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Jean-François Saliège passed away on Friday, 1 June 2012, following a heart attack at age 68. Jean-
François was born in Chartres and spent his entire career in Paris, a city that he particularly enjoyed. 
He was hired in 1965 as a junior technician at the Laboratoire de Géologie Dynamique de la Faculté 
des Sciences de Paris at La Sorbonne University (Director Louis Glangeaud), where he participated 
in the creation of the radiocarbon and mass spectrometry laboratory under supervision of René 
Létolle, Jean-Charles Fontes, and Colette Vergnaud-Grazzini. In 1975, he moved to the University 
of Paris VI and worked more specifically with J-C Fontes in the 1 4 C laboratory as an engineer. In 
1981, he helped J-C Fontes to create the Hydrology and Isotope Geochemistry lab at Orsay Univer-
sity. The following year, he returned to the University of Paris VI and joined the team led by Colette 
Vergnaud-Grazzini at the Laboratoire de Géologie Dynamique, where Jean-François set up the new 
stable isotope and radiocarbon lab. Between 1990 and 2008, he continued to work at the University 
of Paris VI at the LODYC lab (Dir. Lilianne Merlivat), then at the LOCEAN lab (Dir. Laurence 
Eymard) on Catherine Pierre's team. 

One of Jean-Francois's first publications was on the fractionation of , 4 C and 1 3 C isotopes, a paper 
that recently inspired a reinvestigation of these effects by John Southon. His collaboration with the 
hydrologist J-C Fontes allowed him to discover Africa, where he participated in several missions. 
Jean-François developed an intense fascination for the African continent and its prehistory. During 
a trip to Mali with his friend and colleague Alain Person, he realized that 1 4 C dating was a natural 
bridge between these two passions. In 1980, he started collaborating with François Paris, another 
Africanist at ORSTOM (now IRD). Jean-François quickly discovered that it was impossible to date 
the bones that his colleague was sending to him because they lacked collagen. In 1984, after several 
years of trial and error, he found that in arid environments, the mineral fraction of bone could pro-
vide reliable 1 4 C ages. He also discovered that the organic temper of African pottery could be dated. 
These discoveries were controversial at the time and were criticized. This is part of the reason why 
they remained unpublished until the mid-1990s (the other being probably Jean-Francois's discrete 
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nature). He nevertheless started several collaborations with open-minded French archaeologists 
(including François Paris, Alain Person, Serge Cleuziou, and Robert Vernet). This allowed him to 
visit and date many archaeological sites in Sub-Saharan Africa and in the Arabian Peninsula. During 
the last decade, his reputation had finally crossed the Atlantic and he had ongoing collaborations 
with several North American archaeologists and even some paleontologists. His work with Paul 
Sereno allowed him to date Gobero, one of the oldest known cemeteries in Africa. In addition to 
archaeology, Jean-François was involved in several projects looking at the impact of climate change 
on the history of human societies in Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and South America. Together 
with Anne Marie Lézine and Luc Ortlieb, he participated in several fieldtrips in Yemen, Oman, 
Egypt, and Chile. 

Jean-François was also a very active member of the 1 4 C community. As an expert on missions for the 
IAEA, he helped build several labs and educated many technicians abroad in Vietnam, Niger, Sene-
gal, Morocco, and Greece. He also participated in discussions that preceded the creation of the Arte-
mis lab in Saclay. 

I had the chance to personally meet Jean-François when I was finishing my PhD, in 2001. He was 
working next door and opened his lab to me, when I had nowhere else to go. We shared a common 
interest in bioapatites and I vividly remember our endless discussions about bone diagenesis in par-
ticular, and life in general. Although our friendship started immediately, our true scientific collabo-
ration on bioapatite dating did not truly begin until several years later when I came back from vari-
ous post-docs to take a CNRS position in Paris. Jean-François retired in 2008 but remained very 
active as an honorary member of the Muséum National d'Histoire Naturelle in Paris, where he 
helped me build a radiocarbon laboratory. We had several ongoing projects together and he had just 
put the final touch to a paper on the chronology of the classical site of Petra when his heart failed 
(the last entry in the bibliography below). He was very much hoping to participate in the Radiocar-
bon conference in Paris and his untimely passing came as a shock to all of us who knew and loved 
him. Apart from his scientific contributions, Jean-François will be remembered for his generosity of 
spirit, his wise counsel, and his delicate sense of humor. 

Antoine Zazzo 
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