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In 250BC a Celtic tribe called the Parisii settled on an island situated in a 

loop of the Seine. The name of their tribe may mean “Isis’ boat”.  Isis is 

the Egyptian goddess of fertility. In the Bible, she is the equivalent of 

Ashtoreth, of the Queen of Heaven (cited in Jeremiah 7 and 44), and of 

Artemis of Ephesus  (Acts 19). In different countries and at different times 

in history, she was given different names. 

 

In 53 BC, the Romans conquered the territory we now call France and 

Paris developed within the context of the peace established by them. In 

about 250 AD, a Christian named Denis evangelized Paris. He became the 

first bishop of the city. The Romans accepted all religions but demanded 

that citizens of the Roman Empire worship the Emperor, something the 

Christians could not accept. Denis and two deacons were executed on 

Montmartre Hill where temples to the Roman gods Mercury and Mars 

were situated. 

 

In 450 AD, a woman who was devoted to God, Geneviève, had great 

spiritual and political influence. She saved the Parisians from famine and 

is considered to be the patron saint of Paris. 

 

In 494 AD, Clovis was the young chief of the Germanic tribe known as the 

Franks who had settled in the north of present-day France and Belgium. 

He wanted to extend his influence and, although a pagan, had married a 

Christian princess. On one occasion, while fighting the Alamans, he was 

losing the battle despite praying to his gods. He was advised to pray to the 

God that his wife worshiped, which he did. He promised that if he won the 

battle he would believe in God and be baptized. Shortly afterwards, the 

king of the Alamans died and Clovis won the battle. 

 

Clovis was baptized by bishop Rémi who prophesied: 
 

“My son, the kingdom of France has been predestined by God to 

defend the Church of Christ our Lord. This kingdom will be great 

among all the kingdoms of this earth. As long as she is faithful to 

her vocation, she will be victorious. If she is unfaithful, she will be 

punished harshly. However, regardless of what she does, she will 

continue to exist until the end of time.” 
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Clovis was the first king of France. With him began the period of 1000 

years which we know as the Middle Ages and which was characterized by 

the importance of the Christian church and the faith of her kings. 

 

In 751 AD, Pépin le Bref instituted rule by divine right: the king of 

France was anointed with oil as the kings of Israel had been. This gave 

them superiority over all the other kings in Europe. They promised to 

protect the Church and were close to their people. The Church undertook 

responsibility for educating the people, she also transmitted faith, trained 

the elite and looked after the poor and the sick. However, all too often, the 

bishops were more concerned with power than with the Gospel and the 

priests received very little training. 

 

In the 13th century, Notre Dame cathedral was built. It was consecrated to 

Mary, who was considered to be the Mother of God since the Council of 

Ephesus in 431. She is shown wearing a crown and holding a sceptre. One of 

her titles is “Queen of Heaven”. 

 

In 1215, the University of Paris was created. From this time on, Paris 

became an important intellectual centre in Europe. 

 

According to the teaching of the Church, the Jews had killed Jesus: As a 

result they were hated and 3 kings banished them from the country. 

 

Paris chose her motto: fluctuat nec mergitur (She is tossed by the waves, 

but does not sink) 

 

The Middle Ages ended with the 100 years War between the French and 

the English.  To the sufferings of war were added famines and epidemics 

and an immobilized Church and University. The French were ready for 

change. 

 

Change took on two aspects during this Renaissance period which 

covered the 16
th
 century: 

• on the one hand humanism  developed, as people turned to Greek  

culture, putting man at the centre of his preoccupations rather than 

God; 

• at the same time, within the Church, a desire for reform intensified, 
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but as the authorities resisted all change, this brought about the 

Reformation. 

 

The king of France was not hostile to this at first. However, the excesses of 

certain Protestants who put a poster on his door declaring that Holy 

Communion was heretical provoked the king to anger and he decided it 

was necessary to fight the Protestants. A few years later, the Catholic 

Church, seeing that many people were converting to Protestantism, began 

the Counter-Reformation. Eight wars of religion followed where Catholics 

and Protestants killed each other. In 1572, the Saint Bartholomew 

Massacre was the most painful incident, which still marks French 

Protestants today. 2000 Protestants were massacred in Paris. 

