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FICHE D’IDENTITÉ

Type of site: Castle - centre for interpretation of architecture and heritage

Country: near Le Mans, France

Main access works: resolving the question of the entry to the building for all 
publics: combining contemporary architecture with a listed building.

Players :

- Client: Regional Council of the Département de la Mayenne 

- Project manager: Mrs Marie-Suzanne de Ponthaud, ACMH

Find out more :

Internet website of the Château de Sainte-Suzanne : www.chateaude-
saintesuzanne.fr

Photo of the listed building with its extension.
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COMPRÉHENSION DU CONTEXTE

Context

Location: 

- in Mayenne, between Laval and Le Mans

- at the heart of a medieval town recognised a «most beautiful village of 
France», perched 66 yards (60 meters) above the river in the valley.

 Description:

- medieval walled town (11th-15th centuries) with two buildings : the 
«Bergerie» (sheep barn) and the «Boulangerie» (bakery);

- 17th century stately residence which houses the Centre for the 
Interpretation of Architecture and Heritage (CIAP).

Tourist value:

- in the middle of one of the «most beautiful villages of France» and a 
territory labelled «Pays d’Art et d’Histoire» (translator’s note : a national 
quality label for towns of outstanding heritage interest).

- the Centre for the Interpretation of Architecture and Heritage (CIAP) has 
a regional (départemental) remit 

Access challenges:

The stately home Château de Sainte Suzanne had been selected to host 
the CIAP, an establishment which is open to the public. However, in the 
absence of a lift and of level access, its spaces were difficult to access by all 
visitors and impossible for people with mobility difficulties, older people 
and parents with pushchairs. The project entailed the restoration of the 
stately home in its entirety, so as to provide safe and comfortable public 
access to its spaces. The challenge was to reconcile accessibility and the 
protection of a listed building, while undertaking a programme of major 
works. 

The medieval town is recognised a «most beautiful village of France» (transla-
tor’s note: a national quality benchmark).
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BLENDING CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE WITH A LISTED BUILDING

Salient accessibility and inclusive design features

The Château de Sainte Suzanne harbours several remarquable access 
features (signage, models, guided tours, exhibition displays).

This case-study will focus specifically on the architectural works.   

Resolving the question of access to the building: blending 
contemporary architecture with a listed building

A. Going for an extension

Limited room for modifying the existing environment

Entry is via the northern elevation, via a porch way which connects the 
courtyard with the ground floor. Access to the lower ground floor and 
the upper floors is via a staircase. The entire building, inside and outside, 
is classed a national Monuments Historiques. It would thus have proved 
difficult, as an example, to consider an intervention involving the porch. 

The opportunity of building an extension

The decision was made to start a programme of interior restoration and 
museum development after restoration of the facades, with the goal of 
improving visitor access, safety and comfort.

The construction of a wooden extension west of original facade was the 
solution chosen for providing access to all floors. The extension has a lift, a 
staircase, boiler room and accessible toilets. 

Photo of the stately home: the small porch way is covered by a flared 
Imperial style roof above a small loggia whose rounded arches are framed by 
Tuscan columns. The porch is not situated in the middle of the facade. 

The gable wall and the corner stones to the east (left) show that the building 
was completed. This entry, which is today the main entry, may well have 
originally been a secondary entry situated in the western part of the facade. 
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BLENDING CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE WITH A LISTED BUILDING

B - Design concept for the extension: continuity with the 
historic building

Access with elegance

The extension, conceived by the chief architect of the Monuments 
Historiques, aims to be respectful of the site and its buildings. Placed to the 
west of the château, it is separated from the gable wall by a slim vertical 
glass wall. Its sparse «box like» design is slightly in recess of the castle’s 
facade.  The shape left by stones torn out of the walls at the angles of the 
gable wall has been left visible. The extension echoes several compositional 
features of the stately home : the protruding wooden planks resonate with 
protruding horizontal strips in stone. The main entry, wide as the castle’s 
windows, repeats the patterns formed by mullions and transoms.

The extension’s «envelope» is made of horizontal wooden boards which 
are not joined together, alternating standing and horizontal positions and 
evoke a brise-soleil (the word, literally meaning «sun-breaker» is used in 
French and in English to mean permanent sun-shading structures). Inside, 
they create views to the outside and maintain the continuity of the wooden 
envelope and its appearance as a single volume. The extension rests on 
a stone foundation which is level with the floor inside and shelters the 
envelope from wet ground.

The construction of the extension provided a solution for several pro-
blems which go beyond accessibility, namely safety and comfort. Also of 
significance, is the re-purposing of a listed building saved by the arrival 
of the Centre for the Interpretation of Architecture Heritage.               

Plan of the north facade and its extension designed by the chief architect of 
historic monuments.
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BLENDING CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE WITH A LISTED BUILDING

The problem of the difference in height: retaining an entrée 
différenciée

The commitment to aesthetic continuity did not allow for level access. 
Therefore, the lift of the extension is accessed at the level of the courtyard, 
which is situated left to the entry of the building.

The installation of a lift with both functional and aesthetic qualities is of 
major interest in this programme of works.

Photo of construction work for the extension.
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BLENDING CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE WITH A LISTED BUILDING

C - Impact on the access journey

The design of the extension has provided a new main entrance, as access to 
the stately home is now via the extension. The car park, pathways and the 
crossing of the courtyard up to the building takes the visitor’s access journey 
into account.

Accessible toilets have been fitted in the first and second floors, as well as a 
second staircase. 

 The lift provides access to all floors of the manor house: ground floor, first 
and second floors all of which are open to the public, as well as the basement 
floor with its offices and meeting rooms.

We note, though, that floor heating that has been installed in the stately 
home during the works resulted in the floor not being level between door 
ledges and the exhibition spaces. In response, the supporting beams of the 
floors were lowered by 7 inches (20 cm) to guarantee a seamless accessible 
journey.  

Welcome desk at the castle and museum de Sainte-Suzanne.
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CONCLUSION

Conclusion 

In addition to these construction works, the choice was made to complement 
environmental access with a continuous series of interpretive displays along 
the trail of the visit.

The installation of a lift has given people with mobility difficulties full access 
to the building, even though an separated entrance has been maintained.

The Centre for the Interpretation of Architecture and Heritage has 
considerably improved access for people with learning difficulties, mental 
health issues and sensory impairment, through an on-going commitment 
to provide activities and displays for all visitors.

Method 

Methodology: the project was conceived by a chief architect of Monuments 
Historiques and presented to the national commission of Historic 
Monuments and the  regional directorate of cultural affairs of the Pays de 
la Loire. Several amendments have been made this way before the project 
was validated and implemented.

Moyens humains : architect in chief of historic monuments; Conseil Général 
of the Département de Mayenne : heritage service, service of roads and 
buildings.

Moyens financiers : cost of the extension (including fees : £560,000 (672,100 
Euros))

Read more 

- www.ciap.lamayenne.fr

- www.ste-suzanne.fr/patrimoine/le-chateau

Tips for teachers

Why chose an extension rather than an external lift?

In which ways can an extension be highly compatible with respect for histo-
rical  heritage?

What are the limitations of this project?

Photo credits :  courtesy of the Conseil Général de Mayenne

Date : May 2014


