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[Eugene de Rastignac] looked down [from the Père-Lachaise cemetery] on this humming hive in a way which seemed to draw a foretaste of its honey, and spoke these grandiloquent words: ‘It’s between you and me now!’ (‘À nous deux maintenant’)

Balzac, Le Père Goriot



Haussmann, faced with a city plan of Paris, takes up Rastignac’s cry of ‘À nous deux maintenant!’

Benjamin, The Arcades Project



One can never say, like Rastignac, ‘Parts, à nous deux maintenant’, but always ‘Paris, à nous deux millions!’

Latour and Hermant, Paris ville invisible



From the heights of Père-Lachaise, Rastignac declared to the city, ‘À nous deux maintenant!’ I say to Paris, ‘adorable!’

Barthes, Fragment d’un discours amoureux


Introduction

An Impossible History of Paris?


‘One never sees Paris for the first time; one always sees it again…’

Edmondo De Amicis (1878)



Writing the Impossible History of Paris

In 1975 the avant-garde writer Georges Perec undertook to record what took place in a single Parisian square in a period of less than twenty-four hours, spread over three consecutive October days. In his Tentative d’épuisement d’un lieu parisien (1975),1 – ‘Notes Towards an Exhaustive Account of a Parisian Site’ – Perec explained that he chose the Place Saint-Sulpice in the Sixth arrondissement for his experiment. The site was moderately well, equipped with the adornments of a modern city: a town-hall, a tax office, a police station, three cafés (one of which was also a tobacconist), a cinema, a famous and historic church, a publisher, a funeral parlour, a travel agent, a bus stop, a tailor, a hotel, a fountain, a newspaper kiosk, a shop selling religious objects, a parking lot, a beautician – ‘and lots of other things’. His aim, however, was to leave all these out of his range of vision and to describe the rest – ‘what happens when nothing happens except the passing of time, people, cars and clouds.’

The chronicle runs to nearly sixty pages. It is written in a terse, lapidary, informational style.


Three children being taken to school. Another apple-green deux-chevaux car.

The pigeons fly round the square again.

A 96 bus passes, stops at the bus-stop (Saint-Sulpice section);
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Geneviève Serreau gets off and takes the Rue des Canettes. I call out to her, knocking on the café window, and she comes to say hello.

A 70 bus passes.

The church bell stops.

A young girl eats half a cake.

A man with a pipe and a black bag.

A 70 bus passes.

A 63 bus passes.

It is 2.05 p.m.

The experiment ‘concludes’:


Four children. A dog. A little ray of sunshine. The 96 bus. It is 2 o’clock.2


Perec’s efforts to chronicle a Parisian site ‘exhaustively’ – covering the equivalent of less than a day in the life of the empty spaces of a single Parisian square – yielded a small book.

Let us now examine, through Perec’s prism, the task confronting historians who undertake to write the history of the whole city of Paris, rather than a fleeting moment in the life of a single urban square within it. History is normally defined as a discipline which records what happened in the past (and not only the passage of ‘time, people, cars and clouds’). And in the history of Paris a lot has indeed happened. Thus in writing its history we historians try to achieve rather more than Perec’s aim of chronicling, in a single location, ‘what happens when nothing happens’. Yet we find ourselves facing the following daunting ‘facts’ about our subject (which I set out in a Perecquian manner):3


number of squares: 670

number of streets and boulevards: 5,975

length of public highways: 5,959 kilometres

number of municipal buildings: 318

number of fountains: 536

number of public monuments: 40,000

number of shops: 62,546

number of buses: 4,364

number of bus routes: 275

number of bus-stops (banlieue excluded): 1,754

number of taxis: 14,900

number of traffic lights: 10,800

number of cafés: 2,050

number of hairdressers: 2,845

number of beauty parlours: 67

number of funeral parlours: 157

number of pigeons: 60,000

number of dogs: 200,000

number of public conveniences: 498

kilometrage of visitable underground tunnels: 300

number of individuals resident in the city of Paris: 2.1 million

number of private households: 1.1 million

length of history: more than 2,000 years (excluding the prehistoric era)

possible number of individuals who have ever lived in Paris or just

passed through, each with their own histories:… countless


It is tempting to conclude from such somewhat hallucinatory statistics – of squares, streets, houses, buses, pigeons, dogs, people and so on – that writing the history of Paris is an impossible quest, certainly in the Perec manner. But this is not the only moral to be drawn from the Tentative d’épuisement. Certainly, one can never write an exhaustive history of a city as ancient, diverse and complex as Paris – but then one knew that anyway. No history of anything will ever include more than it leaves out. An infinite number of histories of Paris is possible – and an almost infinite number has indeed already been produced. As Piganiol de la Force, author of an early visitors’ guide, noted in 1765, ‘one would be very wrong if, seeing the vast number of books devoted to the history of Paris… one imagined that there was nothing more to be said.’4 (My effort to identify the number of books in the French national library with histoire and Paris as keywords left the poor computer giving up exhausted.) But none of this infinite series can ever hope to tell the whole story – indeed the point of Perec’s heroic micro-chronicling is to underscore the sublime impossibility of ‘exhaustively’ managing that task even when restricting the story to a single spot in the course of a single day.

The history of Paris may thus be too impossibly rich and diverse to be encompassed in a single narrative. Yet encompass it is what I will try to do in this book. In this Introduction I give a sense less of what I have included or excluded, than the criteria on the basis of which I have made choices. In so doing I have drawn inspiration from Georges Perec in seeking to write an ‘impossible’ history of Paris.


Memory and Myth

‘Paris has been described so much’, noted the Baron de Pöllnitz in 1732, ‘and one has heard it talked about so much, that most people know what the city looks like without ever having seen it.’5 ‘One never sees Paris for the first time,’ concurred the Italian writer and Parisian tourist Edmondo De Amicis in the late nineteenth century, ‘one always sees it again…’6 As these remarks suggest, engagement with Paris in the past has tended to come freighted with expectation. For De Amicis, this sprang from his wide reading of French literature, much of it set, as Balzac put it, in ‘the city of a thousand novels’.7 This meant that De Amicis could not, for example, visit Notre-Dame cathedral or the city sewers without thinking of Victor Hugo, nor the Luxembourg gardens or the Latin Quarter without having a sense of déjà vu from Murger’s Vie de Bohème; nor the Père Lachaise cemetery without reflecting on Balzac’s Comédie humaine, nor the quais and bridges without calling to mind Baudelaire’s poetry.

