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Introduction
Paris stands as one of the world’s most iconic cities, celebrated for its beauty, culture,
and enduring mystique. Yet the magic and grandeur of the French capital were not
forged overnight. The city we know today is the product of more than two thousand
years of growth, conflict, transformation, and constant reinvention—a tapestry woven
from countless moments, individuals, and ideas. "A History of Paris" seeks to
illuminate this extraordinary evolution, tracing the city’s journey from ancient
settlement to a vibrant global metropolis.

At its core, this book is a chronological exploration of Paris’s past—a narrative that
guides the reader from prehistoric beginnings to the multifaceted present. We begin
with the Paris Basin’s earliest inhabitants and the emergence of the Parisii tribe,
whose island settlement on the Seine would eventually become the heart of Lutetia
under Roman rule. Here, one discovers the foundations—literal and symbolic—upon
which centuries of Parisian society were built, as well as the mingling of Celtic, Roman,
and later Christian influences that forged the city’s identity.

The story of Paris is inseparable from that of France itself. The city’s fate has always
been intertwined with the tides of royal power, religious upheaval, artistic flowering,
intellectual revolution, and the turbulence of war. During the Middle Ages, Paris was
besieged by Vikings, nurtured by royal patrons, wracked by plagues and revolts, and
ultimately transformed into a beacon of learning and authority. As the centuries
progressed, new epochs brought Renaissance splendor, religious conflict, and the
centralizing force of absolute monarchy, leaving indelible marks on the city’s
architecture and society.

Paris was not merely a backdrop to history’s grand dramas—time and again, it has
been the crucible of change. The storming of the Bastille, the rise and fall of
revolutionary fervor, the ambitions of Napoleon, and the revolutions and upheavals of
the nineteenth century played out on its streets. Baron Haussmann’s reshaping of the
city’s fabric and the creative efflorescence of the Belle Époque established new
models for urban life and culture that would reverberate far beyond France’s borders.

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries presented Paris with new roles and fresh
challenges. Surviving two World Wars, occupation, liberation, waves of political
agitation, and periods of intense reconstruction, the city repeatedly redefined itself
while nurturing its reputation as a nexus for art, fashion, philosophy, and innovation.
Even as Paris faces the difficulties of a rapidly changing world—social integration,
environmental concerns, security threats, and questions of preservation—its enduring
spirit persists.
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As we embark on this survey of Parisian history, it becomes clear that the city’s story
is not simply a local or national one, but a global chronicle of transformation and
adaptation. What follows is an account not only of kings and architects, rebels and
thinkers, but also of the countless Parisians—famous and forgotten—who collectively
shaped the city’s destiny. Through their triumphs and tragedies, Paris emerged as
both a symbol and a stage of human creativity, resilience, and aspiration.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Paris Basin: Prehistoric
Beginnings
Long before cobbled streets echoed with the footsteps of kings and revolutionaries,
before soaring cathedrals pierced the skyline, and even before a single hut was raised
on the islands of the Seine to mark a permanent settlement, the land that would
cradle Paris was already ancient. The story of the city does not begin with its first
named inhabitants, but in the vast, subtle theatre of geological time and the patient,
often invisible, march of prehistoric peoples across a landscape slowly taking shape.
The Paris Basin, a sprawling saucer of sedimentary rock, was the stage for these
earliest acts.

The geological foundations of the Paris Basin were laid down over hundreds of millions
of years. Successive inundations by ancient seas and the slow deposition of marine
sediments created layers of limestone, chalk, sand, and clay. These deposits, later
sculpted by erosion and the meandering courses of rivers, particularly the Seine and
its tributaries like the Marne, Oise, and Yonne, formed a region of gentle undulations,
fertile plains, and strategically important river valleys. The very structure of the basin,
sloping gently towards its centre, naturally guided watercourses, and eventually
human movement, towards the area where Paris would one day rise.

