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Preface
Jacek Purchla, Agata Wąsowska‑Pawlik

Heritage Forum of Central Europe is a platform of international dialogue
on philosophy, management, protection, economics, politics, and social
issues of cultural heritage.
Organised since 2011 by the International Cultural Centre, it has
already become an important meeting ground for the researchers and
experts from Central Europe and all over the world. Every two years in
the Main Square of medieval Kraków we discuss the complex issues of
cultural heritage.
The 5th Heritage Forum of Central Europe, organised in September
2019, was dedicated to the links between cultural heritage and environment,
as well as their mutual engagement. In recent years, and especially very
recently, we have become increasingly aware that the environmental
context is of paramount importance to the complete understanding of
values and the very meaning of cultural heritage, which remains one of
the central elements of everyone’s identity. The pandemic of the 2020–
2021, with its vastly negative impact on the cultural heritage sector, will
undoubtedly stimulate many cultural heritage institutions to tackle
topics related to the so‑called “green revolution.” We strongly believe that
individuals and institutions working in the field of cultural heritage will
have to assume responsibility for education and raising social awareness
with regard to environmental concerns.
One should certainly keep in mind that the UNESCO World Heritage
List features 1,121 properties, including 869 cultural sites, 213 natural sites,
and 39 mixed sites. This imbalance is very symptomatic, as our identity
depends on both cultural and natural heritage. Our surroundings and
our cultural landscape (whose major component is, as a matter of fact,
nature) have become the legitimate subject of scholarly investigation in
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the field of the humanities and social sciences. Simultaneously, recent
climate changes and a growing awareness of individual responsibility for
the future of our planet have made us quite conscious of the fact that both
environmental and cultural resources are non‑renewable. What is more,
research carried out within the framework of environmental history has
helped us better understand the processes of urban development as well
as changes in cultural landscape.
On the part of the heritage sector the first steps have already been
taken. Climate Heritage Network (CHN) was launched in 2019, providing
a voluntary, mutual support network of governmental arts, culture, and
heritage agencies at local, regional, and national levels; site management
authorities; NGOs; universities; businesses; and other organisations com‑
mitted to tackling climate change.
In March 2021 Europa Nostra, together with ICOMOS and CHN, with
the support of the European Investment Bank Institute, have prepared
and presented European Cultural Heritage Green Paper. In the foreword
Herman Parzinger writes that “responding effectively to climate
change is the defining task of our time.” The document challenges the
policymakers and cultural heritage operators to treat cultural heritage
as an important tool and at the same time field where the goals of the
European Green Deal can meet and create synergies.
In Poland a group “Muzea dla klimatu” [Museums for the climate]
actively uses social media to share information, experience, and exper‑
tise concerning possible changes and directions for the development of
cultural heritage institutions in response to the challenges linked with
climate crisis.
It is our pleasure to present this volume, which is the outcome of the
5th Heritage Forum of Central Europe. While planning this conference
three years ago, little did we know how urgent this issue was about to be‑
come. We sincerely hope that this volume may contribute to accelerating
research into the links between cultural heritage and the environment.
Heritage Forum of Central Europe is the result of over fourteen years
of Visegrad cooperation in the field of cultural heritage, moderated by the
International Cultural Centre. This cooperation has resulted in, among
others, annual international training programmes dedicated to the man‑
agement of UNESCO World Heritage sites, as well as biennial Heritage
Forum of Central Europe.
We would like to use this opportunity to express gratitude to our
Visegrad partners for such a long‑standing cooperation, which, we hope,
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has contributed to building and maintaining friendly regional relations
between our respective countries. Our partners are: the Ministry of
Culture of the Czech Republic, World Heritage Affairs Unit at the Prime
Minister’s Office, Hungary, the Monuments Board of the Slovak Republic,
and the Ministry of Culture of Slovakia.
Finally, our very special appreciation should be extended to the Mu‑
nicipality of Kraków for their generous support of the conference and
the book itself.
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Lieux de Memoire: Genealogy,
Memory, and Environment
Adrienne Wallman
University of Lancaster (The United Kingdom)

In the introduction to his seminal work Realms of Memory Pierre Nora
claims:
The atomization of memory (as collective memory is transformed into
private memory) imposes a duty to remember on each individual.
[…] For the individual, the discovery of roots, of “belonging” to some
group, becomes the source of identity […]. When memory ceases to
be omnipresent, it ceases to be present at all unless some isolated
individual decides to assume responsibility for it.1
According to Nora, “lieux de mémoire [sites of memory] exist because
there are no longer any milieux de mémoire, settings in which memory is
a real part of everyday experience,”2 also translated as “real environ‑
ments of memory.”3 Nora attributes this absence to a number of factors,
including the disappearance of peasant culture, increased globalisa‑
tion, and the recent changes in societies which have brought to an end
the oral transmission of memories through, for example, churches and
families. Thus “real memory” is separate from “history.” In the case of
fractured Jewish memory, I would argue it is possible to add as a reason

1

Pierre Nora, “General Introduction: Between Memory and History,” [in:] Realms of
Memory, Volume 1: Conflicts and Divisions, Lawrence D. Kritzman (ed.), New York 1996,
p. 11.

2

Ibidem, p. 1.

3

Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” [in:] Representations, vol. 26 (1989), p. 7 (7–24).
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the destruction of whole communities in the late 19th and early 20th cen‑
turies, accompanied by flight from persecution by Jews trying to re‑es‑
tablish lives in new environments and new countries. In this article I use
extracts from my interviews with people researching Jewish genealogy to
show how the practice of genealogy can act as a form of search for those
lost milieux de mémoire. I interpret “sites of memory” as both physical and
emotional spaces, and cultural practices as well as physical places. I will
show how genealogists employ both remembered and learnt cultural
practices to enable them to link to the lost environments of their ances‑
tors, as well as creating their own memorials. Here, Hilary explains how
her grandmother’s family recreated their lost community of Plungé in
Lithuania, in the East End of London:
I don’t think just kind of physical place really gives you connection.
Whatever community my grandmother and family lived in in Plungé,
the community is not there. […] I mean it was depleted round the time
they left and obliterated in the Holocaust. So the people and the com‑
munity are not there. Um, I think the community they kind of took
with them in a way, to east London actually.4
In 1902 the Jewish population of London was about 150,000, of whom
at least 100,000 lived in the East End.5 They had fled their homelands in
Russia and Eastern Europe, following pogroms and economic hardship,
and settled in an area which already had an established Jewish com‑
munity and cheap lodgings. The traditional food from their countries of
origin and the common Yiddish language were the cultural signifiers
that were important to this community, as indicated by these quotations
from residents of the Charlotte de Rothschild Buildings in Spitalfields
in East London, interviewed by Jerry White in the early 1970s. The first
quotation is from a Lithuanian immigrant speaking about being invited
to a meal with a family from Poland:

4

Hilary, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 31 October 2016.