The idea that cultural expectation can get in the way of experiencing Paris ‘for the first time’ is far from a late nineteenth-century perception. ‘A man can die without ever having seen Paris,’ confirmed Konstantin Pausovsky. ‘And yet he will have been there, he will have seen it in his dreams and in his imagination.’8 Medieval travellers had expectations too as they approached the city for the ‘first’ time: many anticipated Jerusalem or Babylon (and some, Sodom and Gomorrah combined). Twentieth- and twenty-first-century visitors have if anything had even more cultural baggage loaded on them by an infinite array of influences including Impressionist painters, surrealist poets, existentialist philosophers, crime fiction writers, classic film-makers, urban photographers, tourist postcards – and other histories of Paris.

The notion, highlighted by De Amicis, that experience of the city is refracted by cultural expectation doubtless applies to other major cities and historic sites. If for Paris it seems to have always been the case, and perhaps more so than for other locations, this is partly because the city has long enjoyed a mythical status. Historians have accustomed us to the idea that Paris was mythologized as the city of modernity in the nineteenth century. The city that Napoleon III and Baron Haussmann thoroughly redesigned in the 1850s and 1860s supplied for several generations the template of modernity which other cities strove to achieve – and which we still inhabit when physically present in the city.9 But Parisian history was mythologized long before Haussmann was even born. For example, one narrative, developed from the eighth century, had it that Paris was the result of a Trojan diaspora following the fall of the city to the Greeks. From the High Middle Ages onwards at very least, Paris has always been mythically modern. The medieval topos of the city as ‘wisdom’s special workshop’, the post-Renaissance conception of Paris as a new Rome, and the Enlightenment and Revolutionary notion of Paris as the leading edge of civilization comprise three examples which predate the nineteenth-century myth of Haussmannized ‘modern’ Paris. Part of the myth of Paris is that it has engendered so many myths about itself.

If Paris has always been modern, it has always been historic too. Perec’s chronicle of ‘the passing of time, people, cars and clouds’ excludes what most individuals familiar with Paris will know about the Place Saint-Sulpice probably in advance of physically encountering it, namely that towering over the square is one of the city’s most interesting and historic churches. The church is a striking example, in fact, of what an influential group of historians under the leadership of Pierre Nora has in recent years designated as ‘a site of memory’ – a lieu de mémoire.10 By this term, Nora indicates an institution or location (not necessarily a building) on which the historical consciousness of the French people has focused and which over time has received incremental incrustations of collective memory. It is noticeable that a great many of the lieux de mémoire to which Nora and his colleagues have devoted their erudition are Parisian buildings, events or institutions: the Panthéon, the funeral of Victor Hugo, the 1931 Colonial Exposition, the Mur des Fédérés, the Louvre, Parisian statues, the Académie française, the Collège de France, the Palais-Bourbon, Notre-Dame cathedral, the Sacré-Coeur, the Eiffel tower, and so on. It is tempting to conclude that Paris is itself one gigantic ‘site of memory’, not simply for Parisians, moreover, nor even just for French people. The case is all the more compelling when one widens the perspective to consider the city’s incomparable museums and galleries which have acted since the nineteenth century as a major repository of western artistic culture.

If cultural memory, then, lies stored and encoded in the city’s built environment, it is pertinent to remember that that environment is inhabited. After all, it would seem rather churlish to exclude Parisians from their own history. The notion that a city is both a site and a community is as old as the Greeks. It follows from this dual recognition that the city’s history lies in the interaction between individuals and time, and between ecology and community. In this we can remain true to Perec’s project, taking a physical site, and including as our quarry the individuals (‘people’) as well as the objects, both natural (‘clouds’) and manufactured (‘cars’) whose passage makes up a history. Perec’s little study is helpful too in another way: it shows how the micro-events which take place in the square run in counterpoint to the square’s influence on what happens within it. The passage of the 96 bus, for example, is part of the history of the square, but the location is also an event in the history of the 96 bus. Similarly, the individuals who appear as free agents following their own personal agendas as they pass through the square are, seen from another angle, products of the square as a site of neighbourhood sociability or traffic flow. The history of Paris is a narrative of a place which came to be called Paris, and those who lived in it, or merely, like passengers on Perec’s 96 bus, just passed through.

Perec’s experiment also reminds us that the individuals whose presence in the square he records do not seem to compose a homogeneous community. Rather, they form a random collection of individuals with – as far as we can judge on the fleeting evidence we are allowed to glean – very different lives, aims, intentions and destinies. For Perec, there is no average Saint-Sulpiçois. It is a good point. It calls us, in writing a history of Paris, not to presuppose the existence of an average Parisian, nor to construct a narrative which – just as bad – imagines that a Parisian community thinks, acts or reacts in unison. That would be very far from the truth.


No Typical Parisians

Power and social status have never been simply distributed among a city’s inhabitants. A dominant elite group may lay claim to embody the community in some way or to have special urban entitlements – in Lutetia, this would be through Roman citizenship, in nineteenth-century Paris through a bourgeois lifestyle and possession. Yet it would be an incurious historian who wrote without taking into account the indigenous population and slaves of the Roman era, or without the proletarians, for example, in the period of bourgeois dominance. Indeed, these groups, who formed a large part of the population of the city, contributed powerfully to its history. By the same token, the ‘average Parisian’ has thus always been both lord and serf, bourgeois and worker, capitalist and proletarian, man and woman.

The ‘average Parisian’ is a myth in another way too. He or she was almost certainly born outside the city, or was the child of outsiders. The true native born-and-bred Parisian – le vrai titi parisien – is a minority phenomenon in Parisian history. Until the late nineteenth century, in Paris as in most major cities, deaths exceeded live births, meaning that population growth was staked on the city’s attractiveness for immigrants. At any one time, something between a half and three-quarters of ‘Parisians’ were thus non-Parisian. Although for more than a century the birth–death ratio has altered, other factors – Paris’s cultural attractions, its importance in education and career development, its role as employer – now contrive to produce the same effect of what we might call ‘average outsiderdom’.

What is true of the generality is also true of the exceptional individual. Major historical figures who have had an influence on Paris’s history, have as often as not been non-Parisians by birth. Julius Caesar was a Roman. The city’s patron saint, Geneviève, was most likely of Germanic stock (as of course was Clovis). Philip Augustus was born in Gonesse, Francis I in Cognac, Henry IV in Pau, Louis XIV in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, and Louis XV and XVI in Versailles. Robespierre and Danton were both provincials. Napoleon came from a Mediterranean island which had been Genoan until 1768 (a year before he was born). Baron Haussmann was born in Paris but brought up in Alsace and spoke with a German accent. Eiffel was a Burgundian and Toulouse-Lautrec an Albigeois. Georges Clemenceau was from the Vendée and François Mitterand from the Charente. Victor Hugo hailed from Besançon, while Georges Simenon, the creator of Inspector Maigret, was a Belgian. Édith Piaf at least was Parisian by birth. So is Jacques Chirac, for what it is worth. They are a small minority.

