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2 – PARIS 
 
 

 
 

The Palace of Versailles 
 
On Wednesday 13th I decided to travel to Versailles, even though it was a 

dark and cloudy day. I woke early, ate some breakfast and set off before half 
past eight. I went by Métro to Invalides, where I caught the C-ligne express 
Métro to Versailles. I arrived there shortly after half past nine, to discover that 
the square in front of the château was already full of parked cars and tourist 
coaches – even at this hour of the morning. Unfortunately, much of the 
château, including the entrance, was hidden behind scaffolding. Much to my 
surprise I managed to get inside very quickly and found very few people 
about. I then entered the King’s great apartments; although they were 
designed to impress, they left little impression on me as they were dark and 
overpowering, and they contained no furniture. It was obvious that the 
building had been damaged and then altered at some time in the past. Soon 
groups of tourists led by guides began to arrive. I let them go ahead and 
walked at my own speed. When I left the last of the series of salons, I entered 
the famous Gallery of Mirrors, which was quite magnificent. By now the 
gallery was full of tourists taking photographs of each other. 

From here I entered the Queen’s rooms, starting with the bedchamber. 
When I had gone through all the rooms I found a notice pointing to the King’s 
inner apartments. To see these meant paying a small entrance fee and joining 
a conducted tour. Noticing that so few people were interested, I paid 6 francs 
and joined a small group led by a pleasant lady who spoke English with a 
strong French accent. These smaller rooms, located in the original château at 
the very heart of the complex, did prove to be very interesting, though I 
found the style of furniture and décor just a little too stiff for my liking. Of 
particular interest to me was a large gilt clock of the 1740s, the music room in 
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which Mozart had once performed (now being restored), the library that 
Louis XVI had had built for himself and which contained secret doors, and a 
room that was being redecorated and gilded. The fresh white paint and the 
gold leaf looked quite stunning after what we had been seeing. Our guide 
told us that a major new scheme of restoration was in progress. 

 

            
 

The chapel and the Gallery of Mirrors, Versailles 
 
Finding myself now at an exit and noticing that it was raining heavily 

outside, I bought a ticket to see the Grand Opera Theatre. For this I had to join 
another guided tour, this time only in French. A very serious fellow with a 
beard and spectacles, who spoke very precisely (thankfully!), brought us into 
the magnificent theatre, where he told us about its history and pointed out all 
its remarkable features. According to him, this was one of the most important 
rooms in the palace after the chapel.  

 

       The gardens, Versailles 
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The interiors of the Grand Trianon (left) and the Petit Trianon (right) 
 
Afterwards I found my way to the cafeteria where I relaxed and ate some 

lunch. As the rain had stopped by the time I had finished, I wandered outside 
and walked in the extensive grounds, which unfortunately looked rather 
cheerless and uninviting because of the poor weather. I now ambled to the 
Grand and Petit Trianon, where there were very few people, and paid to visit 
both buildings. Although the rooms in the Grand Trianon were cosier and 
better furnished than what I had seen so far, I did not care much for the actual 
style of furniture – some of it looked rather vulgar. However, thanks to the 
softer colours and the sense of peace and tranquility, visiting the place proved 
to be very enjoyable. Soon I was outside again, heading for the Petit Trianon. 
The sun now began to peep out from behind the clouds and the place began 
to look a little prettier. The Petit Trianon turned out to be a real gem of a 
building, despite the furniture not being quite to my taste.  

 

 
 

The Orangerie, Versailles 
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When I left, the weather was ideal for wandering around the gardens, 
which now looked beautiful in the late afternoon light. I walked along the 
canal, stopped to admire the parterres, the fountains and marble statues, and 
managed to find the wonderful seventeenth-century Orangerie, which 
unfortunately was located near a busy road. Nearby was the famous 
equestrian statue of Louis XIV designed by Bernini. Afterwards I wandered 
down some of the streets in the nearby town, bought a baguette, sat down 
near the oldest part of the château and had a picnic meal. The palace looked 
really fine in the evening light as the sky was almost clear by now. Wandering 
around afterwards, I passed the lovely chapel, now surrounded by 
scaffolding, then walked a short distance along one of the streets, where I 
stumbled across the former Hôtel de Madame de Pompadour. Unfortunately 
little of its former splendour survives. Back at the palace I examined the 
architecture of the original château in more detail, had a look at the two 
Écuries across the road and then made for the bus stop. I caught a bus to the 
Pont de Sèvres Métro station, and from there returned to my hotel by train. 

