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PROCESSES, USES AND REPRESENTATIONS OF THE ABANDONMENT OF    

BUILT MILITARY HERITAGE FROM ANTIQUITY TO PRESENT DAY 

International conference supervised by Camille Cilona and Guillaume Yverneau 

CALL FOR PAPERS 



« Abandon de poste ». Processes, uses and representations of the abandonment of built 
military heritage from Antiquity to the Present Day. 

Supervised by Camille Cilona and Guillaume Yverneau 

This international conference focuses on the history of the abandonment of built military heritage, 
studied from a diachronic and multidisciplinary perspective. It aims to deal with the subject as 
comprehensively as possible, from the methodological and management problems posed by 
these particular buildings to the representations of abandonment in the collective imagination. As 
such, papers from the fields of art history, archaeology, geography, sociology and architecture are 
all welcome. 

Among the forts built to protect Paris at the end of the 19th century, the Haut-Buc is today 
unoccupied. Only a few explorers, photographers or soldiers on training duty pass through. How 
did this strategic site in a major defence system lose its military function? Who now looks after 
the site to ensure its security, and who owns it? These are the kinds of questions that frame this 
conference. 

From romantic painters to 'urbex', interest in ruins and abandoned sites is not new. Abandoned 
sites are no longer of interest only to photographers, street artists, novelists or individuals in 
search of an adrenaline rush; they have also attracted the interest of the academic world. A 
number of recent initiatives, such as the seminar series at the Institut d'Histoire Moderne et 
Contemporaine (Paris 1, ENS, CNRS, 2023-2024) entitled "Towards a history of abandonment", or 
the seminar "Abandoned heritage? Ruins, wasteland and urban exploration (urbex)' in the 'History 
of Art' Master's programme (Paris 1) show the potential of the emerging history of abandonment. 
Other projects, such as the publication of Alain Schnapp's Histoire universelle des ruines (2020) 
or the activities of the ‘ANR Ruines’ and the ‘GIS Patrimoines militaires’ also bear witness to this 
research dynamism.  

Aude Le Gallou defines abandonment firstly as "a process of material, economic, symbolic and 
emotional disinvestment [characterised by] the loss of function of a place, initially assigned to a 
given use (productive, recreational, residential, spiritual, political, etc.) and which, for various 
reasons, finds itself disinvested" (Le Gallou, 2021). There is also the absence of a known or 
identified owner, who has ceased to assume his or her legal, functional and statutory 
responsibilities (Offenstadt, 2024). Abandonment is therefore a dynamic process and it is 
important to study each stage from its original activity to its reassignment, oblivion or destruction. 
The rehabilitation has been studied more extensively (Lotz-Coll, 2017) so it is excluded from the 
scope of this conference. While the process is universal, the aim of the conference is to examine 
the specific nature of military heritage in the face of abandonment. 

 From a methodological point of view, abandoned sites have produced rich and complex 
documentation. From archaeological sources to normative documents, there are many 
documentary files that can be used to study these questions, and particular attention will be paid 
to representing this variety in the papers. Archaeology is a perfect illustration of this paradox: very 
often it is the only field able to explain the stages of abandonment when no trace has been kept 
elsewhere (LIDAR technology provides convincing results in this respect). This reflection on the 
sources of abandonment will therefore be an integral part of the discussion, as is the definition of 
our subject of study. Built military heritage is understood in the broadest sense to include all 
buildings constructed by a military authority or that are characterised by their military use : castle, 
fort, hospital, airfield, pillbox, etc. 



These introductory remarks already raise a problem of definition, which will be clarified in a 
preliminary round table discussion to introduce the conference. This event intends to provide an 
opportunity to bring together an international and multidisciplinary team of researchers. To this 
end, we invite potential papers in the following four areas: 

 

1- Processes and chronologies of the abandonment of military buildings 

The notion of abandonment requires an interest in its "régimes d’historicité" (Hartog, 2003). While 
"cold" periodisation can explain the decommissioning of a military structure, a "living" chronology  
(Prost) that is specific to the site provides a better understanding of the issues surrounding 
abandonment. The case of the castle of Tancarville in Normandy, active and abandoned 
successively over a period stretching from the 11th century to the Second World War, is a perfect 
illustration of this. The aim of this session is to take a long view of the subject, so as to grasp all 
the mechanisms of the process of abandonment. The diachronic approach is ideally suited to 
addressing these issues. We invite researchers to determine whether it is possible to draw up a 
chronology of the abandonment of military built heritage, and to establish a methodological 
framework for the study of abandonment. 

