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Sandrine Voillet in the Palais-Royal.

Olivia Rutherford


Foreword

My passion for books started early. At first they were a way to make imaginary travels as a child, then they became my refuge as a teenager before I finally became a compulsive reader and buyer as an adult. If some women can’t resist buying a pair of shoes, I can’t resist buying a book when I step into a bookshop. So here I am, part bibliomaniac, part tsundoku – the Japanese expression to designate people who own a lot of unread literature: books fill up every nook and cranny of my small Parisian flat. I remember reading about Umberto Ecco and his 50,000 books and how the ideal library might not be about the books we read but about the books we want to read. If that sounds familiar to you, then you’ll certainly feel at home in Paris.

Beyond the most iconic bookshops such as Delamain or Galignani, there are many other independent bookshops, both in Paris and France more generally. The vocation of these passionate booksellers is to open new horizons to readers and to unveil amazing stories by unsung authors. These bookshops feel a little like a social club where booksellers will discuss willingly their last coup de coeur or write short compelling notes on the books they want to promote. There is a quote from Virginia Woolf’s diary you will find later on these pages that perfectly expresses the French bookseller.

The role of bookshops has appeared so essential that during pandemic lockdowns, books were considered an essential need, so bookshops were allowed to stay open in France alongside food stores and pharmacies. Food for thought.

Another phenomenon that has spread across Paris and the rest of France recently has been the emergence of the boîtes aux livres, or book boxes. Available at many public spaces – in Jugon les Lacs, Brittany, they use an old public phone box – you will find books at everyone’s disposal, ready to be borrowed, read and returned without the intervention of librarians. People are invited to offer the books they read or no longer want to keep. This virtuous circle of sharing the love of literature with others and recycling books has been a real success.

My friends from abroad are always impressed to see people reading paper books in the Métro while they’re commuting. As if literature was somehow part of the French DNA; Parisians can’t resist stopping at a box of books put out in front of a bookshop.

[image: No image description]
Paris is famous for its art and art bookshops, and bibliophiles struggle to resist the temptation.



As a student, I remember saving money to buy art books from Éditions Mazenod worth the equivalent of 150 euros at the time. A small fortune for me; however, I was so proud when I managed to buy two second-hand Mazenods at the Gibert Jeune bookshop, a real student institution in the Latin Quarter which sadly closed in 2021. Nowadays I feel puzzled when I see art books selling for 30 euros in bargain boxes outside bookshops, I can’t help thinking, ‘well, times have changed’. But I do find comfort in the idea that art books are more accessible to a larger audience.

During my many strolls across the city, I like making a detour to the Librairie du Passage Jouffroy next to the Grévin Wax Museum. It looks like a quaint, wooden shop but inside there’s a true Ali Baba cave for collectors looking for rare books, or students searching for a specific reference.

Paris itself is a book with a story to be told at every corner. I often lead visitors down the Paris arcades (passages couverts), following in the footsteps of flâneur poet Charles Baudelaire, stopping by the Jousseaume bookshop in Galerie Vivienne opposite the French National Library. People once went there to purchase books but also to read the press in a reading room for a small fee, as only a small set of wealthy people subscribed to newspapers at the time.

We also wander off the beaten tracks, for example visiting little gems such as L’Hôtel where Oscar Wilde lived during his final days. Then in Montmartre we have Le Bateau Lavoir, the home of Cubism. The famous artists’ workshop was also frequented by poets Guillaume Apollinaire and Max Jacob. The square where the Bateau Lavoir used to stand is named Place Émile Goudeau after the founder of a famous literary club called Les Hydropathes.
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Parisians still read paper books on the Métro.
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A street named for Samuel Beckett, close to where he lived during World War II, and from where he helped the French Resistance.
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Shakespeare and Co, like many Paris bookshops, opens late into the evening.
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Many locations in Paris are linked to the names of authors. The Marquise de Sévigné, a famous seventeenth-century woman of letters, was born in Place des Vosges in Le Marais, just a few private mansions away from the house where Victor Hugo lived between 1832 and 1848. Both have roads named in their memory along with Molière, Voltaire and there is even an Allée Samuel Beckett, after the great Irish playwright who worked for the Resistance in World War II and wrote his classic Waiting for Godot in French.

[image: No image description]
The Bibliothèque Sainte Geneviève at the Sorbonne university. In French, librairie translates as bookshop.
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We could even say Paris is a subject in itself, a character in its own right. The name of the city evokes many stories from Notre Dame de Paris by Victor Hugo to Au Bonheur des Dames by Émile Zola. But Paris was also a refuge for authors who fled prejudice, like Oscar Wilde, Richard Wright and James Baldwin, or acted as a moveable feast for the American Lost Generation and attracted many writers like a magnet from all around the world.

