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In response to a proposal by ICOMOS, 18 April was designated as the International Day for 
Monuments and Sites by UNESCO in 1982. Each year a theme is selected to help focus the 
celebration and promotion of cultural heritage across the world. The aim is to explore cultural 
heritage beyond the select group of sites on the World Heritage List to encourage local 
communities and individuals to consider the importance of cultural heritage to their lives, identities 
and communities. The theme agreed for 2011 is the óCultural Heritage of Waterô. 
 
Water is one of the key resources required to sustain life. It has led to the development and 
generation of significant material culture in the form of items, technology and places. How to obtain 
it, how to store it, how to harness its power and conserve it has motivated human endeavour in a 
myriad of ways. It has also been the catalyst for the development of significant cultural practices 
which have generated intangible cultural heritage values. It has inspired poetry, literature, artistic 
endeavour such as painting, dance and sculpture. It has informed and inspired the development of 
philosophies and religious practice. The cultural heritage of water, therefore relates not only to the 
technology and architecture that humankind has developed to manage, utilise and celebrate its life 
giving properties but also to those intangible values that have shaped our beliefs and practices. 
 
This essay cannot cover completely the complexity and individuality of humankindôs relationship 
with water. It does however attempt to illustrate this complexity in order to encourage a broad 
exploration of the heritage of water that goes beyond a mere appreciation of the technology that 
has been developed to utilise, consume, manage and travel over it and must include consideration 
of the intangible values associated with water. These intangible values of spirituality, aesthetics, 
grief and conquest, inspire and give meaning to the range of cultural practices, structures and 
objects that relate to humanityôs relationship with water and which in turn comprise our cultural 
heritage. 
 
ñIn exploring the Cultural Heritage of Water, ICOMOS is contributing to an issue of extreme 
relevance to todayôs society. Within the cultural heritage places and items associated with the 
heritage of water are hidden lessons bequeathed by past generations. These are guides that can 
light our way and answer timely questions relevant to the future of humankind. In the way that it 
was created by our ancestors, the heritage linked to water offers us important lessons for the 
sustainable management of this valuable resource. This is relevant to the questions raised by the 
Scientific Symposium ñHeritage: driver of developmentò to be held in the context of the 17

th
 

ICOMOS General Assembly in November 2011. It highlights the fact that heritage is a force for 
development and illustrates, from the perspective of past civilizations, the notion of sustainable 
developmentò (comment by Sofia Avgerinou Kolonias, March 2011) 
 
 

Water, Cosmology  and Religious Belief  
Throughout time water has played a pivotal role in human belief systems. This relationship between 
ówaterô and cosmological beliefs continues to the present day. 
 
For Australian Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, as for many hunter-gatherer societies, water 
sites (such as springs, wells and waterholes) were and are inextricably connected to lifeôs meaning 
and as such have powerful cultural associations. Many Aboriginal groups told Dreaming stories 
about special places, and believed that beings from the Dreamtime such as Budjamalla (the 
Rainbow Serpent of the Waanyi people) occupied particular lakes and waterholes. These beliefs 
are sometimes recorded in tangible artworks but are more often embedded in intangible records 
such as stories and practices e.g. dance, song, stories and ritual. 
 
In ancient Greece, many great sanctuaries were built near rivers and springs such as the Sanctuary 
of Apollo at Delphi (Cultural World Heritage Site, Greece, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/393), where 
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the water of the Kastalia spring played an important role in the procedure of prophesying. Also, 
springs and rivers where considered to be sacred sites, inhabited by deities of water, such as 
Nymphs and Muses, who were believed to dwell in these natural water landscapes and were 
worshiped there in outdoor shrines. This cult continued in the Roman era. These outdoor places of 
worship often acquired a practical function. Architectural constructions (aqueducts, reservoirs, 
monumental fountains, Nymphaea) were built there supplying water to cities and sanctuaries. An 
example is the Nymphaeum (2nd century A.D.) of Herodes Atticus at Olympia (Cultural World 
Heritage Site, Greece, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/517) that provided water to the famous 
sanctuary where the Olympic Games were held (Hatzi, 2008). Such buildings had a very strong 
influence in later European and Renaissance Art, when similar monumental fountains were 
constructed. 
 
