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Banque de France
2, rue Radziwi l l
V is i t s  on Saturdays by reservat ion only:  banque-f rance. f r
Metro Bourse

The organised tour offers the rare privilege of  admi-
ring the magnificent gilded gallery of  the Hôtel de 
Toulouse, headquarters of  the Bank of  France. The 
building as we see it today is the result of  a number 
of  improvements and the annexation of  several houses 
adjoining the original main structure. Models displayed 
at the entrance to the Galerie Dorée give an accurate 
idea of  the work carried out over the years. In 1635, 
Louis Phélipeaux, lord of  La Vrillière, acquired a small
plot left vacant by Richelieu. He decided to build, un-
der the direction of  François Mansart, a ‘hôtel parti-
culier’ in which one of  the rooms, the Grande Galerie, 
covered in white stucco and of  imposing dimensions 
(40 metres long by 6.5 metres wide) would serve as an 
exhibition space for his exceptional collection of  Italian 
paintings. In 1713, the Count of  Toulouse acquired 
the mansion, which was naturally renamed Hôtel de 
Toulouse. The new owner, none other than the illegi-

timate son of  Louis XIV and Madame de Montespan, 
appealed to Robert de Cotte, the king’s chief  architect, 
to refurbish the building as a princely residence.
In pure Regency style, gold dominated the Grande Ga-
lerie and its decoration was updated to illustrate the 
hunting and marine themes dear to the heart of  the 
Count of  Toulouse. In 1793, after the Revolution, this
property was declared national heritage and the 
artworks were distributed among several museums (a 
Veronese and a Poussin can be seen at the Louvre). 
The Galerie Dorée was used at the time for paper sto-
rage for the Imprimerie Nationale, which had taken 
over the place. The Bank of  France bought the man-
sion in 1808. In 1870, the gallery building required to-
tal restoration: the vault frescoes were thus copied and 
the Regency woodwork reintegrated into the design. 
Today the effect is perfect and the gallery, lit by its huge 
windows, is resplendent in its gilding.

08.

GALERIE DORÉE
OF THE BANQUE DE FRANCE

A rare example of Regency style
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07.

Just register for one of  the monthly conferences offered 
by Aux Belles Poules, named after a former brothel that 
had its heyday in the 1920s, and discover its history 
amidst a beautiful setting of  erotic mosaics. This ge-

nuine masterpiece of  art deco, which earned the old 
establishment a listing as a Historic Monument, is the 
only almost completely preserved relic of  the decor of  
a Paris brothel (see below).

32, rue Blondel
auxbel lespoules. f r/reservat ion
Metro St rasbourg-Saint-Denis  or Réaumur Sébastopol

EROTIC MOSAICS 
OF A FORMER BROTHEL

The most beautiful vestige of a Parisian brothel

ARE THERE ANY ‘MAISONS CLOSES’  LEFT?

On 13 April 1946, the famous ‘bawdy houses’ (bor-
dels) were made illegal throughout France. Thou-
sands of  prostitutes found themselves literally in 
the street. Although the 195 Parisian brothels were 
closed, some traces still remain of  a time that is 
missed by some, in particular the important role they 
played in social order.
The most common relic is the street numbering: to 
be easily spotted the brothels feature plaques with a 
larger number than usual, or the shape of  the win-
dows and certain ornamental details may also give a 
clue to interested parties.
Thus you can still seek out these plaques that re-
veal the former use of  an establishment ... such 
as 36, rue Saint-Sulpice with its unequivocally 
large numbering. Men in cassocks, plentiful in the 
neighbourhood, were among the clients of  a certain 
Miss Betty, and at 15, rue Saint-Sulpice, where 
the name of  the tenant Alys is still on the tiled floor 

and the mosaic of  the former brothel’s hammam on 
the second floor (now private). In the 9th arrondis-
sement, 9, rue Navarin – Chez Christiane – was 
appreciated by fans of  sadomasochism. The fine 
neo-Gothic facade has not changed. At 122, rue 
de Provence, the well-known One Two Two has 
kept the facade only, and 50, rue Saint-Georges – 
Chez Marguerite – has kept in two staircases a wood 
painting showing the capture of  a Sabine woman, 
naked, and a sculpture of  women draped in the 
long tunics of  antiquity. Le Chabanais, at 12, rue 
Chabanais in the 2nd arrondissement, still has its 
two lifts which spared visitors embarrassing mee-
tings: one could go up while the other went down ... 
The whorehouse at 32, rue Blondel is probably 
the one with the finest vestiges (unfortunately very 
difficult to see, as the current trade in rue Blondel is 
not very much different from what it used to be ...). 
Finally, at 6, rue des Moulins (1st arrondisse-
ment), female cherubs have survived.

