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INTRODUCTION


‘Paris is a moveable feast…’ wrote Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961) who, following the tradition of many artists and writers, had fallen madly in love with the city. Dubbed the ‘City of Light’, Paris has been at the forefront of the worlds of fashion and luxury ever since, attracting visitors in their millions, interrupted only by tragic attacks (such as those in November 2015) that left it almost deserted.


The city’s unique urban landscape owes much to the efforts of French civil servant Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann (1809–91), whose famous ‘Grands Boulevards’ can still be seen today. At its historic centre, however, Paris has preserved the imprint of centuries past in the layout of some of the streets in the Marais or on the Île de la Cité. There are listed buildings as far as the eye can see, and a host of different rulers and leaders have left their mark across the years – a perennial French ambition.


The Right Bank, the Left Bank … Paris would not be Paris without the meandering of its river. Spanned by more than 30 crossings, the oldest of which is paradoxically the ‘new bridge’, the Pont Neuf, the river Seine carves a particularly romantic path through the city, especially at night. The many admirers who describe Paris as ‘the most beautiful city in the world’ are gently mocked by Woody Allen in his nostalgic 2011 film Midnight in Paris, which was inspired by Hemingway’s book. Its critics, on the other hand, dismiss it as an ‘inhabited museum’, overly elitist and gentrified throughout. While its suburbs, or banlieue, were declared the ‘Metropolis of Greater Paris’ in 2016, this is yet to have any tangible effects.


Nonetheless, with its wealth of urban diversity, unique lifestyle, living spaces, temples of culture and fashion, museums and monuments, Paris manages to pack its 20 very different districts with a veritable anthology of icons. Choosing just 50 is a nightmarish task that highlights the tension between capturing the spirit of the age and notions of permanence. The Eiffel Tower is a monument, symbol and icon in one. The Maison de Verre or the Galerie Kreo, design icons of a different kind, appeal perhaps more to the cognoscenti. Icons, history and fashion are all intimately entangled here. They expose a subjective path illuminated by the bright gleam of a modernity that never truly outshines its past. That’s Paris.


Competitors in the Tour de France cycle through the Arc de Triomphe in 1937. The closing stage in Paris is now a highlight of the world’s best-known cycling race.
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NOTRE DAME CATHEDRAL


Our Lady of Paris


Gothic cathedrals were the skyscrapers of their day – buildings of eminent stature, grandeur and visibility – and, thanks to Paris’s strict building regulations, which govern the height of new construction in the city, Notre Dame continues to boast these attributes, enjoying a clear sightline from across the city.


The cathedral is the heart of Paris – it stands on the site of Paris’s first Christian church on the Île de la Cité – and distances from the capital to every part of France are measured from the Place du Parvis Notre Dame, the vast square in front of the cathedral.


Notre Dame is known for its sublime architectural balance, although, looking closely, there are minor asymmetrical elements introduced to avoid monotony, in accordance with standard Gothic practice. These include the slightly different shapes of each of the three main portals. Its stained glass windows are a stunning collection of 13th-century Gothic art. Three beautiful rose windows radiate over the west door.


In 1831 Victor Hugo (1802–05) immortalized the cathedral in his novel, The Hunchback of Notre-Dame. Descriptions of the cathedral take on such a focal role that many argue they far exceed the requirements of the story, yet they establish Hugo’s keen desire to make his contemporaries aware of the value of architecture as a didactic art form, which he feared was in jeopardy with the arrival of the printing press and its ability to bring images to the masses. Happily, Hugo’s fears have not been realized and, if anything, the imposing façade and magnificence of ‘Our Lady of Paris’ do indeed still stand as inspiration for architects today.


The sombre harmony of the gothic façade is a fascinating interplay of horizontal and vertical lines.
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FLUCTUAT NEC MERGITUR


Tossed but not sunk


Emblazoned on the city’s coat of arms, this Latin phrase, meaning ‘tossed but not sunk’, is Paris’s official motto. Originally adopted by the river Seine’s boatman’s corporation, an influential guild that had ruled Paris’s trade and commerce since the Roman era, the phrase was officially recognized as the city’s motto in 1853 by Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann (1809–91); see page 24.


