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Justification by State Party 

During the Renaissance the Loire Valley between Sully-sur-
Loire and Maine was an important cultural area for meetings 
and influences between Mediterranean Italy, la douce 
France, and Flanders. This cultural area witnessed the 
emergence of a landscape civilization, first French, then 
European, which produced some of the most perfect models 
for modern landscapes. 

The inhabitants of the Valley certainly cultivated,  cared for, 
and loved to contemplate their land before the Renaissance, 
managing it according to the classic sequence domus-hortus-
ager-saltus between the two great natural environments of 
the river and the surrounding forest. However, it was from 
the Renaissance, alongside the appearance of the word 
“landscape” in Europe, that original development of this 
spatial organization began to be represented in the form of 
writings, paintings, and gardens created as the aesthetic, and 
more specifically landscape, models needed to be able to 
speak of cultural landscapes. 

Before the Renaissance the earliest literary accounts of these 
landscapes were those of Charles d’Orléans and then, in a 
different way, of Rabelais, whose Abbey of Thélème is still 
today a symbolic model. With the arrival of the Renaissance 
the main writers on landscape were Pierre de Ronsard, 
Honorat de Racan, and Joachim du Bellay. Their works 
described and celebrated the beauties of these landscapes, at 
times comparing them favourably with other famous 
examples, such as that of Rome, where Du Bellay spent time. 

In parallel with these celebrations of the land, representations 
in the form of gardens that were laid out according to 
aesthetic principles, and which were more than simple 
subsistence gardens decorated with flowers, accompanied the 
transformation of the great medieval castles into country 
houses (châteaux) for pleasure and diversion. In these very 
numerous gardens, l’aquosité, a typical Renaissance term 
meaning enjoyment of water in all its forms, whether still, 

running, or gushing forth, which has nowadays fallen into 
disuse, took its place alongside the love of plants and 
animals in the designs, considerably expanding the 
dimensions and the aspirations of medieval gardens. 

This emergence of new models, celebrated by poets and laid 
out by architects, was not a passing fashion. The movement 
born out of Humanism on the banks of the Loire evolved and 
expanded over the centuries to become modern. The Loire 
landscapes were to establish themselves and contribute 
smoothly to the development of the modern landscape. 

In the 17th century the Loire landscapes were celebrated by 
Jean de la Fontaine and the Marquise de Sévigné. The art of 
the garden led to the great classic masterpieces in which 
l’aquosité developed such a high profile that gardens became 
in a sense laboratories of the “hydraulic architecture” that 
was to reach its climax in the great canals of the Age of 
Enlightenment. 

The Loire landscapes were celebrated in the writings of, 
among others, Alfred de Vigny, Gustave Flaubert, Honoré de 
Balzac, Charles Baudelaire, and even Victor Hugo, whose 
romantic sensibility was in full agreement with that of 
Turner, the most important painter of the Loire. The Loire 
Valley was also studied and celebrated by a glittering array 
of geographers. Some of them, the two Reclus for example, 
went so far as to talk of “the most beautiful realm under the 
heavens” and to assert that the middle reaches of the Loire 
had “more than any other province contributed to the birth 
and development of the nation.” The great pioneers of 
modern tourism – the Joannes, Abel Hugo, and Ardouin-
Dumazet – joined their voices to those of these scholars to 
make the Valley one of the main tourist destinations of 
Europe and then of the world, a role that it continues to 
occupy. The 19th century witnessed the growth of pictorial 
and photographic depictions of the river, which played a part 
in the spread of its fame and in strengthening the will to 
protect the treasures of its heritage, a phenomenon that began 
in the mid 19th century and persists to the present day. 

In fact, pictorial representations of the Loire landscapes were 
later than those in literature and in gardens. René Bazin 
attributed this timelag to the difficulty of painting the Loire 
because of the vast dimensions of the valley and its “delicate 
and hazy light which gives no deep shadows, no contrast.” It 
is true that in the Seine Valley painters could find viewpoints 
that would allow them to take in the river in its totality, from 
one line of hills to the other, so as to be able produce a 
framed view of the river. The size of the Loire is such that 
this type of framing is almost impossible, with the exception 
of those elements that painters and engravers generally took 
advantage of – the bridges, the quays, and the urban facades 
of its towns, all of which were often depicted from early on. 
This was the case in the 19th century with Joseph Mallord 
William Turner; however, he was able to create other 
viewpoints and, in addition, to use the transparency of water-
colours to suggest the delicacy of the light of the Loire 
Valley. The series of paintings that he made during his 
journey between Nantes and Orléans in 1826 is both a 
monument and a dedication. 