2ND ARRONDISSEMENT
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The sublime and little-known reading room of  the 
central library of  the Conservatoire National des Arts 
et Métiers (CNAM – National Conservatory of  Arts 
and Crafts) has been installed since 1851 in the former 
Gothic refectory of  the Benedictine priory of  Saint-
Martin-des-Champs.
The site had a religious vocation from the 8th century, 
when a chapel dedicated to St Martin was built in the 
fields (hence the name ‘Champs’) further north (in the 
city) where around AD 384 St Martin cured a leper by 
kissing his face. Founded in 1060, the priory became a 
Benedictine abbey in 1079. Following a heyday in the 
13th century it gradually declined until the Revolu-
tion, when it closed. The refectory, built around 1230 
by Pierre de Montreuil, the renowned architect of  
Sainte-Chapelle, is 42.8 metres long and 11.70 metres 
wide and supported at the centre by seven extremely 
slender columns that give an unprecedented lightness 
to the structure. Recognised as a true technical and 
aesthetic feat, the refectory was considered to be ‘what 
is most perfect in Gothic’. In 1794, at the instigation 
of  Catholic priest Abbé Grégoire (1750–1831), the 
Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers was founded. The 
walls of  the refectory, converted into a munitions war-
ehouse, were protected and wooded up to the windows 

before it was opened as a predominantly scientific 
library in 1851.

THE AMAZING ACOUSTIC OF CNAM
The room used by French scientist Antoine-Laurent 
Lavoisier for his experiments has incredible acous-
tic qualities: two people facing opposite walls and 
with their backs to one another can easily converse 
without anyone in the centre of  the room hearing a 
word. It is said that the room was used in this way 
by the monks of  the former abbey in order to hear 
confession from those with contagious diseases.

From 1140 the priory had its own enclosure (rebuilt 
in 1270) of  which three features remain: part of  the 
old wall and one of  the 18 towers of  the enclosure, 
rue du Vertbois, one of  the four towers at the cor-
ner of  rue du Vertbois and rue Saint-Jean Martin 
and another of  the towers inside 7, rue Bailly (pri-
vate).

270-292, rue Saint-Mart in
bib.serv ices@cnam.fr
Metro Ar ts  e t  Mét iers

3RD ARRONDISSEMENT

CNAM LIBRARY
‘What is most perfect in Gothic’
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A visit to the museum of  the French army’s health ser-
vice is a very good excuse to admire the little known 
but magnificent cloister of  the former abbey of  Val-de-
Grâce, built between 1624 and 1669.
The church itself  was the result of  a vow made by 

Queen Anne of  Austria, in thanks for having given 
birth to a son after 23 years of  marriage, in 1638. On 
1 April 1645, the future King Louis IV therefore laid 
the first stone for a building whose construction was 
prolonged until the end of  the 1660s. Mansart, then Le 
Mercier, and finally, Le Muet, assisted by Le Duc, all 
contributed to the design of  the church, which is deco-
rated with numerous statues, as well as four paintings 
by Philippe de Champaigne. The abbey was transfor-
med into a military hospital in 1793 and is still the pro-
perty of  the French Army.
The museum itself  is intended to help the visitor un-
derstand the multiple relationships between medicine 
and the military, but its chief  point of  interest is its lo-
cation, beneath the vaults of  one of  the upper galleries 
overlooking the beautiful cloister. Note the superposi-
tion of  the two galleries that compose it.

Musée du Serv ice de santé des armées
1, place Alphonse Laveran
01 40 51 51 92
RER Por t-Royal

CLOISTER OF VAL-DE-GRÂCE
The forgotten cloister

5TH ARRONDISSEMENT
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Heading to the Interuniversity Library of  Health (see 
previous double-page spread), don’t miss the beautiful 
staircase – at its foot is the remarkable sculpture La Na-
ture se dévoilant devant la Science (Nature unveiling herself  
before Science). The statue depicts a young woman, an 
allegory of  Nature, sensually removing her veil in front of  

Science in order to discover its beauty and secrets. After 
a first version in white marble in 1889 was created for the 
new Faculty of  Medicine in Bordeaux, Louis-Ernest Bar-
rias (1841–1905) created a second version in 1899 (white 
marble, red marble, onyx, malachite and lapis lazuli) for 
the Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers in Paris. 
This version is currently on display at the Musée d’Orsay.
The white marble version at the medical school was ex-
hibited at the 1902 Paris Salon art exhibition and ins-
talled at its present location. A plaster copy is also kept at 
the Musée de Grenoble.
The initial project for the medical school was due to 
Jacques Gondoin (1737–1818), a young architect sup-
ported by Louis XV, who on returning from Rome 
commissioned a building to house the Collège Royal 
and Académie Royale de Chirurgie. Louis XVI laid 
the first stone in 1774. The central part of  the facade 
facing rue École de Médecine, the peristile, the Grand 
Amphithéâtre (a fine painting by Antoine Esprit Gibelin 
on the theme of  surgery – visiting is sometimes possible 
on request) and its facade in the Cour d’Honneur, all 
date from this early period. In 1876 architect Paul-René-
Léon Ginain (1825–98) was commissioned to carry out 
extension works.

