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Henri Pirenne

enri Pirenne is best

known for his provoc-
ative argument—known
as the “Pirenne thesis” and
familiar to all students of
medieval Europe—that it
was not the invasion of the
Germanic tribes that de-
stroyed the civilization of
antiquity, but rather the
closing of Mediterranean
trade by Arab conquest in the seventh century. The consequent
interruption of long-distance commerce accelerated the decline
of the ancient cities of Europe. Pirenne first formulated his thesis
in articles and then expanded on them in Medieval Cities. In the
book Pirenne traces the growth of the medieval city from the
tenth century to the twelfth, challenging conventional wisdom by
attributing the origins of medieval cities to the revival of trade. In
addition, Pirenne describes the clear role the middle class played
in the development of the modern economic system and modern
culture. The “Pirenne thesis” was fully worked out in the book
Mohammed and Charlemagne, which appeared shortly after
Pirenne’s death.

Pirenne was one of the world’s leading historians and arguably
the most famous Belgium had produced. During World War I,
while teaching at the University of Ghent, he was arrested for sup-
porting Belgium’s passive resistance and deported to Germany,
where he was held from 1916 to 1918. In 1922 universities in vari-
ous parts of the United States invited him to deliver lectures: out
of these lectures grew Medieval Cities, which appeared in English
translation before being published in French in 192;7.
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