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HERITAGE-MAKING  
AND INTERPRETATION
A FEW REFLECTIONS ON THE CASE  
OF THE ÎLE D’ORLÉANS IN QUEBEC (1860-1935)

 
Ét ienne Berthold

The production of essays in honour of a colleague offers a rare opportunity to share ideas, 
while paying tribute to outstanding people. I would like to thus take this opportunity to reflect 
on certain aspects through which the academic community studies heritage-construction 
processes, commonly referred to as “heritage-making,” their advantages, and the challenges 
they pose. In highlighting and acknowledging the nature of Luc Noppen’s contribution to 
heritage studies in Quebec, I wish particularly to attempt to explore the possibility of linking 
the practice of interpretation and the study of heritage processes.

Firstly, the text will propose some reflections on heritage, as well as the devices deployed 
by the academic community to study its construction process. It will then raise the delicate 
question of reconciling the study of heritage processes with the “meaning” inherent in heri-
tage. Finally, it will propose some academic milestones for the study of a heritage process 
that occupied a central place in French Canada between the 1860s and 1930s, namely that 
of Île d’Orléans (Orleans Island), known as the “cradle” of French Canada.

| �Île d’Orléans, Photo : Pierre lahoud, 2009
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Heritage and Heritage-making :  
Achievements and Challenges

Over the last few decades, a characteristic feature 
of heritage studies at the international level has 
undoubtedly consisted of emphasizing heritage-

construction processes, commonly referred to as “heritage-
making” processes. This perspective took root almost simul-
taneously in various countries. This was the case in France 
where, following the Heritage Year (1980), authors like Jean-
Pierre Babelon and André Chastel, or Pierre Nora, gave it a 
fundamental momentum. This was also the case, notably, in 
the United States and Great Britain where Eric Hobsbawm 
and Terence Ranger, among others, played a similar role in 
attracting many researchers to this emergent path.1

So far, the study of heritage-making has been influenced 
by a number of factors, be it, for example, the analysis of 
the types of organizations and actors at the heart of heri-
tage valorization processes,2 communicative dimensions of 
a heritage-making operation,3 or the economic implications 
of heritage development from the perspective of both the 
tourist economy and property values.4 

These fields of inquiry are necessitated by the remark-
able expansion of the concept of heritage over the last 
half-century, an outgrowth that has increased the range of 
manifestations likely to be considered as heritage: cultural 

1 Pierre Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, Paris, Gallimard, vol. 1, 1984 ; 
Jean-Pierre Babelon and André Chastel, La notion de patrimoine, 
Paris, Liana Levi, 2000 ; Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds.), 
The invention of tradition, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
1994. 

2 Martin Drouin, “De la démolition des taudis à la sauvegarde du patri-
moine bâti (Montréal, 1954-1973),” Revue d’histoire urbaine, vol. 41, 
no. 1, 2012, p. 22-36 ; Luc Noppen and Lucie K. Morisset, Les églises du 
Québec : un patrimoine à réinventer, Québec, Presses de l’Université 
du Québec, 2005.

3 Jean Davallon, Le don du patrimoine. Une approche communication-
nelle de la patrimonialisation, Paris, H.-Lavoisier, 2006.

4 Xavier Greffe, La trace et le rhizome. Les mises en scène du patrimoine 
culturel, Québec, Presses de l’Université du Québec, 2014 ; Nicolas 
Devaux, Etienne Berthold, and Jean Dubé, “Economic impact of a heri-
tage policy on residential values in a historic district context : The case 
of the Old City of Quebec,” The Review of Regional Studies, vol. 48, 
2018, p. 279-297.

heritage, natural heritage, tangible cultural heritage, intan-
gible cultural heritage, etc. It must be emphasized that such 
an outgrowth is in no way a mere academic fad, insofar as 
it has repercussions on the “all-heritage” (tout-patrimoine) 
concept that shapes public policies, legislations, and many 
other spheres of action across many international com-
munities.5 Indeed, consider, for example, that “poutine” (a 
French-Canadian dish that consists of fried potatoes, cheese 
curds, and gravy), a dish once decried in elitist circles, can 
today be presented as “heritage.”6

Our understanding of heritage-making is the result of a 
logical process whose goal consists in identifying and isolat-
ing the role that the present time occupies in the configura-
tions and discourse construction processes, through which 
an object or immaterial heirloom emerges and is charged 
with a “heritage status.”7 In that respect, the study of heri-
tage-making is probably not far from the poststructuralist 
foundations that the historian Roger Chartier attributed to 
the sequence uniting Michel Foucault, Michel de Certeau, 
and Louis Marin,8 namely, the attempt to reconcile the 
discursive construction of the social world and the social 
construction of discourses.

