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Susanna Caccia Gherardini

«Une coopération intellectuelle s'impose»
The beginnings of scientific methods applied to monu-
ment restoration

Susanna Caccia Gherardini | susanna.cacciagherardini@unifi.it
Dipartimento di Architettura, Universita degli Studi di Firenze

Abstract

The 1930s represent an extremely important time for the history of monument conservation in Europe, and especially
for the slow definition of heritage, also thanks to different forms of international cooperation. The pilot institution of
this movement was the League of Nations which, through the activities of its numerous commissions, held hundreds
of large conferences on the most diverse topics, making variety a fundamental tool to involve the most cogent forms
of knowledge in this ambitious project. It was through debates and conferences, in particular the one held in Athens
in 1931, that the term heritage became more precise between the two wars, at the same time forming transnational
awareness of the protection of works of art. But this evolution did not only take place at conceptual level, it also oc-
curred at methodological level, with a scientific approach increasingly applied to restoration, which at the time already
had a highly interdisciplinary connotation.

Keywords
Heritage, conference, restoration, international cooperation

The first International Conference for the Study of Scientific Methods in the Examination and Conservation of Artworks,
held in Rome from 13-18 October 1930?, was in some ways the prelude to the later and more famous Athens
Conference on the Conservation of Monuments?, while forming the basis of a new scientific attitude towards
works of art’. Both initiatives were offered within the dense network of meetings first and foremost desired by
the League of Nations (SDN) to foster intellectual cooperation, at least until the failure of this utopian vision.

In this sense, especially in the field of the conservation of monuments and works of art between the two wars, a
fundamental role was played by Italian representatives from the International Museums Office (IMO), one of the
many bodies established by the League of Nations itself*. Several studies are dedicated to this moment in the
history of protection in Europe, and in particular Pierre Leveau's works are worth mentioning with regard to
aspects of intellectual cooperation.

For instance, the 2017 volume L'institution de la conservation du patrimoine culturel dans I'Entre-Deux-Guerres®
which, further clarifying the scenario outlined by Jean-Jacques Renoliet in L'UNESCO oubliée. La Société des Na-
tions et la Coopération intellectuelle (1919-1946) of 19996, decisively focuses on the role the IMO played in just two
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Fig. 2 Letter from F. Cellerier to A. Rossi dated 24 October 1930
(OIM Correspondence files - conservation des ouvres d’art 1926-46, Unesco Archive, Paris)

decades. This role was later inherited by UNESCO, triggering an intense exchange between scholars and tech-
nical experts, belonging to the various member states, in the field of museology and cultural heritage conserva-
tion.

However, and it seems useful to remember this, the continuity or even discontinuity of these institutions with
respect to UNESCO is still not clear, but also with respect to the definition of the term “world heritage”, which
seems to follow different paths in the many studies on the subject.

Certainly the ambition to internationalise the principles of safeguarding and conservation, anticipated in the
1930s, especially by the 1931 Athens Conference, was incorporated into the subsequent codifications which after
the Second World War would lead to the affirmation of the very expression “world heritage””.

Among others, it was Henri Focillon who from 1926 designed the IMO$, which he then directed together with a
select committee made up of Jules Destrée, Julien Luchaire, Richard Duperrieux, George Oprescu and Hélene
Vacarescu.

It was the very privilege given to intellectual cooperation that paved the way for other protagonists, in particular
architects such as Gustavo Giovannoni®, and Victor Horta, or art and architecture historians such as Paul Léon
or Louis Hautecoeur, but even more so, as an enquiry held in 1932 on the training of restorers would testify, the
world of the professionel'®. This enquiry confirmed an ongoing change involving opening up the world of resto-
ration and conservation to aspects of professional practice.

It was a time when the role attributed to diagnostics changed considerably from one geographical context to
another. Some fundamental transitions led to the 1932 enquiry, starting with the considerations that Daniel
Baud-Bovy voiced a few years prior to the Sous-Commission des Lettre et des Arts of the Commission de Coopération
Intellectuelle.

The points touched upon in the enquéte, to which eight countries’? responded, were concerned with
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Fig. 2 Identification des oeuvres d'art - Méthode Falco
(OIM Correspondence files - conservation des ouvres d’art 1926-46, Unesco Archive, Paris)

“premiérement sur l'enseignement de la restauration, deuxiemement sur son rapport aux disciplines scien-
tifiques et, troisiémement, sur la protection du titre de restaurateur”?s.

