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Secret Gardens of Paris is dedicated to my late mother Elpida, who possessed a natural green thumb, able to nurture almost anything into bloom—from flourishing orchards to an olive tree that miraculously sprouted from her compost!

Elli Ioannou, Paris
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INTRODUCTION

When I first moved to Paris from Melbourne, Australia, I missed the sense of being close to nature, but in exploring my new home, I soon discovered a genuine Parisian commitment to green space. My appreciation for nature and gardens as a place to retreat and to create a sense of belonging is also influenced by my own mother’s love for the garden she created in our home in Australia, so this was very welcome.

From the Bois de Boulogne on the west of the city to the Bois de Vincennes at the east, from the Jardin du Luxembourg to the Tuileries Gardens, large formal parks in Paris exist, but what surprised and delighted me were the myriad secret green spaces dotted throughout the busy streets. I quickly found that I was never far from little squares or secluded gardens, public squares, museum gardens or hotel courtyards. All provided somewhere I could sit for a moment, to pause and be inspired, read, reflect or meditate. And this is available for you, too.

These ‘secret gardens’ and green spaces are more than just a part of urban design; they present a truly Parisian cultural experience, an invitation to step into another timeline of history. Each one included in this book offers a relaxed way to learn about the rich history of Paris, often through art and literature, but also through the people after whom some of these spaces are named. Many include original sculptures by artists, including the delightful surprise of a Picasso in Square Laurent-Prache.

There is well-documented research on the benefits of nature to our mental health. It helps shift perspective, enhances positive thinking, reduces stress and can alleviate anxiety and depression. Whatever your mood, it can always be improved by taking time out among trees and plants.

 The City of Paris has a policy of ‘greening’ its environment, aiming to become a ‘garden city’. Over 100,000 trees have been planted since 2020, and many asphalt surfaces have been replaced with innovative new materials that can help mitigate climate change. The emphasis is on preserving biodiversity, reducing air pollution, protecting the city from heatwaves and providing access to green space within 15 minutes’ walk from home for everyone. The Coulée Verte René-Dumont is one such example: an urban railway converted to an extensive corridor of green.

Secret gardens could be found everywhere when you know to look out for them – on street corners, like Jardin Auguste Scheurer-Kestner, or tucked into hotel courtyards, like Le Pavillon de la Reine. They can exist as an extensive sequence of modern planting that reflects the indigenous objets d’art at Le Musée du Quai Branly – Jacques Chirac, or a cleverly designed ‘paper garden’ that resonates with the preservation of books and manuscripts at Le Jardin Vivienne, BNF Richelieu.

Museum gardens can have a special resonance. One of my choices for this book is the Musée Bourdelle, which I first visited in 2017 to see an exhibition on Cristóbal Balenciaga, Balenciaga: L’oeuvre au noir. Balenciaga’s exquisite haute couture designs were exhibited in the museum’s galleries alongside architectural pieces, huge sculptures and other artefacts designed to mirror the sculptural effect of his creations, fostering a contemporary dialogue between the designer and the artist Antoine Bourdelle, two creative masters from two different periods. I then found its beautiful sequence of gardens – a real discovery of green walkways and peaceful seating, dotted with further statues – to admire.

Trees feature in every garden space in this book, whether small or large, newly planted or spanning the centuries. It may be a fig tree dating from the 1920s in Square Georges-Cain, a towering weeping beech in Square Roger-Stéphane, the Paulownia trees in the garden of the Musée Bourdelle and Place de Furstemberg, the flowering lilacs and graceful silver birches or the pollarded chestnut trees and more exotic acacias – the trees in Paris flourish and show us the changing cycles of the seasons. For me, the prominent trees at the entrance of the Musée de la Vie Romantique are a highlight, while a single tree marks the creation of Paris’s smallest public garden, Jardin Alice Saunier Seïté.

As the seasons change, so do the gardens. Glazed by frost, misted by rain or dazzled by sunlight, the fresh green colours of the spring, the abundance of flowers in the summer, or the glowing decline of autumn – the pleasures are year-round. Meet a friend, enjoy a coffee, tisane or aperitif, as many of the gardens have cafés or pop-up restaurants in the summer. You can socialise or people-watch alone, read a book or just be mindful of the beauty, but the gardens of Paris will always be a source of inspiration and delight.