Nourish Heritage through Meaning,  
and Vice Versa : Luc Noppen’s Challenge

This perspective of heritage-making has undeniably been 
fruitful at the academic level, insofar as it has allowed 
the wide range of heritage studies to become a field of 
university research.9 On the epistemological level, it has 

5 Lucie K. Morrisset, Des régimes d’authenticité. Essai sur la mémoire 
patrimoniale, Québec, Presses de l’Université de Québec, and Rennes, 
Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2009. 

6 Charles-Alexandre Théorêt, Maudite poutine ! L’histoire approximative 
d’un plat populaire, Montréal, Héliotrope, 2007.

7 François Hartog, Régimes d’historicité. Présentisme et expériences du 
temps, Paris, Points, 2012. 

8 Roger Chartier, Au bord de la falaise. L’histoire entre certitudes et 
inquiétude, Paris, Albin Michel, 1998.

9 Karine Hébert and Julien Goyette (eds.), Entre disciplines et indisci-
pline : le patrimoine, Québec, Presses de l’Université du Québec, 2018 ; 
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also allowed us to ask deep questions, which the current 
of critical heritage studies has directly echoed. Among 
these questions, that of intrinsic value: does heritage have 
an intrinsic value (or even meaning), or, to use Laurajane 
Smith’s words reformulated as a question: is there, really, 
such a thing as heritage?10

This text does not aim to tackle this issue with philo-
sophical intentions. We are more of the opinion, in the wake 
of Rodney Harrison,11 that the issue must be examined on 
several levels, taking into account, in particular, the differ-
ent national contexts in which it is likely to arise.

I have always considered Luc Noppen to be the 
researcher who most contributed to shedding light on the 
history of cultural heritage conservation and valorization 
in Quebec. Indeed, from the beginning and throughout his 
abundant and diverse works, Noppen has always applied 
a critical and (to some point) “deconstructivist” perspec-
tive to his objects of study, without losing sight of the fact 
that heritage creation responds to the search for meaning 
by the people and communities involved in the process. 
Consider, for example, that through the many studies he 
conducted, alone or in the company of Lucie K. Morisset, 
discussing religious-themed built heritage,12 he consistently 
displayed a holistic understanding sensitive to the mean-
ing and the spirit of places, aligned with the principles that 
governed their architectural conception and their various 
uses throughout history.

Luc Noppen’s perspective allows us to define new ave-
nues of the study of heritage historiography in Quebec, 
insofar as it paves the way for critical hermeneutics. It 
seems to us, however, that a more explicit positioning than 
Noppen’s is required with regard to the role of ideologies 

Etienne Berthold and Nathalie Miglioli (eds.), Patrimoine et histoire de 
l’art : enjeux et perspectives, Québec, Presses de l’Université Laval, 2011.

10 Laurajane Smith, Uses of heritage, London / New York, Routledge, 
2006, p. 11.

11 Rodney Harrison, Heritage : Critical approaches, London, Routledge, 
2013, p. 15 ss.

12 Noppen and Morisset, Les églises du Québec, op. cit. ; Luc Noppen, 
Thomas Coomans, and Martin Drouin (eds.), Des couvents en héritage, 
Québec, Presses de l’Université du Québec, 2015.

underpinning heritage-making processes. To date, heritage 
studies have had little interest in ideologies, other than con-
sidering them, in the continuity of Marxist perspectives, as 
“agents” of the distortion of reality in favour of dominant 
interests.13 However, as Paul Ricoeur’s work has suggested, 
ideologies are not only a deformation or distortion of reality 
for the benefit of ruling classes; the narratives they nourish 
serve an integration function.14 By the same perspective, 
the sociologist Fernand Dumont points out that ideological 
practices “are . . . the result of an exegesis, an interpreta-
tion of the infinite domain of men’s activities and thoughts. 
They constitute a hermeneutics, and become a collective 
practice of the social text.”15 We are of the opinion that 
such a conception of ideology can allow the development 
of a heritage-making approach relating the meaning and 
operation of discursive construction, which itself conveys 
a process of social construction. It is a question of trying to 
harmonize the study of heritage-making and the practice 
of interpretation, in the sense expressed by Paul Ricoeur: a 
thought process whereby a secondary, figurative meaning 
is extracted from the original, literal meaning of a term.16

