
ulturally dead.” 
This was how arts 
entrepreneur Jean 
Blaise, arriving 
in the 1980s, 
described Nantes: 

a western French city crippled by various 
hardships over the decades, from heavy 

“C
Spanning top landmarks to artistic surprises, a clever trail showcases  

Nantes’ ground-breaking reinvention.
W O R D S :  V I C K Y  S M I T H

A route of revelations

wartime bombings to the filling of many of 
its waterways. Not long after Blaise’s arrival, 
the collapse of its shipbuilding industry saw 
a further blow for this maritime metropolis 
on the banks of the Loire. But it was soon to 
undergo a spectacular transformation… 

The catalyst? A profusion of free art in 
public spaces that everyone could enjoy. 

Little by little, thanks to the direction of 
Blaise and fellow visionaries, Nantes  
shed its post-industrial backwater image 
and became a cultural pioneer. Nowadays, 
an iconic ‘Green Line’ connects the city’s  
top landmarks with its myriad artworks, 
creating a tourist trail like no other: one  
on which avant-garde installations jostle »

155JRNY |  ISSUE 12154 JRNY |  ISSUE 12

N A N T E S  |  C I T Y C I T Y  |  N A N T E S



Ph
ot

os
: J

or
da

n 
Ba

nk
s, 

Dr
ea

m
st

im
e

GETTING THERE 
It’s easy to travel to Nantes 
from the UK by taking the 
Eurostar (eurostar.com) 
to Paris and then taking a 
direct train onwards from 
Montparnasse. Tickets for 
the entire journey can be 
booked on raileurope.com.

GETTING AROUND
The optimal way to see the 
city is on foot, but there is 
also an excellent tram and 
bus network.

BEST TIME TO GO 
Summer (June to 
September) promises the 
most sunshine, as well 
as the Voyage à Nantes 
festival, but sees bigger 
crowds. Nantes is also 
pleasant in spring and 
autumn if you prefer a 
quieter trip.

WHERE TO EAT 
La Cigale (lacigale.com) is 
a must-visit for its ornate 
art-nouveau interior, and 
remains reasonably priced. 
Try local specialities like 
Loire mullet, gâteau nantais 
(a soft pound cake) and 
Muscadet wine. 

WHERE TO STAY
Based in a grand 18th-
century mansion, the 
four-star Hôtel de France 
(oceaniahotels.com/
oceania-hotel-de-france-
nantes) is centrally located 
near Place Graslin. 

FURTHER 
INFORMATION 
Those planning to visit a 
few of Nantes’ sights should 
consider a Nantes City 
Pass, available from the 
Voyage à Nantes website 
(levoyageanantes.fr/en/
to-do/nantes-city-pass).Lots 
of other helpful advice for 
tourists can also be found 
on the website.

Need to 
Know

Gothic churches and surprises emerge at 
every turn.  

There are more arty adventures to be 
had here. I take a cruise along the ‘Estuary 
Trail’, which passes some quirky sculptures 
– a sinking house, lounging monkeys, a 
bendy sailboat – on its way to the nearby 
city of Saint-Nazaire. I visit the former 
fishing village of Trentemoult, connected 
to Nantes via shuttle boat, which enchants 
with its multicoloured facades. And I check 
out Nantes’ o!beat shop signs, legacy of a 
project that saw artists reinvent traditional 
signage (my favourite? The cartoonish animal 
heads on a butcher’s, apparently wearing 
hairpieces from the wig shop next door).

Yet the Green Line is undoubtedly 
Nantes’ main calling card, and I spend 
most of my time on and around this trail 
of discovery – one that unspools through 
Nantes’ eclectic jigsaw of districts in a 
comic strip of urban life. Friends sharing a 
meal in one of Bou!ay’s medieval-looking 
bistros, which casts puddles of light onto 
the cobbles; the smell of hot sugary dough 

from a tiny hole-in-the-wall; a queue outside 
a patisserie on one of Graslin’s Parisian-
style streets; couples sipping co!ee under 
parasols amid the vast granite and limestone 
facades of Feydeau; the thrum of bars come 
evening, peals of laughter and the clink 
of glass. 

Against this backdrop emerge all kinds 
of attractions: Nantes’ history museum, 
housed in a splendid château; Passage 
Pommeraye, a grand neoclassical shopping 
arcade; an unusual art museum, showcasing 
pieces from across the centuries side by 
side; the art-nouveau landmark of Lieu 
Unique, biscuit factory-turned-cultural centre; 
and a poignant monument remembering 
Nantes’ role in the slave trade… among so 
much more.  

Naturally, there’s an abundance of 
public art too, with new pieces added to 
the Green Line every summer thanks to the 
Voyage à Nantes arts festival. But there’s 
one masterpiece I doubt will ever be beaten 
– the Machines of the Isle of Nantes, a 
wonderland of mechanical animals (partly 
ticketed) that blends Leonardo da Vinci 
steampunk and Victorian circus with the 
fantasy of local writer Jules Verne. Expect 
a ‘bestiary’ of kinetic creatures, a marine-
themed carousel and a gigantic elephant that 
takes tourists on short daily rides around a 
complex once used for shipbuilding.  

The ‘Machines’ are apt mascots for 
the Isle of Nantes, which is surrounded by 
the Loire and connected to the rest of the 
city via bridges. Once an industrial hub 
pockmarked with factories, it’s now a nexus 
of unconventional creativity: from hip food 
halls (one with its own veg patch featuring 
enormous mismatched wellies) to sharp 
geometric buildings by renowned architects 
and a contemporary gallery in what was a 
hangar for storing bananas. You’ll even find 
a moonscape children’s playground. The 
area truly captures the spirit of wider Nantes: 
innovative, playful and delightfully strange. 

Indeed, there’s some irony in following 
a (green) line here, since this is one city 
that certainly doesn’t toe any line itself. But 
embrace it, this modern-day Yellow Brick 
Road – for who knows what wonders await? 

O N C E  A N  I N D U S T R I A L  H U B 
P O C K M A R K E D  W I T H  F A C T O R I E S , 
N A N T E S  I S  N O W  A  N E X U S  O F 
U N C O N V E N T I O N A L  C R E A T I V I T Y

PREVIOUS SPREAD: The Green Line at night.

THIS SPREAD, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: 
Place Royale; The mechanical elephant; Art 
installations in and around the city.
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