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Introduction

It is an ugly wall built in a rush, with fresh mortar drooling over the bare breeze blocks. On the branded hard hats of the construction workers, a stylised sun rising over the brightest blue skies. On normal days, they are posted on the Grand Paris Express building sites, the major expansion of the regional railway network for the Paris region. But today they have sealed off a foot tunnel under the Boulevard Périphérique, the ring road of Paris, surrounded by police officers in bulletproof vests, with guns in holsters that they wear high on their thighs.

In the early hours of that same day, Friday, 24 September 2021, the police cleared the surroundings of Rue Riquet in the eighteenth arrondissement of Paris, rounding up a population of crack users that had settled down there and busing them to a tiny garden right by the ring road, at Porte de la Villette. The story repeats itself over the years. Before Rue Riquet, they camped out in slum-like conditions at Porte de la Chapelle, on the colline du crack (‘crack hill’) until its dismantlement by the police at the end of 2019.

The prefect of police of Paris, Didier Lallement, explained the choice of Porte de la Villette, saying there were ‘no neighbours in the immediate vicinity’ of the park. It is true there are very few immediate neighbours on Paris’s side. But the first residential buildings are a mere three-minute walk from the makeshift camp, located in the suburban towns of Pantin and Aubervilliers, in the département of Seine-Saint-Denis. Inhabitants there cannot see the camp from their windows – what they see is the ring road viaduct. Nor can they hear the cries at night – these are deafened by the sound of traffic. But they now have to bear the public health and safety burden of their new Parisian neighbours.

What has angered residents of the newly nicknamed quartier de la défonce (the ‘get-stoned district’, a paronomasia referring to the business district of La Défense, west of Paris) and their elected officials was not only that people struggling with drug addiction were moved into their neighbourhood and settled in an open-air camp with no infrastructure to host and help them. They were also angered by the total absence of consultation or even advanced warning by the prefect of Paris, and the extra insult of a double wall erected on the same day, to provide an ‘indispensable protection to inhabitants of Pantin’, according to the prefect.

Until September 2021, a pedestrian underpass under the ring road connected Pantin to Paris and Paris to Pantin, an extension of the Rue Berthier that was severed in 1964 to make space for the motorway. Many have interpreted the abrupt closure of the crossing on both sides as a stark display of Parisian disdain for the inhabitants of Seine-Saint-Denis. And for their elected officials, it was flouting their democratic legitimacy. As for the mayor of Paris, Anne Hidalgo, she had indeed called on the government to clear Rue Riquet, but later declared that she was unaware of the evacuation and eventually criticised it as being a mere spatial displacement of the problem and not a tenable solution.
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The Wall of Shame, at the border between Paris, Pantin and Aubervilliers. A few days after its construction.

Commentators, officials and residents denounced the prefect’s decision to move the group of crack users to one of France’s poorest neighbourhoods for no valid reason, instead of picking more appropriate sites in the south or the affluent west of Paris.1 The decision is typical of a certain simplistic (or hypocritical) administrative bird’s-eye view understanding of Paris and its boundaries: the blocking of the foot tunnel under the ring road does very little to protect the inhabitants of Pantin. One needs to walk only fifty metres to the Place Auguste Baron, then continue around the piles of the ring road viaduct and past the Portuguese market of La Villette to arrive in Pantin, surrounded by housing, cafés, chemists, nurseries, schools, libraries and so on. The wall is stronger as a symbol than as a protective measure.

Within days, the ‘crack wall’ or ‘wall of shame’, as it has been dubbed, was covered with graffiti, and a demonstration was organised by Seine-Saint-Denis’s elected officials – to no avail. In January 2022, a project to move drug users again, this time to a brownfield site owned by the SNCF, France’s public railway company, in the much more bourgeois twelfth arrondissement, was almost immediately dropped after Parisian councillors from all parties, who had been consulted in advance, protested vehemently.