If outsiders have always played a crucial part in Parisian history, Parisians have themselves often remarked on how their fellow citizens act like outsiders in their own history. In his novel Zazie dans le métro (1959: subsequently made into a film by Louis Malle), for example, Raymond Queneau tells the story of a little girl’s adventures on a weekend trip to Paris as a cross between Alice in Wonderland and Dante’s Inferno (with some nods towards James Joyce’s Ulysses). Like Alice, Zazie finds it difficult to get her bearings. She is not helped by the fact that the Parisians she meets have no clear sense of the most obvious features of the cityscape that they inhabit. They can just about recognize the Eiffel tower, but are forever mistaking the dome of the Panthéon for the Invalides, or the Sacré-Coeur, or the Gare de Lyon, or even maybe the barracks out at Reuilly, and they mix up the Sainte-Chapelle with the commercial lawcourts.11 The savant Queneau, a close observer of Parisian ways, here highlights a feature of Parisian history which any historian of the city will recognize. Most Parisians in the past – but then this is probably a fairly universal trait among city-dwellers – had a shaky sense of the shape of their city and the trajectory of its past. It is as though they simply forgot or never learnt the meaning of the sites of memory in their midst. Parisians in the past were less Cartesian than Pierre Nora and his school would have us believe.

Perhaps this quasi-amnesiac tendency derives from the outsider status of ‘average’ Parisians. It may also link to the often intense parochialism of many city-dwellers. Until relatively recently, some Left- and Right-Bank-dwellers prided themselves on never having crossed the Seine. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century observers noted the tendency of inhabitants of Belleville – and even denizens of the Faubourg Saint-Antoine – to talk of ‘going to Paris’, a not overly complex manoeuvre which involved crossing the Place de la Bastille and walking in a general westerly direction. The villagey feel of many Parisian neighbourhoods has also contributed to the triumph of a parish pump mentality, which is no doubt much to the fore in Perec’s Place Saint-Sulpice. The tendency of many immigrants to hold on to the identity of their homelands also may count in all this. Scratch a Parisian, one invariably finds a proud Auvergnat, Breton or Tunisian.

Parisians’ sense of Paris time has often been as squiffy as their sense of Paris place, if we are to believe chroniclers, antiquarians and historians of the city. Until well into the eighteenth century, for example, it was generally believed that the Roman Baths in the Latin Quarter and the Châtelet prison on the Île de la Cité were constructed by Julius Caesar. These estimates err by about 200 and 900 years respectively. When Parisian builders used stone from the Philip Augustus wall to build new ramparts in the fourteenth century, they claimed that the walls had been built to resist Saracens (who had never in fact been even close to the city). This phenomenon is modern as well as ancient. In his book Paris insolite (1952), Jean-Paul Clébert expressed his astonishment at the fact that ‘after the enormous quantity of books – good books – devoted to Paris ancient and modern, the inhabitant of Paris is ignorant about his city, disdains it, or else limits his (always identical) thoughts and comments to the poetry of the quais of the Seine.’12 Parisian history, then, may certainly be about memory. But it is also, as Zazie might remind us, about forgetting.


Power, Resistance and Affection

The first account we have of the city of Paris based on first-hand experience is that of the Emperor Julian, who resided in the township of Lutetia (the Roman name for Paris) in 358 AD and then in 360–61 AD. His account starts out ‘Cara Lutetia…’ (‘Beloved (or ‘Sweet’) Lutetia…’), and it goes on to praise the site’s pleasant features (including its climate and its excellent wines).13 Rome and London have attracted paeans of praise over the centuries, but also acres of disappointment and disillusionment. New York only seemed to amount to very much in the twentieth century. One may, if one chooses, see Naples and die, but one does not even have to see Paris with one’s eyes, for, as De Amicis has already explained, one has already seen it in one’s imagination – and probably started to love it.

Affection seems more integral to Paris’s historical identity than is the case for any other, even world-historic city. Julian’s is only the first of a very long list of quotations in which those who have got to know the city express their warm feelings for it. Even where judgements are mixed (and all cities have tended to suffer at the hands of the Arcadian tendency), the balance swings towards affection rather than distaste. Most followed Holy Roman Emperor Charles V who on his visit in 1540 declared ‘Paris is a world’ – and thought that this world could contain good as well as evil.14 Rabelais thought it ‘a bad city to die in’ but a good one to live in. Montaigne ‘love[d] it tenderly warts and all’; Voltaire thought it ‘half gold, half filth’, and Goethe, ‘the world’s head’. Balzac recognized that many thought the city ‘a monstrous marvel, an astonishing assemblage of movements, machines and ideas’, while George Sand commented admiringly on its unmatchable ‘air, appearance and sounds’. Victor Hugo saluted it as ‘the focal point of civilization’, and the English visitor Matthew Arnold thought ‘the free, gay and pleasant life’ of Paris the homeland of l’homme moyen sensuel.15

For his part, the poet Charles Baudelaire regretted that the city could not be fixed in aspic. ‘Old Paris is no more. The form of a city changes more swiftly, alas! than the human heart’.16 With these words, he coined the motto for Parisian nostalgia, but he hardly invented the phenomenon itself. The history of Parisian nostalgia is as long as the history of Paris itself. Present in the writing of Emperor Julian, it is also evident in one of the earliest detailed descriptions of the city we have from the Middle Ages – Guillebert de Metz’s ‘Description of the City of Paris’, dating from the early fifteenth century. Paris had ‘been in its flower’ in his youth it seems (ah! when else?).17 On such nostalgic longings for le Vieux Paris a whole literary tourist industry would be built in the twentieth century. Read Hemingway, Kerouac, Stein, Miller…

Such have been the outpourings of affection from such a wide range of individuals across the ages for the city, that it is important not to lose sight of the fact that Paris is also a site on which the powerful have sought to set an indelible mark. Julian was, after all, a military commander and went on to be Roman Emperor, and the city’s development in the late Antique period owed most to the city’s strategic position in relation to the barbarian frontier. The Franks too sought to make Paris an expression of their power – and they have been followed by just about every regime since (with the exception of the Vichy regime). Almost no powerful ruler or head of state of note has not wanted to impose on the city the force of his authority, particularly through spectacular monumental building.

As a consequence of the embrace of power, the face of the city bears the vestigial traces of now obsolete power systems: the cathedral of Notre-Dame and other ecclesiastical buildings in the Middle Ages, as well as during the Counter-Reformation; the Louvre, palace of sundry monarchs; the royal squares of Henri IV, Louis XIII and Louis XIV; the Place de la Concorde, the École militaire and the Panthéon of Louis XV; Napoleon I’s imperial additions; Louis-Philippe’s arcades and passages; Napoleon III and Haussmann’s boulevards and railway stations; the Eiffel tower and the Sacré-Coeur of the early Third Republic; and, more recently, the Grands Projets of Georges Pompidou, François Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac in the Fifth Republic. The list is endless.