Île d’Orléans, Milestones in the Process  
of Heritage-Making in the “Cradle” of French Canada

The reconstruction of Île d’Orléans’s heritage-making pro-
cess from the 1860s until the 1930s makes it possible to 
flesh out the historiographical path pioneered by Noppen, 

13 On this precise point, the path traced by pioneers such as Hobsbawm 
and Chastel undoubtedly influenced posterity. See, in particular, 
François Jarrige, “Eric J. Hobsbawm, l’histoire et l’engagement,” Trans-
mettre l’histoire, no. 120, 2013, p. 157-164 ; Françoise Levaillant, “Le signe 
et l’imprévisible ou l’art des modernes selon André Chastel,” Revue de 
l’art, no. 93, 1991, p. 68.  

14 Paul Ricoeur, Lectures on ideology and utopia, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1986.

15 Fernand Dumont, Les idéologies, Paris, Presses universitaires de 
France, 1974, p. 152. [All translations from French publications are by 
the author.]

16 Paul Ricoeur, Le conflit des interprétations : essais d’herméneutique, Paris, 
Seuil, 1969. 
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insofar as it includes both discursive construction and ideo-
logical production operations. The terms used by Noppen 
himself in 1989 to characterize the heritage of the island 
are revealing: 

I discovered the island of Orleans on a fine morning in 
August 1964. In a ship that had left Le Havre a week ear-
lier, all the passengers had gathered on the deck upon 
waking. There, a professor from Sherbrooke began to 
explain that this island was—for Quebec or Canada, I do 
not remember—the beginning of all things. Over the 
years I learned more about this island, its churches, its 
houses. It is therefore not surprising that in 1970, I wel-
comed the decision of the Minister of Cultural Affairs to 
classify Île d’Orléans as a historic district.17 

Situated a few miles downstream from Quebec City, since 
the interwar years this island in the St. Lawrence River has 
been considered the cradle, or birthplace, of French Canada. 
In the following section, we will trace the process, from 
the 1860s through to the 1930s, resulting in the heritage-
making of the island, or how it came to acquire this quality 
as the birthplace of a culture. Our deconstruction of the 
process of the island’s heritage-making is based on three 
principal elements: the role of conservative ideologies, the 
role of antiquarians, and the role of tourists.

History, Heritage, and Commemoration  
in French Canada Before the 1960s

In Quebec, the issue of cultural heritage, in its French-
Canadian dimension which will be discussed in this text, 
is part of the fabric of European colonization. It draws on 
a 400-year history that, unlike many European or Asian 
countries, does not rest on any established military tradi-
tion; it involves a century and a half of French rule in North 

17 Luc Noppen, “L’île d’Orléans : mythe ou monument ?,” Cap-aux-Dia-
mants, vol. 5, no. 1, 1989, p. 23-26.

America (interrupted by the Conquest of 1760) and a little 
over a century of British rule in Canada (1760-1867).

Contemporary research generally tends to situate the 
first historical manifestations of French-Canadian memory 
in the wake of Lord Durham’s Report in 1839. Indeed, it was 
then that the historian François-Xavier Garneau (1809-1866) 
set out to reveal the roots of the “old French tradition” in 
Canada. In the second half of the nineteenth century and the 
first years of the twentieth, the quest for French-Canadian 
origins was primarily the pursuit of sensitized intellectuals, 
mainly historians and antiquarians. In a trend ranging from 
F.-X. Garneau to Lionel Groulx, the first scholars grounded 
their study of New France in a practice partially founded 
on the (erudite) study of the writings of important figures.18 
As for those who came later, they tended to outline “his-
torical details” woven from legends, customs, and ancient 
traditions.