Although the interlocutors were still mainly art historians, more technical figures engaged with the issue, shift-
ing the emphasis to the new instruments of investigation.

Such tools and analyses would have been the right complement to the art historian's evaluation and interpreta-

tion, as recalled by the physicist Fernand Cellerier, director of the Laboratoire d'essais du Conservatoire national des
arts et métiers in Paris, in a letter to Attilio Rossi at the close of the 1930 Roman conferencel4.
A significant problem arises here, namely that while intervention on works of art is still the prerogative of the
art historian, who guides the hand of the professionel, architectural restoration is the terrain of architects. While
art historians were questioning authenticity, defending their ability to attribute, a scientific world of investiga-
tion of the work was being created, leading to a conflict that would come to a head in the 1930s.

The problem became resounding when the IMO, at the end of the 1920s, faced with the infinite doubts and many
questions posed by the authenticity of works of art, turned to circumstantial methods and in particular crimi-
nology, both that practised by the services and that taught in police schools'>. Thus, the enguéte (one of many)

sur les méthodes d'identification des ceuvres d'art became an opportunity to initiate an intense exchange of



correspondence between the management of the IMO and the various police districts of European capitals: from
M. Bayle, head of the judicial identity service in Paris, to Giuseppe Falco of the judicial police in Rome!s, to
London and Vienna. The conservator André Blum then drew the conclusions in the April 1929 issue of
Mouseion’.

The IMO was nothing more than a direct emanation of another body of the League of Nations, namely the Institut
International de Coopération Intellectuelle (IICI)'8, which, through conferences, meetings and debates, attempted to
make intellectual cooperation the utopian instrument of désarmement moral®.

Their limitation is the conviction, not just the illusion, that the elitism of these meetings guarantees their quality
and interest in otherwise increasingly hierarchical and nationalistic societies. But it was the desire to foster and
coordinate these activities in the various national contexts that led the IICI to devolve a series of functions to the
local intellectual cooperation commissions, in an endless branching of its own sub-institutions, including the
Italian commission?.

It was the Italian National Commission for Intellectual Cooperation that promoted the 1930 Roman conference,
on the basis of alleged “absolute primacy” in the field of restoration. A primacy (this is not the place to discuss
its more exquisitely political foundations) that would also be forcefully claimed in the Greek capital a year later
with the La Conférence d' Athénes sur la conservation des monuments, also through a sort of “linguistic imposition”2!.
The Roman direction of the conference on scientific methods can partly be traced back to a series of exchanges
that took place in the late 1920s, which Minister Alfredo Rocco used to firmly point out to Luchaire the lack of
attention paid to Italian members within the IMO. Italy's participation appeared “inadequate for its place in
artistic history” compared to the other member states??, not to mention the fact that neighbouring France “unde-
servedly” benefited from this (which the minister did not fail to communicate to Mussolini himself)?.

A rather clear stance which seemed to push the Office's management to give more space to Italian representation.
Rocco himself, as chairman of the Commission, gave an account in a number of letters of the various steps that
led to the organisation, the definition of the agenda, and above all the list of experts present who met, as in
Athens, under the leadership of Jules Destrée?*.

The Conference on Scientific Methods, hosted at Villa Aldobrandini and led by Corrado Ricci, was attended by
the following, among others, and it is interesting to point this out as almost all of them attended Athens?>: Carlo
Anti, Gino Chierici, Roberto Longhi, Adolfo Venturi, Amedeo Maiuri, Antonio Mufioz, Roberto Paribeni, Pietro
Toesca, some of whom would meet again a few years later at the Superintendents' Conference (1938). It was
mainly foreign scholars that engaged in the Roman debate, Henri Focillon in particular.

The most consolidated outcome of this debate, which was codified in the Conclusions published in Volume 13-
14 of Mouseion, and on other occasions still to follow in the 1930s, was the 1939 Manuel de la Conservation et de la
restauration des peintures®.