Elli Ioannou
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LEFT BANK RIVE GAUCHE

The beautiful river Seine runs through the centre of the city and neatly divides Paris into the Left and Right Banks, and Parisians will often identify themselves by the side of the river on which they live. It is a label that reflects not just where they live, but also their attitude to life and their lifestyle. To the outsider, it may seem inconsequential, but there are often playful yet sincere debates about which side of the city is more stylish, sophisticated or simply better – Rive Gauche or Rive Droite.

Rive Gauche has long been associated with the intellectual and free-thinking side of Paris. This reputation is not just because of the famous Sorbonne Université, but also because in the 1920s, writers and artists like Ernest Hemingway, Henry Miller, James Joyce and Gertrude Stein embraced the lively and creative atmosphere of the Left Bank, celebrating its avant-garde lifestyle.

Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir often met at Café de Flore or Les Deux Magots in Place Saint-Germain-des-Prés, where they discussed philosophy, smoked and drank. In 1966, Yves Saint Laurent was the first couturier to launch a ready-to-wear boutique under his name on the Rue de Tournon, naming it ‘Rive Gauche’ to reflect the Left Bank’s free-spirited yet intellectual vibe.

Some iconic films were also filmed in the Left Bank, including Jean-Luc Godard’s 1960 film Breathless, using locations along the riverfront directly opposite the Notre-Dame de Paris, the awe-inspiring cathedral so easily recognised by audiences. And in Martin Scorsese’s 1993 film The Age of Innocence, Place de Furstemberg appears in the last scene of the film.

Saint-Germain-des-Prés, considered to be the heart of the Rive Gauche, exudes elegance. The main Boulevard Saint-Germain is lined with classic café terraces, luxury boutiques, ivy-covered railings and gourmet restaurants. And round the École des Beaux-Arts, you’ll find antique shops, art galleries and small hidden museums tucked into quiet squares.

More than anything, the Left Bank keeps its intellectual and artistic spirit alive with its many bookstores, cinemas and lecture halls. The Rive Gauche maintains a mix of history and modern life, its cachet continuing to attract people to the south side of the Seine.
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Fontaine de Fragonard, 1830.




1
SQUARE GABRIEL-PIERNÉ


ADDRESS 5 Rue de Seine, 75006

HOURS 8/9 a.m. to 5.00 p.m.

METRO Saint-Germain-de-Prés



A short walk from the famous lovers’ bridge, the Pont des Arts, and tucked behind the Institut de France, with its domed roof visible above the treeline, is this small treasure of a square.

Originally known as Square de la Rue Mazarine, it was renamed in 1969 in honour of the renowned French composer, conductor and pianist Gabriel Pierné (1863–1937), who had lived nearby.

There are several distinctive features in the square. Among the stone benches are two limestone ones fashioned into open books, a design that acknowledges the literary and artistic heritage of the area, in particular the Bibliothèque Mazarine – the library of the Institut de France – and the art galleries and bookstores of Saint-Germain-de-Prés.

The Fontaine de Fragonard, dating back to 1830, was recognized as a ‘monument historique’ in 1952. It features a column with a symbolic sculpture showing two faces that represent trade and abundance. Sculpted by Alexandre-Évariste Fragonard (1780–1850, the son of the painter Jean-Honoré Fragonard), it was originally commissioned for the Marché des Carmes in the 5th arrondissement, but was relocated here after the market’s demolition in 1930.

Another statue, a bronze of a young naked girl, was erected in 1968, but initially proved controversial. It depicts the daughter of sculptor Marcello Tommasi (1928–2008), and is known as ‘Carolina’.

The cherry trees here create an abundance of blossom in the spring when the square celebrates its own hanami, the Japanese tradition of simply ‘looking at flowers




[image: View of the dome of Institut de France from within the square.]
View of the dome of Institut de France from within the square.




[image: Book-shaped stone bench with Fontaine de Fragonard in the background.]
Book-shaped stone bench with Fontaine de Fragonard in the background.
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