It is a source of regret that Delacroix, who painted the Loire 
with a sensibility that foreshadowed modern works of art, did 
not devote himself more to subjects that were so worthy of 
his visions of grandeur. It must finally be regretted that 
Stendhal appears not to have known the main work, because 
his romantic genius would doubtless have discovered a 
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dimension in these landscapes that he appears to have known 
nothing about. 

There have been many painters of the Loire in the modern 
period, such as Debré, Boller, Kolsek, and Verdenet, but 
there have been many more photographers. In the Loire 
Valley, as in many of the natural mountain landscapes 
discovered in the last century, photography has been able to 
go beyond the limitations of painting in order to express the 
monumental and grandiose character of the river. 
Nevertheless, these graphic representations have not replaced 
those of writers and poets. In this long list, the name of 
Maurice Genevoix first comes to mind, but the many others 
who have found their sources of inspiration in the Loire, 
such as Charles Péguy, René Bazin, René Boylesve, Julien 
Gracq, Francis Ponge, and those who made up the Loire 
School at the end of the last century around Hubert-Fillay. 

The celebration over the years of artists, not only those from 
the region but also from elsewhere in France and abroad, 
have all contributed to the growth of the Loire myth. They 
have all described at length and often addressed the Loire 
with the admiration mixed with respect and fear appropriate 
for a very high personage, in fact to a royal personage. One 
very recent work, which summarizes the unanimous opinion, 
celebrates the Loire as a queen, with the middle reaches as 
the crown. As such she is worthy of admiration, of respect, 
and of fear, for which monarch, although subject to the 
demands of the etiquette and rituals of his role, would not 
preserve a royal freedom to be moved to rages that are 
sometimes devastating? This is how it is with the Loire in her 
kingdom. Conscious of the requirements of rank, she submits 
to the constraints from the knowledge and needs of her 
subjects and allows her course to be managed in order to 
shower them better with her benefits, yet remaining royally 
free. Is the Loire “the last untamed river in Europe?” It is 
rather “the last free river in Europe.”          Criterion ii 

The landscape models developed during the Renaissance in 
the Loire Valley were based on the spatial distribution 
system domus-hortus-ager-saltus. The contribution of the 
Renaissance can be measured by the impact that it had on 
three of these elements. 

The major contribution was the metamorphosis of the hortus 
into a pleasure garden attached to a grand house and then, 
over time, to other residences and finally becoming a very 
large part of the space separating the two saltus from the 
river on one side and the forest on the other. It was not 
because this space was explicitly designed as a pleasure 
garden, but because types of cultivation connected 
specifically with gardens, in particular orchards and 
vineyards, where pruning and especial care play a major role, 
gradually took over most of the space, often replacing the 
arable fields of the ager. This extension of the garden and its 
techniques to the Loire Valley lands between the river and 
the forest found its most pronounced expression in Touraine, 
early celebrated as the Garden of France and itself often put 
forward as the representative model for the whole national 
territory: is France not first, for many people, a country 
whose most striking quality is that of being a garden? 

The other models in the Valley during the Renaissance relate 
to buildings, in the form of the famous châteaux but also its 
towns and villages. The towns are all ports, laid out on a 
simple and effective plan which picks up the Roman cardo 
and decumanus. Thus the main elements are the quay 
flanked by the esplanade and the built-up river front; at right-

angles are the river, which is extended by the main street on 
or near which is the main square, surrounded by public 
buildings. These are the features most depicted and 
disseminated by designers and engravers. The villages are 
divided into those built at the foot of the hills on the highest 
flood terrace and those on the slopes themselves along the 
main communication routes, such as the Paris-Tours road. 
Today these models seem so complete in their design and 
function that they form an integral part of the image of the 
Loire and benefit from careful protection and restoration 
activities. Thus, the Loire bridges destroyed during World 
War II were rebuilt to their original design. 

As for the two saltus, the river itself on one side and the  
forest on the other, they also bear the imprint of the creators 
of the Renaissance and in their turn served as examples in 
the organization of other landscapes, as, for example, in the 
transformation of the large forests into royal hunting parks. 
Elements that can still be discerned in the Loire forests, like 
that of Chambord, such as straight alleys several kilometres 
long, clearings, and crossroads, are to be found later in all the 
forests of the Ile-de-France, and gave rise to the famous 
series of maps known as the Cartes des Chasses, one of the 
most famous manifestations of which is the water-colour 
series of the Abbé Lagrive.             Criterion iv 

 

Category of property 

In terms of the categories of cultural property set out in 
Article 1 of the 1972 World Heritage Convention, this is a 
site. It is also a cultural landscape, as defined in paragraph 39 
of the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 
World Heritage Convention. 