During the Pleistocene epoch, great ice sheets advanced and retreated across
northern Europe, profoundly shaping the climate and environment of the Paris Basin.
Though the glaciers themselves did not typically extend this far south, their proximity
brought frigid tundra and steppe conditions, interspersed with warmer interglacial
periods when forests could flourish. These dramatic environmental shifts dictated the
types of flora and fauna that could survive, and in turn, the resources available to the
earliest human inhabitants who ventured into this changeable world.

Evidence for the very earliest human presence in the Paris Basin, dating to the Lower
Paleolithic period, is scarce but compelling. Sites like those at Saint-Acheul in the
Somme valley to the north, which gave its name to the Acheulean stone tool industry,
demonstrate the presence of early hominins, likely Homo heidelbergensis or early
Neanderthals, in northern France. Within the broader basin, discoveries of
characteristic bifacial hand-axes, rudimentary but effective tools for butchering
animals and processing plant matter, suggest that these ancient hunters were
traversing the landscape, following herds of mammoth, woolly rhinoceros, and horses.

These early inhabitants were nomadic, moving in small bands, their lives dictated by
the seasons and the availability of game. They sought shelter in natural caves or
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constructed temporary encampments in the open, perhaps using animal hides and
branches. The banks of rivers, offering water, a means of tracking game, and a source
of flint for toolmaking, would have been particularly attractive. Each discovered flint
tool, each fragment of butchered animal bone, is a precious whisper from a past so
remote it almost defies comprehension, hinting at lives of constant movement and
adaptation.

As the Paleolithic progressed into its Middle phase, Neanderthals became the
dominant human species in Europe. Their Mousterian tool technology, characterized
by more refined flake tools like scrapers and points, has been found at various sites in
and around the Paris Basin. These tools suggest more sophisticated hunting
techniques and a greater ability to process resources. Neanderthals were well-adapted
to the often harsh Ice Age conditions, capable hunters who also likely utilized a range
of plant foods. Their presence in northern France is well-documented, indicating a long
and successful occupation of the region.

The Upper Paleolithic saw the arrival of anatomically modern humans, Homo sapiens,
into Europe, eventually replacing the Neanderthals. This period is associated with
significant cultural innovations, including more complex toolkits (such as blades,
burins, and projectile points), the widespread use of bone and antler for tools and
ornaments, and the emergence of sophisticated art, as seen in the cave paintings of
southwestern France. While the Paris Basin itself is not as renowned for Paleolithic
cave art as regions like the Dordogne, sites yielding Upper Paleolithic tools indicate
that modern humans were certainly present, adapting to the changing environment as
the last glacial period reached its peak and then began to wane.

With the final retreat of the ice sheets around 12,000 years ago, the Mesolithic period,
or Middle Stone Age, commenced. The climate warmed, forests spread across the
land, and the megafauna of the Ice Age gradually disappeared, replaced by deer, wild
boar, and smaller game. This environmental transformation necessitated new
strategies for survival for the human populations of the Paris Basin. The large-scale,
open-plains hunting of the Paleolithic gave way to a more diversified exploitation of
woodland and riverine resources.

Mesolithic peoples were still hunter-gatherers, but their toolkit adapted to the new
conditions. Tiny, sharp flint blades known as microliths, often set into wooden or bone
handles to create composite tools like arrows or harpoons, became characteristic.
Fishing, fowling, and the gathering of wild plants, nuts, and berries became
increasingly important. Archaeological evidence from this period, often found along
riverbanks and lakeshores, includes shell middens and the remains of fish traps,
attesting to the growing significance of aquatic resources.

The reference point for early settlement within the geographical footprint of modern
Paris often points to the Mesolithic. Finds along the Seine, such as those uncovered
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during construction projects, suggest small, possibly seasonal, encampments. These
were not yet permanent villages, but rather places where groups would return
periodically to exploit local resources. The Île de la Cité, a natural defensive point and
river crossing, may well have attracted such transient groups long before it became a
more permanent focus of settlement.