 

 
 

An original section of the palace in Versailles 
 
The sun was shining when I woke on the following morning. After 

breakfast I went by the Métro to the Château de Vincennes in the western part  
 

           Château de Vincennes 
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of the city. I arrived there at about 10.30 a.m. to find almost nobody around.  
As there was a busy suburban area behind the high walls of the château, it 
was delightful to wander into the Bois de Vincennes and escape from the 
noise and bustle of the city. Within the château walls there was little to see as 
parts of the complex were being renovated; the entrance ticket only cost 3 
francs. Inside I noted the various buildings, most of which were locked, 
including the stark but impressive donjon and a magnificent Gothic chapel. 
Just one room in the donjon was open: inside were seats and a screen. I joined 
a handful of tourists and sat down to watch a slide show that was almost 
impossible to see because of sunlight streaming through the large windows. 
Just as it came to an end, a young man arrived with a bunch of large keys, 
greeted us in French and told us that he would show us the chapel and the 
tower of the donjon. Leading us across the yard, he opened the huge doors of  
 

                               The chapel, Vincennes 
 
the chapel. A large crowd of noisy children suddenly appeared, ran inside to 
take a look and left almost immediately. The young man then shut the door 
and told us about the history of the place, which was quite interesting. The 
chapel interior was very plain, with little or no decoration save for some large 
stained-glass windows. Next we were admitted to the central tower of the 
donjon, where we looked inside some very stark rooms in which the 
monarchs had once lived. At a later period the place had been turned into a 
prison. Our guide gave us a demonstration of what it must have felt like to be 
incarcerated in one of these rooms by locking the heavy wooden door from 
the outside for a few minutes. 

When I eventually left, I wandered around the surrounding wood for a 
short while but, finding that busy roads cut through it, I returned to the Métro 
station and headed off for the Château d’Écouen in the northern edge of the 
city, which I reached by lunchtime. Before visiting the place, I stopped for 
something to eat. Although this fine château was placed on a hilltop 
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overlooking what used to be the countryside (it was now industrialized), I 
was disgusted to discover that, like Versailles and Vincennes, it was 
surrounded by scaffolding and builders’ rubble. When I had finished my 
lunch, I bought a ticket and began the tour of the place by visiting the chapel, 
which had fine stained-glass windows. I then discovered that the rooms on 
the ground floor of the château had been turned into a museum of 
Renaissance art, which explained why the place’s official name was now the 
‘Musée National de la Renaissance’. The only parts of these rooms that 
seemed to be original were the wooden ceilings and the painted fireplaces. 
The many items on show were quite interesting. The rooms on the first floor 
looked as though they had retained their original décor and furniture. A 
couple of long halls with low ceilings and some richly-decorated large 
fireplaces were very impressive; I now felt as if I was in a genuine sixteenth-
century château. 

 

 
 

The Château d’Écouen 
 
I left this charming place just before five o’clock, when it was due to close. 

After I had eaten something in my hotel, I left for the Conciergerie, where I 
would attend a concert using a ticket that Emer had given me. Although it 
looked as though it would rain, it did not; evening sunshine now filtered 
through dark clouds and bathed everything in a magical light. As I had some 
time to spare, I wandered around the Île de la Cité, passing Notre Dame. I 
reached the Conciergerie soon after eight and managed to find a good seat 
inside. The Gothic hall was huge and had a rather eerie feel about it: the ideal 
setting for the evening’s lengthy musical item, Schubert’s haunting song cycle 
Die Winterreise sung by Ernst Haefliger, tenor, and accompanied on the piano 
by Jörg Ewald Dähler. The recital was excellent and it was well attended by 
people of all nationalities, including some Japanese. Afterwards I returned to 
the hotel, wrote my diary and very quickly fell asleep. 

The following morning was once again bright and sunny and so I set off by 
train for the Château de Saint-Germain-en-Laye as Emer had told me that the 
gardens were worth visiting. As this was nineteen kilometres west of Paris, it 
took a while to travel there. When I eventually arrived, I was shocked to 
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discover how ugly this particular château was; it was very large and looked 
quite forbidding. I immediately made for the gardens but stopped at a 
balcony that overlooked a splendid view of Paris and its suburbs. To my left I 
could see fields and, along the hill where I was, a line of trees that formed the 
edge of a sizeable forest. Gazing at the view, I began to walk along by the 
trees, but as the avenue did not seem to go anywhere in particular, I stopped, 
turned back and entered the gardens proper, where I found intimate groves 
containing trees and flowers. As it was approaching one o’clock by now, I sat 
down on a bench and ate my picnic lunch. It was pleasantly cool in the shade 
and a delight to listen to the birdsong. There were very few people about. 