 

2- Managing abandonment: legal, administrative and environmental aspects  

Some archives from the Service Historique de la Défense (Vincennes) illustrates the difficulty the 
authorities have in classifying and managing the diversity of situations in which buildings are 
abandoned. The relative silence and absence of sources traditionally used by historians regarding 
the abandonment of military buildings reveals a inability to define clearly established legal 
statuses. Since each situation is specific to its location and context abandonment has a legal 
vagueness that hinders recognition of this particular heritage. The discussion must therefore 
focus on this methodological and conceptual difficulty, in order to move the debate forward and 
suggest ways of thinking about the future of these buildings. The question of how the authorities - 
political and military - have taken abandonment into account is a key issue for this session. 
Abandonment often leads to inextricable situations, as in the case of Soviet barracks in the former 
East Germany, which since the 1990s have been regarded as a heavy burden on the public 
authorities, who have to worry about the pollution and danger they represent (Offenstandt, 2019). 
Is there a body of case law specific to abandonment? Here, comparison between geographical 
areas and historical periods are likely to prove fruitful. 

 

3- Putting abandoned military buildings to practical use: the various uses of heritage 

Paradoxically, abandonment is far from being synonymous with inactivity; on the contrary, it is 
characterised by the dynamism of a life that is - more often than not - informal. The illegal 
reappropriation of these sites by a host of players with multiple motivations is not without its share 
of conflicts over use. The land ownership of this special heritage, is attracting the appetites of 
developers, while heritage protection associations are tending to make the memory of these 
places. To address these issues, new sources, such as contemporary data produced by social 
networks, can be called upon to document current practices (urbex, music videos, street art, 
etc.), while for earlier periods, archaeological resources can effectively fill in the gaps left by 
descriptive sources (Pimouguet-Pédarros, 2020). The aim of this session is therefore to provide 



an overview of the practices, from the more or less clandestine reappropriation. Abandoned 
military sites can be put to use opportunistically as in the case of the materials salvaged by 
the "Bandes noires" during the French Revolution. They can also become a veritable financial 
windfall - as the example of of dark tourism (Foley and Lennon, 1996).  

  

4- Abandonment in the collective imagination: representations of military heritage   

Abandonment is source of a universal fascination as the ruins. Has the military heritage a 
specificity? Military buildings are invested with strong symbolic power. The sacrifices made by 
medieval towns, whose inhabitants maintain their walls at the expense of their budgets, are 
representative of a symbolic investment in military architecture by the urban community. So, far 
from being forgotten, civilians are at the forefront of the debate and their own perception of 
abandonment will be essential in our debates. The repeated calls for save these buildings 
demonstrate the issues they represent for many stakeholders, from heritage professionals to 
users. The question of representations, in the broadest sense of the term, makes it possible to 
mobilise a variety of materials and methodologies. Military heritage can be both the subject (see 
Paul Virilio's 1976 photographic exhibition "Bunker archéologie") and the object (as in the case of 
street art artists, who find it a privileged space for expression) of rich artistic practices.  

 

Ultimately, the aim of this conference is to encourage discussion between all those involved in the 
exploration of the abandonment of built military heritage. The multidisciplinary nature of the event 
should enable us to better characterise the processes at work, to provide elements for 
comparison, and to propose a methodological framework for the study of these cases. As this is 
a subject in its own right, the rehabilitation, conversion and reallocation of military heritage will 
not be discussed, but will of course feed into the debate. The decision to leave these issues aside 
was also taken with the aim of taking a step back from the traditional reading of these questions 
and to question the viewpoint of 21st century professionals and observers of an abandonment 
whose traces have been lost.  

  

 

Practical aspects 

 The conference will be held at the Château de Vincennes (near Paris) fr 潭
2025. The 30-minute papers in French and English are accepted. The speaker has to submit a 
paper or slide presentation ideally in French. Proposals for papers must be submitted by 15 

colloque.abandondeposte@unicaen.fr .   

They should include a title and not exceed 600 words. They should also be accompanied by a 
short biography. 

Early career researchers are strongly encouraged to apply.  

The conference proceedings will be published and expanded in collaboration with the Ministère 
des Armées. They are therefore asked to provide a first draft of their paper before the event so that 
the publishing project can be launched without delay. 
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