Although many Parisian monuments and urban developments are overlaid or juxtaposed against each other, collectively they constitute a surprisingly coherent and intelligible image of the city. The opening up of Paris with boulevards – even before Haussmann’s monumental achievement in the 1850s and 1860s – gave the city the potential for developing transport systems which facilitate collective mobility but leave time and space for individual dawdling. Unlike many of its European peers, Paris has escaped major recent wartime destruction and the complications which that brings. Paris grew by radiating outwards from its heart – a fact almost palpably evident to even the most casual visitor. Roman Lutetia was more or less restricted to a single central arrondissement. The medieval city fell largely within the central arrondissements of the modern city (Ie. to VIe.). The Renaissance and early modern city extended to include arrondissements VIIIe. to XIe. The industrialized city from the 1860s drew in all twenty arrondissements. For most of the twentieth century, Paris was getting to grips with its suburbs (banlieue).

Yet if Paris has been a pre-eminent site on which power has imprinted itself, it is a city of barricades as well as boulevards and monuments, of resistance to, as well as manifestations of, authority. Official descriptions have normally claimed that Parisians are full of gaiety, light-heartedness and docility. The trope of satisfied obedience goes back to the Middle Ages, and was being repeated by authoritative sources (including the Parisian writer Louis-Sébastien Mercier) a matter of months before the storming of the Bastille in 1789. In fact the record suggests an altogether more obstreperous aspect to Parisian society in the past. It was presumably not sheer joie de vivre which triggered the murders and massacres of the Hundred Years War, the Wars of Religion, the Fronde, the Terror of 1792–4, the revolutionary journées of 1830, 1848, 1851 and 1871. Barricades – admittedly in their latter-day appearances as much a symbolic as a military form of resistance – were last erected in anger and in quantity as recently as the May Events of 1968. Their venerable history goes back half a millennium. Collective violence is every bit as Parisian as affection and nostalgia.

Resistance to power and authority within the city can take – and has taken – many forms. Parisians have at times leapt to the barricades, but at other times they have preferred to deploy the ‘weapons of the weak’18 – petty criminality, a refusal to buy into the city’s own sites of memory (to the extent, as Queneau suggested, of forgetting what they were!), a well-practised je-m’en-foutisme, a shrug of the shoulders, or a raising of the eyebrows. Many authors, particularly since the times of Louis-Sébastien Mercier and Charles Baudelaire, have highlighted the perceived tension between the individual who walked the streets of a city which had been transformed by power and authority, yet who retained an inner sense of alienation and distance from the signs of power inscribed in the city. Baudelaire’s fruitful depiction of the flâneur – the alert urban stroller – was built around this notion.19 The German critical theorist Walter Benjamin, whose writings are an inviting reservoir of erudition for any historian of Paris, devoted his life to the idea. Furthermore, urban sociologists such as Henri Lefebvre, Situationist radicals and post-structuralist writers like Michel de Certeau have placed at the centre of their analyses the ability of individuals to resist a city’s intended, imposed meanings and to invent their own.20 The tensions between the imposition of authority and the multifarious expressions of engaged resistance – between power and love, and between community and individualism – figure as insistently recurrent traits of Parisian history. And one does not need a training in Continental Grand Theory to recognize the fact. Indeed, one has only to follow one of Georges Perec’s crazy peregrinations (for example: travel from the church of Saint-Eustache in the Halles to the church of Saint-Paul in the Marais by only following streets with names beginning with P); or observe Simenon’s Inspector Maigret solving one of his seedier cases; or meditate on the meanings of the Métro with anthropologist Marc Augé (‘to take the métro is in some sense to celebrate ancestor worship’), or else read Richard Cobb’s wildly imagined rambles around mid-twentieth century Paris to get the hang of the habit.21


Time and Space: A User’s Guide

In the early 1990s, archaeologists working at Bercy in the XIIe. arrondissement came across prehistoric canoes dating back to between 4,000 and 5,000 BC. Newspapers proudly proclaimed that more than two or three additional millennia had been added to Parisian history. However, in what sense was prehistoric Bercy part of Paris? Paris did not even exist at the time. Bercy was only brought into the city by the annexations of 1859–60, and it is true to say that it has always been a disinherited part of the XIIe. arrondissement, which Parisians have tended if anything to disown. Only in the 1990s in fact has the area been part of the formal urbanization which bids to bring the neighbourhood within the Parisian community.

The Bercy conundrum (Paris/Not Paris) forces us to admit an approach which – in line with most historians of Paris – I have adopted in this book. That is, I have used the term Paris extremely loosely, and with mild but detectable anachronism (and without the tedious convention of quotation marks). Roman Lutetia, for example, covered eight hectares, and was almost entirely containable in the present-day Fifth arrondissement. Yet in writing its history I have tended to regard as Parisian almost anything which falls within the limits of the 10,500 hectares of which contemporary Paris (since the Second World War) is composed and which since the 1960s has been hemmed in by the boulevard périphérique.

I shall shuttle somewhat uncomfortably therefore between glossing Paris geographically, historically and anachronistically. This strategy avoids the overly purist option of only speaking of Paris as it was formally delimited at one particular time in the past – as if, for example, we could only bring Montmartre into the history of Paris after its nineteenth-century incorporation. It does have the advantage of highlighting how Paris expanded over time. But it is a fiction, even if a benign and probably unavoidable one. In much the same spirit I have used the convenient shorthand of the arrondissement system, only introduced in 1860, to place locations mentioned in the text for any period. It is of course ridiculously anachronistic to put the medieval cathedral of Notre-Dame, for example, in the Fourth arrondissement in the Middle Ages. But it does facilitate the reader’s task of interpreting the city’s history through its geography – and vice versa.