There is another side to that story, one that sleeps in the city archives. In March 1953, the Council of Paris granted a lease to the city of Pantin to enable it to build the Park Jean Jaurès on the Porte de la Villette. Since the land had been earmarked for the ring road, the precarious nature of this lease was specifically mentioned to the mayor of Pantin, who was afterwards regularly reminded of this fact by the prefecture of the Seine. The garden seems to have been a popular spot for the population of Pantin and the city’s only green space at the time. However, in November 1959, when the Council of Paris voted to fund the building of the section of ring road that would run through Porte de la Villette, and the Communist mayor of Pantin received a notification to clear the park by January 1961 to make way for construction, he protested and demanded that the ring road design be modified. Naturally, his endeavour failed, and in 1964 the garden was destroyed.

But in exchange, the prefect promised to replace the two-hectare park with a smaller, 1.4-hectare one, the Square de la Porte de la Villette, and to build a foot tunnel to allow easy access from Pantin to the square on the south side of the ring road. This space was, so to speak, a leftover, as the ring road path made a curve over Porte de la Villette. When the prefect of police of Paris, acting on orders from Minister of the Interior Gérald Darmanin, decided in 2021 to make the tiny garden of Porte de la Villette an open-air camp for a population suffering from crack addiction and sealed off the foot tunnel between Pantin and the park, it was the second time that the central state had robbed Pantin residents of a public space. History repeats itself for good reason.

When I give talks about the urban planning of Paris to a non-francophone audience, I like to start by listing the French words and expressions that attendees can come up with: from bonjour to Voulez-vous coucher avec moi, ce soir?, from croissant to Je n’aipas compris, from Moulin Rouge to banlieue. This has always fascinated me: in which other languages can you say ‘suburbs’? Would you come up with Vorort in German or sobborgo in Italian?

Paris is a myth known the world over. A global beacon of beauty, elegance, intelligence, culture, refinement, romanticism. It has been painted by the greatest, photographed by the most talented, described by the most gifted, visited by the most illustrious, loved by the grandest. There are millions of representations of Paris across the globe: it lives in Palermo, pinned on a teenager’s bedroom wall, saving up for the big trip. In the dining room of a Mexico City retirement home. On the dashboard of a Malian taxi driver picking you up at the Modibo Keita International Airport of Bamako. Taped on the sliding toilet door of a flat in Kyoto. Hung above the clock in a train station in Kerala. Dangling from a keyring shoved in the front pocket of a backpack in Houston, Texas.

That the actual Paris, the Paris I know, is a vile, dirty, stinky, feral, exhausting, pushy, aggressive city does not matter. That it is a city of immense energy and violence, that it spits on your face, kicks you in the butt, leaves you in the gutter – all of this does not matter. Because Paris is an idea, a dream, a desire.

We rarely acknowledge that the banlieue of Paris is a mythical space too. It is more remote, allusive, less tangible than postcard Paris. It is made of an artistic blur, mostly negative, that usually includes high-rise modernist towers, the characters of La Haine (1995) and Athena (2022), violence and cars on fire, or even the association of the ‘no-go zones’. When using the word banlieue, we – may that ‘we’ be from France or from any country in the world – rarely include the posh suburbs, the likes of Neuilly-sur-Seine in the west and Saint-Maurice in the east, or the modest, often patched-up detached houses that constitute the vast majority of Paris’s banlieue urban fabric. In French, banlieue is often used as a singular instead of a plural, removing the diversity of architectures, socio-economic contexts, histories and communities who live there. The banlieue is a single entity, a block. Finally, the word banlieue is often used with a possessive – it is Paris’s banlieue, a territory of 10 million souls acting as a servicing excrescence for the city proper of 2.5 million.

Paris and banlieue are two mythical and geographical spaces that have been constructed in opposition. Their histories are entangled, to form a complex mass made of design choices, social policy, colonialism, immigration, administrative rulings, models of policing and ‘peacekeeping’, fear and hatred. The opposition between Paris and the surrounding suburbs crystallises around a specific space: the Zone. This borderland, an in-between space that divides the outer limits of Paris and the inner boundaries of the banlieue, creates a stark spatial demarcation between the ‘in’ and the ‘out’, the ‘us’ and the ‘them’, Paris and the Other.

