
Industrial legacies and heritage-making: from uses to stories, which 

transformations appear 
Industrial heritage don’t come easily. In France, it stays a second rate heritage which have to justify 

its own conservation by a use and be demolished if it doesn’t. This acknowledgement could be met 

with regret or seen as a great opportunity: industrial heritage has to become hybrid to survive and 

the re-use and re-loading can bring innovations of all sorts.  

We experienced this affirmation in a rural area in the south of France: the regional natural Park of 

Monts d’Ardèche. The marginalization of industrial legacies is even stronger here because the 

industry took unusual forms: no huge plants, few chimneys and red bricks walls, littles towns… The 

typical factory is no bigger than a farm, built in local stone, widespread and sometimes invisible in 

the bottom of the valley. The national and regional heritage institutions have protected or 

documented very few of them (VIGNE, 2018). The rural exodus during the second part of the 20th 

century also made the land pressure very light: no land developer wants to use those sites. Ardèche 

has another particularity: it is know for welcoming social innovation. During the 70 and 80’s, new 

population comes and stays in Ardèche, proposing more collective and sustainable ways of life 

(ROUVIERE, 2016). Some of them made it and function as “hot-spots” to broadcast those 

philosophies (KOOP and SENIL, 2015).  

What is it that reloads the industrial heritage ? How do those news stories mix with the historical 

component? We proposed to explore those questions with the data collected during a PHD thesis, 

formed with participant observation, observant participation, an inventory of almost 700 old 

industrial sites and 3 study cases (VIGNE, 2021). We approach heritage as a construct that players 

make by selecting a legacy (DI MEO, 2007). It is analyzed as a resource (LANDEL and SENIL, 2016) 

and/or an experiment (TORNATORE, 2019).  

This paper is organized in three parts: we will try to understand news uses of old industrial sites, then 

question the stories linked to heritage making and lastly question how those stories can transform 

local societies and territories.  

Old industrial sites and new uses 
One important characteristic of old industrial 

plants in Monts d’Ardèche is the overabundance 

of one specific type of industry : the silk mill, 

that represent 53% of the 697 sites, and concern 

the specific operation of twisting the thread of 

silk after the cocoon have been unwound 

(spinning mill) and before it can be dyed and 

woven. That means that a lot of these factories 

have the same architecture and the building 

often include housing and hydraulic facility.  

The uses 
Some of the buildings didn’t get through to our time, but it’s not a lot of them: 117 sites are fully or 

partly demolished out of 577 sites. There are some voluntary demolitions but also a lot of accidents 

(fire or flood most of the time) and some are progressively ruined and disappear with time. The 

chimneys are the first to disappear because they are so difficult to reuse.  



133 have no news uses (all or in parts), and in fact this number is probably underestimated. A lot of 

silk mill are used as housing and sometimes even as electricity producer (hydroelectricity) but the 

working space, too big and too damp, is abandoned. But that doesn’t mean the building is in any 

danger: the housing space is above the working space, protecting the structure.  

Almost 70% of the sites have found a new use. Most of them (244) are housing, individual or 

collective, in accordance with their size. 117 sites have an economical activity of some sort. Among 

them, 29 are in direct link with their primary vocation, 32 are productive (industry, craft or 

construction), and 35 are more commercials activities. 87 sites have a cultural or touristic activity: 

touristic accommodations, leisure centers, artistic spaces and museum. Lastly, 29 sites are for public 

services (health, headquarters, festival halls or schools).  

Why uses are not enough 
When we started our study, we hoped to read in these news uses the trace of light or strong links to 

the local society. For example, we were hoping to determine that a cultural place can be more linked 

to the territorial development than a housing one. But reality is much more complex: is the place 

inherited or bought? Is it an individual project or a collective one? Is it private or public? Does the 

place have multiple uses or just one? Is it open to the public? How often and in what conditions? Is it 

reused right after the closing of the factory or a long time after? Is it the first reuse that happen to 

the site? How much time since the reuse? All these questions change the way the site is linked to 

society today and how the historical links existing between the industrial site and the society are 

read. To summarize, it changes the story that the project is telling.   

The analyze we proposed here is not a quantitative one but some from observations made along the 

way of the inventory. The hypothesis is that the quality of a legacy is factored in two directions. The 

first one is the strength of the historical links: identity, landscape, spatial forms, network, and 

synergy with agricultural practices, know-how, working forces, raw materials and water as a driving 

force. The second one is the strength of the new link to society. A reading grid can be built that way 

and shows four types of legacy:  

 
 



• The barren is a legacy where all the links are weak: the historical ones and the new ones, for 

example if the site have not retrieve a new use without conserving the memory of the industrial 

use.  

• The unchanged have strong historical links, it hasn’t been touched. But there is weak new links: 

the present society doesn’t understand the necessity of protecting it.  

• The outdated have weak historical links and strong new ones: it is highly possible that nobody 

knows the ancient industrial use but the news one makes it a very popular place.  

• The enhanced is the one where the heritage making is possible: it combines strong historical links 

and a new use that makes a lot a sense for present day. 

From legacies to heritage: the stories we tell 
Stories around heritage are rarely, even never, a pure reflection of the history of the legacy. The very 

reason that one legacy is selected by a person or a group of person is because they feel that this 

legacy means something to them, in their present and their future. Alois Riegl (2016 [1903]) 

described the value system of heritage trough remembering values (historical, antiquity, 

commemoration) and present values (use, novelty, artistic taste). Piking one or the other changes the 

story heritage tells.  

