
Maisons-Laffitte is a small village located 
just 18 kilometers from the center of Paris. 
The Seine here bends in a way that 
resembles its path through the City of 
Light. This was precisely reason behind the 
decision to turn this small town into a “city 
of lights”. 

It was an ambitious plan designed to 
deceive German pilots during World War I. 
Using the river as a reference, a fake Paris 
was built. It was considered close enough to 
the real Paris to fool pilots in these pre-
radar days, in which planes were heavy in 
fuel, to travel long distances, and light in 
bombs, which were literally thrown by 
hand. The capital's layout was to be 
replicated in the Forêt de Saint-Germaine 
and, apart from Maisons-Laffitte, it would 
also include the villages of Sartrouville, 
Montigny-les-Cormeil les,  Herblay, 
Conflans-Ste-Honorine, Beauchamp and 
Pierrelaye.

The fake Paris, which started being built in 1917, was going to have 
false streets lined with electric lights, false rail stations and even 
false industry. Famous quartiers of Paris, including those around the 
Arc de Triomphe and Opera, were created, as well as industrial 
suburbs like Saint-Denis and Aubervilliers. Designed to disorient 
German aviators during a hypothetical nocturnal bombing, the “city” 
was nothing more than basic wooden structures, which would be 
illuminated at night to represent buildings and boulevards. Big 
luminous canvases were used to imitate the glow of train stations. 
This original plan of a virtual city, created exclusively to take the 
blow if the Germans decided to attack, was first published in 1920, in 
the November issue of The Illustrated London News. Still today not 
many people, even in Paris, know of this ingenious plan. 

Two of the original plans are shown here, next to current satellite 
images. In red, le Place de l'Étoile and la Gare d'Orsay, for reference. 
The war ended before the scheme was completed; so both cities, the 
real one and its ghost sister, were spared from the bombs; but the 
few photographs and plans that have survived are examples of 
human creativity in the face of adversity and danger.

An enormous canvas would be illuminated at night to represent the Parisian Gare de l'Est
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