 

History and Description 

History 

The Loire Valley was important over much of pre- and 
protohistory. The Roman impact on the landscape was 
massive, and it today still strongly influences settlement 
location and form (especially urban) and road 
communications. The Loire was one of the most important 
arteries for communications and trade in Gaul. 

In the late Roman period St Martin, Bishop of Tours, 
founded an abbey at Marmoutier around 372, and this was to 
serve as the model for many other monastic settlements in 
the Loire Valley in the centuries that followed. The sanctuary 
at Tours was one of the most important pilgrimage centres in 
Europe until it was superseded by Santiago de Compostela. 
The many monasteries served as focal points for settlement 
in the Middle Ages. 

Seigneurial power developed in the 10th century and made a 
profound impression on the landscape. Land allotment 
followed the patterns of feudal society and strongly fortified 
residences were built by the overlords. These, too, acted as  
focal points for settlement. The Loire Valley was a frontier 
zone during the Hundred Years’ War and the scene of many 
confrontations between French and English. The castles were 
rebuilt and extended to become massive fortresses, the 
forerunners of the châteaux of today.  

The ever-present danger to Paris from the English during the 
War resulted in the Royal court spending long periods at 
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Tours. With the end of the War in the mid 15th century the 
Valley was an ideal place for Humanism and the Renaissance 
to take root in France. This involved inter alia the 
dismantling of the massive medieval fortresses and their 
reconstruction as palaces for pleasure and recreation. 

The 17th-18th centuries saw the development of a secular 
commercial economy based on industry, crafts, trade, 
shipping, the river, and the towns alongside the feudal 
survival of the Ancien Régime. The late 18th century also 
saw the first water-management controls introduced in the 
Valley; these were intensified throughout the 19th century. 

The romantic representation of the Valley in the 19th century 
by writers and painters led to the Loire becoming a magnet 
for tourists, first from France, then Europe, and then in the 
20th century the rest of the world. This interest in the scenic 
qualities of the Valley and its monuments encouraged efforts 
to preserve the heritage of the landscape, in the form of its 
monuments, its towns, and its rural structure.  

Description 

The basin of the River Loire occupies a huge area in central 
and western France, stretching from the southern part of the 
Massif Central to an estuary on the Atlantic coast. Some 
200km of the central part of the main river valley are the 
subject of this proposal, stretching from Sully east of Orleans 
to the junction of the Loire and the Maine near Angers in the 
west. Essentially this is the “new” Loire, for the river 
originally drained north-eastwards into the Paris basin. This 
length now lies in two Régions, Centre and Pays de la Loire, 
and four Départements.  

The valley runs almost exclusively from west-south-west to 
east-north-east along the length of the proposed World 
Heritage cultural landscape and is much affected by the 
prevailing south-westerly wind. The Loire itself is fed direct 
by two long tributaries running off the Massif Central some 
350km to the south. In the length nominated for inscription 
there are numerous other tributaries, all coming in from the 
south and including three important ones, the Cher, the 
Indre, and the Vienne. They substantially drain areas of 
limestone, clays, and sands, producing significant deposits in 
the valleys.  

Along the Loire between Orléans and Angers, the valley is 
characterized by low cliffs of tufa and limestone and, often 
below one or more river terraces, there is a flood plain 
dissected by old channels. The river itself contains many 
islands and gravel and sand banks; it also fluctuates 
significantly in depth and width from season to season and 
year to year. Some of the flood plain is regularly under water 
in winter, a phenomenon welcomed as refreshment for the 
soil rather than a hazard. The valley has, however, a long 
history of periodic catastrophic flooding, carefully recorded 
as stone-cut water levels at numerous places along it, and 
even today its inhabitants live perennially under threat of 
severe inundation. Much contemporary river management is 
concerned to minimize that risk. 

For most of its length in the proposed area the Loire is 
confined within dykes. Its banks are also punctuated at 
intervals of only a few kilometres by a series of villages, 
small towns, and cities. Notable among the urban settlements 
are (from north-east to south-west) Sully, Orleans, Blois, 
Amboise, Tours, Saumur, and Angers. Land-use is extremely 
varied, from urban density through intense horticulture to 
vineyards (some reliant on flooding) to hunting forest. In 

general, the economy of the region is buoyant, only in part 
based on a tourist industry primarily concerned to extol a 
quality of life associated with the heritage in general and the 
chateaux in particular. 