In this book, I will examine this constructed opposition between Paris proper and the banlieue by way of the Zone. Because to understand Paris, you need to hear the voices of the Zone.

In French, Paris proper is referred to as Paris intramuros, a Latin expression meaning ‘within the wall’. Since the late nineteenth century, the outer edges of Paris proper have been weaponised to mark off the bourgeois city from its working-class suburbs. For instance, from the 1840s until the 1920s, a two-hundred-metre-deep military wall and a series of forts surrounded the city; from 1790 until 1943, a tax on goods was levied upon entering Paris; and from the 1840s until 1940s, an in-between area with complex legal status hosted informal housing, light industries, cabarets and theatres all around the limits of the city.

The majority of the Zone was cleared by the Vichy regime to build the ring road, with portions of it surviving well into the 1970s. Constructed between 1956 and 1973, the Boulevard Périphérique itself is the epitome of the technocratic urban planning of the Fifth Republic, designed and erected at a time when Parisians were not allowed to elect their mayor. Indeed, from 1794 to 1977, Paris was the only French city under tutelage from the state. It was headed by a prefect, a civil servant appointed by the national government, for fear that a mayor backed by the people of Paris would be too powerful and uncontrollable. Indeed, the last one had ruled for just a few months when the Parisians revolted against the national government during the Commune of 1871.

The space of Paris is therefore layered with the decrees, policies and laws, imposed not by democratically elected mayors, but by civil servants, prefects, ministers, kings and presidents. Infused with moral principles, political motives, racism and lucre, Paris is made of prejudices and intolerance for its people.

By way of a walk along the ring road of Paris, this book proposes to read the city from the outside inwards. Across five chapters, I will take you on five belts, at times physical and metaphorical: the black belt of the Zone inhabited by the ragpickers, artists and blue-collar workers; a green belt designed as a buffer between the city proper and the suburbs to protect the interests of Parisian landlords; the Red Belt of Communist cities threatening to take control of bourgeois Paris; the dirt belt of the ring road itself imagined by the Parisian technocracy; and the rust belt of the bidonvilles and the cités, a journey into colonial Paris and the ‘margins of the empire’. From ruins to shiny office buildings, from the ghosts of Vincennes to the bustling flea market of Saint-Ouen, from the defeats of Napoleon to the presidential archives of Charles de Gaulle, let us walk the most unknown yet quintessentially Parisian space: the Zone.





1

Black Belt: Creating an Edge

A VHS of Rambo for one euro, worn-out Adidas running shoes, a 1980s baby phone missing the receiver, a small mound of clothes thrown on the pavement, a rusted drill, six bolts – a Nokia 3310, twelve iPhones of different models spanning as many years, a Dolce Gusto espresso machine with limescale on it, two old jigsaws, one screw-gun, fourteen electric drills (six Bosch, three DeWalt, one Kärcher, four Makita) covered with bits of paint and plaster, a male doll with no pants on, a one-foot-high pile of clothes on a piece of tarpaulin with four people rummaging through it, a Michelin guide from 1998, an electric handheld massager in its original box, an Elmo cuddly toy, three salvaged faucets, a Discman, a two-part installation CD-ROM for Mac OS X, a book of haikus by Matsuo Bashō translated into French, a lava lamp (a copy) – a collection of rugs, cleaning products (new) and sweets (new as well) neatly organised on picnic folding tables, (fake) Louis Vuitton bags, branded sunglasses, genuine Canada Goose coats, Nike streetwear, cartons of Marlboros, Louis Aragon’s complete works, an Apple watch in its original unopened box that a guy takes out of a black plastic bag, perfumes – postcards organised by theme and geographical location, vintage clothes (Yves Saint-Laurent, Vivienne Westwood, Jean-Paul Gaultier), shabby-chic furniture, a collection of Paris Match magazines protected by plastic pockets and organised by year of publication: twenty euros a piece – Nazi memorabilia, a cutesy shop that sells only vintage enamel coffee pots, china, a one-to-one replica of Rodin’s Thinker in a shop that sells sculptures for gardens, a portrait of Émile Zola by Nadar (an original), a genuine Charles and Ray Eames rocking chair, a four-hundred-year-old Samurai armour set made by Myochin Fujihiza with a price tag of €43,000, a Compression of Garden Chairs by César: €95K.