Since the 1880s, the history of French Canada has been 
one based on commemoration. Then, in the mid-1920s, 
when this concept was in decline (as observed across North 
America and Europe), came the historical monuments and 
their by-product, heritage (commonly called “inheritance”). 
The creation of the Commission des monuments historiques 
(Commission of Historical Monuments) (1922), inspired by 
the French approach, is not unrelated to the phenomenon: 
through sustained work to raise awareness among the 
intellectual and the artistic elite, the Commission promoted 
the study and preservation of the “relics” and “witnesses” of 
the past, which it contributes to classify under the banners 
of “monumental” (architectural), “historical,” and “artistic” 
heritage. In addition to the Commission and its members, 
the interwar period saw individuals passionate about  
French-Canadian heritage. Among them, Marius Barbeau 
(1883-1969), Ramsay Traquair (1874-1952), Gérard Morisset 
(1898-1970), and Paul Gouin (1898-1976). Holding a doctorate 
in anthropology from Oxford University, Barbeau was one 
of the “folklorists” who found the safeguard of the tales, 
songs, and legends of French Canada to be a bulwark against 

18 Serge Gagnon, Le Québec et ses historiens de 1840 à 1920, Québec, 
Presses de l’Université Laval, 1978.
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the civilization of progress.19 As for Traquair, a professor at 
the School of Architecture of McGill University interested 
in the study of churches and, more broadly, monumental 
heritage, he sought to sensitize the elite to the “duty . . . to 
preserve with care all the beautiful things [that have been] 
bequeathed by old France and [the] ancestors.”20 Morisset, 
on his part, a notary by training but an art historian by 
passion and profession (he headed the Inventory of Works 
of Art of the Province of Quebec from 1937), was also 
concerned about the preservation of recounts of the past; 
he even transplanted in Quebec an approach to “stylistic 
restoration” discovered during a stay in France from 1929 
to 1934. But for these enthusiasts, the study and conserva-
tion of heritage remained consistent with the edification 
of French-Canadian history: Barbeau intended to offer 
the folklore he collected to the “crusade for memory” 
in progress since the tabling of the Durham Report21;  
Traquair and Morisset agreed to base the language of their 
architectural studies largely on the “regionalist” dialect of 
which the traditional French-Canadian elite was then very 
fond.

It was not until the 1960s and 1970s that can be seen 
evidence of the breakdown of the systematic relationship 
between the edification of the history of French Canada, 
on the one hand, and the study and conservation of heri-
tage, on the other. Conditioned, among other things, by 
the availability of new scientific approaches—particularly 
social history—as well as the emergence of a neonational-
ism begging the question of Quebec national independence, 
the phenomenon resulted in the “professionalization of the 
heritage sector.” In the field of (heritage) research, it was 
encouraged to trace the historical path that led Quebec 

19 Serge Gauthier, Charlevoix ou la création d’une région folklorique : 
étude du discours de folkloristes québécois, Québec, Presses de l’Uni-
versité Laval, 2006.

20 Quoted in Étienne Berthold, Patrimoine et pédagogie. Une étude de cas 
des patrimonialisations de l’île d’Orléans et de Place-Royale de Québec 
aux XIXe et XXe siècles, doctoral dissertation in urban studies, INRS 
(Institut national de la recherche scientifique) Urbanisation Culture 
Société, 2007, p. 16.

21 Gagnon, Le Québec et ses historiens de 1840 à 1920, op. cit.

to the threshold of the Quiet Revolution, the birth of a 
“modern” society. Through an extension of the concept of 
heritage (which, in the early 1970s, added to its traditional 
objects—architecture, history, art, as well as historical sites 
and districts—the notions of cultural property and natural 
sites), the provincial and federal governments took an active 
part in the professionalization of heritage. Thus, using large 
projects, such as the “Macro-inventory” of Quebec heritage 
(1977 and 1983) which mobilized ethnologists, historians, 
and archaeologists around Quebec regionalization, and the 
rebuilding of Place-Royale (1967-1978), the Quebec govern-
ment could expand its “heritage of experts.”22

L’Île d’Orléans, a Manifestation  
of French-Canadian Ideologies

The Île d’Orléans has an area of 190.4 square kilometres that 
was first colonized by Europeans in the seventeenth cen-
tury. By the mid-nineteenth century, it was made up of five 
parishes with a total population of just over 4,800, the vast 
majority of whom were Roman Catholic and of French ori-
gin.23 Because of the structure of its population, the land was 
mostly farmed, with agricultural specialization gradually 
increasing over the following century. The proportion of 
dairy farms grew in scale, as did that of market gardening, 
such as the cultivation of strawberries, plums, and apples.