I have chosen to tell the story of Paris in chronological order. The chapters progress the chronological narrative of the city of Paris from earliest beginnings to… tomorrow. But I have also sought to complicate matters, and to shift dimensions, by including in each chapter a number of feature boxes which jump out of the chronological framework. These are intended to operate like close-ups, fast-forward anticipations or rewind-retrospections. They allow the history of a person, an institution or a monument to escape the chronological window of the chapters, and to be pursued over time – over the longue durée, as French historians would say.22 The Eiffel tower, for example, was built within the period covered by Chapter 9. But it hasn’t since disappeared from Paris’s story, as readers will most likely have remarked. Its story illuminates the city’s history in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries as well as the late nineteenth. Then again, the feature on Montfaucon (Chapter 3) highlights the place of this medieval gibbet in Parisian imagination across the ages – leading up to its metamorphosis by Haussmann and Napoleon III into the ‘neo-Swiss’ Buttes-Chaumont park (of which the Surrealists made poetic appropriation in the early twentieth century). So again, the feature on the Vél’ d’Hiver (Chapter 11), the velodrome on which world cycling records were set – but which was also used as a depot for Jews rounded up in 1943 prior to deportation – will allow me to consider the place of Jews in Paris from Merovingian times through to the Fifth Republic. By examining proto-haute-couturière Rose Bertin (Chapter 6), we can glimpse the emergence of consumerism in eighteenth-century Paris – but also consider the blossoming of the city as a fashion capital in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The feature boxes will focus on an array of phenomena ranging from the great to the humble and from the memorable to the forgettable: the range extends from the Eiffel tower or the Louvre down to a coffee-house (the Procope), a restaurant (the Grand Véfour) or a public urinal (the vespasienne). In some ways these phenomena may be thought of as ‘sites of memory’, but with one major caveat: I will focus as much on forgetting – and sometimes choosing to forget – as actively as on remembering or commemorating. The Roman arena, for example – the Arènes de Lutèce (Chapter 1) – is one of the great non-monuments of Paris, now more a playground than a historic or even much-visited place, which Parisians have chosen not to make a fuss about, presumably because it is simply not grand enough, or does not fit into received and sanctified versions of their history. The Philip Augustus Wall (Chapter 2) might be remembered – and was in fact highly important in structuring Parisian topography and memory from the High Middle Ages – but it is virtually invisible on the ground. The Cour des Miracles (Chapter 5) – lairs of organized begging in the seventeenth century – probably did not even exist as distinct physical spaces, even though Louis XIV’s police authorities are well known for having cracked down on them.

By rising above the course of the narrative and focusing on such phenomena, which may well go against the chronological grain, I want to provide a means of complicating the narrative of the work as a whole. There is no thought that in this or in any other way I can possibly hope to write as ‘exhaustive’ a history of Paris as Georges Perec managed (or maybe successfully failed to do) in regard to the Place Saint-Sulpice. I shall inevitably exclude more than I can include. Yet my wish is that, like indeed the Place Saint-Sulpice, the resultant book, for all its omissions, will contain enough of interest to manage a Michelin Guide recommendation: vaut le détour.


1

Paris-Lutetia From Earliest Times to c. 1000

‘Cara Lutetia’ – ‘my beloved Lutetia’ – wrote the Roman Emperor Julian of his stays in the city in AD 358 and then during the winter of 360–61,


is capital of the Parisii people. It is a small island lying in the river; a wall entirely surrounds it, and wooden bridges lead to it on both sides. The river seldom rises and falls, but is usually the same depth in the winter as in the summer season, and it provides water which is very clear to the eye and very pleasant for one who wishes to drink. For since the inhabitants live on an island they have to draw their water chiefly from the river. The winter too is rather mild there, perhaps from the warmth of the ocean which is not more than 900 stades distant, and it may be that a slight breeze from the water is wafted thus far… A good kind of vine grows thereabouts and some individuals have even managed to make fig-trees grow by covering them in winter… to protect them from the cold wind.1


This is the first description of any length that we have of the city which would become known as Paris. It is written with what was to become a familiar emotion in writings about Paris: affection. Its author was a man of power.

At this stage in its history, Paris was Lutetia. Julius Caesar, who conquered most of the current area of France in the first century BC, bringing it under Roman control, was the first to use the name ‘Lutetia’ (others said ‘Lucotecia’) to designate ‘the city of the Parisii tribe’.2 Chroniclers of the city from the Middle Ages to our own time have spilt much ink on determining where the term originates. Fancifully, some have linked it to the Greek term leucos, ‘white’ – ‘because of the
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whiteness of the faces of the inhabitants or because the houses were built of white plaster’, as the seventeenth-century antiquarian Antoine de Mont-Royal pedantically explained, or else, as Rabelais more mischievously thought, as homage to ‘the white thighs of the women of that city’.3 Others have traced it to Leucothea, goddess of sailors and waterways, mentioned in Homer, and who was allegedly worshipped on the site. Less sublimely, scholars also link it to luco- or lugo-, the Celtic word for marshland, and to lutum, Latin for mud. It is probably best to stick with the mud.

The muddy etymology of Lutetia highlights a striking feature of Paris which marked its topography in early times. Despite Julian’s Arcadian description, the river Seine played a very significant role in the character of the location. The river’s maximum width today is around two hundred metres; then, it may have been up to half a kilometre in places. Perishing wintry conditions – for the climate was less mild than Julian described it – frequently produced an ice-bound river which put bridges at risk of destruction and threatened starvation through the breakdown of food supply. The river was less deep too, and a broader bank of marshy and muddy land stretched on either bank. On the Left Bank a tributary called the Bièvre flowed into the Seine, probably near to the present-day Austerlitz railway station (Ve.). In the distant past, a band of low-lying land on the Right Bank had taken the river waters in a northern arc up to the foothills of high ground at Ménilmontant, Belleville, Montmartre and Chaillot. This had dried out around 30,000 BC and been replaced by the existing course of the Seine. But the area between the river and these confines was left enduringly floodable. At the best of times, this marshy area on the Right Bank served as a city defence. At worst, heavy rains could turn the defunct river course into a raging torrent: the chronicler Gregory of Tours recalled a shipwreck occurring during the AD 582 floods near to the church of Saint-Laurent (Xe.). The old river-course was similarly revived as recently as during the great floods of 1910, when music-lovers could paddle to the Opéra.

Land, water and mud thus had a more dramatic relationship with the city’s history than in recent times. If there is some truth in the adage of the geographers that ‘Paris is a gift of the Seine’, the river could give the city trouble as well as opportunities. It had to be controlled and mastered. This was evident, for example, as regards the Île de la Cité. This was the major island on the Seine which Caesar identified as the principal residence of the local tribal group here. Around it Parisian topography and history was to revolve. The island was some six metres below its present level, and consequently also prone to floods. It was in fact only the most important of a little archipelago at this point in the river, and covered only seven or eight hectares, as against seventeen today. Three islets lay on its western side, just beyond the present day Pont Neuf: the channels separating them were filled in so as to form the tip of the island in the Middle Ages. To the east there were four islets. One of these would be added to the Île de la Cité, two would be remanipulated to form the Île Saint-Louis in the seventeenth century, while the Île Louviers to the east would be conjoined to the Right Bank, establishing the Boulevard Morland (IVe.), as late as 1843. These topographical complexities must have made navigation difficult, and necessitated the use of shallow-draft vessels.

The general features of the Paris basin – the sprawling natural feature in which Paris was set – had been established in the last ice age, when rhinoceroses ambled across the site of the Place de l’Hôtel-de-Ville, and woolly mammoths grazed close to the Grands Magasins and up in Belleville. A particular feature of this wider region was the close accumulation of a significant number of slow-moving and therefore usually navigable waterways (Marne, Essonne, Loing, Yonne, Aube). These were tributaries of the Seine, which itself flowed into the sea far away to the west beyond present-day Rouen. This river network allowed communication from the English Channel in the west towards Alsace, Germany and Switzerland, and through to much of northern, eastern and central France.