The Mesolithic communities of the Paris Basin likely lived in relatively small, mobile
groups. Their understanding of the local environment, the movement of game, the
seasonal availability of plants, and the best fishing spots would have been profound.
They were intimately connected to the rhythms of nature, their lives shaped by the
forests and waterways that now defined their world. While their material culture may
seem modest compared to later periods, their adaptability and resilience laid the
groundwork for future developments.

The Mesolithic way of life, however, was to be fundamentally transformed by one of
the most significant revolutions in human history: the advent of agriculture.
Originating in the Near East, the practices of cultivating crops and domesticating
animals spread slowly across Europe, reaching the Paris Basin around the 6th
millennium BC. This marked the beginning of the Neolithic period, or New Stone Age,
an era that would irrevocably alter the human relationship with the land.

The introduction of farming was not an overnight event but a gradual transition. Early
Neolithic communities in the Paris Basin began to clear patches of forest to plant early
forms of wheat and barley, and to graze domesticated cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs.
This shift from a mobile, extractive lifestyle to a more sedentary, productive one had
profound consequences. For the first time, people began to settle in one place for
extended periods, leading to the development of more permanent villages.

These early agricultural settlements, often located on fertile loess soils near rivers,
were typically small, consisting of a few longhouses built from timber and wattle-and-
daub. The Danubian culture (also known as Linear Pottery culture or LBK),
characterized by its distinctive incised pottery and longhouse architecture, is one of
the earliest farming cultures to appear in the Paris Basin. Their presence marked a
significant demographic and cultural change in the region.

The demands of agriculture spurred technological innovation. Polished stone axes
became essential for felling trees and working wood for construction. Pottery,
necessary for storing grain and cooking, became widespread. The daily rhythms of life
changed, now tied to the agricultural calendar of planting, tending, and harvesting.
While hunting and gathering did not disappear entirely, they became supplementary
to the more reliable food source provided by farming.

The ability to produce a surplus of food supported larger populations and allowed for
the development of more complex social structures. Land itself became a valuable
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resource, and communities likely developed a stronger sense of territoriality. Burial
practices also evolved, sometimes involving more elaborate rituals and grave goods,
suggesting emerging social distinctions.

One of the most striking, though not universally present, manifestations of Neolithic
culture across Europe was the construction of megalithic monuments – large stone
structures such as dolmens (portal tombs) and menhirs (standing stones). While the
Paris Basin is not as rich in megaliths as Brittany or parts of Britain, some examples do
exist in the wider Île-de-France region, testament to the engineering capabilities and
ritualistic beliefs of these Neolithic societies. These monuments likely served as burial
sites, ceremonial centres, or territorial markers.

The Neolithic period in the Paris Basin was not static. Over several millennia, farming
techniques improved, new crops were sometimes introduced, and pottery styles and
settlement patterns evolved. Different cultural groups succeeded one another, each
leaving their mark on the archaeological record. The rich, fertile lands of the basin
proved highly suitable for agriculture, ensuring that this new way of life took firm root.

Towards the end of the Neolithic, around the late 3rd millennium BC, a new technology
began to spread across Europe: metallurgy. The discovery that copper, and later tin,
could be smelted from ores and cast into tools and weapons heralded the beginning of
the Bronze Age. This innovation would bring further significant changes to the
societies of the Paris Basin.

The initial adoption of copper tools was slow, as copper ores were not readily available
everywhere, and the technology was complex. Early copper objects were often status
symbols, prestige items rather than everyday tools. However, the subsequent
development of bronze – an alloy of copper and tin – produced a metal that was
harder and more versatile. Bronze axes, daggers, swords, and ornaments became
increasingly common.

The Bronze Age saw an intensification of trade networks across Europe. Tin, in
particular, was a relatively scarce resource, and its acquisition often required long-
distance exchange. Communities in the Paris Basin, strategically located on riverine
trade routes, likely participated in these networks, trading agricultural surplus or other
local products for metals and finished bronze goods. This increased interaction also
facilitated the spread of ideas and cultural influences.