The island was barely mentioned in literary or intel-
lectual circles until the 1860s, when several accounts of 
it appeared from writers such as Louis-Édouard Bois and 
Louis-Philippe Turcotte. From the outset, their work took 
part in a movement of conservative ideology visible across 
the most powerful elements of French-Canadian society, 
especially in the Roman Catholic church, who tried to estab-
lish a notion of tradition based on farm life. 

Louis-Édouard Bois was a priest by vocation, but worked 
part-time as an antiquarian (an individual interested in ves-
tiges of the past such as monuments, inscriptions, coins, 

22 Noppen and Morisset, Les églises du Québec, op. cit.
23 Census of the Canadas, 1860-1861, vol. I, p. 26, 106, 535. 
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etc.). Ideologically, he was of the conservative persuasion: 
he believed that the modernization of society must go 
hand in hand with the promotion of traditions, especially 
family ones. His work as an antiquarian clearly reflected 
this conviction. In 1864 he published a series of columns 
titled “L’île d’Orléans” in the Journal de Québec. His accounts 
of the island were divided into two parts: first he presented 
various foundational events in the island’s colonization his-
tory; he then followed with parish histories and descrip-
tions of local farm produce. In his forays into parish history, 
he focused on land settlement and ownership. Using a map 
dating from 1698, he felt no qualms in adding contemporary 
features and claimed that “these lands, which have been 
transferred from father to son for two hundred years, 
[were] still largely occupied by the descendants of the origi-
nal landholders.”24 Bois did no additional research to support 
his conclusions, but they enabled him to portray the island 
as a place of profound stability where the family traditions 
that were so dear to him had been preserved intact. “Family 
traditions on the Île d’Orléans he wrote, have kept the par-
ticular character and simplicity of the ancient customs of 
our patriarchs.”25

In 1867, several years after Bois published his columns, 
Louis-Philippe Turcotte published his Histoire de l’île 
d’Orléans. Turcotte was a librarian whose poor health would 
lead to an early death. Like Bois, he was ideologi cally conser-
vative. He belonged to the 1840s generation of Reformists 
who believed in the “harmony of the races” in Canada, but 
who wished to honour Canada’s French-Canadian begin-
nings. Of all his books, the Histoire de l’île d’Orléans was the 
one he hoped would vindicate his convictions. Like Bois, he 
studied the history of the island’s parishes, but with much 
more academic rigour. In terms of land settlement and 
ownership, he retraced the names of most of the settlers 
back to the seventeenth century. He then showed that “a 
great number [of the islanders] still owned the very land 

24 Louis-Édouard Bois, L’île d’Orléans. Notes sur son étendue, ses pre-
miers établissements, sa population, les mœurs de ses habitants, ses 
productions, 1999 [3rd ed.], Montréal, Comeau & Nadeau, p. 5.

25 Ibid., p. xiii, 4-5.

that was granted to their ancestors more than two centu-
ries ago.”26 Having thus established the population’s stability 
and ancient roots, the author concluded: “the inhabitants of 
the Île d’Orléans, all of French ancestry, have retained some 
of the lifestyle and customs passed down to them from 
their ancestors,”27 and because of that, the Île d’Orléans was 
living proof of these French-Canadian beginnings.

These writings from the 1860s mostly circulated 
amongst the French-Canadian educated elite. But they rep-
resent the first narrative of the Île d’Orléans, a narrative 
with a distinctly conservative ideological basis. Speaking 
simplistically, which is the prerogative of ideology, this nar-
rative championed the idea of the land, and used it to dem-
onstrate the antiquity and depth of the island’s roots. On 
another level, this narrative took an antiquarian’s approach, 
treating the island as a subject for la petite histoire, or his-
torical detail. To demonstrate the island’s antiquity, Bois and 
Turcotte studied the land itself, which they saw as a cultural 
commodity ancestrally transmitted and thus transferred 
from generation to generation. It was from this idea of 
the land that they created a symbol of French-Canadian 
tradition.28 A book published in 1928 would later confirm 
the island as fertile soil for ideological and antiquarian 
narratives.

