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The Charter invention.
From Athens to Venice: the mythography of monument
conservation

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

Abstract

The 1931 Athens Conference on the conservation of monuments opened the long mythography of restoration
charters. What were effectively the Conclusions of the Athens event, placed at the end of the volume La
conservation des monuments d’art et d’histoire published two years later in a limited edition, were transformed into
the first international charter for restoration.

The transformation of this event into a founding mythology of restoration was helped by the International charter
for the conservation and restoration of monuments and sites of 1964, whose introduction (and taking up its legacy)
definitively established this metamorphosis. It was in fact after Venice that the so-called Athens Charter gained
both its critical fortune and its true international dimension, losing its origin over time.

Keywords
Athens charter, Restoration, Heritage, Monument.

Great Disorder Under the Heavens (of Athens)

I recently attempted to reconstruct the complex events of the Athens Conference, seeking to clarify one of
the restoration myths through the study of a large number of unknown documents and sources'. In order to
understand the genesis of what in literature is usually called the “Charter of Athens”, it seemed necessary above
all to reconstruct the context in which the event was conceived?

First of all, it is necessary to start with a certainty, a clear historical fact we might say: there never was a Charter of
Athens, but at most Conclusions, translated into different languages and placed at the end of the 1933 volume La
conservation des monuments d’art et d’histoire®. This was a posthumous book promoted by the Office International
des Musées (henceforth IOM), one of the many organisations of the League of Nations*. However, this publication
does not represent the Conference proceedings (and on this point, too, clarity is needed), but rather a collection
of essays arising from a completely different basis’.

Officially collected in 450 copies and published by the Institut International de Coopération Intellectuelle (IICI), they
represent one of many selections from a series of contributions produced a posteriori by some participants of the
Athens event (not all the authors of the essays were present in October 1931).

In spite of this, the written version of the speeches, or what were supposedly such as we shall see, were published

in many places, not always in the same form or by the same authors, as for instance in the journal Mouseoin.



<

Figure 1. Studies on the disintegration of building stone, A. Kieslinger, in Office International Des Musées, La conservation des monu-
ments d’art et d’histoire, Paris, Publication de I'Institut de Coopération Intellectuelle, Imprimerie Polyglotte Vuibert 1933, Planche XII.

The 1933 book was preceded by a special issue of Mouseion promoted by the IOM from 1927 and published in
five languages until issue 58 in 1946°.
This opens up another delicate question concerning the actual participants in the Conference and consequently

the authorship of the Conclusions, in common parlance the Athens Charter’.

A “Mid-October” Night's Dream

Only a careful reading of the genesis, the writing and the (limited) success of the proceedings helps us to
go beyond forced genealogical interpretations of the document and to question the purpose of an operation
that transformed a debate (the one that took place in Athens) into a text that ordered, hierarchized, and
distinguished the levels of conservation and restoration in the context of the years following the First World
War.

The reason for this lies in the very nature of the IOM’s initiatives, not to mention of an elite that conceived all
the initiatives promoted by the SDN and organized by the IICI as a tool for the recognition of intellectual work
and the transnationalist “dream” (illusion), as the only alternative to dominant nationalisms and above all the
use of heritage in a still nationalist way?®.

The 1933 book, by its very dimension, is neither an instrument of dissemination nor a foretaste of future
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Figure 2. Raising the monuments of the Acropolis, N. Balanos, in Office International Des Musées, La conservation des monuments d’art
et d’histoire, Paris, Publication de I'Institut de Coopération Intellectuelle, Imprimerie Polyglotte Vuibert 1933, Planche XXI-XXIIL.

debate. It returns us to the state of the art at European level of a terrain that is maturing its heritage, like a word
originally linked to family or testamentary law gradually beginning to take on new meanings.

These were the years in which culture became a fundamental instrument of intellectual cooperation, if not a
dream of world order and peace. The pilot institution of this extremely broad movement was the League of
Nations (SDN)® which acted at the level of intellectual cooperation, or perhaps more accurately, cooperation
between intellectual elites™.

It was Corinne Pernet who recounted how, at the beginning of the 20th century, intellectual cooperation in the
SDN acquired stable instruments through which «rebatis des ponts entre le nations»''.

The drive behind the organisation of hundreds of conferences, including the one held in Athens, was precisely
this utopian vision. The idea of progress that excited these institutions was achieved essentially through two
instruments: conferences and museology, or rather the new museology, as eminently educational and/or
propaganda means'

This was the backdrop to the preparation of the Athens Conference, whose first decisive moment came in
April 1931 when both the objectives and the programme of an International Conférence d’experts pour I’étude des
problémes se rapportant a la conservation et a la protection des monuments d’architecture, scheduled to take place in
the Greek capital in the autumn, were finalised during a meeting of the IOM’s management committee.

This event followed one organised in Rome a year earlier on scientific methods applied to the examination
and conservation of works of art and promoted by the Commissione Nazionale Italiana di Cooperazione
Intellettuale (Italian National Commission for Intellectual Cooperation), which attributed itself «absolute

primacy in the field of restoration»'.



Figure 3. The conservation of medieval and modern monuments in Sicily, F. Valenti, in Office International Des Musées, La conserva-
tion des monuments d’art et d’histoire, Paris, Publication de I'Institut de Coopération Intellectuelle, Imprimerie Polyglotte Vuibert 1933,
Planche XLVII.