The earliest human presence in the broader Paris region dates back 700,000 years, but the most impressive set of ancient human artefacts located in the area – those excavated in 1991–2 at Bercy (XIIe.), a couple of kilometres upstream from the Île de la Cité – testify eloquently to the role of water in the history of the site. Fortuitously, but not unrevealingly, the artefacts discovered had been preserved over the millennia by Parisian mud. The Bercy excavations demonstrated not only evidence of continuous occupation back to around 5,000 BC in the late Stone Age, but also the centrality of the river in the lives of that early society and those that succeeded it. Holding pride of place amongst the finds are several dugout canoes, over five metres long, and dating back to around 4,500 BC. They mark out these early societies as hunter-gatherer in orientation, living from the fauna of land (deer, boar, aurochs, bear) and water (fish, beaver, water-fowl, water-turtle). Even when these early inhabitants settled down to more sedentary lifestyles, they retained their predatory ways. They preferred herding to farming, and mixed the production of grain with the tending of cattle and pigs and a continuing quest for wild game. Even when Julius Caesar came into the area, many groupings here were still practising a kind of slash-and-burn cultivation, as they moved from clearing to clearing within what was still very dense forest.

From the Bronze Age onwards (c. 1800–c. 750 BC), Paris was the hub of a complex network of trackways, as well as the focus of a major river system. The greater breadth of the Seine in these early times made it a more formidable barrier, so that the presence of the flotilla of islands around the Île de la Cité gave the site real logistic value for long-distance trade and exchange, allowing the river to be crossed more easily than at any comparable location down to the sea. One must not give in to geographical determinism, for it was true that land-based traders from the Channel, from Flanders and from Belgium could if they wished skirt Paris to the north and cross the Marne further upstream to reach west Germany and Italy. The presence of a north-south trackway on the line of the present-day Rue Saint-Jacques (Ve.–XIVe.) on the Left Bank and the Rue Saint-Martin on the Right (IIIe.–IVe.), witnessed to Paris’s strategic position in these networks of long-haul trade, especially as regards the south and south-west. Particularly significant was the flourishing exchange conveying British (particularly Cornish) tin, an essential ingredient in the production of bronze, to the copper deposits and the Bronze Age societies located to the south and east. The pivotal situation of the site plus the play of patterns of exchange around it thus encouraged the regular passage of individuals from a variety of backgrounds. This produced a cultural and ethnic mélange at the site which was to prove another long-term feature of Parisian history. Pre-Roman Paris was already a melting-pot.

At some time in the Iron Age, which followed on from the Bronze Age, a large group of new peoples seems to have settled in the area, washed up here by wide-ranging and amorphous population movements taking place in central and eastern Europe. These were ancestors of the Celts, or Gauls, whom Julius Caesar would defeat and subdue. A branch of one such tribal group – the Quarisii, or Parisii – voyaged as far afield as Yorkshire before settling down, but most of the group came to be located in the region around Paris and towards the Seine’s junction with the Marne. The iron weaponry of the Celts suggests that they were warlike peoples, and their dwellings were often grouped round defensible fortresses (oppida), which took advantage of the defensive potential of rivers and other natural features. The oppidum at Saint-Maur-des-Fossés (Val-de-Marne), for example, nestles perfectly within a bend of the river Marne. The Île de la Cité was, as far as we can tell, the oppidum of the Parisii described by Caesar.4

Caesar’s interest in the region was more than topographical. The Roman Republic was by this period in the midst of a phase of expansion, which brought the whole of present-day France under its authority. The southern, Mediterranean fringe of France – Gallia Narbonensis, as it was called – which linked the Italian peninsula to the Iberian peninsula – had been brought under Roman authority in 121 BC. Caesar’s Gallic Wars of 58–51BC were fought both in order to protect Roman influence within this southern province and also to extend Roman imperium against the Celtic Gauls and their turbulent Germanic neighbours. What Caesar dubbed ‘Hairy Gaul’ (Gallia Comata) extended from Belgium, the Netherlands and western Germany through to the Atlantic Ocean. He contrasted it with the allegedly smoother, civilized and more Romanized Gallia Narbonensis.

The Roman military thrust in the 50s BC had in fact been aimed less at the Parisii than at other, more powerful tribes such as the Arverni, who were based in the Massif Central, and the Parisii’s neighbours, the Carnutes (based round Orléans) and the Senones (centred on Sens). Initially, the Parisii tried to box clever, by staying out of the conflict. They were sufficiently accommodating towards the Romans that in 53 BC Caesar convoked an assembly of all the tribes of Gaul in Lutetia. The following year, however, the Parisii switched sides. Caesar sent against them a force led by his faithful lieutenant Labenius. With some little craftiness (involving the use of discarded river-craft to convey his forces across the Seine by night), the Roman general forced the Parisii under their commander, Camulogenus, into the field probably in either the region of Grenelle (XVe.) or Auteuil (XVIe.) to the west of the Île de la Cité, and cut them to ribbons. Parisii who escaped the slaughter fled south and joined the composite resistance army led by the Arvernian Vercingetorix. Caesar records that some 8,000 Parisii were involved in the battle of Alesia in 52, in which the Gaulish commander Vercingetorix was forced to yield and his forces given another mauling.

Lutetia did recover from this Roman pounding (as well as from the damaging fire of the Île de la Cité initiated by Camulogenus). In the aftermath of the wars, ‘Hairy Gaul’ was divided into three provinces, with Lyon (Lugdunum) as their capital. Lutetia, which was located within the northern province of Gallia Belgica, was set back by the advent of Roman imperium. For some decades before the conquest, the Parisii had been producing an impressive-looking golden coinage which suggested commercial vitality and prosperity in the region, grounded in the carrying trades. The Roman conquest brought a sharp diminution of the metal value of local coins, indicating a marked economic downturn.

The archaeological record suggests that a true city on the Roman model emerged only very slowly. Lutetia probably had the classic gridiron street plan favoured by the Romans imposed on it straight away, with the role of the cardo – the central north–south thoroughfare – being given to the highway already existing on the line of the Rue Saint-Jacques. The built infill within this framework, however, took longer to achieve. Although there may have been a port facility by the present-day Place de l’Hôtel-de-Ville (IVe.), there were few dwellings on the Right Bank. The main building on the Île de la Cité was the basilica in which Emperor Julian lodged, constructed only in the fourth century. The Left Bank (indeed, in modern terms, the Fifth arrondissement) contained nearly all of Roman Lutetia. The area of settlement extended from present-day Rue Mouffetard in the east to the Rue de Vaugirard (VIe.) in the west, and from the level of the Boulevard Saint-Germain where the marshy riverbank ended to a little beyond the top of the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève. Here a porticoed building (near the site of the present-day Panthéon) combined the
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The Arènes de Lutèce

functions of forum with basilica and temple. There were two theatres, one of them the vast amphitheatre of the Arènes (which would be rediscovered only in the late nineteenth century). Of three public baths, most notable was the complex whose remains are still viewable from the Boulevard Saint-Michel. On the edge of the city three burial grounds, one on the road to the south-west on the upper reaches of the present-day Rue de Vaugirard, another out on the Rue Saint-Jacques towards Notre-Dame-des-Champs (Vie.), and the third, more tardily, by the Gobelins crossroads to the south-east (XIIIe.) An impressive aqueduct originating in the Rungis area to the south of the city and linking with the Bièvre river was erected to supply water for these multiple needs. The system of water-supply provided by Napoleon III in the Second Empire (1852–70) wisely followed the same route. Water – whose quality was highlighted by Julian – was ducted into private dwellings which had the hypocaust central heating systems characteristic of Mediterranean cities.