In September 1928, a new book entitled L’île d’Orléans 
was published. It was a deluxe edition, and the fourth work 
ever published by the province’s Commission des monu-
ments historiques. The Commission had been established 
eight years earlier and grew out of the cultural policies of 
Athanase David, provincial secretary, and his assistant, 
Charles-Joseph Simard. Competition was growing, at the 
time, between federal and provincial governments over 
who should control institutions relating to Quebec’s “col-
lective memory.” The Commission’s initial mandate was 

26 Louis-Philippe Turcotte, Histoire de l’île d’Orléans, Québec, Atelier 
typographique du Canadien, 1867, p. 73.

27 Ibid., p. 78.

28 Étienne Berthold, Patrimoine, culture et récit. L’île d’Orléans et la place 
Royale de Québec, Québec, Presses de l’Université Laval, 2012.
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thus to raise awareness about what remained of French 
Canada’s past.

The book L’île d’Orléans had two distinct purposes: one 
historical and the other artistic. The historical account in 
the book was by Pierre-Georges Roy. A well-known scholar 
in learned circles, Roy was provincial archivist and secre-
tary of the Commission des monuments historiques. He 
was passionate about the colourful details of history and 
was an apostle of re-francization, a postwar movement to 
rectify the ill-effects of urbanization and industrialization 
by calling French Canadians back to what he considered 
their true roots: New France. In the kind of petite histoire, 
or historical anecdote, at which Roy excelled, the figure of 
the habitant, or traditional farmer, usually played a key role. 
In his view, the figure of the habitant captured the essence 
of the French Regime.

His book L’île d’Orléans reflects this search for the 
true habitant. After describing the major events and 
personalities of the history of the island’s colonization, 
Roy surveyed parish history as well. Like Louis-Philippe  
Turcotte, he tried to show that the island was still inhab-
ited by many of the descendants of seventeenth-century 
pioneers. Finally, Roy reviewed certain traditions and 
customs practiced on the island. He included various 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century histories and narra-
tives as sources, but adapted them to his passéiste vision, 
a reactionary idealization of the past: “How to make maple 
syrup,” for example, became “how maple syrup used to 
be made on the Île d’Orléans.”29 Quite intentionally, Roy 
was attempting to establish the island’s antiquity with  
reference to its symbolic function. Thus, he remarked that 
“these historical narratives bring the original habitants of 
the Île d’Orléans to life again.”30

The book also had an artistic component. During the 
1920s, the Quebec government was campaigning for the 
establishment of fine arts institutions. Guided by Athanase 
David’s cultural policies, the goal was to begin to educate an 
intellectual and artistic elite who would lead the nation to 

29 Ibid., p. 68.
30 Quoted in Berthold, ibid., p. 69.

an appreciation of Beauty, in the “high culture” sense of the 
word. The founding of the Musée de la province du Quebec 
between 1924 and 1933 was a landmark in this process. The 
Commission des monuments historiques also contributed 
to that movement by commissioning illustrations for its 
publications.

Among the paintings illustrating its book on the Île 
d’Orléans were several by Horatio Walker, an artist from 
Ontario who belonged to the neo-Barbizon school of 
painting. In many of his works, the island is the primeval 
setting for his subjects, who are in harmony with nature 
and bathed in light. In the 1920s, Walker’s paintings were 
popular among French Canada art critics and were major 
components in the art collection that the Musée de la 
province du Quebec was building. In addition to works by 
Walker, L’île d’Orléans also contained historical, mythologi-
cal, and religious illustrations, as well as genre paintings, 
most of which already belonged to the Museum. The artistic 
dimension of the book was thus an attempt to contribute 
to the institutional development of fine arts in the province 
of Quebec.

The publication of the book—produced at the exorbi-
tant cost of $35,000 (appr. $520,000 in 2019)—made a good 
impression on the Canadian literary publishing world. It 
became commonly accepted that the island, symbol of time 
immemorial, deep-rootedness, and tradition, was indeed 
the birthplace of French Canada. Scholars and politicians 
adopted it as a symbolic reference point, and increasingly 
more tourists wanted to visit it. Before closing this discus-
sion of the heritage-making of the Île d’Orléans, however, 
the impact of tourism must be briefly addressed.

The Île d’Orléans of Summer Cottagers  
and Tourists

If the Island was still unknown in intellectual circles in the 
mid-nineteenth century, it had also escaped the attention 
of tourists. While most of the wealthy had their summer 
cottages further downstream from the city, Noel Bowen, a 
lawyer from Quebec, established a cottage development on 
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the western tip of the Island. He built houses and various 
facilities, including a wharf in 1855, which for the first time 
made it possible to easily access the island from the city. 
In 1872, about ten families began to spend their summers 
on the bout de l’île (tip of the island), as it was called. The 
area was given the name “Sainte-Pétronille” and continued 
to attract cottagers including, in the late 1800s, Horatio 
Walker.