5

Joseph Jacobs, “London,” [in:] Jewish Encyclopedia, http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/
articles/10098‑london (access: 22 April 2020).
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We used a great deal of pepper and seasoning. The Polish used sugar.
The essential test was when you had boiled fish. Ours was peppery
and theirs was sweet.6
Yiddish was spoken throughout the community “in shops, at work,
at union meetings, among neighbours and friends and in families,”7 as
another of White’s interviewees testified:
My mother used Yiddish all the time. She could [italics in original]
speak English but she didn’t want to.8
While these communities did become more Anglicised and accul‑
turated during the first half of the 20th century, in the 1950s and 1960s
when Hilary was growing up and as I myself experienced when growing
up during the same period in a similar community in north Manchester,
traditional East European food would still have been eaten and Yiddish
words would still have been used. For Hilary it was this community that
she knew as a child in the 1950s which became a lieu de mémoire:
I think probably where they ended up living, in the east end of Lon‑
don, […] I think that was the community that I did have some affinity
with, and I identify with. You know the sort of east European im‑
migrant community of my childhood, um, which was probably quite
like the place they left – but they brought the place with them so it’s
not the kind of the land or the territory or the geography I think that’s
important but whatever it was that was important to them I think
they pretty much upped sticks with it and imported it.9
Places have important mnemonic and ethno‑cultural functions, as
David Cesarani noted when he interviewed three Jewish writers who had
grown up in the East End of London:

6

Jerry White, Rothschild Buildings: Life in an East End Tenement Block 1887–1920, London
1980, p. 80.

7

Ibidem, p. 81.

8

Ibidem, p. 82.

9

Hilary, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, op. cit.
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Place was constituted sensually and reconstituted from memory in
the language of the senses. A “sense of place” was literally assem‑
bled out of sights, sounds, smells, and feel. The adult self recovers
the childhood self as a receptor of inputs that are embodied and car‑
ried through life.10
However, might these memories not also become idealised over
the years? Saul Issroff grew up in South Africa but, like Hilary, he now
lives in London and his ancestors also came from Lithuania. He had
grown up listening to his paternal grandmother talking about her life
there, but acknowledges these were probably idealised images and wist‑
fully, with a long pause and a sigh, he contemplates how people’s percep‑
tion of a place may become more rose‑tinted as the years pass:
[…] she used to tell me stories in her broken English with a bit of Yid‑
dish thrown in and whatever other language came to mind, about
what it was like living back in Lithuania […] I had the sort of ideal‑
ised image […] wonderful forests, rivers and a really lovely life. On
the other hand [laughs] when you look at the wooden houses and how
they lived at that point in time, and particularly in some of the more
remote areas, um, she gave a very idealised image. It was 40, 50 years
since she’d left Lithuania and [pause and sigh] I wonder what memory
does to people over a period of time.11
In 1994 Saul visited Lithuania himself and went to look for his
great‑grandmother’s tombstone, which his father and aunt had erected
in 1923. Although he had taken a photograph of the tombstone with him,
it was initially hard to locate it in the cemetery. However, within a few
minutes he literally tripped over it. He explained the effect that being in
this lieu de mémoire had on him:
I’m walking in this cemetery which must have been 20–30 acres,
holding the photo. Within three, four minutes I actually trip over

10 David Cesarani, “Putting London Jewish Intellectuals in Their Place,” [in:] Place and
Displacement in Jewish History and Memory: Zakor v’ Makor, David Cesarani, Tony Kush‑
ner, and Milton Shain (eds.), London 2009, p. 146 (141–153).
11 Saul Issroff, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 21 November 2017.
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a fallen stone, the bricks had weathered and gone, and this is my […]
great‑grandmother’s tombstone. And it’s the most eerie sensation
[…] almost as though somebody was guiding me to fall over this.
And what was your reaction then?
We cleaned it up, said Kaddish.12
What is interesting here is that Saul, who describes himself as a “secu‑
lar Jew,” turned to an established religious memorial practice, the saying
of the Kaddish prayer, in this last resting place of his great‑grandmother.
While Saul turned to a practice that he has always remembered, Jane
Clucas has had to learn about the customs of her Jewish father’s family.
Jane lives in Bollington, a small town in the north of England, and has
mixed Jewish and non‑Jewish ancestry. Although her father’s parents
were German Jews, she herself was baptised and was not brought up
with any Jewish practices. Jane has been researching her family history
for over forty years. She now describes herself as an atheist and sees her
Jewishness as an ethnic or racial identity which she expresses through
her own forms of religious ritual and cultural practice, such as eating
challah, the special plaited loaf eaten on the Sabbath, collecting Jewish
religious artefacts, and lighting candles on the eve of the Sabbath:
[…] it certainly has impacted my life far more than I anticipated. If
you’d told me 20, 30 years ago that I would have Judaica in my home
I would have said, “why? I’m not Jewish.” Which I keep saying, I keep
saying that. But now it’s important to me and the making of the challah, it’s important to me, the lighting of the candles – important to me.
I can’t explain it because I am an atheist. […] It’s my way of linking
with my Jewish ancestry […].13
Much of what she has learnt has come from what she describes as
“casual absorption” or reading Jewish cookery books, as she lacks the cul‑
tural memory that would enable her to perform these rituals in the ac‑
cepted way. According to Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka:

12 Ibidem.
13 Jane Clucas, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, Bollington, 15 August 2016.
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The concept of cultural memory comprises that body of reusable text,
images, and rituals specific to each society in each epoch, whose “cul‑
tivation” serves to stabilize and convey that society’s self‑image.14
Jane makes up for this lack in her own way:
[…] what I do now, and have done for several years, is I light two
candles on a Friday night. I don’t know what I’m doing, I’m the first
to admit I don’t know what I’m doing, but I do wave my hands over
the candles and I say “Shabbat, Shabbat shalom” and then sometimes
I think, is it that way round or is it “Shalom Shabbat?” So then I’ll say
“Shalom Shabbat” because I don’t know which way round it is […]15
In fact neither of these versions is correct as “Shabbat Shalom” is
a greeting between people and literally means “a peaceful Sabbath”,
and there is an actual blessing which is said when lighting the candles on
the eve of the Sabbath. However, I would argue that lacking this cultural
memory does not prevent Jane from employing her own personal inter‑
pretation of an already complex religion, which together with the display
of religious artefacts and expressions of cultural practice enables her to
identify with her ancestral heritage and ensure that her father’s Jewish
identity is preserved.
Jan Assmann has also distinguished between memory and knowledge,
arguing that:
Individuals possess various identities according to the various groups,
communities, belief systems, political systems, etc. to which they be‑
long, and equally multifarious are their communicative and cultural,
in short: collective memories. […] [T]here are always frames that re‑
late memory to specific horizons of time and identity on the individ‑
ual, generational, political, and cultural levels. Where this relation is
absent, we are not dealing with memory but with knowledge. Memory
is knowledge with an identity‑index, it is knowledge about oneself […]

