubt important to Regnard, who 
did not enjoy the same social status as they did. Yet, in his publications, 
Regnard would not only silence his fellow travellers; he would, at least 
according to de Fercourt, also fabricate. When de Fercourt became con-
scious of the publication of Regnard’s Scandinavian journey in 1731, 
three years before de Fercourt’s death, he was eager to rectify the mis-
taken facts: “Nothing could be more false”, he said about the account.16 
He also published his own version of the captivity in Algeria before he 
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passed away. He was just as irritated by the tales he found in Regnard’s La 
Provençale and quite possibly also by the fact that Regnard in his play La 
Coquette let a ridiculous character have de Fercourt’s title of counsellor 
to the presidial counsel of Beauvais.17 Considering his old age, he could 
only point out what he deemed to be blatantly false about Regnard’s 
versions of their journeys. In an unedited letter addressed to Jean-Pierre 
Nicéron, de Fercourt wrote of his bitterness and powerlessness:

All our travels have been published under the name of M. Regnard, 
but the details of the fragments that we found after his death are so 
poorly recounted: There are so many things that have been omitted, 
and others that are so badly placed that I really wish I could do some-
thing about it; but where, when, and how?18

In a way, the plaque in Jukkasjärvi at least acknowledges the presence of 
Corberon and de Fercourt even if they are far from giving us an idea of 
their version of the voyage. The companions are also crucial for under-
standing Regnard’s travel writing and the inscription. They testify that 
despite the strange destination, he hoped that the journey would con-
tribute to better position him in the Parisian social circles. Regnard’s 
voyage to Lapland took place before he became a famous dramaturge 
and Molière’s “sole beneficiary”.19 Tellingly, once he had become famous 
for his theatre – some time after his return from Scandinavia – Regnard 
revealed this mondain dimension of himself. But this side of him was 
clearly already there in his travels to the North as can be seen in his writ-
ing strategies.

In the preface to the posthumous travelogue, Regnard addressed a reader 
that he wanted to please, namely the French ambassador in Stockholm. 
In so doing, he presented the account of his journey to Lapland like a 
long letter, punctuated with information but also filled with entertain-
ing stories. This placed his account in the line of French galant travel 
narratives of the period. He used stylistic features that were common in 
galant writing, such as prosimetrum, which combines prose and verse. 
Moreover, the very structure and form of his travel writing tend towards 
galant literature. He inserted a poem on the beauty of the solitary Nordic 
landscapes by taking up the antique topic of the sublime locus terribilis, 
whilst all along playing with a number of possible intertexts, like “La 
Solitude” or “Le Contemplateur” of Saint-Amant, thus foreshadowing 
the beauty of the North that would later be enhanced by Madame De 
Staël (1766–1817). Finally, his writing often tended towards a dramatisa-
tion of the Other. For example, he depicted the movement of the Sami in 
terms of a mute theatre. In so doing, he added a theatrical aspect to his 
Cartesian conceptualisation of the Sami as a “little machine”.20

The galant style and form is also reflected in the ways in which he trav-
elled. Regnard’s entire itinerary was determined by his worldly intention 
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to connect with the courts of northern Europe in order to make himself 
known. He first visited the court of Denmark, then that of Sweden, and as 
previously mentioned it was in order to please the King of Sweden, who 
had suggested the voyage in the first place, that he undertook the journey 
to Lapland. The other trips to Flanders and Holland were equally courtly 
adventures, tracing royal genealogies more so than tracing descriptions of 
the particularities of these countries, as if the inscription of a particular 
place and time interested him more than contemporary geography. This 
worldly intention to leave a mark in this “barbarian and uncivilised” 
North, a North that he then transformed through a gaze that was at once 
antiquarian (turning it into a locus amoenus) and modern (a pre-roman-
tic conception of the beauty of the savage place), thus allowed Regnard 
to place himself in a sociable and civilised present, beyond the memorial 
aspect of the plaques.

