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This book is a product of ongoing Residenzenforschung through the auspices of the Residenzen-

Kommission der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen. The commission’s chairperson Werner 

Paravacini, a longtime denizen of Paris, himself as director of the Deutsches Historisches Institut Paris 

had encouraged Andreas Sohn (Professor of Medieval History at the Université Paris XIII) to produce his 

own research findings in monograph form. For his part, then, Sohn has been interested in determining 

why Paris of all possible locations evolved from one of several royal Residenzstädte to the Hauptstadt of 

the French kingdom. And so he opens the book with the question, »Welche Antriebskräfte oder Faktoren 

bewirkten, dass sich Paris von einer unter mehreren kapetingischen Königsresidenzen – Compiègne, 

Senlis, Orléans, Étampes, Melun etc. – zu einer Hauptstadt entwickelt hat?« (p. 19). His answer 

challenges the common expectation that Paris was destined from the days of Hugh Capet to be a capital 

city, and also serves the laudable secondary goal of integrating francophone and germanophone 

historiographies.

Paris’ natural advantages are delineated at the opening of the book: (1) the privileged topography of the 

Paris basin with its vast forests, rich alluvial soil, hard limestone for building, and a mild rain-rich climate; 

(2) the natural crossing location of the Île-de-la-Cité on the navigable Seine River (which motivated the 

Romans to establish the colony of Lutetia on the left bank) accompanied by other such rivers (e. g. Oise, 

Marne, Yonne) and natural pathways linking east and west of the city. Yet these alone were not enough to 

assure a destiny as a capital city. Indeed the Romans preferred Lyon as their Gallic seat of government 

and never provided Paris with a defensive wall until the Germanic attacks in the late 3rd–early 4th 

centuries, and with the withdrawal of Roman power Lutetia quickly lost its importance.

The rise of the Franks was no turning point either: though Clovis made Paris his primary residence (even 

having himself and his wife Clotilda buried in the basilica he had built over the grave of St. Geneviève), 

Paris was at best the residence of the Neustrian rulers during the remainder of the Merovingian dynasty. 

Paris faded once again into obscurity with the rise of the Carolingian dynasty, which had established its 

power center in Metz until Charlemagne built his capital in Aachen. Carolingian monarchs rarely ever 

visited Paris, and the town suffered repeatedly from Norman attacks in the mid-ninth century.

Not until the rise of the Robertine counts of Paris (and later Duces Francorum) did the town become 

relevant again, though even Hugh Capet and Robert II »the Pious« (born himself in Orléans) as kings 
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were partial to the Loire River valley as their primary center of activity, with Compiègne and Senlis 

frequented along with Orléans and Paris as royal residences. Indeed Sohn accurately portrays an 

Orléans-Fleury (St. Benôit-sur-Loire Abbey) axis during the reign of Robert II. But a marked relocation 

from Orléans to Paris was affected during the reigns of Henry I and his sons Philip I and (more 

importantly) Louis VII, and the Orléans-Fleury axis was replaced by a Paris-St. Denis axis as the central, 

and from this point onward the permanent, royal residence of the Capetian dynasty.

What new strategic dynamic emerged that would have moved the Capetians from the more geographically 

central city of Orléans to very northern city of Paris? Sohn posits that the rise of the Norman dukes to the 

kingdom of England affected such a shift in the relative balance of regional power between French kings 

and Norman dukes that defense of the French Vexin proved tantamount to survival for the Capetians. 

Henry I’s failed incursions into Normandy to discipline his young nephew William (soon to be known as the 

Conqueror of England) only served to damage relations between the two princes, and once William and 

his successors added the wealth of the kingdom of England to their side the Norman and French Vexin 

regions became a heavily fortified frontier zone whose defense determined the future viability of the 

Capetian rule within the royal domain itself, the Île-de-France. Thus the Norman-Capetian conflict 

emerging in the mid-11th century proved to be of »entscheidende Bedeutung« for Paris’ subsequent 

history, even to the extent that »Das Schicksal der Stadt war nun eng mit dem des Vexin verklammert« 

(p. 54).

Henry I’s son Philip I and grandson Louis VII therefore began the long process of climbing out of this low 

point in Capetian royal fortunes, and did so by proactively developing the administration and economy of 

the Île-de-France as an act of self-defense. Despite its rapid economic and demographic expansion under 

royal patronage, however, Paris was never allowed to develop its own bourgeois forms of self-governance 

given the city’s strategic location on the Norman frontier. By the reign of Philip II the evolution from royal 

residence to capital city was secure, with a massive fortified wall of some 5400 meters in length and 

encompassing 250 hectares of interior area, with the Louvre fortress at its western end of the right bank to 

defend the city from Norman incursions. Also built with royal resources were stone bridges, paved main 

streets, and a new market on the right bank (Les Halles). Paris was even beginning to compete with the 

Champagne Fairs as a center of European finance (a feat accomplished in full by the reign of Philip IV).