14 Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” [in:] New
German Critique, no. 65 (1995), p. 132 (125–133).
15 Jane Clucas, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, op. cit.
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be it as an individual or as a member of a family, a generation, a com‑
munity, a nation, or a cultural and religious tradition.16
Genealogy enables people to acquire knowledge about their family,
but in the case of those who have lost many family members in the Holo‑
caust there is no memory to underpin this. Dominique Dubois, who lives
in London, was born and brought up as a Catholic. He always knew that
his mother had come to Britain from Austria just before World War II
and that her parents had died during the war, but it was not until he
was 54 and began researching her family history that he learned that
her family were Jewish. He has now written a very detailed and moving
memoir about the family’s life in Vienna, and the subsequent deaths of
family members in Treblinka, Auschwitz, and Theresienstadt. Speaking
slowly, and choosing his words carefully, he explained its memorialisa‑
tion function:
I wrote it for two reasons. One, um, as I listened to my mother and
what she had been through […] I wanted to pay tribute to what she’d
been through, er, as a refugee, er, as a Holocaust survivor, um, all
that she had lived through, before fleeing Austria, and after coming
here. Um, and then secondly, I wanted to preserve the memory of her
family […]17
The memoir also acts as a form of lieu de mémoire. Pierre Nora had sug‑
gested that when collective memory is no longer passed on, it becomes
necessary for individuals to find ways to recapture those memories in
order to maintain cultural identity. As Dominique describes his own
feelings you can sense the emotion in his voice – he speaks slowly, with
deliberation, sometimes hesitating, as he struggles to find the appropri‑
ate expression:
I was first of all just shocked, stunned, and then, very angry about
what had happened to my family. Er, but I think much more so is

16 Jan Assmann, “Communicative and Cultural Memory,” [in:] Cultural Memory Studies:
An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning (eds.),
in collaboration with Sara B. Young, Berlin 2008, pp. 113–114 (109–118).
17 Dominique Dubois, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 4 March 2019.
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an immense sense of sadness, um, [slight hesitation] yes, there’s a cer‑
tain sort of, to put like this, a righteous anger, but I think it’s much
more the sadness that’s the prevailing feeling, er, of profound loss, pro‑
found loss in relation to so many people who were murdered because,
because they were Jewish. […] Um, [pause, and then speaks with hesitation] I have moments of enormous desolation, um, and I would say
that increases rather than decreases as the years go by. Um, I pushed
myself to write the memoir, um, it wasn’t an easy thing to do.18

While Saul Issroff was able to visit and say Kaddish at the grave of his
great‑grandmother, Dominique has no graves he could visit where he
could remember his Jewish family members. Instead, he has participat‑
ed in an alternative form of memorialisation which takes place in cities
in Austria and Germany. Descendants of people who were murdered in
the Holocaust arrange for small square memorial plaques to be placed
into the pavement near the former homes of their murdered ancestors.
These Stolpersteine [literally “stumbling stones”] or Steine der Erinnerung
[stones of remembrance] act as lieux de mémoire which will continue to
be seen by people passing by. One of the aims of the Stones of Remem‑
brance project in Vienna is: "[…] to remember the destinies of the mur‑
dered Jewish people thereby providing a place for them in their former
home districts."19
In this way the murdered residents are symbolically returned to
their former homes. Dominique has already had plaques laid for four
members of his family outside the Jewish community centre in Vienna’s
2nd district and in September 2019 he arranged a stone‑laying ceremony
in memory of his great aunt Katharina Weiss outside her former home,
where he spoke about her life and that of other members of the fam‑
ily. I was privileged to attend the ceremony. Katharina was deported
on 28 June 1942 from Vienna to Terezin, and just under three months
later she was sent by train to Treblinka, where she would have been
killed within hours of arrival. The ceremony surrounding the placing of
the stones is also a performative act representing the burial that could

18 Ibidem.
19 Stones of Remembrance, https://steinedererinnerung.net/en/about‑us/ (access:
5 Janua ry 2020).
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Top right: memorial stone for Katharina Weiss. The other stones have been placed by
the descendants of people who lived in the same building. © Dominique Dubois

not take place at the time of death, and the stones represent both the cof‑
fin and the gravestone, as Dominique explained. His wistfulness is evi‑
dent in his tone:
[…] none of these relatives had graves, and I think, [slight sigh] look‑
ing back, they are, for me, like graves, in a sense that there is a spot
somewhere where their names, their dates of birth, um, are recorded,
um, the dates of death are, yeah, most of them one knows the year but,
er, the actual day, no. And I say grave because, um, it has a function of
[slight sigh] somewhere where one can go to, which represents them.20

20 Dominique Dubois, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 22 January 2020.
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Rachel Whiteread’s Nameless Library. © Adrienne Wallman

The memorial function within the physical environment, where
the murdered relatives had lived, is of great importance to descendants.
In his speech at the ceremony Dominique cited the Holocaust survivor
Primo Levi, who believed that “memory is not only a gift, but also a duty.”
The ceremonies to install the Stones of Memory are essentially pri‑
vate ceremonies organised by the families of the victims, although some
members of the local community also attend, and they take place outside
private homes. There are of course many public sites of Holocaust remem‑
brance, often created at the sites where the atrocities took place. People
whose family members were murdered in the Holocaust have sometimes
contributed in a personal way to these public sites of memory. Merilyn
Moos discovered that her mother’s sister, Anna Marie, did not die of
liver disease as she had been told, but had been murdered by the Nazis
at Brandenburg in June 1940, as part of the T4 euthanasia programme in
which some 300,000 people with mental and physical disabilities were
murdered. The programme was coordinated from a secret office at Tier‑
gartenstrasse 4 in Berlin. Merilyn has now had a photograph of her aunt
placed at the memorial on the Tiergarten site, “so she is marked there.”21
Unlike some of the more symbolic Holocaust memorials, such as Rachel

21 Merilyn Moos, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 20 November 2017.
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Foundation Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe. © Marko Priske

Whiteread’s Nameless Library in the Judenplatz in Vienna, the memorial
at Tiergarten utilises both text and images to individualise those who
were murdered, thus encouraging a deeper connection with the people
commemorated.
Laurajane Smith has noted:
Heritage is a multilayered performance – be this a performance of
visiting, managing, interpretation or conservation – that embod‑
ies acts of remembrance and commemoration while negotiating
and constructing a sense of place, belonging and understanding in
the present.22
Understandings of home, belonging, and relationship with place
were shattered by the Holocaust, but these understandings change over
the generations and can be reconstructed through memorial practices.
Anh Hua has argued:
Memories or nostalgia for homelands, or wounds of dislocations
and dispossessions have become important political narratives or

