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The Conservation of Immovable Cultural Property: Ethical and Practical
Dilemmas

Abstract
The conservation of immovable cultural property-outdoor monuments, buildings, archaeological sites, and
landscapes-is a relatively recent profession, yet one that has grown out of earlier 19th-century restoration
theories. Although part of the broader conservation context, architectural conservation presents unique
problems due to the issues of context, immobility, size, scale, and complexity of use and materials. These
issues are examined with respect to established standards for the examination, documentation, and treatment
of traditional historic and artistic works.
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THE CONSERVATION OF IMMOVABLE CULTURAL
PROPERTY: ETHICAL AND PRACTICAL DILEMMAS

FRANK G. MATERO

ABSTRACT-The conservation of immovable

cultural property-outdoor monuments, buildings,

archaeological sites, and landscapes-is a relatively

recent profession, yet one that has grown out of

earlier 19th-century restoration theories. Al

though part of the broader conservation context,

architectural conservation presents unique

problems due to the issues of context, immobility,

size, scale, and complexity of use and materials.

These issues are examined with respect to estab

lished standards for the examination, documenta

tion, and treatment of traditional historic and ar

tistic works.

The first major attempt in North America to
establish a dialogue between fine arts con
servators and professionals involved in the
preservation of historic structures and sites
occurred at a conference in Williamsburg
and Philadelphia in 1972 (Timmons 1976).
The aim and outcome of that conference
was to initiate contact among curators and
conservators responsible for the care of
traditional artistic and historic works and the
many diverse professionals involved in the
preservation of outdoor monwnents, build
ings, landscapes, and archaeological sites.
Now, after 20 years of continued profes
sional activity and the development of
several graduate and postgraduate curricula
in architectural conservation, t the creation
of the Architecture Specialty Group within
the American Institute for Conservation of
Historic and Artistic Works signals a long

overdue professional collaboration and
maturation ofboth fields.

The establishment of general principles
for the conservation of historic structures
and sites is a 20th-century phenomenon, but
the principles derive largely from conflicting
European restoration theories of the 19th
century (Tschudi-Madsen 1976). One
school of thought, exemplified by the writ
ings and work of Eugene Emmanuel Viollet
le-Duc, held restoration as "a necessary re
establishment in a finished state [of that]
which may in fact never have actually ex
isted at any given time" (Viollet-Ie-Duc
1980, 195). This notion of restoration as a
means of reestablishing stylistic unity was
strongly opposed by the English writers and
theorists John Ruskin and William Morris,
who advocated the total preservation of a
building's physical history as cultural
memory. 'They held restoration that resulted
in falsification as tt the worst of all destruc
tions" (Ruskin 1988, 184). This controversy
was partially reconciled in this century
through the work and writings of Camillo
Boito, Cesare Brandi, and other modem
European theorists who attempted to estab
lish universal principles and standards. Many
of these fonn the basis for our conservation
charters today (Brandi 1977).

The identification of what is culturally
significant and therefore worthy of preserva
tion has always been difficult. But perhaps it
is even more so now, as we witness the
rapid disappearance of once-common cul-
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16 FRANK G. MATERO

tural traditions and landscapes almost over
night. Today broader definitions of sig
nificance allow many examples of cultural
property from diverse times, places, and cul
tural groups to be considered for preserva
tion.2 These broader definitions should help
to create a more universal, long-lived model
different from models of the past that dis
played a preference, for example, for the
preservation of Gothic buildings in 19th
century Europe or colonial buildings in the
United States.

What makes the building arts, including
landscape, different from other works that
have traditionally come under the rubric of
cultural property? The building arts, more
than any other form of material culture, are
intrinsically site oriented. We now use the
term ttinunoveable cultural property" to
describe the many kinds of artistic and his
toric works, such as buildings, engineering
structures, monuments, landscapes, and ar
chaeological ruins, that possess a unique
relationship to their site.

This relationship to site causes tremen
dous problems in the conservation of im
movable cultural property. As the environ
ment cannot be easily controlled, such
property can suffer physical degradation
from atmospheric pollution, misuse, or ob
solescence and vandalism from social and
economic changes. In the case of the build
ing arts, the desire and the need to preserve,
wherever possible, the contextual relation
ship creates a whole series of requirements
and restrictions sometimes at odds with con
servation solutions commonplace for
museum collections. In addition to the
problems of physical context and lack of
enviromnental control, conservation of the
building arts is more difficult on account of
size, complexity, and continuing use.

JAIC 32 (1993):15-21

While significant conservation issues are
best dealt with in terms of a country's or
group's own cultural traditions, established
conservation principles expressed through
the various charters and standards of repre
sentative organizations can guide interven
tion. All cultural property should be
regarded as subject to these basic standards,
but that is not to imply that these standards
can and should be satisfied in the same way
for all fonns of cultural patrimony. The
need for a conceptual framework arises
specifically because of the numerous
theoretical approaches possible in the inter
vention of a diverse range of historic monu
ments and sites.

