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History of Paris

Paris, the capital of France, has a rich and complex history that spans over two millennia. From its
origins as a small settlement on the Île de la Cité to becoming one of the most influential cities in the
world, Paris has played a pivotal role in global politics, culture, and art.

Ancient Paris (3rd century BC - 5th century AD)

300 BC: The earliest known inhabitants of Paris were a Celtic tribe called the Parisii. They
settled along the Seine River, establishing a fishing village on what is now the Île de la Cité.
52 BC: Julius Caesar’s Roman forces conquered the Parisii, and the settlement became a
Roman town called Lutetia. The Romans constructed public baths, forums, and an
amphitheater. Lutetia expanded onto the left bank of the Seine and became an important
center for trade and communication.
3rd century AD: Lutetia began to decline as the Roman Empire weakened. By the end of the
4th century, Lutetia had shrunk to a fortified town on the Île de la Cité.

The Early Middle Ages (5th century - 10th century)

508 AD: Clovis I, King of the Franks, made Paris his capital after defeating the Romans. Under
the Merovingians, Paris became a Christian center, with several churches being constructed.
9th century: Viking raids threatened the city. In 885 AD, Paris was besieged by Viking forces
for over a year, but the city managed to resist, showcasing its growing strategic importance in
the region.
987 AD: Hugh Capet, Count of Paris, was crowned King of France, founding the Capetian
dynasty and solidifying Paris's status as the capital of the French kingdom.

The High Middle Ages (11th century - 14th century)

12th century: Paris began to flourish economically and culturally. The construction of Notre-
Dame Cathedral began in 1163, and the University of Paris was founded around 1150,
becoming one of the leading centers of learning in Europe.
1180-1223: Under King Philip II (Philip Augustus), Paris saw significant urban planning,
including the construction of new city walls, streets, and marketplaces. The Louvre Fortress
(which later became the Louvre Museum) was also constructed.
1300s: Paris continued to grow, becoming the largest city in Western Europe, with over
200,000 inhabitants. The Gothic architectural style thrived, and landmarks like Sainte-Chapelle
were built during this time.

The Late Middle Ages (14th century - 15th century)

1348: The Black Death devastated Paris, killing a large percentage of its population.
Hundred Years' War (1337–1453): Paris was occupied by the English from 1420 to 1436 as
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part of the war between France and England. The city suffered from political instability and
economic hardship during this period.
1436: Charles VII reclaimed Paris from English control, beginning the city's recovery.

Renaissance and Religious Wars (16th century)

1500s: The Renaissance reached Paris, and the city became a hub for arts, science, and
literature. French kings, including Francis I, promoted cultural development and urban
expansion.
1572: The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre took place in Paris, where thousands of
Protestants (Huguenots) were killed during the French Wars of Religion. The massacre severely
damaged Paris's reputation for tolerance and safety.
1594: Henry IV entered Paris and converted to Catholicism, famously declaring, “Paris is
worth a Mass.” This marked the end of the religious wars, and Paris became the center of a
more unified French state.
How Paris became the 'City of Light'

The Age of Absolutism and Enlightenment (17th - 18th
centuries)

1600s: Paris continued to expand and thrive under the reign of Louis XIII and Louis XIV. The
city’s population grew rapidly, and new infrastructure, such as the Pont Neuf (the first bridge
with houses), was built.
1643-1715: The reign of Louis XIV, known as the Sun King, saw the construction of the Palace
of Versailles. While the royal court moved to Versailles, Paris remained the cultural and
intellectual heart of France.
1700s: The Enlightenment took hold in Paris, with philosophers like Voltaire, Rousseau, and
Diderot shaping modern ideas about democracy, human rights, and science. Paris became the
intellectual capital of Europe.

The French Revolution and Napoleonic Era (1789 - 1815)

1789: The French Revolution began in Paris with the storming of the Bastille on July 14, a
symbol of royal tyranny. The Revolution led to the end of the monarchy and the rise of
revolutionary fervor.
1793: King Louis XVI was executed at the Place de la Révolution (now the Place de la
Concorde), and the Reign of Terror ensued, during which thousands were guillotined.
1799: Napoleon Bonaparte rose to power and declared himself Emperor of the French in 1804.
Under Napoleon, Paris saw the construction of several monuments, including the Arc de
Triomphe and the Pont des Arts.

https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/how-paris-became-city-light
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19th Century: Revolutions and Haussmann's Renovations
(1815 - 1914)

1815: Following Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo, the monarchy was restored, and Paris
experienced political turbulence throughout the 19th century, with multiple revolutions
occurring in 1830 and 1848.
1853-1870: Napoleon III commissioned Baron Haussmann to renovate Paris, transforming it
into the modern city we recognize today. Haussmann widened streets, created grand
boulevards, and improved the city’s sanitation system.
1871: After France's defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, the Paris Commune, a radical socialist
government, briefly ruled Paris. The Commune was violently suppressed by the French army.
1889: Paris hosted the Exposition Universelle, which celebrated the centennial of the French
Revolution and featured the unveiling of the Eiffel Tower, a symbol of French innovation and
modernity.

20th Century: Wars and Reconstruction (1914 - 1945)

World War I (1914-1918): Paris was on the frontlines of the war effort but was spared
significant damage. The city endured food shortages and German air raids, but it remained a
symbol of French resistance.
World War II (1939-1945): Paris was occupied by Nazi Germany from 1940 to 1944. During
the occupation, the city’s Jewish population was persecuted, and many were deported to
concentration camps. Paris was liberated by Allied forces on August 25, 1944.

Post-War Paris (1945 - present)

1940s-1960s: After World War II, Paris underwent a period of reconstruction. It also became a
center for existentialist philosophy, with figures like Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir
shaping intellectual life. The May 1968 protests saw student and worker revolts, which shook
the French government and led to social and political reforms.
1970s-2000s: Paris continued to grow as a global center of art, culture, and fashion. The city
also saw the construction of modern landmarks, such as the Centre Pompidou and the
Louvre Pyramid.
21st century: Paris remains a key political, economic, and cultural hub in Europe. It hosted the
COP21 climate change summit in 2015, where the Paris Agreement was signed. Paris also
continues to be a global leader in fashion, art, and technology.

Conclusion

The history of Paris is a testament to its enduring significance as a global center of culture, politics,
and history. From its ancient roots as a small Gallic settlement to its current status as one of the
world’s most iconic cities, Paris’s story is one of resilience, transformation, and influence.
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