ñVirtually all societies identify particular 'elements' in the composition of the experienced world and 
cosmos. The importance of these elements is that they represent the basic substances from which 
everything is derived and to which everything decays (including humanity). Therefore, elements 
maintain ontological status and provide a potent symbolic medium of expression.ò (Richards 
1996:313) 
 
 

 

 
Budjamulla, the rainbow serpent, lives in the lagoons in Budjamulla 
National Park, Australia, and is depicted in painting on rock shelter walls  
(Photos: McIntyre-Tamwoy) 

 

 
 
Beliefs about the sacredness of water have shaped the way that many cultures use it and this has 
led to a diversity of practices and technologies (e.g. Lando 1983: Shapiro 1995). Water plays a key 
role in religious imagery and ritual practice in religions all around the world (for example: Nigeria 
(Bastian 1997); the Mayan deity Chaac who with his lightning axe, strikes the clouds and produces 
thunder and rain (Scarboroug & Gallopin 1991; Scarborough 1998;Ishihara 2008); and the Aztec 
god of rain, fertility and thunder ï Tlaloc (Nuemann 1973). The latter was a beneficent god who 
gave life and sustenance, but he was also feared for his ability to send hail, thunder and lightning, 
and for being the lord of the powerful element of water. This dual character acknowledges the 
powerful and destructive aspects of water in nature. 
 
Poseidon, the Greek god of the sea, rivers, and underground water was one of the most respected 
and powerful gods of the ancient Greek Pantheon, the patron saint of seafarers and fishermen, but  

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/517


 

18 April  2011 ï The International Day for  Monuments and Sites  
The Cultural Heritage of Water   

 

 3 

also the god of earthquakes. His age-old cult goes back to the Mycenaean Period (around 1600-
1100 BC), as evidenced by signs of the Greek ñLinear Bò Script from Knossos and Pylos. Poseidon 
was worshiped throughout the entire ancient Greek world in great temples, such as the Temple of 
Poseidon at Sounion, of the 5th c. BC. Poseidon inhabited Mount Olympus and the depths of the 
sea and with his trident he could give rise to storms and calm the waters. His worship passed into 
the pantheon of Rome as Neptunus. There are numerous depictions of Poseidon and his sea 
kingdom in ancient Greek, Roman, Renaissance and Later European Art (sculpture, vase painting, 
mosaics, paintings etc) and they constitute a very important element of the cultural heritage of 
water. (Bremmer, Erskine 2010; Zusanek, 2009; Mylonopoulos, 2010) 
 
Apart from its important role in religion, in ancient Greece water was linked to the development of 
medical science. The Sanctuary of Asklepios at Epidaurus (World Heritage Site 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/491), is the oldest organized health centre, bearing witness to the 
transition from divine healing to the science of medicine. Since the 16th century BC, the basis for 
worship was the cathartic and healing capacity of the sacred water source. Later on, water works 
(reservoirs, aqueducts, fountains, Greek and Roman baths) served the needs of this medical and 
sacred centre. 
 
Perhaps it is no surprise that three of the major religions in the world - Christianity, Judaism and 
Islam - all share powerful images of fresh water and emphasize its life sustaining value and its 
capacity to refresh and rebirth. These religions all originated in a geographic region where water 
was a valuable resource. In Judaism, ritual washing is intended to restore or maintain a state of 
ritual purity and its origins can be found in the Torah. There are many important stories pertaining to 
water from the Old Testament, shared by Judaism and Christianity, such as the miraculous parting 
of the Red Sea (Exodus 13:17-14:29) and the story of the Great Flood (Genesis 6-8). These stories 
are also shared with Islam and documented in the Qurôan. The Qurôan records the powerful, albeit 
frightening, cleansing force of water in the story of Noah and the great flood (Qurôan 11:42-44) and 
the crossing of the Red Sea (Qurôan 26:60-67). 
 