 

 
 

The Château de Saint-Germain-en-Laye 
 
After I had eaten and relaxed, I made my way back to the château along the 

main avenue, arriving at two o’clock when it was open once again to the 
public. However, as I found the building too revolting, I decided not to bother 
going inside and left immediately. Instead I wandered around some of the 
picturesque streets of the town and looked inside the local church. Afterwards 
I made my way back to the train station, where I saw a crowd of schoolboys 
jumping over the turnstiles, having not bothered to buy tickets. I followed 
suit. The train, at first empty, soon filled up with young people, most of 
whom were indulging in the latest craze: listening to pop music using 
earphones plugged into the new-fangled Sony Walkman portable tape 
recorders. Some of the youngsters had the volume turned up so loud that one 
could hear the music quite a distance away! (Another fashion here was 
busking – either in the streets or down in the Métro stations; often the musical 
instruments were amplified.) 

When I got off the hot, crowded train at the Châtelet-Les Halles station, I 
followed what some other young people were doing and ducked under the 
turnstile. As I had discovered that there would be a free concert at 5.30 p.m. in 
the Forum des Halles, I set about trying to find where exactly this was. I soon 
discovered that I had passed the place during the morning when I was going 
down to the Métro station. After wandering around the underground 
complex and visiting the nearby church of Saint-Eustache, I found the hall 
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and sat down to enjoy a reasonably interesting concert of music played on the 
flute and harpsichord. On my way back to the hotel later, I stopped to buy 
some bread for my spartan evening meal. 

 

 
 

The Hôpital du Val-de-Grâce, Paris 
 
The following day started with rain, but by the time I was ready to leave 

the hotel, the sun was shining. I now decided to visit some places in the city 
that were more or less off the tourist trail. Wandering around the Latin 
Quarter, I found the church of Saint-Étienne-du-Mont open. When I went in 
to admire the architecture, I discovered a wedding ceremony in progress. 
Shortly afterwards I discovered that it was market day in the rue Mouffetard; 
the street was lined with stalls full of flowers, vegetables, different types of 
meat, and cheeses. Vendors shouted out what they had on offer and chatted 
to their customers, and a group of young people, dressed in outlandish 
costumes, sang, danced and performed acrobatic stunts to the music of an 
accordion. The Hôpital du Val-de-Grâce in the Boulevard de Port-Royal, 
which I had been intending to visit, turned out to be disappointing at first 
sight, for all I could see was a large modern hospital. However, I eventually 
spotted a hint of seventeenth-century architecture peeping over a wall and 
went into the complex to investigate. Here I found the splendid old main 
building and the magnificent Baroque church dedicated to Louis XIV. 
Although the church was surrounded by scaffolding and the dome covered 
over with huge pieces of galvanized iron, it was open to the public and I was 
able to go inside. The interior, as expected, was very beautiful. 

From here I made my way to the Luxembourg Gardens, where I sat on a 
bench under some trees and ate my simple lunch. Some cheese, which I had 
bought in the market earlier, tasted really good. I then went wandering 
around and made my way to the famous and very large Montparnasse 
cemetery. Never had I seen so many graves, tombs and tombstones!  

I spent the rest of the afternoon wandering from one place to another, 
taking photographs, and finally returned to the hotel, where I had a meal.  

I then set off for a free piano recital to be given by the young Argentinian 
pianist Andrea Katz, at the Salle Rossini in rue Drouot. When I arrived at the 
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former hôtel, I was surprised to discover a handful of people in the hall and to 
hear the piano being played; it turned out that the performer was just 
practising. The recital finally started just before nine o’clock. The unsmiling 
young lady played works by Schubert, Mozart, Schumann and Beethoven, 
stumbling a little during the final piece. Afterwards I travelled by Métro back 
to the hotel. 

On the following day I decided to visit some places that I had not yet seen, 
availing of the demi-tarif (half-price admission fee on Sundays). Although I 
had visited Notre Dame, I had not climbed to the top of its two towers, and so 
I walked to the cathedral after breakfast. As I was too early, I ambled inside 
and discovered that a Mass was in progress, complete with fine singing. 
However, I was disgusted to see crowds of noisy tourists wandering around, 
following their guides, and buying souvenirs near the entrance. At ten o’clock 
I joined a few people at the entrance to the towers and ascended the first one 
via a narrow stone staircase. Although the view of the city from the top was 
certainly very impressive, it was even better from the second one. 

