
CIVIL ENGINEERING URBAN HISTORY

Subterranean Engineering and Historical Cartography: A 
Technical Analysis of Paris's Underground Infrastructure
Published: November 14, 2025  |  Index ID: #855

The urban landscape of Paris is often defined by its neoclassical architecture and Haussmannian boulevards. 

However, beneath the surface of the "City of Light" lies a complex, multi-layered vertical world that mirrors the city's 

surface evolution. Patrick Saletta's seminal work, À la découverte des souterrains de Paris, published in 1990,

remains one of the most comprehensive technical and historical documentations of this hidden realm. This article

provides an in-depth technical exploration of the Parisian underground, focusing on its geological foundations, the

engineering of its quarry systems, the hydraulic complexity of its sewers, and the structural challenges of

maintaining a city built upon a void.

The Geological Foundation: The Lutetian Limestone

To understand the technical complexity of the Parisian underground, one must first analyze the Lutetian Limestone

(Calcaire grossier). Formed approximately 45 million years ago during the Eocene epoch, this geological stratum is

the literal bedrock of Parisian architecture. The Lutetian stage is characterized by high-quality sedimentary rock

that has been extracted for centuries to build the city's most iconic monuments.

The geological profile of Paris consists of several distinct layers that have dictated the methods of subterranean

construction:

•  The Upper Layer: Composed of gypsum and marl (Montmartre and Ménilmontant areas).

•  The Middle Layer: The "Banc de Roche" and "Banc Vert," providing the structural limestone used in masonry.

•  The Lower Layer: Coarse limestone mixed with sand, which often presents significant engineering challenges 

due to its lower load-bearing capacity.

The extraction of these materials created a massive network of voids, estimated to exceed 300 kilometers in length. 

These voids are not uniform; they vary based on the extraction method used—ranging from open-pit mining in the 

early centuries to sophisticated underground pillar mining(piliers tournés) as the city expanded over the former

quarries.

The Evolution of Underground Quarry Engineering

The transition from surface extraction to underground mining was a technical necessity driven by urban expansion.

Patrick Saletta highlights the systematic approach taken by early engineers to manage the structural integrity of

these voids. The primary technical methods used in the Parisian quarries include:

1. Piliers Tournés (Turned Pillars)

In this method, miners would leave massive blocks of untouched limestone to act as natural supports for the ceiling 

(the "ciel de carrière"). While effective, this method was often haphazard before the 18th century, leading to 

numerous surface subsidences and the eventual creation of the Inspection Générale des Carrières (IGC) in 1777.

2. Hagues et Bourrages (Walls and Backfill)

As extraction became more intensive, engineers implemented the "hague et bourrage" system. A "hague" is a dry-

stone wall built to contain the "bourrage" (rubble or waste stone). This system served two purposes: it disposed of



mining waste and provided secondary structural support to prevent the convergence of the quarry roof and floor.

3. Consolidation Masonry

After the IGC was established under Charles-Axel Guillaumot, a massive project of structural reinforcement began. 

Engineers constructed masonry pillars and arched galleries beneath public roads to ensure the city above would 

not collapse into the voids. This was the first instance of large-scale subterranean urban planning.

Technical Inventory of Subterranean Structures

The Parisian underground is not a monolith but a stratified system of different functional infrastructures. The

following table provides a comparison of the primary subterranean systems found in Paris:



System Type Primary Function Typical Depth Engineering 
Characteristics

Historical Era

Quarries (Carrières) Material extraction / 
Storage

15m – 30m Irregular galleries, 
dry-stone 
reinforcement

Roman era to 19th 
Century

Sewers (Égouts) Waste/Stormwater 
management

2m – 10m Ovoid sections, 
hydraulic cement, 
gravity flow

Modern system 
(1850+)

Catacombs Ossuary / Public 
health

20m Consolidated quarry 
galleries, aesthetic 
masonry

Late 18th Century

Metro/RER Mass transit 10m – 40m Shield tunneling, 
reinforced concrete, 
ventilation shafts

1900 to Present

Bunkers/Shelters Civil defense / 
Command

20m – 30m Reinforced concrete, 
NBC filtration, gas-
tight doors

1930s – 1940s

The Hydraulic Engineering of the Paris Sewer System

Often referred to as the "intestines of the city," the Paris sewer system represents a masterpiece of 19th-century 

civil engineering. Designed largely by Eugène Belgrand under the direction of Baron Haussmann, the system was 

a response to the devastating cholera outbreaks of the mid-1800s. The technical brilliance of Belgrand's design lies 

in its self-cleaning mechanism and its dual-layer structure.