The “scientific” question was forcefully resumed, at least concerning the aspects most closely related to architec-
tural restoration, at the Athens event, which hosted a couple of sections on these very themes: Les matériaux de
restauration; Les dégradations des monuments, étude scientifiques et méthodes de traitement. The use of materials and
methodologies for restoration and the application of scientific methods were discussed by various professionel,

who were not only architects, but also new figures working in scientific laboratories and museums.
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This core dedicated to the most exquisitely technical-scientific aspects is highly reflective of a historical moment,
when attention to these matters was spreading throughout all institutes and museums in Europe, and beyond.
Almost all the other texts seem to be linked to the experimental dimension, but the one that may be useful to
mention here is a text by the Austrian Alois Kieslinger, which in addition to offering a broad examination of the
possibilities of diagnostics for stone materials, concludes with a highly topical invitation to the necessary inter-
disciplinary collaboration: "Les buts de la conservation des monuments d'art sont trop divers pour qu'une seule
branche puisse s'en acquitter. Une coopération intellectuelle s'impose et non seulement concue comme collabo-

ration entre nations, mais aussi sous la forme d'une coopération entre sciences”?’.

1 CARDINALI MARCO, Roma 1930: Conferenza Internazionale per lo studio dei metodi scientifici applicati all’esame e alla conservazione delle
pitture, in CARDINALT MARCO, DE RUGGERI M. BEATRICE, FALCUCCI CLAUDIO (edited by), Diagnostica artistica: tracce materiali per la storia
dell’arte e per la conservazione, Palombi Editore, Rome 2002, pp. 233-249; CARDINALI MARCO, DE RUGGERI M. BEATRICE, 1! pensiero critico
e le ricerche tecniche sulle opere d’arte a partire dalla conferenza di Roma, in CATALANI M. IDA (edited by), Snodi di Critica. Musei, mostre,
restauro e diagnostica artistica in Italia (1930-1940), Gangemi, Rome, 2008, pp. 107-150; LEVEAU PIERRE, L'institution de la conservation du
patrimoine culturel dans I’Entre-Deux-Guerres, Ocim, Dijon, 2017.

2 CACCIA GHERARDINI SUSANNA, Indagine sulla Conferenza di Atene (1931). Alla ricerca di una genealogia per il restauro / Enquéte sur la
Conférence d' Athénes (1931). A la recherche d'une généalogie pour la restoration, Franco Angeli, Milan, 2023.

? It is important to point out that between the 1920s and 1930s, scientific laboratories were set up in the major European and overseas
museums for diagnostics on works of art, which would then find their counterpart in Italy, above all in large museums in Florence,
Rome, Naples and Milan.

4 GIUNTELLA M. CRISTINA, Cooperazione intellettuale ed educazione alla pace nell’Europa della Societa delle Nazioni, Cedam, Padua, 2001;
MARBEAU MICHEL, La Société des Nations, Presses universitaires Frangois-Rabelais, Paris, 2018; PEDERSEN SUSAN, Review Essay: Back to
the League of Nations, in «The American Historical Review», 112 (4), 2007, pp. 1091-1116.

> LEVEAU PIERRE, L institution de la conservation ..., op. cit.

® RENOLIET JEAN-JACQUES, L'UNESCO oubliée. La Société des Nations et la Coopération intellectuelle (1919-1946), éditions de la Sorbonne,
Paris, 1999.

7 On the evolution of the concept of heritage note at least: BABELON J. PIERRE, CHASTEL ANDRE, La notion de patrimoine, Liana Levi,
Paris, 1995; POULOT DOMINIQUE (edited by), Patrimoine et modernité, Editions L'Harmattan, Paris et Montréal, 1998; DESVALLEES AN-
DRE, A l'origine du mot patrimoine, in POULOT DOMINIQUE (edited by), Patrimoine et modernité..., cit., pp. 89-106; DESVALLEES ANDRE, De
la notion privée d’héritage matériel au concept universel et extensif de patrimoine, in CARDIN MARTIN (edited by), Médias et patrimoine. Actes
du colloque international organisé par la chaire Unesco en patrimoine culturel et I'Institut sur le patrimoine culturel, Québec 2003 pp. 19-35.
For a general overview of the problem see also Swenson, Astrid, THE RISE OF HERITAGE: Preserving the Past in France, Germany and
England, 1789-1914, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013.

¥ On Focillon see above all the works by Annamaria Ducci and related bibliography (DUCCI ANNAMARIA, Henri Focillon, l'arte popolare
e le scienze sociali, in «Annali di Critica d’Arte», vol. 2, 2006, pp. 341-389; DUCCI ANNAMARIA, Una questione di tatto: Berenson e Focillon,
in «Studi di Memofonte», XIV, 2015, pp. 98-135).