[image: No image description]
Ma Bourgogne restaurant in the Place des Vosges was a favourite of Inspector Maigret.
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There are no books for sale at the Merci used book café; customers have bookshelves to choose from while drinking a grand crème.



This book will introduce you to the places which enshrined the reputation of Paris as a literary capital: From the oldest café in Paris, Le Procope, where the philosopher Voltaire had his desk, to the Shakespeare and Co. bookstore, where so many Americans come on pilgrimage, following in the footsteps of the Beat Generation. From the prestigious Gallimard publishing house (owners of the Delamain bookshop) with its 38 Prix Goncourt winners and 38 Nobel Prizes for Literature, to the Bouquinistes, the green book stalls punctuating the banks of the river Seine. And there is the obligatory mention of the Café de Flore where tourists come to immerse themselves in the spirit of existentialism… or simply pose.

I’m sure you’ll be drawn to Paris after reading this book. You might even end up with the same compulsive addiction for collecting them. As philosopher Walter Benjamin said: ‘Paris is the great reading room of a library through which the Seine flows.’

Personally, I decline the temptation of getting rid of books. However, I have been improving. Over the years I managed to stop myself from picking up books left on the ground after the Montreuil flea market. It’s a sacrilege to let rot a product of the mind!

Sandrine Voillet







“We left our luggage and walked out to have dinner in a small restaurant on Boulevard Raspail. Walking out we got into a bookshop where V. bought J’adore by Jean Desbondes and I bought L’Immortaliste. There was an old man sitting in the bookshop and he and the proprietor (a woman) fired off a rhapsody about Proust. We observed how this (sort of thing) could never happen in England.”

Virginia Woolf with Vita Sackville-West on a visit to Paris, 24 September 1928
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François Jousseaume’s bookshop in the Galerie Vivienne.










BOOKSHOPS






Abbey Bookshop

29 Rue de la Parcheminerie

Rue de la Parcheminerie, a skinny little passageway in the Latin Quarter, is steeped in literary history. In the Middle Ages, this was the centre of Paris’s parchment-making industry – hence the name. Before that it was called Rue des Escrivains, after the medieval scribes who worked there.

Nowadays it is home to one of Paris’s most famous English-language bookstores, the Abbey Bookshop. First established in 1989 by Canadian bibliophile Brian Spence, it’s one of those establishments so gloriously overflowing and stacked high with books that, inside, it’s like a labyrinth, while outside, the stock spills out onto the pavement, luring you in. Spence himself claims to stock over 40,000 titles in English, ranging from scholarly to popular literature – most of them second-hand, and a fair proportion of them Canadian. He’ll often regale his customers over a complimentary cup of coffee.

The building itself, with its lovely façade, decorative sculptures and carved doors, used to be the Hôtel Dubuisson, one of the Latin Quarter’s favourite hotels back in the eighteenth century.

[image: No image description]
The Abbey Bookshop displays its Quebecois heritage.
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Finding a title on the shelves of the Abbey is often a journey of discovery.
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Librairie des Alpes

6 Rue de Seine

Such is the sophistication of the French book market that it can still sustain quirky and specialist bookshops. And in this rarefied retail atmosphere the Librairie des Alpes at 6 Rue de Seine is still in business, catering to mountaineers, hikers and more generally to lovers of mountains, not simply the Alps. It was opened in 1933 selling both ancient and modern books with mountain and mountaineering subjects. Today it has over 10,000 titles in stock. Over the years it has branched out into hosting photographic exhibitions from major climbs as well as selling photo books and vintage prints. It is also a focal point of the mountain climbing community in Paris, the unofficial base camp.
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San Francisco Books Co

17 Rue Monsieur le Prince

If you feel like making a pilgrimage to Richard Wright’s former apartment in Rue Monsieur le Prince (see here) that will bring you almost to the door of the San Francisco Books Co. The California city has a strong connection with Paris – Lawrence Ferlinghetti, founder of San Francisco’s famous City Lights bookshop came to study at the Sorbonne after the war, and when he got back to California he opened a book store very much like the ones he’d visited on the Left Bank. The San Francisco Book Co. in Paris was founded in 1997 and specialises in second-hand books. There’s usually a buyer in the bookstore every day if you have something to sell, though preferably a shelf-full.
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