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Conservation of Historic Buildgps along the Eroding Coastline

of Northern Jutland

Nikolaos D. Karydis, University of Kent

Introduction
The erosion of the western coast of namth&utland, in Denmark has generated an
extremely challenging environment for thegervation of architegtal heritage. This
phenomenon causes the loss of approximatadyto four meters of shore per year,
and tends to become more and more seleaiding to the loss @&s much as 11m of
shore in a single year. This constitutes gomgareat to important historic buildings
close to the coast. Jes Wienberg's artitdecribes how the early thirteenth-century
Marup church, in Lanstrup Klint, recenthad to be “dismantled under supervision”,
in anticipation of the erosion of the grounddvethe church and the historic cemetery
surrounding it (Fig.1). This astonishing dgon was preceded by a fierce debate, an
account of which has been provided bysfer Bruun Jensen and Randi Markussen.
Although this decision was controversiéhvas not unique in the history of the
region. As Wienberg reminds us, in tharly twentieth centy, similar natural
phenomena led to the dismantling and relgdf other monuments in the same
area, such as the late medieval churcRubjerg and the church of Lyngby. But, as
the above article points out, erms is not the only thredb the coastal heritage of
north-western Jutland. Sand drift has ledhi® accumulation of sand around historic
buildings hindering access to them, and, samegi covering part of their fabric. The
intensity of this phenomenon is refleciedhe gradual redundancy of the 1900s
lighthouse of Rubjerg Knude, which startedyoh&lf a century afteits construction.
Counteracting coastal erosion and sarifi klas proven to be more complex
than it may seem at first sight. This is ooty because of the elevated cost of coast
protection, but, mainly, because coastal decomposition and sand dune formation also
enjoy legislative protection as the gertera of a uniquely significant coastal

landscape. What sealed the destiny ofigéchurch, was the decision that these

1 C. B. Jensen and R. Markussen (2001), 795-819.



natural phenomena should continue unhindefdis implies that the protection of
nature was given hierarchical prioriyer the protection of the church.

Wienberg has analysed the decisions affecting the dismantling of the churches.
His article has investigated the influerafethe debate concerning Marup church on
the evaluation of its significance, and interied the divergence of perceptions of the
building by local societies (such as “theends of Marup Church”), archaeologists
and the central government. This interestinglgtraises questions about the future of
architectural heritage along this coaségion. The cases of Marup, Rubjerg and
Lyngby show that the dominant approach @ pinoblem of preservain in this region
involves the dismantling of buildings thatchstood in their site for centuries while
the sandy landscape they areltagpon is claimed by the aeOne might ask whether
this approach constitutes the beshpoomise between the preservation of
architectural heritage and nature. To anstver question, it is necessary to consider
the implications of this approach for the dbitity of the built environment as well as
for the interaction between architecture aatlre in this regin. Considering these
implications is essential to answer the sfiens regarding whathould be preserved

and how.

Durability and Architectural Heritage

The decision to destroy or relocate colastanuments threatened by coastal erosion
challenges the right of coastal communit@sreate and preserve buildings with a
commemorative role. Not only are their bist monuments diggearing, but their

loss also sets a precedent that discourages long-term planning in the future: with the
coastline receding at this pace, ivesy difficult to envisage any new public

monument built less than 500m from the SE#ese conditions are hardly favourable

for the preservation and creation of monuments durable enough to be shared by
different generations. Yet, such durablemaments fulfil an important social role:

they constitute lasting points of reference and essential elements of the local cultural
identity. As Hannah Arendt has observea, ¢éixistence of a community that gathers
people together and relates them to each other “depends on permanence”. Public
space “cannot be erected and planned forgemeration, but must transcend the life

span of mortal mer?.

2H. Arendt (1998), 55.



Small churches like the ones of Rubjargl Marup have played this role for
centuries. Their survival until the 2@entury suggests thtiteir poor, provincial
communities, in spite of #ir limited resources, founddhmaterials, expertise and
energy required to preserve buildings theqiuired a commemorative role. The Marup
church, for instance, kept playing a merabrole long after tla settlements that
originally surrounded it dappeared. Indeed, the church and its graveyard
commemorated the loss of three British ships nearby. The ancHM®fThe
Crescentwhich sunk during the Napoleonic wars, was placed prominently in front of
the west elevation of the church (Fig. 2). These memorials constituted the visual
manifestation of major episodes in thetbry of the local community. Thanks to
them, historical events became rooted taldraditions and narratives that now form
part of the local culture.

The loss of such buildings will make it more difficult to remember and
understand the history they were associatiglal. This history, from now on, will be
only accessed through publications and museum exhibitistik, one might ask
whether these sources of information cabssitute everything a monument has to
offer in this respect. However informative a publication may be, it lacks the presence
and permanence of a local monument. Unlike museum exhibitions, monumental
buildings constitute the only source of infotioa that allows the observer to interact
with the site of historic eventkooking at the giant anchor ®he Crescentvith the
sea in which the frigate sank in the background provides a memorable learning
experience that cannot be replaced by other media. The above observation naturally
leads us to examine another qualitdafable monuments like Marup church: their

interaction with an environmestbject to constant change.