 

In 1598, King Henri IV, originally a protestant, converted to Catholicism 

in order to become the king of France. He issued the Edict of Nantes 

which gave a certain freedom to those of the reformed faith. 

 

The 17th century was marked by absolute monarchy where the king alone 

was ruler. Since the Renaissance period the kings had become distant from 

their people. Louis XIII, who was still without children after 23 years of 

marriage, prayed to the Virgin Mary to give him a son. He promised that if 

this happened, he would consecrate France to Mary. The future Louis XIV 

was born and France was consecrated to Mary in Notre Dame Cathedral. 

 

Under his reign, the philosopher Descartes developed the notion of doubt. 

He doubted everything. However, he had just one thing that reassured him, 

namely that he was thinking: “I think therefore I am”. From this reasoning 

came rationalism (I believe only what I can see) which strongly marked 

French thinking. 

 

Louis XIV was an authoritarian and demanding king. At the end of his life, 

he denied the importance of the Protestants in his kingdom. He revoked 

the Edict of Nantes and began persecuting the Protestants in a radical and 

cruel way. Following his reign, which had seen one war after another, the 

French wanted peace and a quieter life. 

 

Once again, there was a desire for deep change in society. While the 

nobles were looking to please the king, residing at the court and holding on 
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to their privileges, the bourgeoisie, who created the wealth of the country 

by their work, began asking for some political power.  Philosophers such 

as Rousseau and Voltaire encouraged them in this. They met in groups to 

totally re-think society. Humanism was the foundation for this. They were 

strongly influenced by free-masonry coming from England and aspired to 

a new society, a golden age. 

 

The king Louis XVI had neither the training nor the character of a king. 

He loved his people, who responded to his affection. He also loved God. 

But the monarchical regime was unable to change and the king made a 

series of decisions which infuriated the people of Paris. In 1789, the 

representatives of the people (97% of the population) demanded a 

constitution; the lower classes were going hungry because of bad harvests. 

 

The people revolted and stormed the fortress of the Bastille to get 

gunpowder for the guns that they had found. The governor of the Bastille 

handled the situation badly and shooting broke out. This date marked the 

beginning of the French Revolution and is also our national day: the 14th 

July. 

 

The first official act of the revolution was the declaration of the rights of 

man and of citizens, the predecessor of what we know today as Human 

Rights. This was presented in the form of tablets of law as they were 

designed to replace the law of God. Globally, through the centuries, the 

Church moved further and further away from the Gospel and a wave of de-

Christianization came to cover France. 

 

France was reorganized in many domains. In 1792, the Republic was 

proclaimed. 

 

Many executions of nobles and priests took place, as a way of getting even 

with the old regime. The king tried to flee. He was considered to be a 

traitor and the people voted to kill him. Robespierre, one of the most 

radical revolutionaries, declared, speaking of the king: 

“Louis must die because the nation must live”. 

As he mounted the scaffold, the king declared: 

“People, I forgive those who have chosen to kill me and I pray to 

God that the punishment for the blood which you are about to shed does 
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not fall on France”. 

 

By killing the king, they killed the head, the image of the Father. Because 

he ruled by divine right, they were also getting rid of God. 

 

As France was de-Christianized, numerous pagan festivals were created 

to replace the Christian ones. Three in particular are worth noting: 

• The festival of Regeneration on Bastille Square: a statue of Isis, 

goddess of Regeneration, was set up. Water poured from her bosom. 

The representatives of the government and of the newly created 

departments of France who were present, drank some of this water 

after having poured some out as a drink offering. 

• The consecration of France to the goddess of Reason at the festival 

of Liberty, held at Notre Dame. 