22 Laurajane Smith, The Uses of Heritage, Abingdon 2006, p. 3.
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metaphorical tools to imagine identity and community and to re‑
write the nation of both origin and of settlement. The memory of per‑
sonal and group experience is essential particularly for oppressed
groups.23
Hua is referring here to the nation as an “imagined political com‑
munity,” in Benedict Anderson’s phrase.24 In some cases members of op‑
pressed groups redefine their self‑identity in ways that do not relate to
their cultural, ethnic, or religious origins. Merilyn Moos’s parents were
of Jewish ancestry, but she explained that they were atheists who had fled
the Nazi regime in Germany as political refugees rather than because
they were “historically Jewish.”25 While Merilyn has been willing to visit
Germany and to contribute to that country’s memorialisation of her mur‑
dered family members, she was emphatic that her parents had wanted
nothing further to do with their country of birth after they had made
their home in Britain. Dominique’s mother Elfriede, on the other hand,
had a more subtle and nuanced relationship with her places of birth and
subsequent residence. Elfriede came from a Viennese Jewish family. Her
mother Valerie had been successful in arranging for her to escape to Brit‑
ain in May 1939, on her own, on the trainee nurses scheme.26 While she
continued to live in the country for most of the rest of her life, working as
a lecturer at Newcastle University for thirty years, Dominique said she
never defined herself as British:
Culturally, she was immensely attached to France, […] it was a great
passion for her, her husband was French, she just loved Paris. […] I
said […], at one point late in her life […], did she feel British and she
said “no.” She said “I’m grateful that the country took me in,” but she
felt an outsider. […] She was very grateful that they accepted her, that

23 Anh Hua, “‘What We All Long For:’ Memory, Trauma and Emotional Geographies,”
[in:] Emotion, Place and Culture, Mick Smith et al. (eds.), Farnham 2009, p. 138 (135–148).
24 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London 2006, p. 6.
25 Merilyn Moos, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, op. cit.
26 The Department of Nursing and Midwifery was formed in late 1938 as a specialist
sub‑committee of the Central Co‑ordinating Committee for Refugees in London. Its
main function was to find employment for applicants from Austria, Germany, and
Czechoslovakia as trainee nurses.
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she could live here, but she never said she belonged. Once she de‑
parted in May ’39 she was an outsider for the rest of her life. In quite
obvious, in obvious ways but in quite subtle ways too.27
Some months after recording this first interview I met Dominique
again and he told me he had been given some letters that his mother had
sent to friends in Austria just after the war. These show that, in spite of
having to flee, she still felt an immense attachment to what she described
as “our country.” In February 1949 she wrote to her friend Reinhild:
Your beautiful card for Christmas is a tender memory of my country
such as I now rarely receive […] I can easily imagine what the difficult
post‑war years have meant for everyone in our country.28
Dominique explained that reading these letters had led him to what
he described as an “unfolding understanding” of his mother’s Austri‑
an heritage. As he put it to me, there is a difference between “home,”
the place where one lives now, and “belonging,” the place or home coun‑
try where one has one’s roots.29 He had described a visit to Vienna with
his mother in 1961 when he was twelve years old:
[…] we were on a tram, and suddenly my mother stood up and said
“we used to live over there” and […] it stayed with me all my life, you
know, um, fifty-eight years later I can remember like yesterday, […] so
the letters […] have brought home to me […] this very deep attachment
to what she called her home country.30
In this sense Austria is the “home country,” where Dominique be‑
lieved his mother felt she belonged. However, Dominique is ambivalent
about his own relationship to Austria and Austrian identity. He explained
his conflicted feelings when, after an earlier visit to Vienna with his wife
Ruth, she asked him if he would like to live there:

27 Dominique Dubois, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 4 March 2019.
28 Elfriede Dubois to Reinhild Castlé, February 1949.
29 Dominique Dubois, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 22 January 2020.
30 Ibidem..
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Ruth asked me after about a week – we spent a fortnight in Vienna –
would I like to live there, and I struggled. It’s, it’s my mother’s roots,
um, on the other hand I feel so sad that, how my mother had to leave,
and indeed my grandparents and other members of the family, and
at the moment there’s an attempt going through parliament, in Aus‑
tria, to give people like myself Austrian nationality, and I really don’t
know what I want. […] Whether I would wish to apply for Austrian
nationality, I don’t know.31
Setha M. Low has identified “six kinds of symbolic linkage of peo‑
ple and land,” including “genealogical linkage to the land through his‑
tory or family lineage” and “linkage through loss of land or destruction
of community.”32 Low goes on to define the memorial processes which
enable individuals to reclaim this attachment to lost environments in
the future:
Place attachment through loss or destruction is activated retrospec‑
tively, through the process of losing the place and the subsequent
reminiscing and re‑creating through memory of a place that is now
destroyed, uninhabited, or inaccessible.33
Elfriede Dubois can be said to have been retrospectively activating
her attachment to Austria and Vienna through the acknowledgement of
the location of her former home. Karen Lebon has retrospectively acti‑
vated her attachment to her family’s lost homeland in Tarnow, Galicia,
through genealogical research. Karen lives in Benenden, a small town
in rural Kent in South East England, and she is a bell‑ringer in her local
church. She is the daughter of a Jewish father and non‑Jewish mother.
When she was a child her father had told her that she was half‑Jewish,
a term she did not really understand at the time. She now describes her
identity as “[…] probably Church of England but with Jewish ancestry,
and I definitely feel a pull towards the Jewish ancestral roots.”34

31 Dominique Dubois, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, London, 4 March 2019.
32 Setha M. Low, “Symbolic Ties That Bind: Place Attachment in the Plaza,” [in:] Place
Attachment, Setha M. Low and Irwin Altman (eds.), New York 1992, p. 166 (165–185).
33 Ibidem, p. 167.
34 Karen Lebon, interviewed by Adrienne Wallman, Benenden, 2 November 2015.
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Karen had known her paternal great‑grandfather as James Whitefield,
a man who had owned a chocolate factory in England. However, she had
been told that he was originally from Austria and that his surname was
a translation of the name Weissfeld. Her genealogical research later re‑
vealed that he was born Jakob Weissfeld in Tarnow, Galicia, which was
then part of the Austro‑Hungarian Empire. In her meticulously researched
family history, Karen has reproduced a copy of the entry for Jakob in
the population register for the Kraków district, listing his birth as 1872 in
Tarnow, as well as a copy of his naturalisation certificate of 1913, when
he was living in Essex in England. She also lists entries for his siblings.35
There had been a Jewish presence in Tarnow since the mid‑15th century.
In 1939 the Jewish population was about 25,000, almost half the population
of the city.36 This population was destroyed in the Holocaust. In 1942 sever‑
al hundred people were murdered by machine gun fire in the main square,
while hundreds more were sent to the extermination camp at Belzec. Dur‑
ing this same period several thousand Jews, including 800 children from
the Tarnow orphanage, were shot to death in the Buczyna forest a few
miles outside the city. Over the next two years there were further depor‑
tations and murders, and in February 1944 the city was declared Judenrein
[cleansed of Jews].37 Jonathan Webber movingly describes the obliteration
of the memory of the 800 children murdered in Tarnow:
Not only were those eight hundred children brutally murdered; their
killers achieved the complete and intentional erasure of their inno‑
cent lives from all memory. We shall never know anything about
those eight hundred children; their memory is lost for ever [sic].38
While Karen and her family cannot replace the lost Jewish community
of Tarnow, her genealogical research has produced evidence from which
others can learn and she herself, living in a rural town in southern Eng‑
land and ringing the bells in her local church – where she says she often