In Christianity, water is a powerful symbol of rebirth which washes away sin and impurity. Roman 
Catholics go further, regarding it as having powerful transformative powers of purification when 
used in the same sacrament of Baptism (Theiler, 2003). There are several references in the New 
Testament (e.g. Matthew 28:19-20; and John 4:1-42) regarding Jesus Christôs instructions to his 
disciples. According to the Greek Orthodox Church, every person baptized in sanctified water is 
then purified from the original sin. All waters are sanctified on the day of the Epiphanies 
(Theophanies) when the Baptism of Jesus Christ in the waters of the River Jordan took place. Also, 
Holy Water springs from the rock in places where sacred images were found (Jensen, 2011, 
McDonnell, Montague, 1994).  
 
Islam ascribes the most sacred qualities to water as a life-giving, sustaining, and purifying resource. 
It is the origin of all life on earth, the substance from which God created man (Qurôan 25:54). The 
Qurôan emphasizes its centrality: "We... made from water every living thing"(Qurôan 21:30). Water is 
the primary element that existed even before the heavens and the earth did: "And it is He who 
created the heavens and the earth in six days, and his Throne was upon water". (Qurôan 11:7).

1
 

Paradise in all three of these major religions is always lush and well watered. 
 
In many other religions water or water bodies are also important. For example:  

¶ Shinto is Japan's indigenous religion and is based on the veneration of the kami - the 

innumerable deities believed to inhabit mountains, trees, rocks, springs and other natural 
phenomenon.  Worship of kamis, whether public or private, always begins with the all 
important act of purification with water.  Inside the many sacred shrines troughs for ritual 
washing are placed.  Waterfalls are held sacred and standing under them is believed to 
purify.  Waterfalls are also used in suigyo (water austerities).   

¶ The significance of water in Zoroastrianism is a combination of its purifying properties and 
its importance as a fundamental life element.  Therefore, while water is used in purification 
rites and rituals it is sacred itself and so must be kept from being polluted.   

¶ While symbolism and ritual is not central to Buddhism water does feature in Buddhist 
funerals. 

                                                           
1
 Translations of the Qurôan taken from http://quran.com/21 (accessed 5th March 2011) 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/491
http://quran.com/21
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¶ Water is important in Hinduism for its power to purify. The most notable feature in religious 
ritual is the division between purity and pollution. Most Hindus practice rituals as part of 
their daily life and purification by water is a typical component of many religious actions. 
To Hindus all water is sacred, especially rivers, and there are seven sacred rivers, namely 
the Ganges, Yamuna, Godavari, Sarasvati, Narmada, Sindhu and Kaveri.  

 
 

 
Fragments of a brazier depicting Tlaloc from Stage IVB of the Templo Mayor in Mexico City. 
(Photo Wiki Commons) 

 
 

First Nations, Traditional Owners and Water  
Lakes and waterways were, and in many cases still are, integral to daily activities, such as drinking, 
fishing, hunting, swimming, camping and ceremonies. Aborigines built stone weirs and fish traps on 
many rivers and lakes, and as we have seen water and water bodies have played, and continue to 
play in some cases, an integral role in belief systems. There are also many examples of traditional 
and ancient technologies developed to store and utilise water and its resources.  
 
In some areas particular technologies developed around the exploitation of marine food resources 
e.g. fishing, turtle, dugong, walrus; leading to the development and trade of new technologies and 
the construction of purpose built structures. On the floodplains of Lake Condah in western Victoria, 
they constructed an intricate network of stone channels to harvest eels 
(http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/places/national/budj-bim/index.html 
 
The Willandra Lakes World Heritage Site (http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/167) is listed for both its 
natural and cultural values. It is an extensive cultural landscape with archaeological evidence 
demonstrating the Aboriginal occupation of this lake system. The fossil remains of a series of lakes 
and sand formations that date from the Pleistocene can be found in this region, together with  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brazier
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Templo_Mayor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexico_City
http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/places/national/budj-bim/index.html
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/167


 

18 April  2011 ï The International Day for  Monuments and Sites  
The Cultural Heritage of Water   

 

 5 

archaeological evidence of human occupation dating from 45ï60,000 years ago. It is a unique 
landmark in the study of human evolution on the Australian continent. Several well-preserved 
fossils of giant marsupials have also been found here. 
 