Settlements during the Bronze Age became more substantial, and in some cases,
fortified. The emergence of a warrior elite, equipped with bronze weaponry and armor,
is suggested by finds of elaborate burials containing such items. Social stratification
appears to have become more pronounced than in the Neolithic period. Hilltop
settlements or sites with natural defensive advantages were sometimes chosen,
indicating an increase in inter-community conflict or the need for protection.
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Farming remained the backbone of the economy, but specialized crafts, such as
metalworking, also developed. Bronze smiths possessed valuable skills and
knowledge, and their products were highly sought after. The control of resources,
particularly metal ores and trade routes, likely contributed to the rise of powerful
chiefdoms.

The Paris Basin, with its navigable rivers facilitating transport and communication, was
well-positioned to benefit from these Bronze Age developments. Archaeological finds
from this period include bronze hoards – collections of tools, weapons, or ingots buried
for safekeeping or as ritual offerings – as well as settlement remains and burial sites.
These discoveries paint a picture of a region undergoing gradual but significant social
and technological transformation.

The later part of the Bronze Age transitioned into the Early Iron Age around 800 BC,
marked by the increasing adoption of iron metallurgy. Iron ore was more widely
available than copper and tin, and iron tools and weapons, once the techniques for
smelting and forging were mastered, could be produced more cheaply and in greater
quantities. This technological shift had a democratizing effect on access to metal,
though bronze continued to be used, especially for decorative items.

The Early Iron Age in much of Central and Western Europe is associated with the
Hallstatt culture, named after a type site in Austria. Hallstatt cultural influences spread
across a wide area, including the Paris Basin. This period is characterized by distinct
pottery styles, burial practices (often involving tumuli or burial mounds for chieftains),
and the proliferation of iron weaponry, particularly long swords.

Fortified hilltop settlements, or oppida (though this term is more strictly associated
with the later La Tène period), became more common and larger during the Hallstatt
period. These sites often controlled surrounding agricultural lands and trade routes,
reflecting a more organized and hierarchical social structure. The "princely" tombs of
the Hallstatt elite, containing lavish grave goods including imported luxury items from
the Mediterranean world, attest to considerable wealth and power concentrated in the
hands of a few.

In the Paris Basin, evidence of Hallstatt period settlements and burials indicates that
the region was part of this broader cultural sphere. The Seine and its tributaries
continued to be vital arteries for trade and communication, connecting the basin to
other parts of Gaul and beyond. Early iron tools revolutionized agriculture and warfare,
and society became increasingly complex.

The development of iron technology and the associated social changes laid the crucial
foundations for the societies that would emerge in the later Iron Age. The communities
of the Paris Basin were becoming more populous, more organized, and more
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interconnected. The stage was slowly being set for the rise of specific tribal groups
who would leave a more distinct imprint on history.

It is within this context of a gradually evolving Iron Age culture that the people known
as the Parisii would eventually emerge. While their specific story belongs to a later
chapter, their appearance was not a sudden event but the culmination of millennia of
human presence and development in the Paris Basin. The prehistoric inhabitants of
this region, from the earliest Paleolithic wanderers to the settled farmers of the
Neolithic and the metalworkers of the Bronze and Early Iron Ages, had all contributed
to shaping the landscape and the human story that was unfolding within it.

They had learned to harness the resources of the land and rivers, adapted to changing
climates, developed new technologies, and built increasingly complex societies.
Though they left no written records, their tools, their settlements, their burial sites,
and the very modifications they made to the land itself speak of their struggles, their
ingenuity, and their enduring presence. The deep prehistory of the Paris Basin is an
essential, though often dimly lit, prelude to the emergence of the settlement that
would one day become one of the world's great cities. The echoes of these ancient
beginnings, in the lay of the land and the resources it offered, would resonate through
all subsequent chapters of Parisian history.
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