35 Karen Lebon, The Life That Is Yours, Benenden n.d., n.p.
36 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “Tarnow,” [in:] Holocaust Encyclopedia,
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/tarnow (access: 24 April 2020).
37 Jonathan Webber, photographs by Chris Schwarz, Rediscovering Traces of Memory:
The Jewish Heritage of Polish Galicia, Oxford: 2009, p. 68; pp. 148–149.
38 Ibidem, p. 149.
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thinks about her Jewish ancestry – has “assumed responsibility,” as Pierre
Nora puts it, for maintaining the memory of a part of Galician Jewry.
Conclusion
By gathering family stories from older members of the family, collect‑
ing and collating information from archives, writing memoirs based on
their research, and learning and carrying out relevant memorial and
cultural practices, these genealogists have assembled their own lieux de
mémoire. Low and Altman have identified two crucial hallmarks of place
attachment:
[…] place attachments are integral to self‑definitions of individuals, as
well as to community members’ sense of group identity [and] affect,
emotion and feeling are central to the concept.39
These hallmarks have been in evidence within the testimony cited. Ge‑
nealogy is an affective practice which provides a crucial emotional link
between individuals and the wider social and cultural environment of its
practitioners and that of their ancestors. The practice and tools of geneal‑
ogy enable a specific form of place attachment to be realised, by bringing
about a lessening of temporal and spatial distancing between generations.
As Laurajane Smith has noted,
The real sense of heritage, the real moment of heritage when our emo‑
tions and sense of self are truly engaged, is […] in the act of passing on
and receiving memories and knowledge. It also occurs in the way that
we then use, reshape and recreate those memories and knowledge to
help us make sense of and understand not only who we ‘are’, but also
who we want to be.40
In the case of all five interviewees, the practice of genealogy has ena‑
bled them to reach this real moment of heritage and to fulfil Pierre Nora’s
“duty to remember,” thus ensuring that the lost environments of their
ancestors will be preserved in memory.

39 Setha M. Low and Irwin Altman, “Place Attachment: A Conceptual Inquiry,” [in:] Place
Attachment, Eidem (eds.), New York 1992, pp. 4, 10 (1–12).
40 Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, op. cit., p. 2.
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Introduction
Over centuries, people have developed and carefully refined spaces and
cultures in relation to water. Their knowledge of nature has helped them
survive over thousands of years and create artifacts that have sustained
societies around the world. Living with water has involved the creation
of a system of institutions and practices, as well as buildings, cities, and
landscapes that embody the lived history of water heritage and its adaptations to local geographies, histories, and cultural norms and conventions.
Today’s institutions and practices are embedded in historic physical
structures and traditions. Spatial forms and intangible cultures have created so-called path dependencies, in line with historical institutionalism,
which continue to influence our thinking about the future.2 To give just
one example: for many centuries and in many parts of the world, the pre-

1

This text was compiled by Carola Hein and Tino Mager. It draws on a number of publications and partly reuses the text from notably: Carola Hein, Tino Mager, and Roberto
Rocco, “Editorial: Water Resilience. Creative Practices – Past, Present, and Future,”
[in:] European Journal of Creative Practices in Cities and Landscapes, vol. 1 no. 2 (2019),
pp. 1–10; Carola Hein et al., “Introduction: Connecting Water and Heritage for the Future,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage, eidem (ed.), Cham 2019.

2

André Sorensen, “Taking Path Dependence Seriously: An Historic Institutionalist
Research Agenda in Planning History,” [in:] Planning Perspectives, vol. 30 no. 1 (2015),
pp. 17–38; idem, “New Institutionalism and Planning Theory,” [in:] Routledge Handbook
of Planning Theory, Michael Gunder, Ali Madanipour, and Vanessa Watson (eds.), London – New York 2017, pp. 250–263; idem, “Planning History and Theory: Institutions,
Comparison, and Temporal Processes,” [in:] The Routledge Handbook of Planning History,
Carola Hein (ed.), New York – London 2017.
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dominant approach to combatting floods has been resistance. As notably
seen in the Netherlands, large and strong systems of coastal defenses,
dykes, and other engineering structures have been developed to keep
water under control. While largely protecting the country against floods,
in some cases this approach has proved increasingly ineffective and has
been slowly replaced by a different type of thinking based on the concept
of resilience, in which natural systems are preserved and often rebuilt in
order to allow for a more harmonious integration of urban life and landscape.3 The question of how contemporary societies are going to address
water‑related challenges is just one example of the complex relationship
between water, institutions, and tangible and intangible heritage.4
Beyond a limited number of case studies, the role of water in shaping
institutions, territories, spaces, and cultural practices is still relatively
understudied.5 Historical research can contribute to understanding
how water management has shaped power structures, social biases, and
ethical values related to water, as well as the role of buildings, infrastructures, and landscapes. Such investigation is linked with various
fields of inquiry, such as discussions on planetary urbanisation, the Historic Urban Landscape approach, hydro‑biographies, or deep mapping.6

3

Han Meyer, “Making Urbanizing Deltas More Resilient by Design,” [in:] International
Planning History Society Proceedings, Carola Hein (ed.), Delft 2016, pp. 13–24.
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PortCityFutures, http://portcityfutures.org (access: 8 November 2019).
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Willem J. H. Willems and Henk P. J. van Schaik (eds.), Water and Heritage: Material, Con‑
ceptual and Spiritual Connections, Leiden 2017; Pieter Huisman, Water in the Netherlands:
Managing Checks and Balances, Delft 2004; World Heritage Center, “Living with Water,”
[in:] World Heritage, vol. 59 (2011), pp. 9–20; OECD, Water Governance in the Netherlands:
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 ater‑related heritage preserves and passes on the (neglected) best pracW
tices and the memory of catastrophic events. It harbors the long histories
of water systems and adds to the cultural memory for generations to
come. In the following sections, we will offer an overview on how water
shapes heritage, while also shaping cultures and territories.
Water wisdom
A deeper knowledge of the spaces and practices around water is key to
understanding how societies face the challenges connected to life on
this planet. This understanding is also intimately linked to the development of creative practices around water that will allow societies to thrive
in the future. Developing a climate‑adapted water system requires collaboration and action among diverse public, private, and civic partners,
as well as open and participatory practices based on a collective (rather
than merely professional) understanding of water systems. Stakeholder
engagement is relevant to creating more sustainable societies, as it allows for the building of support for policies and measures that ensure
good water management, as well as the gathering of non‑professional
knowledge that supports effective policy‑making and design. Intangible
heritage in the form of cultural practices connected to how societies traditionally manage and live with water is a basic element of sustainability.
Around the world people are facing urgent challenges in terms of their
relationship with water – how they live with it, manage it, and engage
with water‑related cultural heritage. Some of the most pressing challenges involve climate change, rapid urbanisation, environmental degradation, and migration. Several of the UN Sustainable Development Goals
are directly (6, 14) and indirectly (3, 13, 15) linked to water challenges.7
Worldwide, policy makers, professionals, academics, and citizens are
grappling with huge uncertainties posed by sea‑level rise, storm surges,
drought, salinisation and soil subsidence, drinking water shortages, water pollution, and increased demand for agricultural irrigation. Careful
analysis and comprehensive understanding of the spaces and practices