Architecture and Nature

The Danish Government claimed thag ttismantling and eventual removal of
specific historic monuments along the coastlivas necessary to maintain the natural
decomposition of the coastal clifimd the sand dune formation procéss.a time

when the dune areas elsewhere Europe are being threatembdreat parts of the

3 This instance seems to confirm irediction expressed in Victor Hugditre Dame de Paris
concerning the undermining and replacement ofitacture by the printed word. See E. V. Ellis
(1997), p. 37.

“ C. B. Jensen and R. Markussen (2001), p. 810.

®F. Jensen (1994), p. 268



Mediterranean coastline are disruptedspgculative touristic development, the

decision of the Danish Government may be interpreted as a sign of environmental
consciousness. On the other hand, this sdenesion also reflects the belief that

building preservation is incompatible with ecology. This seems to overlook the efforts
of the last fifty years to incorporate@ronmental data in the planning process,
reconciling planning and ecology,itiand the natural environmehihe possibility

of reaching a compromise tesen natural process and heritage preservation does not
seem to have been adequately evaluated when the decision to dismantle the churches
was taken. The following paragraphs carmape to fill this lacuna. This requires
systematic, site-specific study and cbbeation between conservation architects,
planners, and landscape urbanigtwever, it is possible to give the brief outlines of
an alternative approach to the problenmasfonciling natural process and heritage
preservation.

This approach suggests that the rteiance of historic structures in a
landscape subject to constahtange may enhance our &lgito evaluate, measure,
and experience this chan§j@hanks to their durability, historic monuments constitute
‘golden threads’ that link fferent stages in a site’sstory. Their continued presence
provides the datum points necessary to urtdedsthe development of their changing
context. In the case of Jutland, the Igaadtection of the coast around monuments
such as Marup church should not only be \dwas an obstacle to coastal erosion and
dune formation but also as a means to wstdad these processes better. If soft
landscaping was developed to preveratstal erosion around Marup church, the
church could become an ideal vantagenptyrom which to oberve this natural
phenomenon. Experiencing the increasingattise¢ between the protected church and
the receding shoreline outsithe protected zone couldveenlivened our awareness
of the phenomenon of coastal erosion.

Coastal protection depends largely on our ability to model the formation of
dunes and to anticipate the coast’s tieacto human intervention. Comparable
examples such as the Dutch defences against the violent sea may be particularly
useful here, as they involve “soft” measuttest preserve the elements of the natural
landscape. These techniques include thelis@ion of dunes witlappropriate plants

®1. McHarg (1992), p. iv.
" B. Feilden (2003, pp. 191-202), debes the role of these disciplines.
8 S. Kostof (2010), p. 10.



and their protection from human activity, the preservation of the littoral drift, this sea-
induced transportation of sand that noursstie dunes, as well as the building of
natural dikes with layersf twigs, sand and clayThese techniques are friendlier to

the environment than the techniques eayipll elsewhere in Jutland, such as shore
revetments and groynes (iatificial barriers constructeperpendicularly to the

coast). The expertise accumulated froesth'soft’ interventions shows how the
maintenance and reinforcement of ducas serve to preserve the coast, its
morphologyandits monuments. This method could teed to prevent coastal erosion
along the entire coasAlternatively, it could focus on zones of coastal protection

outside which erosion carontinue unimpeded.

An Inclusive Approach to Architectural Heritage
One of the most iconic confrontationsween the man-made and the natural in
Northern Jutland is founia the lighthouse of Rubjerignude. Periodically submerged
in sand dunes and redundaht elegant 1900s buildingsms condemned: it will be
destroyed prior to the erosion of the@gnd it is built upon (Fig. 3). As Wienberg has
observed, although the lighthouse is a fine garof the region’sndustrial heritage
and a memorial of Denmark’s naval higtoits scheduled destruction has not been
met with the same public opposition as the one organised for the Marup church. The
public’s discrimination between the two buids may reflect the way in which their
significance is perceived todayn the basis of their ageniqueness and social role.
Similar discrimination and different degresfsprotection between different ‘classes’
of buildings characterises most consgion legislations, including the one of
Denmark®°

Discrimination between monuments maypve to be problematic when the
criterion is not the significance of the manents but their association with the most
popular aspects of a community’s history. This kind of discrimination favours only
one aspect of an area’s heritage, the oatfits better with the dominant perception
of history; buildings thatepresent less popular narratiags lost. There are countless
examples of this selectivgparoach to architectural carsation in recent European
history. Every one of them was marked by lbss of the architdural vestiges of

entire periods: large paot the medieval tissue of many European cities was lost

° See |. McHarg (1992), pp. 7-17; I. Carydi (2006).
193, A. Skovgaard (1978), pp. 520-523.



during the urban regeneration of thé"&hd the 28 centuries; the emergence of new
nation-states in the Balkans and Asia Minor was detrimental to the preservation of
monuments that did not serve the new relig, cultural, and political agendas.
Similar phenomena distort our current understanodf several historic sites that have
lost entire phases of their history.