In other words, while the plaque is commonly a commemorative prac-
tice that inscribes the voyager into the visited place, Regnard’s inscription 
is at the same time directed towards the future and towards other spaces: 
This traveller was interested in leaving a trace of himself not only in a 
church in Jukkasjärvi or at the “edge of the world” where it never would 
be “read by anyone but bears”, but in the aristocratic circles in Paris. But 
the plaque remains temporally stable; it is there reminding future visitors 
to the church that he and his friends were there. In contrast, his published 
texts evoking his travels played with more disruptive temporalities as 
they resurface in different contexts, in different forms of writing, and 
were ultimately published posthumously.

Regnard’s wooden plaque would indeed leave a mark in accounts by 
European travellers to come. In this way, it seems, the sociable and galant 
exercise in style infiltrated the more scientific travels to the North in the 
eighteenth century, too. Above and beyond its commemorative dimen-
sion, the engraving thus exists in an interesting temporality; the inscrip-
tion itself becomes part of another genealogy, that of a line of explorers 
in Lapland.

The Huguenot Following Regnard: La Motraye

When La Motraye arrived in Jukkasjärvi during the winter of 1718, he 
found Regnard’s text engraved on the back of a reindeer sleigh and placed 
by the altar in the church. Guided by a local who had been Regnard’s 
guide 37 years earlier, La Motraye visited the rock upon which the origi-
nal engraving was to be found. In his travelogue, he describes his own 
journey to the rock and quotes the original inscription:

After a stretch of three thousand miles across glacial plains, our pre-
cursor showed me the non plus ultra of three French travellers. [The 
guide] told me that, around thirty-seven years earlier he had provided 
these three men with boats on the same unfrozen lake. This non plus 
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ultra is the extremity of a chain of bare mountains […] which almost 
make up an island, that he named Pescomarca […], and from which 
these men had wanted to see the tip, like someone from that side of 
the world would do […] In so far as his memory served him, the old 
man pointed out the place where he had seen them inscribe some-
thing, but what, he said, he did not know. I scraped the moss off the 
rock and discovered these all-too-legible words:

Gallia nos genuit; vidit nos Africa; Gangem
Hausimus, Europamque oculis lustravimus omnem:
Casibus et variis acti terraque marique,
Stetimus hic tandem, nobis ubi defuit orbis
De Fercourt, De Corberon, Regnard
Anno 1681, die 22 Augusti21

The toponomy “Pescomarca” has been identified as a neck of land in the 
southeastern part of Lake Torneträsk called Pieksenjarka in Sami.22 The 
stone version of Regnard’s wooden plaque that La Motraye here claims 
to have seen, remains lost despite the attempts made in the beginning 
of 1900 by Karl Bernard Wiklund, professor at Uppsala University, to 
encourage tourists and archaeologists to find it.23 Nonetheless, it is clear 
that La Motraye constructs the landscape that lies before him through 
the perspective of Regnard and his companions, even if Regnard’s Voyage 
en Laponie had not yet been published at the time of La Motraye’s voy-
age. Instead of the temporal precisions related to travel that we saw in 
Regnard’s inscription, La Motraye operates in the time-space of memory: 
The recollection of his own journey to the site of the stone and the memo-
ries of the local guide, who had helped Regnard and his companions 37 
years earlier and now accompanied La Motraye to the same spot.