Though the economic history of Paris is covered in rather brief and summary terms, Sohn provides 

lengthy and helpful analyses of the rise of the Paris church (i. e. bishop and cathedral chapter) relative to 

its institutional superiors (archbishop of Sens and Reims), and of the University of Paris from its humble 

origins in the cathedral school and the schools of Sainte-Geneviève and Saint-Victor. Pioneer scholars 

William of Champeaux, Peter Abelard, Hugh and Richard of Saint-Victor, Stephan of Tournai, along with 

pioneer bishops Peter Lombard, William of Aurillac, Mauritius of Sully, and his successor kin Odo of Sully 

take center stage and easily overshadow the contributions of Suger of Saint-Denis. Sohn does an 

especially effective job of presenting the rise of the Dominicans and Franciscans, as well as the shaping 
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roles played by popes and students alike as foreigners who greatly influenced the development of the 

university into a force that made Paris the intellectual and cultural capital of western Christendom by the 

heart of the 13th century. It becomes clear that neither Paris’ kings nor bishops had much of a leadership 

role in the development of the university, which quickly took on a life of its own once given an independent 

corporate status in the early 13th century.

The volume concludes with a rather brief consideration of gothic architectural style as a fundamental 

Parisian cultural contribution to Europe, not as an extension of scholastic thought or Sugerian theology but 

as substantive evidence of Paris’ maturation as both an economic and political as well as an intellectual 

and cultural force in Europe. Indeed, Sohn sees gothic style as the final argument that Paris was the 

capital of France, if not Europe as a whole: »Und so ist die Aussage nicht zu gewagt, dass die Gotik als 

architektonische Besiegelung des Aufstiegs von Paris zur Hauptstadt Frankreichs erscheint« (p. 185).

In summary then, Sohn provides three major theses: (1) that it was the Norman threat which both moved 

Capetian kings to relocate their political-military center in the Île-de-France from a more kingdom-wide 

central location of Orléans to the more decentered Paris, as well as drove them to economically and 

administratively develop both the Île-de-la-Cité and the Île-de-France royal domain to compete 

successfully with the Norman king-dukes; (2) that as a result of this royal development agenda the Île-de-

France with Paris as its capital became by the late 13th century the most productive and creative zone in 

Europe (»So ist die Feststellung nicht übertrieben, dass die Île-de-France mit Paris als dem dominierenden Zentrum 

die innovativsten und kreativsten kulturellen Tendenzen der damaligen Zeit hervorgebracht und vereint hat. Erst 

später haben sich andere Regionen Europas diesen Tendenzen geöffnet, diese nachgeahmt und weiter entwickelt«, 

p.188) and (3) that once Paris surpassed the Champagne Fairs as a financial center, the kingdom’s 

metropolitans as leaders in the French Church, all the cities of Europe with a population of 200 000, and 

produced the European standard for intellectual and cultural creativity in its university and gothic 

architecture, Paris became a capital city of Europe and has never lost this status since. Indeed, if one 

were to replace the medieval monarchy’s residence on the west end of the Île-de-la-Cité with the Palais de 

Justice one would still have the fundamental urban elements of medieval Paris in today’s modern Paris of 

the 21st century (i. e. state and church on the Île-de-la-Cité, University on the left bank, finance and 

commercial life on the right bank).

This is a crisp and engaging survey of Paris’ rise to prominence during the High Middle Ages, and a 

thorough pleasure to read in German. This reader therefore has only two reservations. Firstly, as the 

narrative arc of the book ends at medieval Paris’ highpoint of influence and power it is difficult to test these 

theses without a view beyond the year 1300. The absolute centrality of the Vexin frontier for Capetian-

Anglo/Norman political-military relations looks differently even as early as the later 12th century, once the 

Angevin dynasty’s complex of Anglo-French territories opened up new avenues of vulnerability along the 

flanks of the Île-de-France (e. g. counties of Maine and Touraine). And the strategic value of Orléans to the 

Capetian cause was never more clear than during the Hundred Years War, as Joan of Arc reminded 
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everyone. In this context it can be added that the University of Paris’ role in the trial of Joan was not a high 

point in its intellectual or theological leadership in Europe. Thus a longer view of medieval Paris’ history as 

a capital city which includes the later middle ages would give an additional perspective to any presentation 

of its rise to dominance as a capital city.

Secondly, though the aim of the volume was to bring German-speaking and French-speaking 

historiography into conversation, it still comes as a surprise that Sohn never makes use of, let alone 

acknowledges the existence of, the work of John Baldwin, whose almost sixty-year career of researching 

and writing on medieval French intellectual and political history is of international stature. A member of the 

Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres and decorated by the French Government with the National 

Order of the Legion of Honour and the Order of Arts and Letters, Baldwin has lived many happy years in 

Paris himself. So it is a disappointment that no use was made of his fascinating volume, »  Paris, 1200  «, 

which was published first in French (hence qualifying as Francophone historiography) in 2006 and only 

published in English by Stanford University Press in 2010. Here Baldwin had much to say about the nature 

of the medieval University of Paris, and he adds to the intersection of Parisian cultural and theological 

contributions the creation of polyphonic music at Notre-Dame cathedral.

But these are suggestions for addition to what is here, rather than any detraction. As it stands this volume 

is very well crafted and eminently readable. It should stand on the shelf of every medievalist who aspires 

to understand the urban history of Europe.
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