The area selected for nomination is characterized by an 
integrity of heritage values. Many of the individual 
monuments and urban settlements are in themselves of great 
heritage value; they are to be seen, in the words of the 
nomination dossiers, as “precious stones in a diadem.” It is 
the overall landscape that has evolved over time that is 
considered to be of outstanding universal value, and so the 
nomination concentrates on the Loire Valley as a cultural 
landscape (as does this evaluation). 

 

Management and Protection 

The nominated area covers 745km2 and is surrounded by a 
buffer zone of 400km2.  

Ownership of the myriad individual properties that make up 
the nominated area is varied, ranging through descending 
levels of government body to private individuals. The river 
itself and its banks are public property. 

Protection is similarly very diverse in nature. Different 
natural areas may be listed under the 1930 Law on the 
Protection of Sites, designated as natural reserves, biotopes, 
natural zones of ecological, floral, and faunal interest 
(ZNIEFF), or important bird-conservation zones (ZICO), or 
included within a regional natural park. All these forms of 
legal designation involve varying measures of control over 
human interventions. 

Cultural monuments may be protected under the 1931 Law 
on Historic Monuments, they may be protected areas 
(Secteurs sauvegardés) or zones for the protection of the 
architectural, urban, and landscape heritage (ZPPAUP). 

The French Government decided in 1994 to implement a ten-
year master plan for the coherent planning and management 
of the Loire Valley (Plan Loire Grandeur Nature). This 
covers the protection of the environment and the economic 
development of the area.  It is operated in close collaboration 
with the relevant organizations and institutions – territorial 
collectivities, economic agencies, and associations. The 
following are the main objectives: protection of the 
inhabitants against flooding; specific planning measures for 
the Middle and Lower Loire; measures to ensure that water 
demands can be met; and restoration of the ecological 
diversity. In 1997 a “landscape” section was added to this 
plan; among other features, it envisages increasing the 
number of protected historic monuments in the nominated 
area. 

Overall supervision of the nominated landscape at national 
level is exercised by the Ministry of Land Use Planning and 
the Environment (Directorate of Nature and Landscapes, 
Sub-Directorate of Sites and Landscapes) and by the 
Ministry of Culture and Communication (Directorate of the 
Heritage, Sub-Directorate of Historic Monuments). The 
Centre and Pays de la Loire Régions each have Regional 
Directorates of the Environment and of Cultural Affairs, and 
the Départements of Loiret, Maine-et-Loire, Loir-et-Cher, 
Loire-Atlantique, and Indre-et-Loire have Departmental 
Services of Architecture and Heritage. 
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On the perimeter of the nominated area is to be found the 
Loire-Anjou-Touraine Regional Natural Park whose 
management is covered by its charter. 

 

Conservation and Authenticity 

Conservation history 

Conservation of the different and diverse elements that make 
up the nominated area has been in progress at varying rates 
over a long period. Most of the châteaux and many other 
historic buildings have been protected as historic monuments 
or sites for many years, a number of them since the 
beginning of the present century at least. With the enactment 
of the 1962 Law, a number of urban centres were protected 
as Secteurs sauvegardés, and ZPAUPP were declared in 
several villages following the promulgation of the 1983 Law. 

All of these actions of designation and protection have 
brought in their train systematic programmes of 
conservation. 

Authenticity 

When assessed as a cultural landscape, the Loire Valley 
exhibits a high degree of authenticity. Its historical trajectory 
can plainly be seen in the present-day landscape. There are 
some obtrusive modern features, such as recent mineral 
extraction, a concentration of overhead electric lines, and 
some  low-quality modern housing, including mobile homes, 
at certain points. However, regulation of this type of 
intrusion is covered in the master plan. 

Since this nomination is of a cultural landscape, it would not 
be appropriate to consider the authenticity of every natural or 
cultural component. However, it may be relevant to note that 
the ICOMOS expert mission report commented favourably 
on the overall authenticity of materials and design at the 
numerous cultural monuments that it visited. 

 

Evaluation 

Action by ICOMOS 

An ICOMOS expert mission visited the Loire Valley in 
March 1999. 

Qualities 

The dynamic relationship between the river and the 
landscape that has grown up along its valley over two 
millennia is a powerful one. The diversity of settlement 
reflects both the physical characteristics of different sections 
of the river and their historical evolution. The settlement 
pattern ranges from isolated farms through villages to small 
and important provincial towns. The social and political 
history of France and of western Europe in the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance is illustrated by the series of magnificent 
great houses (châteaux) for which the Loire Valley is 
famous. The land-use patterns are also richly indicative of 
social and economic change over the past millennium. 