 

  
Willandra World Heritage Area (Photo: Commonwealth of Australia) 

 
 
First Nations people throughout the world still maintain many traditions and ceremonies relating to 
water. Amongst these: the Hopi people (Peck 1980) have stories handed down about the travel of 
their ancestors over water and have ceremonies related to rain making; the Inuit have developed 
life styles, technology and subsistence strategies based on their relationship with ice and water in 
the Arctic; and the Maori of New Zealand have specific rights and practices in relation to rivers and 
lakes as well as having sacred stories about the long sea crossings of their ancestors. 

 
 

Seascapes and Riverscapes  
Since earliest times, waterways and lakes have been used to define the boundaries of cultural 
groups. They had a bearing on social organisation and trade routes. The urge to explore the seas 
has led to the development of a diversity of water craft from the outrigger canoe to the huge ocean-
liners of today.   
 
Water was not always seen as a barrier to be conquered. For many small Island states and 
communities in the Pacific the seas and land form part of the territory of various island groups and 
the sea provides the resources necessary for survival and the means of accessing land based 
territory. For example Chuuk, part of the Federated States of Micronesia has as the centre of its 
territory a barrier reef (Chuuk Lagoon) which is surrounded by several coral atolls and many low 
lying islands. For many island based peoples - sea territory is known and named in much the same 
way as land.  
 
Rivers often are the thread linking settlements and indeed facilitating the development of entire 
civilizations. The Tigris and the Euphrates River system covers an immense area of over 35,000 
square kilometres. This area is credited with the emergence of the worldôs earliest literate, urban 
civilization around 6,000 years ago. Throughout time many societies have evolved along 
waterways, along which have flowed cultural material, technologies and practice. 
 
 

Commerce, Communication, Transport  and the role of Ports  
Water based transport systems date back tens perhaps hundreds of thousands of years from 
simple canoes of bundled reeds suitable only for inland waters through to seafaring complex 
outrigger canoes to sailing ships, todayôs container ships, luxury liners and yachts and sophisticated 
naval vessels. Waterways, ports, water transport have been important components of human trade 
systems throughout time. 
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Container cargo ship (Photo courtesy of NOAA) 

 

 
Australiaôs Bicentenary- Sydney harbour 1988 (Source: Australian Overseas Information Service) 



 

18 April  2011 ï The International Day for  Monuments and Sites  
The Cultural Heritage of Water   

 

 7 

 

 
Macassan prahu with crew. Aboriginal rock painting, Groote Eylandt (Courtesy Northern Territory Museum & Art 
Gallery) 

 
Sea and river waters have offered since very early times a network of water roads for contacts, 
colonization and exploration of unknown places. The Odyssey, the epic poem of the ancient Greek 
poet Homer (9th-8th c. BC), constitutes along with the Iliad, the first monument of European and 
Western Literature, and mainly narrates the long journey of the Greek hero Odysseus through 
unknown seas.  
 
An important element of the heritage linked to water is naval architecture, one of the greater 
examples of which, with regard to ancient times, is the Greek ñTriremeò ship type. Shipwrecks offer 
important information on the commercial communications, exchanges, water routes and naval 
architecture. For instance, the underwater site of Dokos (near the Greek island of Hydra) is the 
most valuable tangible evidence of navigation, sea trade, technology and the economy in the 
Aegean during the late 3rd millennium BC (http://www.ienae.gr/EN). 
 