Clearly, there was a tradition among travellers from the South after 
Regnard to leave a mark in the church of Jukkasjärvi. Guiseppi Acerbi, 
an Italian naturalist who voyaged to Lapland in 1798 and 1799, wrote 
in his travel journal and later in his travelogue, that he had read in the 
Turku gazettes that the plaques were counted in a list that had been left 
in the church of Jukkasjärvi.24 “In the church of Jukasjervi”, he writes in 
his travelogue, “there is a book, in which, in imitation of Regnard […], 
[travellers] have had the ambition to write their names, and to shew their 
talents as men of wit”.25 Amongst them, Acerbi notes, there was one in 
Latin that referred to La Motraye’s visit in June 1718. There are no men-
tions of the Turku gazettes in the French or English translations of his 
travelogue; instead he lists and then cites the inscriptions on the inside of 
the church in Jukkasjärvi. In this context, he evokes La Motraye’s own 
inscription on a curious semi-circle-shaped plaque, which is still found in 
the church but is today very difficult to read. Nonetheless, the first verse 
on this curious plaque very clearly suggests that Acerbi in his travelogue 
quotes this particular inscription.
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Gaul gave life to me, and England gave me a safe haven; the two 
Germanies, Great Greece and Greece, Naxos, Barcelona, Hercules’ 
columns, the two Asias, Italy, Africa, and Malta, which lies opposite 
the latter two, the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov, the Caspian Sea, 
but also the Baltic shores saw me, even the north pole itself saw me, 
and Lapland made me see the midnight sun and offered me the meat 
and milk of reindeer to eat and drink, like Tartaria once offered me 
the meat and milk of horses.
This was written in Jukkasjärvi by Aubri de La Motraye,
subject of Great Britain,
on his return from Lake Torneträsk
on June 13, 171826

La Motraye was a more experienced traveller and outpaced Regnard in the 
number of countries he had visited. He was also a Huguenot and a “subject 
of Great Britain” who, after he had travelled to Rome, Lisbon, London, 
and the Ottoman Empire, departed towards Sweden in 1715 together with 
Otto Wilhelm Klinckowström, secretary of the Swedish king Charles XII. 
In 1718 he explored Lapland and discovered the traces of Regnard. Being a 
Huguenot travelling in a Lutheran country, La Motraye is quick to nuance 
Regnard’s representations of the North, as if he could detect that Regnard 

Figure 3.2  �Wooden slab attributed by the author to La Motraye, Jukkasjärvi 
church. 

Photo: Sylvie Requemora-Gros
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was more interested in pleasing a social elite than in giving a precise and 
accurate description of the region. Nonetheless, La Motraye, too, contin-
ued the practice of inscribing classical sociable poetics in the far North.

In his travel account, La Motraye explicitly writes that this exercise 
in style, the art of engraving on a plank of wood, like an “ancient votiva 
Tabula”, takes shape in the wake of Regnard’s inscription:

After dinner [the local guide] showed me the church and the four 
verses written by the travellers that I mentioned previously, who 
had engraved them onto a plank of wood that they had suspended 
against the wall next to the altar, much like an ancient votiva Tabula. 
I made him understand how much freedom these men had given to 
their muse at the expense of truth, in calling Peskomarca the edge of 
the world, and he asked me if I did not also want to leave something 
in memory of my travels. I told him that I would think about it that 
evening: in fact, it was not long after I had got back to my lodgings 
after having dined with him that I picked up my pen and wrote the 
following words, in which I recount my travels.27

Describing the wooden plaque as a Votiva Tabula, a gallery of celebrities 
or a place of worship turned into a place of sociability, it becomes part of a 
new epigrammatic and poetic collection and of a coded genre: The opening 
line of all of La Motraye’s and Regnard’s poems starts in the same way, by 
putting France first. Regnard begins “Gallia nos genuit”, and “Gallia mihi 
lucem dedit” is La Motraye’s first line. In taking up a process of imitation, 
La Motraye thus in a way constructs his wood engraving as a particular 
style. Speaking of Regnard and his companions and following the prov-
erb “long ways, long lies”, he points out “how much freedom these men 
had given to their muse at the expense of truth”, a typical topos of travel 
narratives. But La Motraye himself improved his own engraving when 
he quoted it later in his travelogue. In the published version, La Motraye 
transforms the short piece of prose to eleven more elaborate verses, and, 
thus, he posits himself as a traveller-liar in the wake of Regnard.