Unlike other global cities that have expanded and sprawled until their edges disappeared in the distance, Paris has well-identified thresholds that determine who is in and who is out. The thresholds of Paris are spatial but not only that – they are social, cultural and political too. The flea markets, such as the puces of Saint-Ouen, on the edges of the city proper, are the expression of such thresholds.

Two thousand sellers spread out over an area the size of ten football pitches. In the last two decades or so, the ‘official’ puces has become a spot more for tourists than for bargains. Known for its overpriced antiques, the market is a destination for interior designers working for clients with deep pockets, and bohemians who want to experience the thrill of buying a vintage Eileen Gray table or a lamp that looks like this-designer-you-know-the-one-I-mean-okay-let-me-google-it, so much so that they will pay twice as much as it is worth elsewhere. The official puces prides itself in its 5 million visitors, ‘including many celebrities’, and is organised around covered indoor marchés – Biron, Cambo, Dauphine, Malassis and so on. The atmosphere is sophisticated: merchants coolly wait for their clientèle dressed in fur coats and sat in authentic Scandinavian chairs, price tags contain several zeros and are whispered in French or English, Russian and Chinese, while chauffeured Mercedes await their masters and mistresses outside.

Now leave the posh puces and walk a few minutes until you reach Rue Jean-Henri Fabre, named after one of the founding figures of entomology – the perfect toponymy for a flea market. Here and by Porte de Clignancourt, the puces offers an entirely different atmosphere. Stalls line up for half a kilometre, from the Avenue Michelet down to Rue Paul Schmidt. They lean against the ring road, with cars driving by at high speed a couple of metres away.

It is rare to be so close to the Boulevard Périphérique, with so little protection, almost no buffer. While on Paris’s side, soundproof walls limit the impact of noise from the ring road, there is nothing here to protect Saint-Ouen from the sonic waves that crash on its residential buildings. For ten years now I have walked, studied, photographed and wrote about the edges of Paris and the relation the capital city has with the surrounding banlieue. And yet the tragic and grotesque injustice between Paris and the myriad of suburban towns surrounding it keeps baffling me. Paris gets protection, while Saint-Ouen is left naked.

Along Rue Jean-Henri Fabre, you will find mainly clothes – counterfeit and genuine, good bargains either way. The garments here are mostly new, not vintage. French is spoken, but the most prevalent language is Arabic (with speakers from Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria). It is about nine in the morning; stalls have just opened, but the market is bustling. The air is cold and crisp, the sun is about to come out from behind the morning haze of pollution and everyone can expect a good weekend of trading.

As you progress towards Porte Montmartre, the stands start to offer goods you could find in any working-class neighbourhood markets in France: cheap products at wholesale price and in large quantities (two litres of bleach, Milka chocolate bars sold by packs of ten, one-kilogram jars of Nutella, five-litre jerrican of white vinegar). At the end of the street, the selection of goods progressively develops to include secondhand merchandise picked with care and organised on folding tables in a conscientious and appealing way: cameras, old books, photographs and some cheap furniture. Then at Porte Montmartre, another world starts.

You enter the kingdom of the biffins or the chiffoniers – literally, the ragpickers or rag-and-bone (wo)men. Going through people’s garbage, they salvage anything that could have some value. The market was formalised in 2009 by city hall, and officially circumscribed to this space beneath the ring road. There is a bright winter sun now, but here the market will remain dark. The concrete around us has been blackened by the exhaust fumes, and the shouts of the sellers – bargains, banter, the odd argument – echo under the deck of the Périph that passes above our heads.