Comparative analysis 

Great rivers have played a fundamental role in the evolution 
and spread of culture: the great Old World civilizations can 
clearly be seen to have evolved along waterways such as the 
Tigris/Euphrates, the Nile, the Indus, the Mekong, and the 
Yangtze. In Europe the Danube, the Rhine, and the Rhône 

have all been cultural and economic vectors of great 
significance.  

The special character of the Loire is the coherence of its 
relationship with its natural environment. All rivers and their 
valleys exhibit abundant traces of the course of their use and 
settlement over time. However, this is more clearly evident 
and better preserved in its historical integrity in the valley of 
the Loire, which is a paradigm of human interaction within a 
riverine cultural landscape. 

ICOMOS comments and recommendations for future action 

The ICOMOS mission report made a number of 
recommendations relating to the boundaries of the 
nominated area and its future management. These were 
referred back to the State Party, and the nominated area has 
been slightly revised, in accordance with the ICOMOS 
recommendations. A Steering Committee has been 
established to oversee the management of the area, with 
representation from the government authorities and 
institutions involved. 

At the 23rd Session of the World Heritage Committee held 
in Marrakesh (Morocco) on 29 November–4 December 
1999, there was a lengthy and substantive debate with regard 
to this nomination and on the general issue of cultural 
landscapes.  

It was generally recognised that the Loire Valley had 
outstanding universal value and was worthy of being 
inscribed as a cultural landscape on the World Heritage List 
under cultural criteria (ii) and (iv). However, several 
delegates raised concerns about the nuclear power plant 
located within the boundaries of the proposed site. Concern 
was expressed that this issue was not raised in the ICOMOS 
evaluation.  

During the debate that followed, two differing positions 
emerged. Some delegates supported the view that modern 
elements are acceptable in a continuing landscape and noted 
that, in this case, adequate measures and contingency plans 
were in place. Other delegates stressed the need for more in-
depth consideration of this issue and recommended that 
consideration of this nomination be deferred. Following a 
vote the Chairperson declared the examination of the 
nomination deferred. 

In March 2000 the State Party submitted a complementary 
dossier. In this cogently argued statement it stressed that in 
its opinion the nuclear power stations should be considered 
as integral components of the landscape and representative of 
the continuity of human occupation over many centuries. 
This was the view of ICOMOS, which determined its 
original evaluation of the nominated property. It therefore 
reiterated its original recommendation that the Loire Valley 
should be inscribed on the World Heritage List. 
 
However, following the closed session of the Bureau in June 
2000, ICOMOS undertook to study the revised nomination 
to be submitted by the State Party, omitting the nuclear 
power station. This was received by ICOMOS in September. 
The boundary of the nominated area has been modified so as 
to exclude the nuclear power station. It has also been 
extended to the south, so as to include the World Heritage 
site of the Château and Estate of Chambord, inscribed on the 
World Heritage List in 1981 (which will cease to constitute a 
separate World Heritage monument). ICOMOS considers 
that these modifications are fully in conformity with the 
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wishes of the Committee expressed at the Marrakesh meeting 
in December 1999, and they are in no way in conflict with 
the integrity of the overall cultural landscape of the Loire 
Valley, as set out in the overall nomination. 
 
 
Brief description 

The Loire Valley is an outstanding cultural landscape of 
great beauty, containing historic towns and villages, great 
architectural monuments (the châteaux), and cultivated lands 
that has been formed as a result of many centuries of 
interaction between human beings and their physical 
environment, and primarily the river Loire itself. 

 

Recommendation 

That this property be inscribed on the World Heritage List on 
the basis of criteria ii and iv: 

Criterion ii  The Loire Valley is an outstanding cultural 
landscape along a major river which bears witness to an 
interchange of human values and to a harmonious 
development of interactions between human beings and 
their environment over two millennia. 

Criterion iv  The landscape of the Loire Valley, and 
more particularly its many cultural monuments, illustrate 
to an exceptional degree the ideals of the Renaissance 
and the Age of the Enlightenment on western European 
thought and design. 

Since Chambord was inscribed on the List on the basis of 
criterion i alone, the Committee may wish also to apply this 
criterion to the new inscription: 

Criterion i   The Loire Valley is noteworthy for the 
quality of its architectural heritage, in its historic towns 
such as Blois, Chinon, Orléans, Saumur, and Tours, but 
in particular in its world-famous castles, such as the 
Château de Chambord. 

 

 

ICOMOS, October 2000 

 