Acerbi signalled that there are different versions of La Motraye’s 
text – the inscription in itself and the poem later included in his travel 
journal – thus emphasising how writing and, perhaps, the very experi-
ence of travelling changes with time:

Mr. Motraye seems to have been a traveller of consequence. It 
appears from his biographer that he lived in particular habits of 
friendship with Charles the XIIth, king of Sweden. When he printed 
his Travels in England, he does not seem to have been quite pleased 
with his inscription at Jukasjervi, which is neither verse nor prose 
(as he would make us believe that he wrote it extempore) and he has 
altered it […].28
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Arcebi seems to have mixed up the moments of inscription in his account 
as he dates the wooden plaque to June 13, 1718, and the published verse 
to June 23, 1718. The word choice “extempore” is a temporal marker, and 
La Motraye himself plays with temporality by evoking the votiva tabula. 
More importantly, the transformation of the text from the engraving to 
the published book breaks with the principle of imitation. La Motraye 
does not copy but reinvents Regnard’s style and form. He seems to explore 
the possibility of contributing to a dimension of the travel genre that is 
in the process of taking shape; inscribing one’s presence in the North in 
the form of a poem engraved on local material turns into a practice and 
a genre that occurs as an appendix to the travelogue. Acerbi does not 
say exactly where in the church the plaque was placed. Nonetheless, his 
remarks suggest that La Motraye is proud to have his inscription “in the 
church near the others”, meaning Regnard, Fercourt, and Corberon.29

According to Acerbi, the “guest book” from the church in Jukkasjärvi, 
which he, following the French translation, describes as a “merging of all 
of these accounts [témoignages] in the form of a literary swordfight”,30 
was written “in imitation of Regnard […] to shew their talents as men of 
wit”.31 However, it appears to have disappeared. Literary scholar Marthe 
Emmanuel claims that this “literary swordfight” unfolded in the lost 
“guest book” and was thus not engraved but written “on paper that has 
not stood the test of time, like Regnard’s wood”.32 However, the exis-
tence of the disc-shaped wood, quoted above, proves the very opposite: 
La Motraye quite literally followed Regnard’s practice. He not only left 
words on paper but also on wood. Moreover, his semi-circled plaque 
is placed beside two other large pieces of wood containing engravings 
that do not figure in Acerbi’s list. These plaques celebrate the travels of 
Maupertuis, the next voyager to participate in the “literary swordfight” 
in the church in Jukkasjärvi.

The Scientist and the Inscriptions: Maupertuis

Maupertuis was a pioneer of Newton’s theories in France, who travelled 
on a scientific mission to Lapland supported by the French Academy of 
Sciences in 1735. The aim was to determine the measures of a merid-
ian arc of one degree, evaluate the curve of the terrestrial sphere, refine 
the calculations of the lunar parallax, and improve measurements for 
maritime navigation. He travelled with the Swedish astronomer Anders 
Celsius, four other scholars, a secretary, and an illustrator. The aim of the 
travel was thus clearly scientific, but the expedition was surrounded with 
more social encounters. Gabriel Gyllengrip, governor of West Bothnia, 
welcomed Maupertuis and his team when they arrived and organised a 
celebration in their honour. When the expedition reached its end, Johannes 
Wegelius, a teacher at Torneå, organised a farewell evening ahead of their 
departure. Both these occasions were commemorated in writing.
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Figure 3.3  Wooden slab signed Gyllengrip, Jukkasjärvi church. 

Photo: Sylvie Requemora-Gros

Figure 3.4  Wooden slab signed Johannes Wegelius, Jukkasjärvi church. 