It reaffirmed such primacy in Athens, not only through the participation of a large delegation, but above all
through the management of initiatives dedicated exclusively to the reality of restoration and conservation in
Italy™.

While it is true that the Athens Conference was established at the explicit request of the Italian members,
who played an active role in defining its themes and contents, the real protagonists were the Greek Euripides
Foundokidis (secretary general of OIM) and the Belgian Jules Destrée (Chairman of the Management
Committee of OIM). These figures would be supported throughout, playing important roles, by figures such
as Julien Luchaire, Henri Focillon, Gustavo Giovannoni, Louis Hautecoeur, Cecil Harcourt-Smith, and Victor
Horta, among others®™.

It was Destrée and Foundoukidis who took care of the dissemination first and then the “constitutionalisation”
of the Conference Conclusions, which was achieved with the approval of some of them by the League of

Nations Assembly and their publication as we have seen in “Mouseion” and the 1933 volume.

The Never-Never Charter

Much has been written about the conference, almost always turning it into something that it was not'. Athens
was not the first real international meeting to deal with heritage conservation and restoration, but at most a
restricted exchange of views between specialists, so it can be considered more of a beginning, but one strongly
influenced by a pressing nationalism.

In Greece, as was the case with the other meetings organised by the IICI, a few select actors were brought

together, often committed above all to a national identity, and the results of these debates often flowed into
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Figure 4. La restauration du mausolée de Dougga, A.L. Poinssot, in Office International Des Musées, La conservation des monuments
d’art et d’histoire, Paris, Publication de I'Institut de Coopération Intellectuelle, Imprimerie Polyglotte Vuibert 1933, Planche LV.

publications with limited circulation. The most studied and commented on document over the years was the
so-called 1933 Proceedings, which represent an institutional text quite different from the actual discussion that
took place in Athens.

Perhaps the Conference marked the point of arrival of a form of intellectual sociability, which, following the
principles on which the IICI was founded, offered the opportunity for restricted elites to dialogue and listen
to different points of view, summarising, how consciously we do not know, as its own objective that of the
scientific and professional congresses held during the Universal Expositions'” .

The agenda for the week of October 1931 does not correspond to the index of the Proceedings, indicating
that it was tidied up in order to fit the dialogue into more “normalised” interpretative categories. The
Conference highlights the full fragility of a still unconsolidated epistemology, a different historicisation not
only of practices but also of discussions, and a continuous referral of the synthesis to commissions that were
essentially appointed after each genealogy session.

The Procés-verbaux (minutes) drafted daily are, among the group of documents concerning the Athens
Conference, the source that comes closest to “historical truth”?®.

In fact, they contain the core structure of the future “Charter of Athens” and consequently only an analysis of
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Figure 5. La restauration des monuments dans I'Espagne d’aujourd’hui, A. L. Torres Balbas, in Office International Des Musées, La
conservation des monuments d’art et d’histoire, Paris, Publication de I'Institut de Coopération Intellectuelle, Imprimerie Polyglotte Vui-
bert 1933, PlancheVI.

these documents can provide a true understanding of not only (if it exists) the debt that the charter of Venice
owed to Athens, but also the real differences. Each session was opened by one or more rapporteurs and closed
by the establishment of a Comité de rédaction, composed of the chair of the session and a variable number of
members.

The drafted Projets de résolutions were presented at the beginning of the next session and approved in the first
instance, and then merged during the conference.

The last session, upon returning from the cruise, was in fact dedicated to the presentation and approval of the
Conclusions, the future “Athens Charter”, later standardised in what appears to be a text linguistically edited
by a single person and that does not always incorporate the themes that emerged during the debate.

The critical fortune of the 1931 text in Italy was determined not only by the article that Gustavo Giovannoni
published in the Bollettino d’Arte, but also by the contemporary “Restoration Charter” approved by the
Ministry in 1931 and that in part incorporated Giovannoni’s talk in Athens', later published in the pages
of Mouseion?. Although the reception in legislation or in restoration practice in different countries of the
principles established in Athens has not yet been studied, merely reproducing the text of the Conclusions

makes them the first international charter in the long genealogy of restoration charters.
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By way of conclusion

The opening essay by Piero Gazzola and Roberto Pane on the occasion of the publication of the proceedings of
the II International Congress of Architects and Technicians of Historic Monuments in Venice set the text of the
Athens Conference on its long road to fame?. The leap was made in the section on Decisions and Resolutions,
which definitively renamed the document and formalised the passage from one word to another: “By defining
these basic principles for the first time, the Athens Charter of 1931 contributed to the development of an
extensive international movement which has assumed concrete form in national documents, in the work of
ICOM and UNESCO and in the establishment by the latter of the International Centre for the Study of the
Preservation and the Restoration of Cultural Property”.

After all, between Athens and Venice, there had been many occasions for extended discussions on monument
conservation issues, which had sanctioned the end of the elitist meetings, extending participation to an
increasingly vast and heterogeneous public (a simple comparison can be made between the small number in
Athens and over six hundred congress participants in 1964).

The recommendations placed at the end of the 1933 volume had long since been passed on to the member states
of the SDN, and from then on the number of international institutions established to protect that heritage,

which now aspired to be world heritage, would multiply.
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