The selection here is less appealing and presented with little care, but if you are patient and savvy enough you will find great buys. The ‘rags’ sold at Porte Montmartre – from clothes to old phones – compose a portrait of Parisians by way of their garbage. Think Arcimboldo’s painting but made of filth. The sellers’ faces are tired and wrinkled. Chiffonier is a tough trade, one of last resort. These men and women woke up early or stayed up late to rummage through Paris’s bins and glean what could be gleaned before the tipper came to collect it all.

The flea market does not end there. A short walk away from the formal biffins, on Rue Louis Pasteur Valléry-Radot, nested between social housing cités and a brand-new ‘boutique’ hotel, is the unofficial satellite of the rag-and-bone market. Twenty or thirty people have placed themselves in line, every metre or so. Even more than the flea market, more than the official biffins, here is a market for outsiders, by outsiders. An expression of poverty, and like most expressions of deprivation, of extreme resilience. When the market comes to an end, at the beginning of the afternoon, sellers often leave their goods there, to be cleared out by the propreté de Paris, the city’s cleaners. If no one bought it today, no one ever will.

From rags to riches, from Porte Montmartre to the posh market halls of the puces, the flea market of Saint-Ouen located on the edges of Paris is a highly concentrated expression of the social, political and ethno-racial geography of Paris: extreme poverty sits next to extravagant wealth, the former made up mostly of working-class (first-, second- or third-generation) immigrants from Africa and Asia, the latter comprising predominantly white tourists.

Chiffoniers, biffins, crocheteurs, chtifires, or pêcheurs de lune – ‘moon anglers’ – and their markets, the puces, have a long history intertwined with the space of Paris. The formal and informal flea markets of Saint-Ouen, Montreuil and Vanves, are the continuation of socioeconomic practice dating back centuries. By their presence, they perpetuate a space that has occupied the edges of the city limits since the nineteenth century: the Zone.

The twenty-ninth of March 1814. Napoleon’s armies were on the brink of collapse. After the catastrophic Campaign of Russia in 1812, and the lost Battle of Leipzig in October 1813, the French troops retreated across Germany into France, pursued by the Sixth Coalition formed of Russia, Prussia, Austria, Netherlands, Bavaria, Sweden, Switzerland, Britain, Spain and Portugal. The coalition forces arrived in the suburbs of the imperial capital city, set for battle the day after. The men of the Prussian field marshal Gebhard Leberecht von Blücher attacked the north of the city, an arc from Clichy to La Villette that included Saint-Denis, Montmartre, Aubervilliers and La Chapelle. General Barclay, a Russian aristocrat of Scottish origin, was in charge of storming Pantin and Montreuil.

From Charenton to Vincennes, in the southeast, the Prince of Württemberg had his soldiers march across the Bois de Vincennes. By 6:30 p.m., the fighting that started twelve hours before had stopped. By 2 a.m. the next day, the French Army had formally surrendered. And at 7 a.m. on 31 March the coalition forces entered Paris by the Porte Saint-Martin, marching under a triumphal arch built by Louis XIV in 1674. The arch is still in place today, at the crossroad of Rue Saint-Martin and the grands boulevards; its seventeenth-century bas-reliefs ironically represent the ‘Defeat of the Germans’ and the ‘Breaking of the Triple Alliance’ (formed by England, Sweden and the Dutch Republic). A few days later Napoleon abdicated and was exiled to the Isle of Elba, off the coast of Tuscany.