Accompanying a picture of a ship sailing on a rough sea, the words and image are believed to represent the strength and resilience that Paris has shown in the face of the hardships she has endured over the course of her history. Its message is simple – no matter how much you rock the boat, Paris will survive – but, above all, the words are a symbol of resistance and a reminder of the strength of Paris’s people.


More recently, the motto’s meaning has grown in poignancy and significance. In the wake of the terrorist attacks of November 2015 it was used across social media to voice the defiance and determination that Parisians showed in their will to surmount the tragedy. Graffiti of the motto sprung up across the city, most strikingly as a giant fresco in the city’s Place de la République, one of its main squares and a traditional site for rallies of protest and demonstration. A café that took the motto as its name now occupies a prominent position on the square.


The coat of arms is made up of crenellated towers, which represent the city, the Seine’s boatman’s ship referred to in the motto and a fleur-de-lis, the stylized lily that is a potent and enduring symbol of French heraldry. After the 2015 terrorist attacks the city’s motto became a symbol of defiance (below).
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THE TUILERIES GARDENS


A place for calm contemplation


The site of former tile factories (tuileries), these majestic gardens were created in 1564 by Queen Catherine de Medici (1519–89). They were designed to be admired from the Palais des Tuileries, the residential palace the queen was building for herself alongside them, and were exclusive to the royal court.


A century later André Le Nôtre (1613–1700), who was gardener to Louis XIV (1638–1715), re-landscaped the Italian gardens to impose the order, structure and symmetry of a classic French formal garden style. Le Nôtre’s gardens were designed to be seen from above. He eliminated the street that separated the palace from the gardens, replacing it with a terrace that looked down upon parterres. He also opened a central axis along the gardens’ length. Le Nôtre’s background in mathematics and architecture undoubtedly underpinned his obsession with rigidity and structure, and he wanted this grand perspective to extend outside the gardens, in the form of an avenue that would continue west out of the city. Georges-Eugène Haussmann (1809–91; see page 24) later used Le Nôtre’s axis as a basis for his city infrastructure and it become the ‘grand axis’ of Paris, leading to the Arc de Triomphe (see page 16) and La Défense (see page 66).


After the Revolution of 1789 the Tuileries were opened to the public, and by the 19th century they had become the most fashionable spot in Paris for parading about in one’s finery. Today the gardens continue their association with fashion, being a popular choice for shows during Fashion Week.


The gardens are a milestone project in garden architecture and in the development of Paris as an axial city, but, above all, they are an important cultural and historic site within the city, a place of beauty for calm contemplation, enjoyed by Parisians and tourists alike. Home to two art galleries – the Jeu de Paume and the Musée de l’Orangerie – they are also an open-air sculpture museum in their own right, where strollers can wander among 20 bronze statues by Aristide Maillol (1861–1944), Auguste Rodin (1840–1917) and Alberto Giacometti (1901–66).


With two art galleries and sculpture-lined paths, the manicured Tuileries gardens are a draw for their culture as well as their beauty, but above all they’re a tranquil, relaxing spot to take a break from the hustle and bustle, set far enough back from the rue de Rivoli to block out the screeching vehicle sounds.
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PLACE DE LA CONCORDE


The grandest square in Paris


It is somewhat ironic that the idea for this octagonal-shaped ‘square’, the execution site of the bloodiest political revolution in France’s history, was born from a desire to celebrate a king’s recovery from illness. The square itself, still the grandest and largest in Paris, was only secondary to the decision to erect an equestrian statue of Louis XV. After Edmé Bouchardon (1698–1762) was selected to sculpt the statue, it was Ange-Jacques Gabriel (1698–1782) who won a competition to design the square and choose its site, a commanding setting at the head of the Champs-Élysées and adjacent to the banks of the river Seine and the entrance to the Tuileries Gardens (see page 12).