op. cit.; Sander van Alphen, Tidal Dynamics: The Hydro‑biography as a Guide for Future
Water Management in the Lauwersmeer, Amsterdam 2018; Gene Desfor, Transforming
Urban Waterfronts: Fixity and Flow, London 2013; Carola Hein, Port Cities, London 2011;
Jan Kolen et al., Landscape Biographies, Amsterdam 2015.
7

United Nations, About the Sustainable Development Goals, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable‑development‑goals/ (access: 20 July 2019).
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of the past can help to better assess current risks and ultimately also to
design sustainable water futures.
Water and Heritage for the Future
The Water and Heritage for the Future initiative – a cooperation between
Delft University of Technology, the Leiden‑Delft‑Erasmus Centre for
Global Heritage and Development, and ICOMOS NL – researches water
heritage sites and their potential contribution to current and upcoming
water needs. For the purpose of this research, it was necessary to define
water heritage broadly. Water heritage is not just related to engineering
structures, buildings, or landscapes, nor to traditions and cultural practices. It is a complex system intimately connected to the questions of how
societies organise their socio‑spatial practices, carefully negotiated over
time. Many of these structures cross administrative and sometimes national borders. The theme thus connects to the issues of democracy, participation, and power. Historical knowledge about more or less successful
water related strategies can help to identify sustainable processes, understand their prerequisites and parameters, and thus optimise future
decisions. Traditional ways of governing and managing water can teach
us about harmonious coexistence between people and natural systems,
which must be preserved and promoted.
New investigations of water history and heritage can help us move
forward with sustainable and resilient water management; they are relevant to the redevelopment, redesign, and reuse of existing and ancient
water systems, as well as to the design of new systems. Historical systems can make an important contribution to the resilience and quality
of life of communities, and to their sense of place and identity. Finally,
understanding and analysing the diverse aspects of water‑related heritage can also help us refine our understanding of heritage more broadly.
It also holds important advice and inspiration for future development.
A thorough and structured understanding of centuries‑old, tangible
structures and intangible practices can provide insight into earlier moments of water transitions and the long‑term implications of policies and
structures, focusing on access as well as opportunities for the design of
everyday life spaces. Of course, around the world there are many differences in terms of geography, climate, cultural and political contexts,
economic and social settings, societal models, and also different attitudes
towards present and future threats. Scholars and policymakers must
closely examine these differences to understand water politics, policy,
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and management, as well as future design opportunities. When research
into the past is closely linked to forward‑looking practices in engineering,
architectural design, and planning, heritage can become an integral part
of future solutions and a means through which the design of future sustainable practices can be achieved. A multidisciplinary, cross‑temporal,
and global analysis is needed to explore the relationship between water
and heritage based on thorough theoretical and methodological investigation and carefully executed case studies.
In addition to studying historical water structures and identifying
examples of best practice, it is also crucial to close the institutional gaps
between heritage and water organisations. Three conferences have been
important milestones in our collaboration so far: Protection Deltas: Heritage Helps, Amsterdam 2013, Water and Heritage for the Future, Delft
and Fort Vechten 2016, and the 2019 International Conference “Water as
Heritage,” Chiayi 2019, where water engineers, planners, policymakers,
and heritage professionals began to engage in a continuous dialogue –
a prerequisite for opening up the historical knowledge and experience
embedded in water heritage sites and practices. The conference publications8 are important stepping stones in the process of developing international scientific interest and an international scientific agenda on
water and heritage. They bring into discussion water and heritage issues
through the lens of international cases, while providing deeper insight
into the Dutch case. The publications are complemented by a special issue of the European Journal of Creative Practices in Cities and Landscapes,9
focusing on water resilience.
Types of water heritage
Five thematic areas related to water heritage are explored in Adaptive
Strategies for Water Heritage: infrastructure designed for drinking water;
agricultural sites engineered for irrigation and drainage; areas gained by
poldering (the act of making polders) and other land reclamation in agriculture, settlement, and defence systems; river and coastline planning;

8

Willem J. H. Willems and Henk P. J. van Schaik (eds.), Water and Heritage…, op. cit.;
Carola Hein (ed.), Adaptive Strategies…, op. cit.; Tino Mager (ed.), Water Heritage: Global
Perspectives for a Sustainable Development Resource, Taipei 2020.
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European Journal of Creative Practices in Cities and Landscapes, thematic issue: Water
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Fig. 1. The Chand Baori stepwell near the village of Abhaneri in the Indian state of
Rajasthan. © Chetan

and urban and engineered structures in ports and on waterfronts. They
are outlined in the following section,
Infrastructure designed for services: drinking water and sewage
Service water infrastructures are largely underappreciated in their
role as heritage. Drinking water systems are important both as physical structures and in light of social and societal practices. Some historic structures and practices, such as Indian stepped water tanks, and
the communal water practices that created and sustained them, have
attracted scholarly attention (Fig. 1). While these and other structures,
such as the Roman aqueducts and sewage canals, are famous, few people may appreciate the heritage quality of the New York water system.10
Partly due to their character of invisible underground infrastructure,
these systems, distinguished for their utility, have received less attention than World Heritage Sites listed for their aesthetics, even though

10 Meisha Hunter Burkett, “Silent and Unseen: Stewardship of Water Infrastructural
Heritage,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 20–39.
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Fig. 2. John Constable, Water‑meadows near Salisbury, 1820, Victoria and Albert Museum,
London © Creative Commons

infrastructural sites can teach us much that will help us respond to future crises. Areas in which the provisioning of water suffers from ongoing or accelerated desertification are equally threatened. Ingenious
systems such as the qanat of the Middle East and northern Africa (a type
of underground water transportation system) are often extremely vulnerable to relatively small changes in climate, precipitation, political and
social organisation, and the exchange and transmission of local specialised knowledge.11 Water management interventions, such as the drilling
of deep wells after World War II, have larger governmental and cultural
implications, which hold important lessons for future practices.
Design proposals can build on and derive from historic water systems.
In Monte Albán, a site which originates in ancient Oaxaca in Mexico, and