12, rue de l ’École de Médecine
Metro Odéon

STATUE ON THE ÉCOLE 
DE MÉDECINE’S GRAND STAIRCASE

A spectacular allegory of Nature

6TH ARRONDISSEMENT
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Occupying 2 hectares of  land in the very heart of  the 
Saint-Germain-des-Prés area, the École des Beaux-Arts 
is one of  those places that are an essential part of  the 
magic of  Paris. Some of  the structures date back to the 
17th century, and all around are works by the art stu-
dents themselves, giving the place a uniquely roman-
tic atmosphere. The oldest part of  the art school is the 
chapel and connected buildings; these were built at the 
beginning of  the 17th century for the monastery of  the 
Petits Augustins friars and paid for by Queen Margot; 
the money was said to have been acquired dishonest-
ly (mal acquis), hence the name of  the nearby quai Ma-
laquais. When the chapel was deconsecrated in 1795, 
Alexandre Lenoir (1761–1839) used it to house a Musée 
des Monuments Français; when that closed in 1816, the 
building became part of  the École des Beaux-Arts. To-
day, it houses various copies of  works from the French 
and Italian Renaissance, including the Gates of  Paradise, 
the original of  which were produced by Ghiberti for the 
Baptistery of  Florence Cathedral, and Xavier Sigalon’s 
copy of  Michelangelo’s Last Judgment. The glazed cour-
tyard (1832) was the inspiration for Labrouste’s design 
for the Reading Room at the Bibliothèque Imperiale 
(now the Bibliothèque Richlieu). The so-called Amphi-
théâtre d’Honneur – also known as the Award Amphi-
theatre – is famous for the Paul Delaroche painting La 
Renommée distribuant des couronnes (Fame Distributing Crowns). 
The study hall, the exhibition space and the examina-
tion building are by the architect François Debret, whose 
work here was continued by his pupil and brother-in-law, 

Félix Duban; they were also responsible for the restora-
tion of  the entrance courtyard, the chapel courtyard and 
the magnificent cour des Mûriers (Mulberry Courtyard), 
an authentic Florentine-style cloister. The final extension 
to the École des Beaux-Arts came in 1883, with the pur-
chase of  the Hôtel de Chimary and its annexes at 15 and 
17, quai Malaquais. Conveniently, the porter at the rue 
Bonaparte entrance often mistakes visitors for students, 
so you can inspect the magnificent cloister – just to the 
right of  the entrance – without being disturbed.

14, rue Bonaparte
beauxar tspar is . f r
Metro Saint-Germain-des -Prés

SECRETS OF THE ÉCOLE
DES BEAUX-ARTS

All the magic of Paris

6TH ARRONDISSEMENT
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07.
128, rue du Bac
miss ionsetrangeres.com
Access ib le dur ing Journées du Patr imoine (Her i tage Days)  on guided tours
Free entry  v ia 30, rue de Babylone dur ing Fête des Jardins, 
or  by appointment for  groups    				  
Metro Rue du Bac or Sèvres -Babylone

GARDEN OF THE SOCIÉTÉ 
DES MISSIONS ÉTRANGÈRES

A sublime secret garden

Behind the buildings at the corner of  Bac and Babylone 
streets lies the most secret garden in the district.
The garden, which is one hectare in total and adjoins 
the Matignon garden, belongs to the Foreign Missions 
Society, which dates back to the 17th century when Bi-
shop Bernard de Sainte-Thérèse founded a seminary 
here to prepare missionaries for distant lands. Absent 
from Paris for too long and probably poorly supported, 
the bishop never managed to run his seminary. He gave 
it to the nascent society, legally recognised in 1663 for 
training French priests and lay people destined for the 
Missions of  Asia.
Today’s garden is the result of  combining several plots 
that in the 17th century were private vegetable gardens. 
The seminar directors were careful to buy them one af-
ter another, especially on the occasion of  successions. It 
took 70 years to extend the garden to its present dimen-
sions. His plan, executed by a disciple of  Le Nôtre and 
approved by Le Maître, is of  a French garden with recti-
linear paths and ‘green carpets’. Since it was established 

the garden has undergone no major changes and is still 
tended with care.
The garden features some curiosities (rare plants such 
as the Souliena rose discovered by Jean-André Sou-
lié [1858–1905], a Chinese bell offered in 1858 by 
Rear-Admiral Rigault de Genouilly on behalf  of  the 
French expeditionary corps in Canton, an oratory with 
a roof  like a Chinese hat, built in a corner of  the garden 
around 1844, statues ...) recalling the life of  priests of  the 
Foreign Missions of  Paris who had been active for over 
three centuries in South-East and East Asia.