 

                           The Panthéon, Paris 
 
Afterwards I made my way to the nearby Panthéon: a large and rather 

empty building in which I admired the impressive architecture and huge 
paintings. Here I was able to join a group of people who were waiting to see 
the crypt. We were taken down to it by a young man who showed us the 
graves of various famous people of the past, including Voltaire, Rousseau, 
Victor Hugo and Émile Zola. An excellent life-sized statue of Voltaire had 
been placed in front of his tomb, but Rousseau’s tomb was much plainer in 
style.  

Having discovered that the church in the Sorbonne university was closed, I 
then made my way to the Conciergerie, taking shelter several times as it was 
inclined to rain. I reached the place by midday and realized that this was 
where I had attended the recital of Schubert’s Winterreise. I paid to see Marie 
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Antoinette’s prison cell, the Girondins’ Chapel and the women’s courtyard. 
As the place was so gloomy and uninteresting, I was glad to escape from it! 

 

 
 

 
 

The Hôtel de Soubise, Paris 
 
Hungry by now, I crossed over to the Right Bank and sat down under a 

tree to eat some lunch. Afterwards I walked to the Hôtel de Soubise, now the 
centre for the National Archives. When the sun very kindly shone on the 
building, I realized that it was one of the finest hôtels in the city. Inside, I 
ascended the magnificent staircase, paid just two francs for a ticket, and 
entered. The museum section, with its display of various ancient and 
important documents, was quite interesting, but the rooms that followed 
were really splendid and sumptuous. I lingered here for quite a while, 
examining the intricate and beautiful décor, enraptured. As only a handful of 
people were present, the rooms were blissfully quiet and relaxing. 

I reluctantly left at about half past three and travelled by Métro to the Pitié-
Salpêtrière Hospital, on the Left Bank, where there would be a free concert in 
the Saint Louis Chapel at half past four. This chapel turned out to be quite 
plain and small, though it contained a fine pipe organ; the seats had been 
turned around to face it. A choir (the Ensemble Vocal Boïeldieu) and their 
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director assembled in the organ loft and a recital of sixteenth-century 
polyphonic music began. Unfortunately the performance was rather mediocre 
as the choir drifted badly out of tune and made mistakes. I was glad when the 
concert was finally over. Outside the chapel, a French lad approached me and 
asked if I had been at Andrea Katz’s recital on the previous evening. When I 
told him that I had, he began chatting to me in English. It turned out that he 
was studying English at university and was delighted to have an opportunity 
to speak the language. I accepted an invitation to join him for a drink in a 
nearby restaurant, where I sipped a citron pressé at his expense and we chatted 
both in English and French. We then made our way to the Métro (where we 
initially got on to the wrong line) and, on parting, made an arrangement to 
meet on the following evening and go to another free concert. After I had 
returned to the hotel for a bite to eat, I walked to the Georges Pompidou 
Centre, where I chose a book containing paintings of Paris and sat down to 
listen to a record of Telemann oboe concertos. I stayed put until the place 
closed just before ten o’clock, and returned to the hotel via the Jewish quarter, 
stopping briefly at a Tunisian delicatessen to buy a fricassé sandwich. 

 

              The Hôtel de Guénégaud des Brosses 
 
As the weather on the following day was fine, I spent most of the day 

exploring various areas in the city, knowing that most of the museums were 
closed. However the beautiful Hôtel de Guénégaud des Brosses in the Marais 
district was open and so I decided to visit it. The museum, which contained a 
collection of magnificent guns, powder bags, stuffed animals and works of art 
depicting the hunt, turned out to be quite interesting, though I preferred 
looking at some of the original rooms of the hôtel where the original décor was 
still intact. In one room was a fine painting by Monet: ‘La chasse en battue’; it 
was worth visiting this place just to see this work of art. In the afternoon I 
visited the Bibliothèque nationale de France where, after admiring the 
impressive reading room, I viewed an exhibition of drawings by Matisse. The 
most interesting items for me were his illustrations for James Joyce’s Ulysses, 
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although they were rather bizarre. Afterwards I found my way to the Place de 
l’Opéra, where I stopped to look at the famous Opéra theatre building. I was 
not particularly enchanted by what I saw for, like so many Parisian buildings, 
the exterior had become blackened by pollution.  