The Ovoid Section Design

Unlike circular pipes common in other cities, Parisian sewers use an ovoid (egg-shaped) profile. This design

ensures that even during low-flow periods, the water maintains sufficient velocity to transport solids, minimizing the

accumulation of silt. The narrower bottom section increases the hydraulic radius, thereby maximizing flow efficiency.

The Grand Collecteurs

The network is organized into a hierarchy of drains, ranging from small local branches to the Grands Collecteurs.

These massive tunnels—some large enough for boats—transport waste by gravity toward treatment plants outside

the city. The technical management of this system involves:

•  Sand Traps (Dessableurs): Large chambers designed to slow the flow and allow heavy debris to settle for 

manual removal.

•  Flushing Sluices (Vannes de chasse): Automated or manual gates used to release large volumes of water to 

purge the lines.

•  Siphon Bridges: Complex engineering feats where sewer lines cross the Seine river via sub-river siphons, 

maintaining pressure and flow.

The Logistics of the Paris Catacombs (The Municipal Ossuary)

While often viewed through a macabre lens, the creation of the Paris Catacombs was a massive 18th-century 

logistical and sanitary engineering project. The closure of the Cimetière des Innocentsin 1786 required the transfer



of approximately six million remains. The technical challenge was to relocate these remains into the former "Tombe-

Issoire" quarries without compromising the structural integrity of the city's foundations.

Engineers utilized the existing IGC maps to identify stable galleries. The remains were not merely dumped; they 

were meticulously stacked in decorative bone walls (hagues d'ossements). Behind these decorative fronts, 

millions of bones are stored in backfill, acting as a form of structural stabilization for the quarry voids. The 

Catacombs thus represent a unique intersection of public health policy, structural masonry, and memorial 

architecture.

Transportation Infrastructure and Subterranean Expansion

The 20th century added another layer to the Parisian underground: the Metropolitan Railway (Metro) and the

Réseau Express Régional (RER). The engineering of the Metro required navigating the pre-existing maze of

quarries and sewers.

Shield Tunneling vs. Cut-and-Cover

Early Metro lines (Line 1) were largely built using the cut-and-cover method, which involved excavating the street 

and covering it with a metal or masonry deck. However, deeper lines required the use of tunnel boring machines 

(TBMs) or manual shield tunneling. The presence of water-bearing sands and the proximity to the foundations of 

historic buildings necessitated advanced ground freezing and grouting techniques(injection of silica gels or

cement) to stabilize the soil during excavation.

The RER and Deep-Level Engineering

The RER system, introduced in the 1960s, operates at much greater depths (up to 40 meters) to bypass existing 

infrastructure. This required the construction of massive underground caverns for stations like Châtelet-Les Halles, 

the largest underground station in the world. The technical focus here shifts to ventilation logistics, seismic 

dampening, and high-capacity vertical circulation (escalators/elevators).

Field Guide: Identifying Underground Risks and Failure Modes

For structural engineers and urban planners, the Parisian underground presents constant risks. Saletta’s

documentation serves as a warning of the potential for structural failure. Common failure modes in the Parisian

subterranean context include:

1.  Fontis (Sinkholes): A localized collapse of the quarry roof that migrates upward through the soil layers until it 

reaches the surface. Identifying a "cloche de fontis" (sinkhole bell) early is critical for public safety.

2.  Oxidation of Supports: In humid environments, metal reinforcements or even limestone pillars can degrade 

over centuries. Carbonation of the limestone reduces its compressive strength.

3.  Hydrogeological Interference: Changes in the water table (due to pumping or climate change) can cause the 

soil to shrink or swell, leading to cracks in the masonry of the galleries above.

Modern Remediation Strategies



Risk Factor Detection Method Remediation Technique

Subsurface Void Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) / 
LIDAR

Injection of expanded clay or concrete 
grout

Pillar Instability Inclinometers / Acoustic Monitoring Installation of reinforced concrete 
jackets

Water Infiltration Thermal Imaging / Flow meters Bentonite slurry walls / Polyurethane 
resin injection

Summary of Broader Implications

The technical study of Paris's underground reveals a city that is as much an engineering marvel below ground as it 

is an architectural masterpiece above. The work of Patrick Saletta and the ongoing efforts of the IGC highlight the 

necessity of integrated urban management. The underground is not merely a collection of abandoned tunnels but

a dynamic, functioning system that requires constant monitoring and maintenance.

As Paris looks toward the future with projects like the Grand Paris Express, the lessons learned from the Lutetian 

quarries and Belgrand's sewers remain relevant. The ability to build deeper and more complex structures depends 

entirely on our understanding of the geological and historical layers that already exist. For the technical writer and 

the civil engineer, Paris remains the ultimate case study in vertical urbanism and subterranean structural 

conservation. The "City of Darkness" will continue to support the "City of Light," provided its technical secrets are

preserved, mapped, and respected.
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