Photo: Sylvie Requemora-Gros
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The two sides are signed respectively Gyllengrip and Wegelius and 
were engraved during Maupertuis’ travels to the region. Here we have 
two locals who left their poetic marks alongside the foreign travellers to 
celebrate the French scientist’s journey, and thus contributed to the poet-
ics of inscriptions in Jukkasjärvi. The translation of the epigram signed 
by Gyllengrip reads as follows:

Under the majestic reign
of the great Frederick the First
King of the Swedish, Germanic, and Vandal peoples,
Gabriel Gyllengrip, free baron and Governor of West Bothnia
Views the great wonder that is the midnight sun,
Examines the forests, groves, and the running rivers,
Explores the richness of the earth, the minerals, mountains,
Trees, flowers, roots, and birds
He observes the insects as well as all living creatures,
Whilst, under the auspices of the great King, he explores the Pole.
Near Jukkasjärvi,
on the 21st of June, in the year 1736, of the Christian era.33

It paints a self-portrait of the governor as a new kind of Linnæus, a knowl-
edgeable botanist, geologist, taxonomist, and accomplished explorer. 
Indirectly then, the verse celebrates and remembers two scientific explo-
rations to the North – that of Linnæus in 1732 and that of Maupertuis 
and Celsius in 1736 – and suggests that the governor himself will, in the 
wake of these explorations, look at the northern provinces like these men 
of science, exploring it in the interest of the King.

Wegelius appears to improvise to the best of his ability apparently 
without using a dictionary, but relying on his classicist education and his 
knowledge of Antiquity. However, even if the meter is often irregular, the 
poetic composition is interesting, as it is based on a double encomiastic 
prosopopoeia, referring first to Lapland itself and then to its inhabitants:

To the highly illustrious nobleman Gabriel Gyllengrip,
Free Baron and governor of West Bothnia upon his arrival

Echo of the Mountains
Rise up, inhabitants of the mountains,
may frozen Pallas come to live again,
whilst under your auspices, Frederick,
arrives the learned royal contingent;
may the haughty summits erect statues,
may the unrefined inhabitants sing songs that bring luck to you.
Since your name, Frederick, is known all over the world,
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it has learned to find joy in peace and in an honorable soul,
and just as the ingenious artist Atlas has taken the world upon his 

shoulders,
he dares visit the high areas of the heaven.
The nurturing earth has refused me forests, houses, and the gardens 

of Alcinous,
thunders are everywhere, the mist casts a thick cloak over us,
and clouds and stars are but a hand’s reach away,
the never setting star Capra brings us our share of afflictions,
and you will see ice, and then <storms> and shadows, rocks, snow, 

beasts,
and how the access to the bay is being closed.
But believe me, I am rich with many treasures,
and behold them, here in my full bosom.
The never-setting sun chases the Cimmerian darkness away,
the strong winds sweep away with the fowl smells.
And it is in this that the intentions of the heavenly God comes through,
and all types of climate bring about his richness.
Everything is a reflection of God, there is nothing vain in anything.
Accept this, generous spirit, in a more candid way.
The North rightly rejoices at such honours,
and now rightly thanks you, great Hero;
may Frederick forever enjoy a never ending glory,
may he live and may his name never be forgotten on earth.
In the name of the Sami mountain inhabitants, unversed in 

literature,
I, their herald and formerly resident of Enontekiö, express my joy 

and gratitude,
Johannes Wegelius.34

The eulogy to Fredric the First, King of Sweden and Prince of Finland 
from 1720 to 1751, starts off with a common prosopopeia, juxtaposing 
the motif of the cold country with the revival brought about by the head 
of the scientific team in charge of Maupertuis’s mission. Like a kind of 
polar bucolic, it insists on the passage of time via the seasons and on the 
role of the North Pole as the central point for Atlas bearing the world on 
his shoulders. The theme of the cold (mist, heavy coat, Auriga constella-
tion, ice, snow, darkness) does not hinder the richness of the various trea-
sures celebrated by Wegelius, who in the end of the poem states himself 
as the hero of the Samis, who speaks in their name.