* BONNACORSO GIUSEPPE, MOSCHINI FRANCESCO (edited by), Gustavo Giovannoni e I'architetto integrale, international conference pro-
ceedings, Rome, Palazzo Carpegna, 25-27 November 2015, Rome, Accademia di San Luca, 2019.

' LEVEAU PIERRE, L'enquéte sur la formation des restaurateurs dans I' Entre-Deux-Guerres: transformation d'un métier et reconnaissance d'une
profession (1929-2011), CeROArt [Online], 2014, n.9.

' On the proposals of D. Baud-Bovy, then President of the Federal Commission of Fine Arts, see LEVEAU PIERRE, L'enquéte sur la
formation des restaurateurs..., op. cit., point 3.

"2 Including Italy, France, England, Germany, Switzerland.

'3 LEVEAU PIERRE, L'enquéte sur la formation des restaurateurs..., op. cit., point 4.



14 Letter from F. Cellerier to A. Rossi dated 24 October 1930, Fonds IICI, 1921-1954, Subfonds OIM, Sous série Correspondence Files -
Conservation des ceuvres d'art 1925-46, Conference de Rome, OIM.VI1.17. See also CECCHINISILVIA, L’Italia e I’Europa negli anni Trenta.
Musei, storia dell’arte, critica e restauro nei documenti dell’inchiesta internazionale sui restauratori (1932), in «Il Capitale Culturale», XIV,
2016, pp.429-458.

15 At the UNESCO Archives in Paris, again in the IMO collection, there is extensive documentation on the investigation into the
identification of the authenticity of works of art. On this matter see at least in part CECCHINISILVIA, LItalia e I’Europa negli anni Trenta.
Musei, storia dell’arte, critica e restauro..., op. cit.

' L. Garlati, Alle origini della prova scientifica: la scuola di polizia di Salvatore Ottolenghi, in «Revista Brasileira De Direito Processual
Penal», 7(2), 883. https:/ /doi.org/10.22197 /rbdpp.v7i2.597

7 BLUM ANDRE, Quelques méthodes d’examen scientifiques des tableaux et objets d’art, in «Mouseion», no. 7, 1929, p.14-26.

18 The IICI, founded in 1925, is a sort of sub-organisation of the Commission Internationale de Coopération Intellecuelle (CICI), created
three years earlier in Geneva. The institute ceased to operate in 1946, passing its legacy to UNESCO, see RENOLIET JEAN-JACQUES,
L’UNESCO oubliée..., op. cit.

1 On intellectual cooperation as a utopian instrument of world order and peace, see CACCIA GHERARDINI SUSANNA, Prima di Atene.

Cooperazione intellettuale e illusione elitaria, atmosfera de La Conférence d’Athénes sur la conservation des monuments del 1931, in «Restauro
Archeologico», 1, 2021, pp. 2-15 and related bibliography.

20 GRANDJEAN MARTIN, Les instituts italiens, une réponse a la manoeuvre francaise, in GRANDJEAN MARTIN, Les réseaux de la cooperation
Intellectuelle. La Société des Nations comme actrices des échanges scientifiques et culturelles dans 'entre-deux guerre, Lausanne 2018, pp.363
ff.

2l CACClA GHERARDINI SUSANNA, Indagine sulla Conferenza di Atene (1931)..., op. cit.

22 Lettera di A. Rocco a L. Luchaire, 2 May 1927, Societa delle Nazioni 1920-1945, 131, 49, Historical Diplomatic Archive, Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and International Cooperation, Rome.

2 Lettera di A. Rocco a B. Mussolini, 2 May 1927, Societa delle Nazioni 1920-1945, 131, 49, Historical Diplomatic Archive, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, Rome.

24 Lettera di A. Rocco al ministro degli affari esteri, 22 September 1930, Societa delle Nazioni 1920-1945, 131, 49, Historical Diplomatic
Archive, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, Rome.

25 EMILIANI ANDREA, DOMINI DONATINO, Corrado Ricci: storico dell'arte tra esperienza e progetto, Longo Editore, Ravenna, 2005.

26 INSTITU DE COOPEERATION INTELLECTUELLE, Manuel de la Conservation et de la restauration des peintures, Paris 1939.

27 KIESLINGER ALOIS, Etudes sur la désagrégation des pierres a btir, in OFFICE INTERNATIONAL DES MUSEES, La conservation des monuments
d’art et d’histoire, Imprimerie Polyglotte Vuibert, Paris, 1933, pp.203-209.
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