MOTHER AFRICA

Address of the Ambassador of France

Honourable Minister,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Franco-South African co-operation in the field of Palaeontology dates back many years, a sort of palaeo co-operation, if I dare say. If we discard illustrious predecessors like Abbé Breuil and his colleagues, formal co-operation began with an MoU signed in 1995.

Since then we have been supporting and carrying out joint research in different contexts, but always with same commitment and enthusiasm. Enthusiasm and dream, because among the many fossils that we have researched together , is the celebrated Mrs Ples.

Who are you Mrs Ples?

Are you my distant relative, my African ancestor, you who so magnificently sport your 2.15 million years? Hidden in the womb of the earth, you were waiting for Robert Broom who found you in 1947 at Sterkfontein, the “strong spring” in Afrikaans, the spring whose water was going to dissolve misconceptions and fertilise the study of our ancestors. Already under your irresistible charm, he thought that you were female. Francis Thackeray and his French accomplices, José Braga and Dominique Gommery, claimed that you were an adolescent male. By the way Francis broke his own heart since he was or, better said, is in love with you. Mr or Mrs Ples, you belong to a world where science mingles with poetry and therefore you are as I wish you to be. I shall call you therefore Mrs Ples.

By applying science and probably witchery, José Braga has reconstituted your brain which is asymmetric and equipped with Broca areas. It means that you were doted with the faculty of speech, but this afternoon you will only listen to me.

Through science and even more witchery, Elisabeth Daynes has made an extraordinary life-like reconstruction of your bust based on the strength of a detailed study of your skull using the most rigorous forensic approach. And here you are for us to admire you. I agree with you; some features are the result of the artist’s creative freedom: your freckles do not mean that you are of British origin- by distortion of correct assumptions, they could however explain the freckles on British faces- , your nose extrapolates primate features and your glance is so poetic. But, in spite of these details, you are with us this afternoon and I thank you for your gracious presence.

Mrs Ples, you are not alone. French and South African scientists have combined their efforts on many other interesting fossils. We have been working with such celebrated discoverers of the past as Prof Phillip Tobias and Prof Ron Clarke. Ron introduced me to his sensational Little Foot. Above all, I am very proud that we have been contributing to supporting and training young black palaeontologists who are the future of our past. 

Mrs Ples, thank you again

Honourable Minister,

Ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for your kind attention.