11 Vasudha Pangare and Ganesh Pangare, “Ancient Water Wisdom: Traditional Water
Systems in India,” [in:] Water and Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 57–70; Negar Sanaan Bensi,
“The Qanat System: A Reflection on the Heritage of the Extraction of Hidden Waters,”
[in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 40–57.
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has been a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1993, the supply system of
water – consisting mainly of natural rivers and tributaries – has defined
the infrastructure of settlements while serving as vessels of ritual meaning. Looking ahead, Araceli Rojas and Nahuel Beccan Dávila12 suggest
that design solutions based on the historic water system can inspire designers to formulate new strategies for preserving the natural environment and archaeological heritage, while improving living conditions for
local people.13 Understanding Dutch heritage in freshwater management
provides insight in terms of the spatial and social impact of changes from
traditional decentralised practices of public and private rainwater harvesting that have largely disappeared, replaced by centralised water supply systems. This heritage contains potential for creating an integrated
approach to water supply, landscape conservation, and water‑secure
livable cities.14
Agricultural sites engineered for irrigation and drainage
Questions of access to and distribution of water are also part of many
irrigation systems around the world, such as water meadows (see John
Constable’s painting Water‑meadows near Salisbury, 1820, Fig. 2). Other
historic engineered water infrastructure systems include those that improved agricultural land, like meadows and rice paddies – structures that
are intimately related to modes of societal organisation and narrative
construction. Restoration of derelict water meadows in northwestern
and central Europe, Slovakia, and Norway can help create and advance
regional identity on a European scale and, at the same time, restore biodiversity, improve water retention capacity, and promote tourism and
local understanding of historical cultural values. Similarly, the ways in
which Dutch land reclamation technology expanded throughout Europe
in the form of the Holler colonies provide tangible evidence of a common
European economic and social history.15

12 Araceli Rojas and Nahuel Beccan Dávila, “Studying Ancient Water Management in
Monte Albán, Mexico, to Solve Water Issues, Improve Urban Living, and Protect Heritage in the Present,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 58–77.
13 Ibidem.
14 Suzanne Loen, “Thirsty Cities: Learning from Dutch Water Supply Heritage,” [in:] Adap‑
tive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 78–103.
15 Hans Renes et al., “Water Meadows as European Agricultural Heritage,” [in:] Adap‑
tive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 106–131; Alexandra Kruse and Bernd
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Communities that have grown around shared water practices such as
rice growing have had to develop practices of conflict resolution. Understanding how water management shapes society is an important theme
for countries around the world. The role of public and private historians
in writing about these interventions is a theme for analysis in itself.16
Many historical water structures both addressed the water‑related needs
of a location and created social communities. Modern technological interventions have often ignored this intricate balance. Recent climate
shifts have emphasised the shortcomings of these systems, as illustrated
by the case of the Taoyuan Tableland, where a pond and canal system
originally built under the influence of generations of foreign colonists,
immigrants, and experts has deteriorated. Using what authors Sinite Yu,
Chung‑His Lin, Hsiaoen Wu, Wenyao Hsu, and Yu‑Chuan Chang17 call
“participatory narrative weaving,” the locals have successfully challenged
further development plans for the area.
Poldering and land reclamation in agriculture, settlement,
and defence systems
Water management on land can take on various forms: creating land for
agriculture or urbanisation and defending that land against attacks. In
coastal and alluvial lowlands all over the world 18 historic water management projects blocked water from some areas of land and controlled water levels artificially so that people could live and work on the reclaimed
land. This often centuries‑old interaction between humans and water has
produced a rich variety of polder landscapes. Increasing flood risk due to
sea level rise and increased climate turbulence, ongoing subsidence due
to intense drainage, and rapid urbanisation all call for protective action.

Paulowitz, “Holler Colonies and the Altes Land: A Vivid Example of the Importance of
European Intangible and Tangible Heritage,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Herit‑
age…, op. cit., pp. 132–151.
16 See: Izumi Kuroishi, “Archaic Water: The Role of a Legend in Constructing the Water
Management Heritage of Sanbonkihara, Japan,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Her‑
itage…, op. cit., pp. 152–171.
17 Sinite Yu et al., “How Citizens Reshaped a Plan for an Aerotropolis and Preserved
the Water Heritage System of the Taoyuan Tableland,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water
Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 172–189.
18 Steffen Nijhuis, “The Noordoostpolder: A Landscape Planning Perspective on the Preservation and Development of Twentieth‑century Polder Landscapes in the Netherlands,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 212–229.
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The construction of the Hachirogata polder in Northern Honshu,
the largest and most highly populated island of Japan, exemplifies the
ways in which heritage is a result of history writing.19 The polder is
celebrated as an important industrial heritage; however, its narrative
rarely acknowledges the traditional fishing practices destroyed by its
very construction. The preservation and development of the Dutch Noordoostpolder – built in the 20th century – and its consequent development
as a cultural heritage landscape tells a parallel story.20 The construction
of polders, which notably involved Dutch expertise, is a Europe‑wide
phenomenon and one that may support the creation of a common identity. The Europolder programme showcases the contemporary benefits
of these heritage sites for tourism and regional identity.21
Other human interventions in water management were designed to
protect land against invasion. A unique example of such a large‑scale
historical water‑related site that has been preserved and redesigned
is the New Dutch Waterline, an historic defense line.22 The preservation of this large monument has provided an innovative design connection between water, heritage, and tourism at entirely new scales of
intervention.
River and coastline planning
People around the world have created a broad range of heritage practices along riverbanks and on river waterfronts. Andrew Law examines
the Yangtze River as an evolving landscape, what he calls a “heritage of
becoming.” His contribution raises the matter of new digital technologies,
including augmented reality tools and their potential to shape heritage
debates. The necessity of conceiving of heritage as part of a long‑lasting creative process in spatial transformation and public and private