But just eleven months later, on 20 March 1815, Napoleon was back in Paris. In February, he had escaped from Italy, landed next to Antibes and marched towards Paris, reconstituting his army as soldiers rallied his cause. This Napoleonic comeback was eventually crushed at the Battle of Waterloo on 18 June 1815, and the story repeated itself: the Seventh Coalition besieged the capital city and won the Battle of Issy, a suburban town southwest of Paris. Napoleon capitulated and the generals in charge of defending the city surrendered Paris to Prince Blücher and the Duke of Wellington on 3 July 1815. For the second time in less than two years, Paris was lost, and the coalition forces entered the capital city victoriously. Paris was humiliated, and France’s pride scorned. In the minds of French military elites, the resolution started to settle in: the ‘head and heart of the kingdom’, Paris, needed a major overhaul of its defence system.
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Paris has been bounded by a series of walls acting as administrative and fiscal boundaries as well as military infrastructure since the fourth century. At first it was a fortified Île de la Cité, ‘City Island’, where Notre Dame is located today. Then a medieval wall on the right bank of the Seine River went up to the present-day Louvre, Centre Pompidou and City Hall. In the twelfth century, Philip II Augustus ordered the construction of a new fortified wall to protect Paris from the English before he left for the Crusades. Three kilometres long on each bank and eight to ten metres high, it increased the surface area of the fortified town and went up to present-day Jardin du Luxembourg in the south, the Halles district in the north and today’s Place des Vosges in the east.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, the fortifications on the rive droite, the north bank of the Seine, were upgraded as an answer to ‘the crisis of the metallic ball’, as it was nicknamed by contemporaries. Cannonballs changed the rules of warfare. Bastions were added to the fortified wall, as well as dry moats. The building works to reinforce the wall surrounding Paris that had been started in the 1550s were almost complete in 1670 when Louis XIV, in a complete U-turn, changed the kingdom’s defence strategy entirely. He declared Paris an open city and ordered the fortifications dismantled. He focused instead on reinforcing the borders of his kingdom, entrusting the engineer Vauban to erect forts all around the country’s edges.

By 1700, there was nothing left of the fortified wall in Paris. The fortifications and ditches were redesigned as nouveau cours, new avenues for promenading – today the boulevards connecting Place de la Bastille, to Place de la République, and then the beginning of the grands boulevards. The limits between the then city proper and its continuation past the fortifications are still present in the street names – for instance, when Rue Saint-Denis becomes Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Denis, faubourg being an archaic name for suburb.

At the same time, the Crown, which struggled to organise the collection of taxes, decided to ‘outsource’ it to an ad-hoc company: the Company of the General Farm, created in 1680. Indeed, a fiscal boundary separated Paris, where a tax known as octroi was due, and the surrounding countryside that paid the taille, a land tax. All thoroughfares entering Paris had a barrier, a shed and a gate, where tariff was due. But fraud was prevalent, and in 1785 the company commissioned Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, the most inspiring architect of a generation, to erect a wall surrounding the city, along with grand toll houses.

As with most of Ledoux’s legendary designs, few of his Parisian toll houses survive today – the Rotunda at La Villette by the Canal Saint-Martin is one of those. Completed in 1790, the wall was despised by Parisians. The poet, playwright, businessman and spy Pierre Caron de Beaumarchais summed up these sentiments in a famous alexandrine in alliteration: ‘Le mur murant Paris rend Paris murmurant’ (The wall walling Paris makes Paris grumble). There is also this anonymous epigram: ‘To amass more money / And shorten our horizon / The Farm found it necessary / To put Paris in a prison.’

One metre deep, three metres high and twenty-four kilometres long, the Wall of the General Farm was not a military fortification but a fiscal threshold and an administrative boundary. Its path followed approximatively that of lines 2 and 6 of the métro today. The wall was removed in the nineteenth century but the tax on goods entering Paris remained in place until August 1943. This meant that until 1943, if you left the city with, say, your car’s tank half empty and came back with the tank full to the brim with petrol, you theoretically had to pay taxes on that extra fuel.
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Following the two humiliating defeats of 1814 and 1815, in which Paris had surrendered within less than twenty-four hours, the debate about building a defensive wall – which had not completely stopped since Louis XIV decided to de-fortify Paris – was revived. Two main designs were in opposition: the first proposed the construction of a continuous wall surrounding the city, able to hold back invading armies while waiting for reinforcements. The second project was a continuous wall backed up by a constellation of detached forts located in the suburbs. Other questions arose: did Paris need to fortify the Wall of the General Farm or build entirely new infrastructure further away from Paris proper?

