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Un siècle de géologie des Préalpes:
de la découverte des nappes à la recherche de leur dynamique

Par Henri Masson')

ABSTRACT

This historical review of the geology of the Prealps is centered on the origin and the evolution of the

nappe concept.
Chapter II examines briefly the progress of Alpine tectonics in the 19th century, from the first

descriptions of folds to the birth of the nappe concept. The latter first appears in the works of Bertrand
on the Helvetic nappes in eastern Switzerland and Törnebohm on the Scandinavian Caledonides,
however the nappe theory really starts in 1893 with Schardt's work on the Prealps. In this theory.
Schardt not only revealed the "exotic" nature of these mountains, but integrated a variety of data, such

as the paleogeographical contrast between different units, the klippes. and the difficult problem of the

exotic blocks in the flysch formations (III..4). Schardt's theory first encountered strong opposition, and
its general acceptation is largely the result of the work of Lugeon, whose triumph in 1902 ends the

"heroic period" of Alpine tectonics (III. B).
During the next 40 years, the development of this theory includes the discovery of several new

nappes and the controversies on the position of their roots; for some of them the "root problem" has

only been solved recently or is still in abeyance (IV. A to D). With Argand's interpretation of the genesis
of the Alps through the collision of two continents, the Prealps appear as the result of the expulsion of
sedimentary covers out of the compressed troughs (IV. E).

In 1940, this picture was completed by the introduction of gravity tectonics due to the detailed work
of Lugeon & Gagnebin (V. A and B); it was soon followed by the discovery of the mechanism of
diverticulation (Lugeon and Badoux), that proved to be a powerful tool in the understanding of the

emplacement of complex nappes (V. C). Chapter VI reviews modern trends with emphasis on the

problems of the dynamics of nappes emplacement.
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