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Paris, France: a cultural guide
By Kathy Arnold 12:05PM GMT 31 Jan 2011
Start at the Censier-Daubenton Métro stop and follow the rue Mouffetard, past market stalls, a branch of the famous Androuët cheese shop (No 134) and Proustian bistrots such as Le Verre à Pied (118 bis) and, opposite, Les Papillons (129). 

At the top of the "Mouffe" is the place de la Contrescarpe, where three classic cafés beckon: Café Delmas, La Chope and La Contrescarpe. A few steps farther is 39 rue Descartes, a cultural two-for-one: Ernest Hemingway lived here in the Twenties; the poet Paul Verlaine died here more than a century ago. 

But, as well as street atmosphere, the Latin Quarter offers churches, museums and galleries, often with surprising treasures. The grandiose Panthéon, for example, is the site of Léon Foucault's grand experiment in 1851 to prove that the Earth rotates. Seeing is believing, and you can still watch a 62lb weight as it swings hypnotically on a 220ft-long wire suspended from the cupola. 

Go off and pay your respects to the Grands Hommes, such as Voltaire and Hugo – and the lone Grande Femme, Marie Curie – who are buried here. Return to the pendulum, et voilà, the path of the weight has changed. 

Across the street is Saint-Étienne-du-Mont, an elaborate Gothic church that houses the shrine of Sainte Geneviève, the city's patron saint. For secular visitors, the attraction is unique in Paris: a theatrical 16th-century rood screen, reached by two intricate spiral staircases. 

	Did you know? 

	The Latin Quarter is so-called because Sorbonne students used to converse in the medieval lingua franca: Latin 


A bigger draw is the Musée National du Moyen Age, a museum dedicated to the Middle Ages. Alongside illuminated manuscripts, gold Spanish crowns and stained-glass windows, the must-see is a set of 15th-century Flemish tapestries, The Lady and the Unicorn. The symbolism may be obscure to modern eyes, but the elegant clothes look like a medieval Vogue fashion spread. Outside is a delightful recreation of a medieval garden. 

Much older is the 15,000-seat Roman arena. It may be too big to be a "secret", yet few visitors find the dusty Arènes de Lutèce, where old men play pétanque and children kick footballs. More obvious is the massive Institut du Monde Arabe, with its fine displays of Islamic art. Sip mint tea on the terrace of Le Ziryab, the ninth-floor restaurant, and gaze over the Seine. 

The best deal? That has to be the 70-acre Jardin des Plantes, France's answer to Kew Gardens. Entry is free – and you don't get to say that very often in Paris. Sartre, Camus and Hemingway may be long gone, but the Paris they knew – the city seen in black-and-white films – persists in the Latin Quarter. Around the 750-year-old Sorbonne university, this area still lives up to its Bohemian reputation and you can indulge in nostalgia by strolling the lanes to discover tucked-away art-house cinemas and literary cafés. 
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