In his Mémoires (1718), Pierre-Daniel Huet, who never personally vis-
ited these regions let alone encountered any of its inhabitants, claims that 
“the people who, born under a cold climate, and who do not experience 
the well-meaning influence of the sun as much as we do, are slower in 
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the operations of the spirit, and less capable of distinguishing truth from 
falsity. It is in this way that the Lapps, who are confined to Sweden, the 
Icelandic folk, and those from Greenland are depicted in the accounts of 
trustworthy writers”.35 This picture of a Lapland that is untamed, left 
behind, and bound in an archaic temporality, “unversed in literature” 
(written on the plaque as “incultæ litteraturæ”), was recurrent in travel 
narratives of the region. In his “Relation d’un voyage fait dans la Laponie 
septentrionale, pour trouver un ancien monument” (Account of a jour-
ney into northern Lapland in search of an Old Monument), Maupertuis 
repeatedly alludes to the supposed stupidity of the Sami. Repeating the 
racist theories of his time, he claims that the “Lapps” were hardly human, 
but “a species of men who live as beasts in the forest”.36 Explicitly, he 
justifies this conclusion with references to an antique perception of the 
North: “What attention can we give to these people who antiquity pro-
nounced to be illiterate and who more often than not do not know their 
mother?” he asks rhetorically.37 For Maupertuis, the region and its people 
clearly belong to an illiterate space, where fine arts and sociability usually 
had no place.

Maupertuis never left any inscription of his own in the church. However, 
there is another, local inscription that surfaces in Maupertuis’ travel writ-
ing, namely the famous stone of Käymäjärvi, also known as the “stone of 
Pajala” or the “stone of Vinsavaara”.38 This curious stone is not linked 
to the plaques in the church, but, as we shall see, Maupertuis indirectly 
associates it with the practice of engraving inaugurated by Regnard. He 
tells about how he set out to look for the stone, or rather a monument 
of the past – “an old monument” – which the Samis “looked upon as the 
wonder of their country, and within which they believe lies the science of 
everything that they do not know”.39

When Maupertuis finally found the monument, he was embarrassed 
that he could not interpret its signs, and he did not know whether to 
attribute them to the work of humans or “a trick of nature”:

The stone upon which these lines are engraved is made up of various 
layers; the characters are written on a sort of pebble, whilst the rest, 
and above all between the two lines, seems to be written in a stone 
that is slightly wetter and more porous.

In any case, M. Celsius and I copied, individually and with great 
care, all that we could decipher, as you see it here.

Whether or not it is nothing more than a trick of nature, the repu-
tation that this stone has in this country necessitated that we give the 
description.

This stone certainly does not have the beauty possessed by the 
monuments of Greece and Rome: but if it does indeed contain an 
inscription, this inscription seemingly has the advantage of being 
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the oldest in the universe. One would never have believed that [the 
Lapps] might ever have had a memorable event that they would have 
wished to pass on to posterity; nor that if they had wanted to do so 
would they have known how. One would never have thought that 
this country, given its current position, would ever have had any 
more civilised inhabitants. The dreadful climate and sterile earth are 
destined to be nothing more than a retreat for miserable people who 
do not know any other climate.

It thus seems that our inscription must have been engraved at a 
time when this country enjoyed a different climate; and before one 
of those big revolutions, that we are certain must have happened 
upon the earth. The position that its axis has today in relation to the 

Figure 3.5  �The Käymäjärvi inscription, Antoine François Prévost d’Exiles, 
Histoire générale des voyages, ou nouvelle collection de toutes les 
relations de voyages par mer et par terre (1777), vol. 15. gallica.bnrf.
fr/Bibliothèque Nationale de France, public domain.
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ecliptic plane means that Lapland only very rarely receives any sun-
light; it is thus condemned to a long winter, fatal to man and to all of 
nature’s productions; its ground is sterile and deserted.40

Maupertuis emphasises the age of the monument and compares it to the 
vestiges of the Greco-Roman times at the cradle of humanity. In fact, he 
goes further and gives it the higher value of an even older object (“the old-
est in the universe”), making it out to be the original stone (la pierre origi-
nale), the most memorable source of civilisation, the mother of human 
genealogy. Yet, such conclusion seems to be at odds with the primitive 
appearance of the people of Lapland. The complexity of the signs could 
not possibly, for Maupertuis, be the work of such a baffled people from a 
cold country with a horrible and sterile climate, so it must have been that 
the climate was different at the time the inscription was made.