The development of canoes and rafts were often specifically tailored to the immediate environment 
of particular societies. In Australia and the Pacific, the development of the outrigger canoe 
expanded the sea faring range of particular groups dramatically. Using the double out-rigger, Torres 
Strait Islanders made journeys of up to 400 km from their island homes down the east coast of 
Australia in often treacherous seas. 
 
Sea trade on a large scale necessitated the development of sophisticated and efficient ports and 
harbours, and while many of these started out as basic outposts many developed rapidly into 
vibrant centres of cultural exchange and development. The World Heritage Site of Leptis Magna 
(Libya, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/183) is described as ña unique artistic realization in the domain 
of urban planning. It played a major role together with Cyrene in the movement back to antiquity 
and in the elaboration of the neoclassical aestheticò.  The city began as a Phoenician trading port 
(Lpgy) in the 1

st
 millennium BC and was developed by the Romans who constructed a substantial 

port, with an artificial basin of 102,000 m
2
. This port still exists with its quays, jetties, fortifications, 

storage areas and temples. ñDug under Nero and organized under Septimius Severus, it is one of 
the chefs d'oeuvre of Roman technology with its barrage dam and its canal designed to regulate the 
course of Wadi Lebda, the dangerous torrent that empties into the Mediterranean to the westò.  
 
Access to fresh water and/or access to shipping and transport routes has been a major factor in the 
development and expansions of cities and cultures. The World Heritage Site of Qalôat al-Bahrain ï 
Ancient Harbour and Capital of Dilmun is a wonderful archaeological example. 
Part of the justification for listing this site illustrates the way in which settlements in strategic coastal 
locations developed through time. Qalôat al-Bahrain is listed in part because it was é ñan important 
port city, where people and traditions from different parts of the then known world met, lived and 
practiced their commercial activities, makes the place a real meeting point of cultures ï all reflected 
in its architecture and development. Being in addition, invaded and occupied for long periods, by 
most of the great powers and empires, (who left) their cultural traces in different strata of the tellò. 
(see the full justification at http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1192 ) 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/183
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1192
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The long sea voyages created the need for mapping and for the discovery of mechanisms that 
could calculate elements such as the date or the position of the stars, which were necessary for the 
definition of the geographical coordinates. The Antikythera Mechanism (1st c. AD) constitutes the 
oldest known complex portable scientific instrument. The part that survives today consists of a 
system of gear wheels of different sizes, bearing inscriptions and rotating around different axes, 
thus offering information on the position and the periodicity of heavenly bodies (Kean, 1991). 
 
 

 
The Antikythera Mechanism (1st c. AD) 

 
 
It was efficient modes of sea travel that enabled the colonial expansion of European powers into the 
New World in the 17

th
 and 18

th
 centuries. While clearly the purpose of many of these trips was to 

colonise and exploit the resources of newly discovered lands to gain economic and political power 
in a Euro-centric world; the scientific venture was also important. Many vessels included scientists 
and naturalists whose role was to document and describe the discoveries made.  Most of these 
curious sea nomads also filled the role of ethnographer providing some of the earliest written 
records of Indigenous peoples of the so called óNew Worldô.  
 
Recent history in many parts of the globe has been shaped by this ócolonial endeavourô when the  
European ópowersô turned their gaze outward and colonized, annexed, or forcibly invaded other 
continents, and islands such as Africa, the Americas, India and the Pacific. This was all made 
possible by the advances in ship building which enabled people to travel much greater distances 
across the seas relatively safely. Gradually, as had happened centuries before in the óOld Worldô, 
the face of the coastlines of these continents began to change with the introduction of settlements 
and ports.  
 
During this time, when naval capacity was a real determinant of political and economic power in 
Europe, the intensification of shipbuilding and or sea-based defensive systems influenced the 
development of some ports and towns which developed around the associated industries. One 
outstanding example of such a place is the World Heritage Site of the naval port town Karlskrona in 
Sweden ( http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/871 ), which was constructed in 1680 when Sweden was a 
major power whose territory included modern Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Skåne, Blekinge and 
Gotland and parts of northern Germany. 