1.1: The Arènes de Lutèce

The Roman arena, or amphitheatre, of Lutetia, situated just off the Rue Monge in the Fifth arrondissement is a ‘site of memory’ which Parisians have contrived to forget – twice. When the city archaeologist Théodore Vacquer identified the site in 1869–70, he brought to Parisians’ attention a monument which had been lost for more than a millennium. Built around AD 200, it was one of the largest examples in France of a Roman amphitheatre, and had been able to contain up to 15,000 spectators – almost twice the probable population of the city itself. This superb regional monument faced west so that spectators enjoyed a pleasant afternoon vista over the valley of the river Bièvre as they settled down to shows which included animal fights, gladiators and aquatic sports. The arènes fell into decay with the demise of Roman power. By the fourth century, Christians were performing burials in the centre of the arena. The stone of the building lent itself to pillaging for funerary monuments and other uses. A twelfth-century English visitor to Paris spoke of ‘a great circus full of immense ruins’, but those ruins were probably reduced even more by the building of the wall of Philip Augustus (1190–1215). A medieval place name – the clos des arènes – gave the site of the amphitheatre away, but even this name was virtually forgotten. A mound some twenty metres high gradually formed over the vestiges.

There was much astonishment when in 1869 a construction team came across the surviving ruins during the creation of one of Baron Haussmann’s penetrating streets through the heart of unhealthy and run-down working-class housing. The complete rebuilding of much of the city under the Second Empire had revealed important archaeological finds: Vacquer, one of the unsung heroes of Parisian conservation, located the remains of a forum near to the Rue Soufflot, several theatres and the street system. Yet Haussmann and his acolytes were building Paris of the future as the site of modernity and had little time for its past. Although a public debate on the restoration began, one of Haussmann’s last acts as Prefect of the Seine was to order the bulldozing of the site, and its conversion into an omnibus depot – a very Haussmannian victory.

In 1883–5 further building work along the Rue Monge revealed, under a former nunnery, the second half of the original arena. The public debate was more strident this time, and it met with triumph when Victor Hugo wrote an open letter in support of this monument. ‘It is not possible’, he fulminated, splendidly, ‘that Paris, the city of the future, should renounce the living proof that it was a city of the past. The arena is an ancient mark of a great city. It is a unique monument. The municipal council which destroys it would in some manner destroy itself. Conserve it at any price.’

And conserved it duly was. Work continued on the site, in confident expectation of a fruitful and imperishable outcome.

This important victory for a nascent conservation movement in Paris turned out not to be as earth-shattering as had been hoped. Although the arena site was very big, virtually nothing remained of its seats and prominent buildings. Expecting companion monuments to the arenas at Nîmes and Arles, archaeologists discovered something which was in essence a pile of rocks and rubble, little more than two metres high. ‘In order to preserve the arena,’ noted one city official waspishly, ‘it would first be necessary to show that the arena exists. Experience seems to demonstrate the opposite… As a monument, there is nothing there any more.’ This was not the splendid monument of Paris history that Parisian authorities had imagined. The publicity movement for the arènes fizzled out. Restoration work was extremely slow. In 1917–18 the archaeologist Capitan finally finished off the site as a public park, the Square Capitan as it became in fact. The ‘restoration’ of the building was in a great many respects a new creation – Roman Disneyworld, Third Republic-style.

Today, the arènes slumber pretty well forgotten – for a second time in their history – in a city whose Romanitas does not extend to boosting its Roman status as a third-rank Gaulish city. Tourists are few, save when special seating is erected for summer concerts. Most of the time, the arènes are inhabited by parents and babies, and by local lads indulging in scratch games of soccer, invariably played out to the excited squeals of children from the nearby kindergarten. The arènes de Lutèce has been transformed into a site of local sociability and mémoire de quartier. In a city whose official ‘sites of memory’ sometimes border on the overblown, maybe this is no bad thing.


Despite the not unimpressive (if slow-coming) trappings of Romanitas, Lutetia was never more than a second-rung city throughout the period of Roman rule – until Julian fleetingly associated it with imperial rule. The Romans allowed the existing tribal network to subsist throughout Gaul, and the Parisii had no primacy of any sort over the sixty-odd tribal groupings – now renamed civitates (‘city-stares’) – which made up ‘Hairy Gaul’. Lutetia was merely the capital city of one civitas within the more extensive province of Gallia Belgica. It had little strategic importance. It was quite a distance, for example, from the limes, the fortified frontier which was erected to prevent incursions by Germanic tribal groupings across the Rhine and Danube and which guaranteed the pax romana throughout north-western Europe. Even when, in the fourth century, the tripartite division of Gaul was replaced by a system of smaller units, Lutetia failed to win administrative promotion: nearby Sens was made capital of the Fourth Lyonnais Division.

Lutetia was no more important socially, economically or culturally than it was administratively. With possibly up to 8,000 inhabitants, it contrasted with Narbonne and Nîmes (in Gallia Narbonensis) as well as with Lyon, Autun, Reims and Trier, each of which had between 20,000 and 30,000 inhabitants (while Rome itself had three-quarters of a million). Lutetia’s 50-odd hectares of site made a poor contrast with Reims’s 600 hectares, Trier’s 285 and Autun’s 200 – or even with the pre-Roman Gaulish oppidum of Alesia (97 hectares). The fate of the coinage of the Parisii plus the fact that the Romanization of the built environment had taken time to get under way suggest that the city’s economic fortunes were slow to recover from the trauma of conquest. Lutetia was one of relatively few Roman cities in northern Gaul in which building could be done in locally quarried stone: the deposits of limestone (for stone) and gypsum (for plaster) within a five-kilometre radius of the Île de la Cité was to provide the raw materials of construction until modern times (the last limestone stone quarry closed in 1939) and over the centuries created vast, cavernous underground complexes. Most public buildings were only erected in the second and even third century AD. Stone, plaster and tile gradually supplanted wattle-and-daub and thatch – which never disappeared altogether. Though the building trades, pottery and metalwork all did respectably in the city’s golden age, and led to the formation of manufacturing suburbs, Lutetia was not really a centre of production, and it specialized instead in the carrying trades. Here too the Parisian economy suffered from the imperial decision to build the main road linking provincial capital Lyon to England by way of Sens, Senlis and Beauvais, missing Paris out altogether.