As Lucie K. Morisset has pointed out, tourism in the 
1920s played a crucial role in the economies of both Quebec 
and Canada.31 Tourists explored every passable road in the 
Quebec City region by car, and it was even possible to drive 
around the Island, as there was now a regular ferry service 
from Quebec City that carried vehicles.

31 Morisset, Des régimes d’authenticité, op. cit.

Between 1860 and 1920, there were two types of visitors 
to the Island: the summer visitors who moved into their 
cottages to take advantage of the Island’s peace and quiet, 
and the tourists in their cars, who came over for a few 
hours, enough time to take a walk or enjoy a family picnic. 
Whatever the kind of visitors, they were much sought after. 
They were invited to enjoy the landscape and, in order to 
better appreciate it, the book was translated into English—
Isle of Orleans—and copies of the English version were made 
available. Some residents of the island even ventured into 
the tourism business and opened inns, set up snack-bars, 
or offered transportation services.

The events of 1934 and 1935 show how powerfully tour-
ism contributed to the heritage-making of the Island. In 
1934 the Quebec government began building a bridge that 
linked the island to the north shore of the St. Lawrence 
River. The idea was to make it easier to get to the island by 
car, and the island’s inhabitants supported the project, as 
unsurprisingly they wanted better access to the mainland. 
In scholarly circles, however, there was strong opposition, 
based on fears of the effect of automobile culture on the 
island’s traditional lifestyle. In response to this thorny situ-
ation, in 1935 the Legislative Assembly of the Province of 
Quebec adopted a bill, the Loi sur l’île d’Orléans. This legisla-
tion, with its sixteen sections, was an attempt to restrict 
the building of gas stations, for example, and the posting of 
billboards. For various reasons it was repealed in the early 
1970s, but this legislation is an interesting example of how 
the island, even then, was treated as a historic monument, 
with the tourism implications that entails.32

Conclusion 

By 1935, in terms of the process described in this paper, the 
island had acquired an identity that for some people it still 
possesses today: that of the cradle of French Canada. As has 
been suggested, the idea of the cradle did not spontane-
ously emerge from the past. It arose through a process of 

32 Berthold, Patrimoine, culture et récit, op. cit.

~ �Ferry boat Le Tour de l’Île d’Orléans. 
advertiseMent, Private collection 
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heritage-making affected by at least four major elements 
that had, in fact, more to do with the present than the past: 
(1) the conservative ideology that tried to foster an idea of a 
French-Canadian tradition that was associated with living 
on the land; (2) historical accounts that interpreted the island 
from resolutely ideological and antiquarian points of view, 
i.e., that were interested in the island as a tangible subject 
of la petite histoire; (3) in terms of the artistic dimension of 
the book by the Commission des monuments historiques, 
the context of the institutional development of fine arts in 
the province of Quebec; and finally (4) the island landscape 
understood as a consumer commodity for cottagers and 
tourists.

The island’s inhabitants were at the heart of these rep-
resentations: they were the living signs of the tradition. 
They were seen as the descendants of the first French 
settlers, bearers of ancient family traditions and customs–
they were the original habitants, and were given elemental 

symbolic significance. As has been shown, this symbol-
ism was often based on a distortion of facts (which is, of 
course, a characteristic of heritage-making and ideology). 
Furthermore, the work of antiquarians meant it carried 
symbolism based on the idea of the land as a cultural com-
modity, passed down from ancestors, from generation to 
generation, or, as we might say, a patrimony in the original  
sense of the word. At this level, the construction of the 
cradle idea was an example of what Paul Ricoeur calls inter-
pretation: a thought process whereby a secondary, figura-
tive meaning is extracted from the original, literal mean-
ing of a term.33 From an epistemological point of view, this 
seems to be a reminder that if the study of heritage-making 
is going to take a deconstructivist point of view, it would be 
a good idea to develop the capacity to decipher underlying 
meanings and continuities in society and in its productions.

33 Ricoeur, Le conflit des interprétations, op. cit.

~�“Le pont de l’île.” BiBliothèque et archives nationales du quéBec,  
fonds Ministère de la culture et des coMMunications, e6,s7,ss 1,P5929