The American Institute for Conservation's
Code ofEthics and Standards ofPrtUtice, drafted
in 1967 and 1963 respectively and both
revised in 1979, are now under review and
revision. Other charters such as the Interna
tional Charter for the Conse1Vation and Restora
tion of Monuments and Sites (Venice Charter)
of 1964, revised in 1978, and the Australia
ICOMOS Charter for the Conservation of Places
of Cultural SignifICance (Burra Charter) of
1981, revised in 1988, were written specifi
cally for the conservation of historic monu
ments and places of cultural significance.
Despite their differences, all these docu
ments identify the conservation process as
one governed by absolute respect for the
aesthetic, historic, and physical integrity of
the object or place by a high sense of moral
responsibility (AIC 1979, code I and lIA;
UNESCO 1978, 1, 3, 9; Australia ICOMOS
1988, 2-3).

In any profession, a code of ethics dictates
the accepted rules or standards governing
the conduct of members of that profession.
Moral responsibility compels members of the
profession to act in accordance with those
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standards for proper professional conduct.
What, then, are the standards that have been
developed to guide the intervention of all

cultural property as fOWld in the numerous
conservation charters? Summarized from
the more recent documents, they fall into
the following categories:

the obligation to perfonn research and
documentation, that is, to record physi
cal, archival, and other evidence before
and after any intervention to generate
and safeguard knowledge of the site
(AIC 1979, standards I; UNESCO 1978,
9-10; ICOMOS 1988, 23-24);
the obligation to respect "Alterswert" or
cumulative age-value, that is, to ac
knowledge the site or work as a
cumulative physical record ofhuman ac
tivity embodying cultural values,
materials, and techniques (AIC 1979,
code lIA 1979; UNESCO 1978, 3, 11;
Australia ICOMOS 1988);
the obligation to safeguard authenticity,
that curious quality so critical to the
mental and visual enjoyment and ap
preciation of historic works (AIC 1979
code IIF, standards lID; UNESCO
1978, 9, 12; Australian ICOMOS 1988,
3, 14);

the obligation to perfonn minimum
reintegration, that is, to reestablish
structural, aesthetic, and semiotic
legibility with the least interference
(AIC 1979, code IIF; UNESCO 1978,
9; Australia ICOMOS 1988, 3); and
the obligation to perform interventions
that will allow other options and further
treatment in the future (Ale 1979, code
lIE). This principle recently has been
redefined more accurately as
"retreatibility" (Appelbaum 1987), a
concept of considerable significance for

architecture and outdoor monwnents
given their need for long-tenn high-per
fonnance solutions, often structural in
nature.

In addition to the standards prepared for
the treatment of cultural property, other
standards have been established in some of
the above documents governing professional
relationships and relationships between con
servators and their clients.

As summarized in the ttDefinitions tt and
"Conservation Principles" of the Bun-a

Charter, the ultimate aim of in situ conserva
tion is to retain or recover the cultural sig
nificance of the place. In situ conservation
must include provision for its security and
maintenance and for its future. Conserva
tion is based, first and foremost, on a respect
for the existing fabric; it should involve the
least possible physical intervention. It
should not distort the material evidence,
especially as that evidence reveals traces of
additions and alterations of history and use.
The conservation policy appropriate to a
place must first be determined by an under
standing of its cultural significance and its
physical condition. The conservation policy
should determine which uses are compatible,
not the other way around.

Out of 19th-century restoration con
troversies and a growing awareness of
modem conservation theory as developed
for the fine arts, architectural conservation
has emerged today as a scientific discipline
focused on the physical context of the
present structure or site and its particular
conditions of aging and survival. The con
cept favon a thorough methodological ap
proach: studying, documenting, and diagnos
ing the quantitative and qualitative processes
of deterioration and change but always from
a fixed point of reference-the building it-

JAIC 32 (1993):15-21



18 FRANK G. MATERO

self. Intervention is minimal but opportune.
It is conducted with experimentally deter
mined and proven techniques and avoids the
subjective renewal of structures and their
materials.

This last point is important, as it leaves
open for discussion the possibility for more
drastic interventions, including the reinstalla
tion or replication of missing or damaged
components such as a roof or protective ex
terior stucco. Aside from securing visual
and aesthetic reintegration, these replace
ments become even more critical if they
sustain or improve the future perfonnance
or life of the structure in its environment.
Obviously changing or controlling the en
vironment either by building a protective
enclosure on site or by relocating the work,
often indoors, are options that allow maxi
mum protection with minimal impact to the
actual physical fabric. Such interventions do,
however, affect the context, a feature al
ready discussed as significant for many such
sites.3

Since much of what has been built over
time has its basis in functional as well as
artistic requirements, a traditional approach
to conservation is often advocated; whereby
any intervention is conducted as part of the
nonnal use and repair of the structure. This
approach, although admirable in its
simplicity, ignores the fact that as recognized
cultural property, these sites are now dif
ferent, divorced from their past by the
present's historical consciousness, and that
consciousness dictates new motives and
methods for their use and preservation
(Brandi 1977). In addition, rapid changes
over the past century in building technology
and architectural education and practice
have made it difficult for architects to know
how to treat older buildings. Some building

JAIC 32 (1993):15-21

technologies have totally disappeared. TItis
problem is becoming all-too-painfully clear
as we now tackle the conservation of recent
architectural masterworks of the 20th cen
tury. It is not unlike the situation artists
found themselves in at the beginning of this
century, when they sought to restore easel
paintings but traditional materials and tech
niques were no longer available or known.
Architects trained as modem designers often
have little of the technical or theoretical in
fonnation necessary to understand the
design, technology, and behavior of tradi
tional materials and structures. Moreover,
many materials and skills, once commonly
employed in traditional buildings, are no
longer available or feasible due to require
ments of time, cost, and skill level, and to
associated health hazards.