We realise that discriminatidretweerbuildings can often lead to
discriminationagainstbuildings. In the case of Marup church, one might ask whether
the focus on a single significant landmark es@nts the best stegy to preserve the
region’s architectural heritage. Indeedee\f this strategy had proven to be
successful it would have only guaranteedgfreservation of only one part of this
heritage. Focus on key monuments makedfitdlt to justify the preservation of
theoretically ‘lesser’ buildigs, such as the lighthousehich are very likely to
become vulnerable. Yet, these buildingsl gheir interaction wh their surroundings
may prove to be essential components efdite’s charactehistory and identity.

Their disappearance may therefore credte greater loss than a simple assessment
of their individual significance nyainitially suggest.

The above observations suggest thatcampaign for the preservation of
architectural heritage may be more convigcif it focuses on braker areas instead of
isolated buildings. This ensures that wisgtreserved is a true reflection of the
history of a community and representatdiehe full spectrum of its architectural
achievements. Reflecting the delibevat of the 1975 Congress on the European
architectural heritage, which led to fa@nous “Amsterdam Declaration”, this
inclusive approach to heritage makes it possiblpreserve a wideriety of historic
buildings in a given site artd avoid the meaningless aadificial isolation of key

monuments?

The Practice of ‘Creative Dismantling’
The concept of ‘creative dismantling’ seeto have marked the preservation of
church architecture in the region. Thetidaal Museum started dismantling Marup

church in August 2007 (Fig. 4). “Dismantlingias preceded by detailed investigation

" The Amsterdam Declaration can be accessed thrihegsite of ICOMOS. It states that “the
architectural heritage includes not only individual buildings of exceptional quality but also their
surroundings as well as all areas of towns or villages of historic or cultural interest.”



and was carried out methodically, stage lagst The removed parts were stored in
order to be reassembled in an open-air museum in the future.

This was not the first time that a monurhentreated in this way in Jutland:
the churches of Rubjerg and Lyngby werecated in a similar manner in the early
20" century. This is a recurrent phenoma in Denmark: several buildings of
Aalborg were moved to an open-air musearfarge farm building which is now at
Hjerl Hede was originally built ithe village of Vinkel, near Viborlf: This practice is
also encountered outside Denmark. Sponegtie Coventry, UK is partly lined by
medieval timber buildings that were relae@dthere from elsewhere in the city, during
the post-war redevelopmenttie war-torn city centr&’

At first sight, this technique magem to protect buildgs by taking them
away from sites that comprosa their chances of surviv@ne could also claim that
open-air museums facilitatecess to the buildings and provide an environment
suitable for their study. On the other haredpcation risks ‘f@silising’ historic
buildings, emptying them from the fuian that once animated them. Another
disadvantage of similar relocations ig flbss of archaeological evidence during
dismantling. However careful the latter may bet all the fabric can be moved intact,
nor are modern craftsmen always ablesgoroduce every aspect of the original
structure. In the case of Marup church,if@tance, none of the internal arches had a
regular tracing. Like most meslial structures, they wer®mn-geometric, the products
of a “free-hand” method afonstruction. The future censtruction risks erasing
irregularities that constitute essential edgnts of the building’s medieval character.
Considering a building’s relocation one stibubte the caveat expressed by one of
the most important architectil historians of the Z0century. For Spiro Kostof, “no
building is sufficient unto itself”. Its chacter partly derives from the building’s
interaction with its changing settifgTo remove a building m its setting is to
deprive it from part of its character.

Both the practice of relocating buitd)s to open-air museums and the
perception of their maintenance as antaganie natural procsses reflect a static
perception of architectural heritagdlacing buildings in static, contrived
environments overlooks the potexttof their character to eWwe due to the changes in

123, A. Skovgaard (1978), p. 535.
13F. W. B. Charles (1984), pp. 59, 224, 229.
143, Kostof (1984), p. 10.



their setting. Had the churches of Northlad been preserved in situ they would

have constituted an excellent illustaatiof how a dynamic landscape can affect a
building’s character. The dismantling of Marup church brought an end to the
fascinating interaction between this binigl and its surroundinigandscape. To profit

from a similar interaction in the future, further efforts need to be made to reconcile the
preservation of nature with the peegation of architectral heritage.
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Figure 1. Marup church, in Lagnstrup Klint

Figure 2. Marup Church: the anchorHif1S The Crescent



Figure 3. The lighthouse of Rubjerg Knude

Figure 4. Marup Church after its “creative dismantling” in 2007.
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