• The consecration of France to the Supreme Being and the 

proclamation of the immortality of the soul which took place on the 

Champ de Mars. 

The revolution finished with a time of terrible denouncements which was 

named the Reign of Terror. 

 

The 19th century was politically very unstable. There were 3 republics, 3 

kings, 2 emperors, and 3 revolutions, before the 3rd republic was 

permanently established. 

 

At the end of the revolution, the French were looking for a kind of saviour 

and a young general became Emperor Napoleon I. He reorganized France 

and declared freedom of religion. French law and our national education 

system have their roots with Napoleon. 

 

In 1870, Emperor Napoleon III declared war on Prussia but was taken 

prisoner. The Republic took over but then capitulated. However, the 

normally powerless people in Paris refused to accept the capitulation and 

they resisted. They declared an independent government, the Commune, 

which held power for 2 months before the army got the better of the 

communards: 20 000 of them were killed and 5000 deported. 

 

The 3rd Republic was proclaimed and lasted until 1940: it was very 

anticlerical and Masonic. Jules Ferry, the minister for education, organized 
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secular schools which were free and obligatory, thus taking from the 

religious communities the right to teach – something that they had done 

since Christianity arrived in France. 

 

In 1889, one hundred years after the beginning of the French revolution 

and for the occasion of the Universal Exhibition, the Eiffel Tower was 

built, masterpiece of the French engineer Gustave Eiffel. It has become the 

emblem of Paris, although it is only 122 years old! 

 

During the First World War (1914-1918), the Germans didn’t reach Paris, 

managing only to bomb it. 

 

During the Second World War (1939-1945), after the military collapse of 

France in 1940, Paris ceased to be the capital of the country and became 

the seat of the German military Command in France. On the 16th and 17
th
 

of July 1942, the French police, following orders from the Vichy 

government who were linked to the Germans, arrested 12 884 Jews: this 

was la rafle du Vel' d'Hiv'.(the rounding-up of Jews who were taken to the 

Velodrome d’Hiver in Paris). The police did their job thoroughly, even 

arresting children. All were deported and most were exterminated in the 

death camps. Only 40 men survived. This collaboration on the part of the 

French authorities pushed many Parisians to join the Resistance movement. 

The police and the President of the Republic have asked forgiveness for 

this recently. Paris and France were finally liberated thanks to help from 

the Allies who paid a heavy price. 

 

France had built up a colonial empire. Since 1871 Algeria had been 

French departments. In 1961, some Algerians, through their political party, 

the National Liberation Front (FLN) demanded independence for their 

country. A war followed. In Paris, a peaceful protest by about 30,000 

Algerians who supported the FLN was brutally repressed. It is only in 

recent years that it has been recognized that about 200 Algerians were 

beaten to death by the French police who were reacting to the fact that 21 

policemen had been killed. 

 

Since the end of the Second World War, intellectual movements have 

developed, among which is existentialism as presented by Sartre. This 

opened the door to post-modernity which has as its main ideas: I do what 
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I like; each person has their own truth. Tolerance and cynicism became 

fashionable. 

 

In 1968, Parisian students began demonstrations in the Latin Quarter, 

expressing their desire to see changes in society. This became known as 

the revolution of May 68. They wanted to be free from traditional 

bourgeois society. They were against authority, capitalism, imperialism 

and morality. Police repression was strong but nevertheless a radical 

change took place in society, and the door was opened for open sexual 

relationships, abortion and widespread drug use. 

 

In 1975, a law (la loi Veil) liberalized abortion. 600 “voluntary 

interruptions of pregnancies” are legally practiced each day in France. 

 

President Mitterrand who led France from 1981, ordered the construction 

of a large number of important buildings in Paris. In 1989, to celebrate the 

bicentenary of the French Revolution the following were opened: the 

pyramid in front of the Louvre, the Arche de la Défense, the monument to 

Human Rights which refers to Europe... There was a time when all the 

major monuments were built by the Church. The tide has turned and 

monuments say a lot about the times in which we live. 


