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Xavier Le Pichon 

2002 Balzan Prize for Geology 
One of the pioneers of the Plate Tectonics Theory and of the high resolution explora-
tion of plate boundaries in the ocean depths with submersibles.

A Geodynamic Research Team in Aix-en-Provence
Collège de France
Advisers for the General Balzan Committee: Eugen Seibold and Enric Banda

The research team of Le Pichon moved to the University Paul Cézanne of Aix-en-Pro-
vence to install a new arm of Collège de France there in 2003. The second part of the 
Balzan Prize was used in part to fi nance new scientifi c equipment (a system to visual-
ize seismic refl ection data, a system to process images, a SIG and a rapid computer 
system). In addition, it was used to complement post doc salaries and to fi nance geo-
logical fi eld work. Young researchers who benefi ted in part from the Balzan fi nancing 
have been especially active in some of the projects. Xavier Le Pichon highlighted two 
projects in which young researchers who benefi ted in part from the Balzan fi nancing 
have been especially active:

1. The fi rst project concerns the tectonics of the Western Gulf of Mexico and is the 
result of cooperation with oil companies over four years. The young researchers in-
volved were N. Flotté, L. Husson, C. Le Roy and L. Andréani. The results of the re-
search have been published in a special issue of the “Bulletin de la Société Géologique 
de France”, co-published with the American Association of Petroleum Geology (Bul-
letin de la Société Géologique de France, 179, 2, 2008). 
The main result of the project is to have established that this continental margin, 
which was thought to be inactive since the Jurassic period, has been affected by active 
tectonics in the last 30 million years. 

2. The second project concerns the geodynamics of the Provence basin. It will also 
be published as a special issue of the Bulletin de la Société Géologique de France in 
2010. It is the result of research carried out in this part of France since the research 
team moved to Aix-en-Provence in 2003. The young researchers involved are N. Flot-
té, L. Husson, Y. Hamon, J.Y. Lin, L. Andréani, and N. Loget. The main result of this 
project is to have established that the so-called alpine tectonics there is the result of en 
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masse gravity gliding of the thick Triassic salt layer. This gliding occurred when the 
Alps were uplifted during the Miocene epoch.
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and Plate Motions: The western margin of the Gulf of Mexico, Introduction; Flotté, 
N., Martinez-Reyes, J., Rangin, C., Le Pichon, X., Husson, L. and Tardy, M., The Rio 
Bravo Fault, a major late Oligocene left-lateral shear zone; Husson, L., Henry, P. and 
Le Pichon, X., Thermal regime of the NW shelf of the Gulf of Mexico. Part A: Thermal 
and pressure fi elds; Husson, L., Le Pichon, X., Henry, P., Flotté, N., and Rangin, C., 
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Le Pichon, X., Flotté, N. and Husson, L., Cenozoic gravity tectonics in the northern 
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Block: Main boundaries and new estimation for its Quaternary motion. Volume 6 
of the « Bulletin de la Société Géologique de France », in press, 2010; Le Pichon, 
X., and Rangin, C. The Southeast Basin and the geodynamic evolution of South-East 
France: importance of gravity tectonics; Rangin, C., Le Pichon, X., Hamon, Y., and 
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Loget, N., Gravity tectonics in the Southeast Provence basin: a fi eld work approach; 
Lin, J.Y., Le Pichon, X., Rangin, C., and Amon, Y., 3-D microseismicity relocalisation 
from the IRSN seismic network in the Moyenne Durance region; Andréani, L., Loget, 
N., Rangin, C., and Le Pichon, X., Structural Constraints on the Southern Provence 
Thrust Belt (France): Evidences for a Late Eocene Shortening Linked to the Corsica-
Sardinia Subduction.

Statements by the Prizewinner:
Une caractéristique remarquable du Prix Balzan est l’encouragement fi nancier donné 
aux jeunes chercheurs. Mon souci est de laisser la possibilité d’aller plus loin à ceux 
qui font équipe avec moi dans notre laboratoire. Grâce au Prix Balzan, cela pourra 
se faire. Mesdames, Messieurs les membres du jury, je vous en remercie tout spéciale-
ment, en leur nom comme au mien. Xavier Le Pichon (Rome, 13.11.2002)

The team of my laboratory moved to the University Paul Cézanne of Aix-en-Provence 
to install a new antenna of Collège de France there in 2003. Thus the money coming 
from Balzan Prize came at a critical time for us and was of great help. The second 
part of the Prize was used in part to fi nance new scientifi c equipment ( a system to 
visualize the seismic refl ection data, a system to process images, a SIG and a rapid 
computer system). In addition, it was used to complement post doc’s salaries and to 
fi nance geological fi eld work. Xavier Le Pichon (2008) 