This leads to a radical geographical interpretation of the deep time of 
the North: If the stone was indeed the sign of culture, not of nature, then 
there must have been an age when the cold did not ravage the region. 
Maupertuis imagines a tropical polar country and concludes: “The polar 
circles were maybe what the tropics are now”.41 Logically, then, for 
Maupertuis to be able to contemplate the possibility of a previous warm-
ing of the earth, he does not imagine a kind of anachronistic climate 
change but rather imagines a change in the earth’s axis to explain the 
desolation of the northern space. But conscious of the fact that he was 
on this point risking to venture into the realm of historical fiction, he 
referred to the sacred authority of the biblical story which recounts the 
deluge: “The sacred story teaches us that water once covered the high-
est mountains. It would be difficult to conceive of such a flood, with 
the displacement of the earth’s gravity, and its climates”.42 Maupertuis’ 
speculations that the stone might have been caused by a “trick of nature” 
are confirmed by researchers today.43 He was also right in signalling the 
cultural significance of the stone for the Sami.44 But faced with the per-
plexity raised by this vestige of the past of the Käymäjärvi stone, subject 
to a mysterious temporality, located in a vertiginous temporal mise en 
abyme, Maupertuis also imagined that it could be another votiva tabula, 
preceding that of Regnard and La Motraye, made by travellers who 
would have anticipated and fulfilled his own desire to inscribe himself in 
this tabular genealogy: “If we want to have recourse to these changes, we 
might find the origins of Windso’s inscription [on the Vinsavaraa stone] 
in some event that was as unique as our journey”.45 In a strange temporal 
palimpsest, Maupertuis compares his own description of the stone to that 
which he would like to have engraved, following the lead of Regnard and 
La Motraye.

He did, in fact, have the intention to add to the collection at Jukkasjärvi 
by making an inscription in Torneå, but the project failed due to the lack 
of craftsmen at hand capable of carrying out the task. The reason why 
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we know about it is that the project is mentioned in a letter from Pierre 
Michel Hennin to Maupertuis dated August 1, 1756:

An inscription containing the story of the project that we undertook 
in this country will perhaps one day be as obscure as the inscrip-
tion [on the Vinsavaraa stone]: and if all science and knowledge had 
been lost, who would then be able to discover, or imagine, that such 
a monument could be the work of the French; and that what they 
would see engraved would, in fact, be the distance of the degrees of 
the earth, and the determination of its shape?46

Concluding Remarks

More work remains to be done on this topic; in a sense this chapter is 
directed towards the future. We would have to go back to the archive 
and return to the church in Jukkasjärvi in order to find the “guest book” 
referred to by Acerbi. We would also have to search again the sur-
roundings for the rock engraved by Regnard and seen by La Motraye, 
near Pieskenjarka. These are travel writing artefacts, not intended for 
publication, in which the text becomes a memorial and an atemporal 
image, a circumstantial game of sociable rhetoric in “an enchanted coun-
try whose philosophers are fairies”, to borrow the words of Voltaire, 
written in a letter to Maupertuis.47 Situated in a landscape of the far 
North, these plaques signal, above and beyond the published writings, 
an album amicorum, an arctic equivalent of the famous Guirlande de 
Julie written in 1641 by several poets who frequented the salons of the 
Hôtel de Rambouillet to honor Julie d’Angennes on her birthday. This 
circumstance places the inscriptions in a context of French ancient regime 
sociability. Moreover, the inscriptions constitute borders, marking the far 
North at the same time as they signal the end of the travellers’ itineraries 
and their return to the social world. In that sense, they represent at once 
geographical, anthropological, and, above all, temporal borders. The 
plaques allow us to reflect on the past, linking the faraway space to deep 
time, on the genealogy of origins, where antique references are surpassed 
by the constitution of a Nordic base that could be the foundation for a 
historical reconstruction. This requires a present experience able to be 
passed on to future readers of all times.
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