The ethical and practical dilemmas sur
rounding the conservation of immovable
cultural property defy easy solution, as there
is often more than one alternative (Beale
1985). Several options can satisfy the stand
ards already laid down by the various
charters for the conservation of cultural
property. Choosing among them requires
knowledge of these standards and the his
torical basis for their creation.

The degree to which conservation prin
ciples are applied depends on the status of
the site, but they must be applied to avoid
the short-lived conceits of changing taste
and unproven technology. More often than
not, the long-tenn failure of many architec
tural conservation projects has been caused
by improper attitudes and approaches rather
than the inability to find appropriate techni
cal solutions.

The problem of integrating established
conservation principles into the care and res
toration or even reuse of historic structures
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and sites is compounded by the fact that the
architectural conservator generally is not in
volved firsthand in the planning, execution,
or review of the proposed intervention.
Most construction projects involve ar
chitects, engineers, specification writers,
general contractors, and tradesmen, and the
professional and legal structure of such
projects is complex. Decisions involving the
selection and extent of any given conserva
tion treatment as well as the actual execu
tion of those treatments are often not made
by a trained conservator. Even project
development, site supervision, and approval
of specialized conservation work, from
documentation to remedial treatments, may
take place without a professional conservator

th . 4on e project team.
Conservation practice presumes an under

standing of the intent of designers, builders,
or users and of the effects of time and
human use on that work. Conservation
practice, moreover, assumes a knowledge of
the treatments necessary to preserve and
reintegrate that work in compliance with the
principles established. Artistic replication or
reconstruction, sometimes necessary to rees
tablish visual appearance and meaning, can
involve skills of a very different nature and
should neither replace nor compete with the
original work or the conservation process.
In the case of the decorative arts, and in
particular the building arts where architec
tural surfaces may have decorative features,
this distinction can easily become confused,
the misunderstanding often centering around
artistic ability and re-creation instead of con
servation.

Historic monuments and sites are complex
artifacts that depend on the legibility and
authenticity of their components for mean
ing and appreciation. To treat these com-

ponents as less important replaceable fea
tures only reduces the historical significance
of the whole. As early as 1821 Giuseppe
Valadier proved the validity of such an ap
proach by incorporating subtle yet distin
guishable repairs in his restoration of the
Arch of Titus in Rome (Erder 1986).

Today such concerns are often eclipsed by
careless or indifferent attitudes that result in
heavy-handed and irreversible solutions.
Time, expense, impracticality, and the desire
to change or improve often work against
methodical study, documentation, and the
saving of original fabric. But in reality
failures in architectural conservation are
often the result of poor planning, a lack of
trained professionals, and the difficulty of
getting those involved to accept a weather
worn surface or the uneasy truth that few
treatments are forever and all require con
tinual cyclical maintenance.

The basic principles outlined in the
various charters and codes for the conserva
tion of all cultural property are not the sole
responsibility of anyone professional group.
They apply instead to all those involved in
the preservation of cultural property and
represent general standards of approach and
methodology. If the preservation of historic
monuments, buildings, and sites is to con
tinue to develop as a serious and professional
discipline, it must embrace and apply the
principles already established. To achieve
this end, training and education in conserva
tion ethics and practice must be encouraged
and professional roles supported.

NOTES

1. Over the past 25 years, training in architectural

conservation has grown from programs developed

for midcareer professionals such as those at the

International Centre for the Study of the Preser-

lAIC 32 (1993):15-21
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vation and Restoration of Cultural Property (IC

CROM), begun in 1965-66, and the Institute in

Advanced Architectural Studies at the University

of York, begun in 1971, to university graduate

programs with a specialization in technical con

servation such as those at the University of Pen

nsylvania and Columbia University (ICCROM

1983).

2. Significance may be defined categorically by

values. These include associative or symbolic

value, informational value, aesthetic value, and

economic value. (Lipe 1988)

3. Such approaches have been adopted over time

with varying degrees of success, especially for

ruins and archaeological sites protected beneath

or within shelters, such as Casa Grande, Arizona,

and Piazza Annerina, Sicily, Italy, or relocated

monuments such as Abu Simbel, Egypt, and the

horses of San Marco, Venice, Italy (Stubbs 1984).

4. In 1980, the title architectural conservator was

officially adopted by the North Atlantic Region

of the National Park Service as a recognized posi

tion distinct from historical architect and exhibit

specialist.
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