Construction of the square was completed in 1772 but, in 1792 the revolutionaries seized power and tore down the statue of the monarch, replacing it with a guillotine and renaming the square ‘Place de la Révolution’. It is hard to imagine the riotous, noisy and terrifying scenes of the executions that took place there when one looks at the serene, sleek Luxor Obelisk that now towers from its central point. The pink granite monolith was given to France in 1829 by the viceroy of Egypt, Muhammed Ali, to thank the country for the groundbreaking work in deciphering hieroglyphs undertaken by the scholar Jean-François Champollion (1790–1832). The ancient monument is decorated with glyphs portraying the reigns of the pharaohs Ramses II and Ramses III, while the plinth on which it stands depicts images of its journey to Paris, which took two and half years – the giant monolith weighs around 230 tons (253 tonne) and stands 23m (75ft) tall. It is flanked on both sides by two magnificent fountains constructed during the same period as the installation and inspired by the fountains on Saint Peter’s Square in Rome.


Sadly, no designer could foresee the impact that modern technology would have on this magnificent landmark. Having survived more than 3,000 years, the Obelisk has suffered the greatest damage during the past century from industrial and, more recently, vehicle air pollution, while the beauty of the square itself is all but lost amid a screeching, belching mass of cars trying to cross its cobbles.


The Luxor Obelisk at the centre of the square is one of a pair – the second stands in front of the temple in Luxor. The two fountains flaking either side of the obelisk represent the commerce and industry of France’s rivers and the sea.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Paris is a moveable feast...” wrote Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961)
who, following the tradition of many artists and writers, had fallen
madly in love with the city. Dubbed the ‘City of Light’, Paris has
been at the forefront of the worlds of fashion and luxury ever since,
attracting visitors in their millions, interrupted only by tragic attacks
(such as those in November 2015) that left it almost deserted.

The city’s unique urban landscape owes much to the efforts of
French civil servant Baron Georges-Eugéne Haussmann (1809—
91), whose famous ‘Grands Boulevards' can still be seen today.
Atits historic centre, however, Paris has preserved the imprint of
centuries past in the layout of some of the streets in the Marais or
on the fle de la Cité. There are listed buildings as far as the eye
can see, and a host of different rulers and leaders have left their
mark across the years — a perennial French ambition.

The Right Bank, the Left Bank ... Paris would not be Paris
without the meandering of its river. Spanned by more than 30
crossings, the oldest of which is paradoxically the ‘new bridge’,
the Pont Neuf, the river Seine carves a particularly romantic path
through the city, especially at night. The many admirers who
describe Paris as ‘the most beautiful city in the world’ are gently
mocked by Woody Allen in his nostalgic 2011 film Midnight in
Paris, which was inspired by Hemingway’s book. Its critics, on
the other hand, dismiss it as an ‘inhabited museum’, overly elitist
and gentrified throughout. While its suburbs, or banlieve, were
declared the ‘Metropolis of Greater Paris’ in 2016, this is yet to
have any tangible effects.

Nonetheless, with its wealth of urban diversity, unique
lifestyle, living spaces, temples of culture and fashion, museums
and monuments, Paris manages to pack its 20 very different
districts with a veritable anthology of icons. Choosing just 50 is
a nightmarish task that highlights the tension between capturing
the spirit of the age and notions of permanence. The Eiffel Tower
is @ monument, symbol and icon in one. The Maison de Verre
or the Galerie Kreo, design icons of a different kind, appeal
perhaps more to the cognoscenti. Icons, history and fashion are
allintimately entangled here. They expose a subjective path
illuminated by the bright gleam of a modernity that never truly
outshines its past. That's Paris.

Competitors in the Tour de
France cycle through the
Arcde Triomphe in 1937.
The closing stage in Paris is.
now a highlight of the world’s
best-known cycling race.
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