The ‘Boatmen’s Pillar’, an extraordinary archaeological find made in the environs of Notre-Dame cathedral in 1711, and dating from the beginning of the second century AD, suggests that, despite such problems, economic recovery was on its way. The stone pillar, some five metres high (viewable in Paris’s Cluny Museum (Ve.) which also contains the vestiges of the Roman bath-house) represents the Roman gods (Mars, Venus, Mercury, Fortuna, Castor and Pollux, and Vulcan) happily consorting with Gaulish deities. It is inscribed (in pretty poor Latin): ‘Under the reign of Tiberius Caesar Augustus, the boatmen (nautes) erected this monument to Jupiter, most great and most good, at their collective expense.’ The pillar highlights the syncretic nature of Gallo-Roman religion, but also the social status and economic power of the boatmen whose organization, which predated the arrival of the Romans, seems to have powered the economic surge of the early second century AD.

Local produce was carried far afield. Beyond the three necropolises on the city margins, large farms on the Roman model were to be found, worked by slave labour, giving Lutetia a garden city look. There was a big farm at Chaillot, for example, and another at Montmartre, which also contained temples dedicated to Mars and to Mercury. One had to go outside the bounds of the present-day boulevard périphérique encircling the city to find more densely inhabited locations (Clichy, Gentilly, Bobigny, Ivry, Saint-Denis). The rural character of greater Lutetia increased over the course of the third and fourth centuries, as Roman power wavered, declined and was finally extinguished. From late in the second century, plundering barbarian incursions from beyond the limes were starting to spread insecurity across Gaul. As early as 162 and 174 raiding highlighted the danger, but it was really from the late third century that the problem became acute throughout the province. The attacks of the Germanic Alamans and Franks in 275 caused damage to sixty Gaulish cities, Lutetia included. This led, a little after 300, to the fortification both of the Île de la Cité and of an indeterminate area around the forum, using stone from more undefendable buildings. The growing practice of individuals burying hoards of coins and other valuables demonstrated the psychological impact of the barbarian threat.


1.2: A Parisian Child

This is the oldest Parisian face we have (p.16) 1. It is nearly two thousand years old. It is an accidental death-mask, of almost photographic clarity and intensity, discovered in 1878 during excavations on the Rue Pierre-Nicole (Ve.). The archaeologist Eugène Toulouzé had been working on the Roman necropolis in this area for some time, and located a roughly executed sarcophagus from the first or second century. With great care he prised open the cover to reveal the corpse of a young child, probably between twelve and fifteen months old, alongside which was a beautifully wrought glass milk-bottle. The head of the child, the archaeologist noted,


was partly covered by a layer of fairly thick cement. After carefully removing it, how great was our surprise to see that the cement had formed a kind of death-mask over the head, thus conserving intact for us, after eighteen centuries, the face of the child. Perhaps as the coffin was being sealed, the cement had become stuck to the lid, and had become detached, fixing itself on the child’s head receiving its imprint.


The child received special treatment in death at least. He was one of only three persons buried in a sarcophagus in this extensive burial ground – most burials were either direct into the earth or else the bodies were placed in wooden coffins. Yet a child’s death was a banal occurrence not only in Roman Lutetia, but for most of Parisian history. Perhaps it was no surprise that the largest cemetery in Paris from the Middle Ages onwards was dedicated to the Holy Innocents slaughtered by Herod. When it was closed down in 1786, it contained the mortal remains of two million Parisians, a vast proportion of them children. Statistical evidence suggests that until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, one Parisian child in three or four died before their first birthday.

This slaughter of the innocents was exacerbated by a range of
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social practices. From the late Middle Ages onwards, Parisian bourgeois, shopkeepers and artisans were in the habit of sending their children to be wet-nursed in the countryside, where they were likelier to die than if they had been kept at home. In addition, Paris became a dumping ground for foundlings from outside as well as within the city. Foundling hospitals were created from the sixteenth century onwards, notably the Enfants Trouvés, founded by Saint Vincent de Paul in 1640. Unfortunately, such well-meant institutions stimulated dumping. By the time of the French Revolution, some 8,000 babies were being transported to be abandoned in Paris each year, and during their travels and in the first three months of their care, 90 per cent died. The death rate was highest among babies who – like the Parisian waif excavated by Toulouzé – were fed artificially. Things only improved in the nineteenth century.

Child poverty was as great a problem as child mortality. The child beggar was a frequent target of concern from the sixteenth century onwards. There were horror stories in abundance about child abuse. A mother was executed in 1445 for having poked her girl baby’s eyes out so that she would become a more reliable prop for street begging. Stories about leg-breakings and other disablements were common in the picaresque literature of vagabondage. Children had a knack of triggering such rumours and urban legends. On several occasions from the sixteenth century onwards – in 1529, 1663, 1675, 1720, 1741 and 1750 – a panic seized Parisians that children were being kidnapped. In 1750 it was said that they were being killed off so that their blood could be used to bathe the leprous wounds of the debauched Louis XV.

From the late eighteenth century the child beggar seems to metamorphose into the street urchin – the gamin de Paris – object of both anxiety and charitable concern to the Parisian elites. It had been a gang of children who mutilated and castrated the corpse of the Admiral Coligny in the Saint Bartholomew Day’s Massacre of 1572. The most serious assault on Bourbon power before the French Revolution was named after a child’s catapult – the Fronde (1648–53). In the early nineteenth century a Paris police official claimed that their descendants were little better: ‘everyone knows this Parisian race of street children who in gatherings shout out seditious words, and in riots are the first to pick up a cobblestone from the barricades and almost always are the first to start shooting.’ Alexis de Tocqueville agreed: ‘it is usually the urchins of Paris who begin insurrections and generally they go about it gleefully, like schoolboys on vacation.’ Parisian children were thus perpetrators as well as victims of violence. Yet Victor Hugo’s sympathetic and sentimental portrayal of Gavroche in his great novel Les Misérables (1862) helped raise awareness of the conditions which had produced such behaviour. Gavroche dies on the barricades – but not before he has touched the heartstrings of Hugo’s readers.


Despite these worrying signs, the invasions seem to have affected Paris relatively lightly by comparison with other northern cities, and problems were not seen as serious enough to prevent individuals building residences outside the fortified areas. Though slightly contracted, the urban tissue which had developed under the pax romana stayed essentially intact, albeit probably invaded by weeds













1.3: Saint Geneviève
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