The choices of what to tell in history 
The heritage players often choose into this pool of values and they can be picky: being drowned to 

historical values does not mean having to tell all of the history. Some stories leave out the part that 

the persons in present day are not so proud of. The fact that a production is not a very qualitative 

one for example, like in the fashion jewelry in Ardèche. The moral values can actually influence a lot. 

The working condition can be concealed or they can be all a museum talks about, losing the story of 

the not so bad owner in the process.  

Part of the industrial process can be completely overlooked. It is often the case for the twisting of the 

silk really unknown out of some specialized sites. The technicalities, like knowing how machines 

worked, are regularly overlooked. Inversely, the raising of the silkworm, very entertaining to watch, 

is often in the spotlight like in the Filature du Moulinet in Largentière (now closed). In this last town, 

the history of the mine, closed since 1982, is still a heritage taboo.  

The choices of what to tell from now on 
The same happen with values of the present. In France, the heritage institution has been based on 

artistic and architectural qualities for a long time (especially in the protection of objects and 

buildings): along the 20th century, new element became protected because the artistic taste has 

evolved.  

Parts of the most recent history can be added to the historic story. At the Moulinage de La Neuve 

(the name means the new silk mill) in Marcols-les-Eaux, the guides share the story of its last owner 

who saved the machines, hide English aviators during the war and was also the first woman mayor of 

the town. References about present days can also be made. The Ecomusée du moulinage de Chirols 

(Eco-museum of silk mill) uses the condition of young female workers of the 19th century to talk 

about children labor in other places of the world nowadays. 

Touristic accommodations installed in old industrial site have a new reading of their environment : 

the river is not here to operate the machine but to offer freshness in summer and a nice sound ; the 

excitement of the busy days give away to calm and relaxation.  



The power of the stories: towards transformations?  
During our thesis, we explored how the intention of transforming the society (social innovation) can 

be mixed with heritage making though the proposed concept of transformative heritage making 

(VIGNE, 2021). Three cases are developed.  

Le Moulinon in Saint-Sauveur-de-Montagut 
Le Moulinon is a silk mill dated around 1820-1830 which employed up to 150 workers at the start of 

the 20th century. It closed in 2000, laying off only 10 workers due to the reduction of activity and the 

use of artificial silk, demanding less surveillance. The building, around 4000 square meters, becomes 

a wasteland. Terre Adélice (which is a pun referring to a land of the delight), founded in the next 

municipality in 1996, settles in in 2007 to expand its production of high quality ice creams and 

sherbets. This company is trying to be a responsible one, in terms of social and environmental issues 

presenting a form of social innovation in its will to change its production: more and more local 

produces, all of them in biological agriculture, the machines are working with sustainable energy and 

the workers are managed in a horizontal system. Heritage is used as in the image of the company: 

the history of the silk mill is one of quality and local work that brings life into the valley and the 

company vows to do the same; the silk mill is maintained because of the activity and the 

architectural qualities are enhanced like in the “solarium room” becoming the ice cream drawing-

room. The story told here is one of a territory reliving as a place of quality production and of tourism 

with the support of the long history but with a new way of producing. 

  

Chirols silk mill  
The silk mill of Pont-de-Veyrières is dated from 1816. Around the beginning of the 20th century, it 

was one of the biggest of the France silk plants: the neighborhood around it grown bigger than the 

town center. It closed in 2005 after difficult years. Even if some parts are punctually used for small 

craft activities and by the small museum, most of the building is abandoned. In 2015 a group of 

individuals create an association to implement a project of an experimentation center of new ways of 

life: collective housing, coworking, crafts, artistic activities, becoming a form of third place. They buy 

the site in 2019 through a cooperative society, insuring that the project stay completely non profit. 

The history is completely a part of the story they build: for them the place was owned by the people 

of the village and the valley because they lived through it and they want their project to make the 

same thing. They have very wide opening times, proposing visits every week and organizing cultural 

events. History is an inspiration for some of the artists of the group. They also lead a compilation of 

work related memories, from nowadays and from the past. Remembering the past way of life is a 

way of inhabiting differently today.  



  

La Nouvelle Manufacture in Saint-Martin-de-Valamas  
The industrial site is a jewelry factory of 1917. The company actually still exists but they moved into 

more recent buildings in 1991: some subcontractors use the place in the late 1990’s but the place 

goes into wasteland at the beginning of 2000. A young couple of artists are looking for a place to put 

their workshops in 2014 and they choose the old factory. Seeing the rooms, they decided that they 

cannot keep it to themselves and open an associative art gallery called La Nouvelle Manufacture (The 

New Factory). Because they want to open it more and more they create a cultural café in 2019. Their 

project is not only to create a cultural place in a very rural area but also to promote a different kind 

of contemporary art, less elitist. They multiply the opportunities to work with schools and to ensure 

more people can enjoy it. Their ways to work with heritage is very peculiar : they considered very 

harshly the damages the capitalist and industrial world have caused and they dislike the sugar-coated 

mediation of the local museum, proposing to endorse the outfit of the worker of the time of the visit 

and concealing the difficulties. The industrial heritage is a way to remember that the local population 

has surrendered their independence to the factory and artistic, creative and social practices are a 

way of finding it again. The logo, made by adding a N to the founder of the factory’s initials L and M, 

is a symbol of that. The story of heritage is actually a story of the change of the past and the change 

that we have to make today.  

  
 



The industrial heritages are reloaded with a lot of different stories: both the industrial one and the 

one brought by the new uses the closing, and how they interact with society. Heritage can be a 

powerful tool to local development, even in it most transformative ways. 
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