ORIGIN OF THE NAME RUE DU BABYLONE
Rue du Babylone owes its name to Bernard de 
Sainte-Thérèse (see above), who was appointed Bi-
shop of  Babylon (present-day Iraq) in 1638.

7TH ARRONDISSEMENT
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MUSÉE DES MOULAGES
DERMATOLOGIQUES

Museum of Skin Diseases

09.

Until recently reserved exclusively for doctors (due to 
a confidentiality clause that has now expired), this Mu-
seum of  Dermatological Casts is extraordinary. Set up 
by Doctor Alphonse Devergies in 1865 as a Museum of  
Skin Diseases, it received its first wax cast in 1867, the 
work of  Jules Baretta. The hospital also initiated the 
study of  dermatology, so this collection was intended 
for teaching purposes, with almost 5,000 wax casts of  
heads or limbs showing the symptoms of  skin diseases. 
Produced over the period 1867–1958, these casts are 
exhibited in glass display cases against a black back-
ground and show the effects of  such diseases as leprosy, 
gangrene, syphilis, naevus, scabies, dermatitis, eczema, 
shingles and pustules. Materials added since 1958 have 
been in the form of  photographs.

Hôpi ta l  Saint-Louis
1, avenue Claude Vel le faux
01 42 49 99 15
Metro Goncourt

10TH ARRONDISSEMENT
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CLOISTER OF HÔPITAL COCHIN
A hidden paradise

05.

A little corner of  paradise unknown to most Parisians, 
the cloister of  Hôpital Cochin is a marvel that should 
not be missed.
Entering from boulevard du Port-Royal, follow the ar-
rows to the chapel. The cloister was once part of  the 
convent of  the nuns of  Port-Royal-des-Champs, a Cis-
tercian order founded at the beginning of  the 13th cen-
tury in the Chevreuse valley.

This Parisian convent opened in 1625 under the abbess 
Angélique Arnauld and would, from 1635 onwards, 
become famous as a centre of  Jansenism; Blaise Pascal, 
for example, was a regular visitor to this community
of  the Daughters of  the Holy Sacrament.
Suppressed during the Revolution, the convent was 
converted into a prison, ironically known as ‘Port-
Libre’. The place was first used as a hospital in 1795.

123, boulevard de Por t-Royal
Off ic ia l ly  c losed to the publ ic
Access poss ib le by request  to the hospi ta l ’s  adminis t rat ive s taf f
RER Por t-Royal

14TH ARRONDISSEMENT

THE LAST ‘VESPASIENNE’  IN PARIS
In boulevard Arago, just in front of  the prison of  La Santé, is the last ‘vespasienne’ in Paris. Dating from the 
beginning of  the 19th century, these distinctive features of  Paris owed their existence to the Prefect of  the Seine 
region, Comte Rambuteau, who for obvious public-health reasons ordered the creation of  urinals to replace 
the ‘barils d’aisance’ (barrels filled with sawdust in which gentlemen had previously relieved themselves at street 
corners). The ‘vespasiennes’ were not only more sanitary, they offered more privacy, as the clients were shielded 
from public view by metal sheeting. Progress has led to the introduction of  coin-operated public toilets that are 
self-cleaning and, more importantly, can also be used by women. However, though the city council voted for the
removal of  ‘vespasiennes’ on 21 December 1959, it was not until 1980 that the first four coin-operated cabins 
were installed; note that progress has also put an end to a public service that had been free of  charge. No one 
knows why this particular 19th century ‘vespasienne’ survived, but now there is talk of  having it ‘listed’.



A mysterious monument to Freemasonry at the Champ-de-Mars, an 
inverted phallus at a well-known entrance, an atomic bomb shelter under 
Gare de l’Est, unsuspected traces of former brothels, royal monograms 
hidden in the Louvre courtyard, a sundial designed by Dalí, a sublime secret 
library, a Chinese temple in a parking lot, the effect of the Bièvre river on 
Parisian geography, the alchemical symbols on Notre-Dame de Paris …

For those who thought they knew Paris well, 
the city is still teeming with unusual 

and secret places that are easily accessible.
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