At the time, Paris was circumscribed to an area that included today’s first twelve arrondissements. Montmartre, La Villette, Ménilmontant, Bercy, La Chapelle and Vaugirard were independent towns outside the Wall of the General Farm. The territories of present-day suburban towns such as Charenton, Saint-Denis and Gentilly went up to the fiscal and administrative boundary of Paris. The debate was about military strategy and local politics – would Paris swallow its neighbours? – but there was another concern: was this wall about fighting off invading armies or controlling the riotous people of Paris?
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Map representing the boundaries of Paris proper today, the Wall of the General Farm, the Zone, the Wall of Thiers, the Boulevard Périphérique and the Bois de Vincennes and Bois de Boulogne.

For that reason, the poet and politician Alphonse de Lamartine was fiercely opposed to the scheme he deemed ‘counterrevolutionary’. The wall was a way to kill the Revolution, he argued. Another vehement opponent to the new wall was François Arago – the mathematician, astronomer and politician who would become president of France in 1848 for one month. The architectural historians Jean-Louis Cohen and André Lortie explain that Arago saw in the projected design a way to preemptively nip in the bud any Parisian rebellion.1 In a pamphlet he wrote that same year, Arago refers to the November 1842 uprising of the working classes of Barcelona who revolted against the liberal government of General Espartero and the free trade policy he tried to impose. The army retreated to the fort of Montjuïc and bombarded the city until the popular revolt was crushed. This is the fate awaiting the Parisians, warned Arago.

Yet in 1840, the government of Adolphe Thiers made a decisive move to construct the fortification of Paris, using international tumult as a justification. Thiers was an important figure of nineteenth-century France. Born in Marseille and arriving in Paris in 1821, the journalist and writer is said to have inspired the Honoré de Balzac character Rastignac, the archetypal amoral, power-hungry young provincial man who moves to Paris with unlimited ambition. Author of a best-selling history of the 1789 French Revolution, Thiers became an MP in 1830, then minister for finance the same year, then minister of the interior in 1832 and again in 1834.

He had made a reputation for himself as an enemy of the people when he harshly repressed the workers’ revolt in Paris and in Lyon in April 1834. In Paris, where Thiers on horseback personally led the repression, the army stormed a building on Rue Transnonain, where protesters had found refuge, and massacred twelve residents including women, children and the elderly. While in Lyon, Thiers tested a strategy he would later reuse against the Paris Commune of 1871: he ordered the troops to retreat from the city streets and, from the outside, besieged it without mercy, killing 276.

In March 1840, ‘Foutriquet’, or ‘Pipsqueak’ – as the people mockingly nicknamed five-foot-tall Thiers – became head of the government. Despised by the Parisians following the Massacre of the Rue Transnonain, he used the signature of an international treaty as a pretext to go ahead with his plan to fortify Paris. The Convention of London, signed in July 1840 between the United Kingdom, Russia, Prussia and Austria, was a commitment to support the Ottoman Empire against Muhammad Ali, viceroy and pasha of Egypt, the latter supported by France. In this treaty, Thiers saw the threat of a new alliance against France.

But Thiers only used the Oriental Crisis as an excuse to build the wall in an effort to restrict Parisians’ civil liberties.2 In a letter dated 17 July 1833, François Arago criticised the new wall and denounced l’embastillement de Paris, a neologism referring to the infamous Bastille prison-cum-fortress. The expression came back to the fore as the Thiers Wall was about to turn Paris into an open-air prison. On 10 September 1840, a royal ordinance declared the fortification of utilité publique, meaning the project was granted special benefits to facilitate its completion.

Three days later, the government approved the emergency credits and construction started immediately. A month later, Thiers’s government fell. His successor, General Soult, drafted a bill to retroactively allocate 140 million francs to the project. By the time the bill was approved by both chambers of the parliament in April 1841, construction was well underway. The ‘Thiers Wall’, as it was immediately named, was completed just four years later.

At a time when European cities were decommissioning their city walls, confident that the nature of warfare had changed, Paris built a new one.
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