 

 
 

Place de l’Opéra, Paris 
 
In the evening, after having eaten something in the hotel, I met the French 

chap from the previous evening and together we travelled to the huge 
UNESCO building in the very up-market Avenue de Suffren to hear a recital 
given by the Turkish lady pianist Ayșegül Sarıca. It turned out to be an 
enjoyable recital and was attended by a large audience of very well-dressed 
people. In the first half we heard a sonata by Beethoven and then Schubert’s 
Wanderer Fantasy. During the interval we looked at an interesting exhibition of 
Turkish paintings and ceramics and, in the second half of the recital, we heard 
four pieces by Brahms, a couple of pieces by Fauré, Ulvi Cemal Erkin’s 
Impressions and Kodaly’s Danses de Marosszék. Because of the enthusiastic 
applause at the end, we were treated to three encores. We then left, caught the 
Métro to the Saint-Michel station, bought bottles of mineral water and a 
sandwich for me, and sat down on a bench to drink and eat while enjoying a 
fine view of the floodlit façade of Notre Dame. As the city looked so lovely by 
night, I decided to walk back to my hotel, even though it was by now after 
eleven o’clock. 

My last full day in Paris began with a visit to the Musée-Galerie de la Seita 
on the Left Bank, where I spent an enjoyable hour looking at excellent black-
and-white photographs taken between the 1930s and 1950s by the Chinese 
photographer Long Chin-San. The photos were very much in keeping with 
classical Chinese art, for many of them depicted mist-covered mountains, 
clouds and little villages. From here I walked, in the heat, to the Musée d’Art 
Moderne de la Ville de Paris, where I glanced at an exhibition of works by 
Modigliani and spent some time enjoying some more fine French art. I also 
managed to peep at some drawings by the famous photographer Henri 
Cartier-Bresson in an exhibition that would be open to the public on the 
following day. 
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In the afternoon I once again travelled by train to Versailles. As I arrived 
too late to leave my bag and jumper in the vestiaire, I had to carry them with 
me while I explored the gardens one more time and took some photographs – 
something that I had been unable to do the previous time as I had run out of 
film. By now the heat was intense and I had to walk in the shade. Later I 
wandered around the town, stopping to admire various squares, gardens and 
fine old houses, then visited the Cathédrale de Saint-Louis de Versailles, 
which was impressive from the outside but rather dark and bare inside.  

In the evening I went to another concert – this time in a venue not far from 
where I was staying: the Hôtel de Marle (the Swedish Cultural Centre). The 
hall was small and intimate, and had a low wooden ceiling. Because of the 
heat, the windows had all been opened – especially the ones facing a little 
garden. I quickly found a seat up near the front before the place filled up with 
people dressed in smart summer clothes. The air was heavy with perfume 
and after-shave lotion; outside birds could be heard twittering. Two little 
girls, both dressed immaculately in party frocks, soon became restless and ran 
out into the garden to play. 

The recital began at half past eight. Elizabeth Hehr, an American player, sat 
down at a brightly-painted harpsichord and Erik Frieberg, a young Swedish 
flautist, took up his position. During the first half of the concert we listened to 
a sonata by the Swedish composer Johan Helmich Roman (1694–1758), three 
pieces for harpsichord solo by Duphly, and a sonata by Telemann that had 
originally been written for the recorder. During the interval, most of the 
people drifted out into the coolness of the garden. I had a brief look at an 
exhibition of modern Swedish paintings and then did likewise. At the start of 
the second half, a young French man sat down beside me and began to speak 
hesitantly to me in English. This time we listened to a pleasant modern piece 
for solo flute by Eugène Bozza, which demanded virtuoso technique. This 
was followed by Johann Caspar Ferdinand Fischer’s chaconne for 
harpsichord, and the recital ended with C.P.E. Bach’s Hamburger Sonata for 
flute and harpsichord.  

Afterwards we were invited to take a glass of wine and drink it either 
indoors or out in the garden. My new companion then began to open up and, 
gaining more confidence with his English, began to chat to me. He told me 
that he was an eye specialist with a liking for music, and that he was trying to 
learn Swedish through English, which he was finding very difficult. I 
managed to have a good chat with the harpsichordist, Elizabeth, who knew 
Emer Buckley. We had a brief discussion about early music and then she 
excused herself. The Swedish flautist then appeared and helped himself to a 
glass of wine. I complimented him on his playing. He was quite a jolly chap; 
he spoke English fluently but French badly, despite the fact that he had been 
in France for three years. 

Before we left, my French companion and I exchanged addresses. We then 
walked to my hotel. On bidding him farewell, he begged me to contact him 
soon and kindly offered me a bed in his flat near Notre Dame if I should 
return to Paris at some time in the future. I finally returned to my little room 
at about eleven o’clock. It had been a most enjoyable evening. 