19 Yasunori Kitao, “Reassessing Heritage: Contradiction and Discrepancy between Fishery and Agriculture in Planning the Hachirogata Polder and Its Surrounding Lagoon
in Mid‑twentieth Century Japan,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit.,
pp. 192–211.
20 Steffen Nijhuis, “The Noordoostpolder…,” op. cit.
21 Hildebrand P. G. de Boer, “Europolders a European Program on Polder Landscape, Heritage, and Innovation,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 230–249.
22 Gerdy Verschuure‑Stuip, “Hold the Line: The Transformation of the New Dutch Waterline and the Future Possibilities of Heritage,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Herit‑
age…, op. cit., pp. 250–269.
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participation also involves construction and reconstruction, use and reuse, public and private stakeholders, and civil society over time.23 A detailed analysis of industry closures and undervalued heritage, along with
recent attempts at revitalisation, show both the power and opportunities
of artistic and cultural projects and of participatory approaches. The story of Alblasserdam is just one example; a broader study of riverfront
heritage in urban and rural settings remains to be done. It is important
not to limit attention to individual spaces of select waterfront redevelopment, but to consider the entire river with its multiple heritage questions
as a single entity. Such a comprehensive investigation needs to examine
cultural practices as well as depictions – such as in this depiction of Europe through its rivers.
Dutch engineers have responded to the results of centuries of water management by providing new spaces for rivers in the Netherlands,
thus addressing the questions of both safety and spatial quality.24 These
include the genesis of an attractive living environment and a valuing of
the presence of cultural history. Coastal regions in Europe need to work
together to address the common challenges and shared opportunities of
coastal tourism. As Linde Egberts25 appropriately reminds us, old coastal
towns were better connected to other port cities over the sea than to some
of their neighbours on land. Water is linked to conflict also in other ways.
The fortress of Suomenlinna in Finland has a rich history of periods under Swedish, Russian, and Finnish governance.
Urban and engineered structures in ports and on waterfronts
In recent years interactions between ports and their cities have led
to debates on the reuse of former port areas and old harbor heritage.
The history of the former shipbuilding company RDM (Rotterdamsche
Droogdok Maatschappij) and the city’s renewal of the waterfront to attract cruise ship tourists are one example (Fig. 3).26 Cruise ships have

23 Hildebrand P. G. de Boer, “Europolders…,” op. cit.
24 Sander van Alphen, “Room for the River: Innovation, or Tradition? The Case of
the Noordwaard,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 308–323.
25 Linde Egberts, “Heritage in European Coastal Landscapes: Four Reasons for Inter‑regional Knowledge Exchange,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit.,
pp. 324–341.
26 Azadeh Arjomand Kermani, Wout van der Toorn Vrijthoff, and Arash Salek, “The Impact of Planning Reform on Water‑related Heritage Values and on Recalling Collective
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Fig. 3. New development and a cruise ship at the historic Wilhelminapier in Rotterdam.
© Frans Berkelaar

a major impact on port cities and waterfront heritage. Supersudaca
have demonstrated this through their research on the historical and
contemporary logics of the emergence of Caribbean heritage and recent fake heritage buildings in Caribbean cruise destinations.27 Sustainable development plays an important role in the redevelopment
of waterfronts such as that of Lisbon; José Manuel Pagés Sánchez and
Tom Daamen28 have emphasised the switch from an object‑based to
a landscape‑based approach to heritage. This strategy is based on
a governance process that facilities collaboration between port and
city authorities.

Maritime Identity of Port Cities: The Case of Rotterdam,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for
Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 344–361.
27 Sofia Saavedra Bruno, Martin Delgado, and Felix Madrazo, “From HERITAGE to Feritage: How Economic Path Dependencies in the Caribbean Cruise Destinations Are
Distorting the Uses of Heritage Architecture and Urban Form,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies
for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 362–381.
28 José M. Pagés Sánchez and Tom A. Daamen, “Using Heritage to Develop Sustainable
Port−City Relationships: Lisbon’s Shift from Object‑based to Landscape Approaches,”
[in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 382–399.
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Cultural heritage is constructed on our selective understanding of
the past, as Han Meyer29 points out. He asserts the need to recognise
that buildings, deltas, and nature itself are adaptive and evolutionary;
in other words, to overcome a narrative of human engineering resisting
nature, as it has emerged in the 20th century, moving towards one of
dynamic adaptation. Such a reconsideration of cultural heritage is particularly necessary at this time of climate change and the many attendant challenges it holds for urbanised delta regions. Extensive heritage
sites on urban waterfronts and working ports and cities are of particular
concern. Meyer contends that the cultural and natural heritage of urbanising deltas itself will help us develop an adaptive approach, not as
a complete departure from the present ways of doing things, but as a new
stage in a centuries‑long tradition.
Perspectives
Water heritage systems throughout the world are comprised of physical and functional structures, conceptual and organisational principles,
and cultural and spiritual values. This stands despite their many differences in geographical location, climate, cultural and political context,
economic and social setting, heritage, and future threats. Scholars and
policymakers must closely examine these differences to understand and
tune research designs and approaches in politics, policy, and management, as well as future design opportunities.30 Moreover, historical and
archaeological studies are often able to clarify when and why systems
are more or less efficient and what the conditions of exploitation or overexploitation are in the past, writ large, and in the recent past.31 When
research into former times is closely linked to forward‑looking practices
in engineering, architectural design, and planning, heritage can become
an integral part of the future as well as a means through which a design

29 Han Meyer, “Toward a Cultural Heritage of Adaptation: A Plea to Embrace the Heritage
of a Culture of Risk, Vulnerability and Adaptation,” [in:] Adaptive Strategies for Water
Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 400–419.
30 Tapio S. Katko et al. “Water Services Heritage and Institutional Diversity,” [in:] Water
and Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 297–312.
31 Douglas C. Comer, “Water as an Agent of Creation and Destruction at Petra,” [in:] Water
and Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 231–244; Rafael de Grenade and Robert G. Varady, “The Santa
Cruz River: Four Millennia of Water Heritage and Security in the US−Mexico Border
Region,” [in:] Water and Heritage…, op. cit., pp. 371–388.
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of future sustainable practices can be achieved. Rather than an end,
our effort seeks to catalyse international interest among policymakers,
planners, architects, and heritage specialists to integrate planning with
the management of water‑related heritage. Since substantiation is only
in its beginnings, this article does not contain definite conclusions but
rather ends with a promise that the work will be continued.
The five themes listed above examine several of the most important
purposes of water management: drinking water supply and sewage, agriculture, land reclamation, protection, defence, transport, and trade.
Many important subjects have not been touched upon fully (for example,
the role of canals and sewage systems in water heritage) and merit further examination. Canals have played a pioneering role in human cultural development. Their planning and implementation require extensive
collective effort as well as good hydraulic and topographical knowledge
that specifically includes that of the construction of locks, dikes, bridges,
and harbours. Sewage systems have also been of great importance in
the development of larger settlements. They have facilitated the hygienic
conditions that are a prerequisite for the capacity of larger communities to live together in confined spaces. Today, disposal is a fundamental
problem in many overpopulated and fast‑growing regions of the world.
It is a problem which can be seen in the state of many watercourses, rendered as abused flowing dumps that contribute to marine pollution. This
development itself often necessitates restructuring watercourses and
constructing reservoirs, which, in turn, entails environmental risks.
Other, larger themes, such as water and energy generation, natural,
industrial, and urbanised waterscapes, water narratives, legal issues,
and education also merit additional attention. For example, water has
been used for energy generation for thousands of years, and even today
water power can make a significant contribution as a renewable energy
source. Further research into the various ways that using water power
can help regions solve local energy problems while safeguarding ecological balance would be of great benefit. To date, the discussion on water and
heritage has largely neglected the issues of the open sea. New scholarship
is emerging on the “urbanisation of the oceans” (their increased use for
shipping, raw material extraction, energy production, and the siting of
pipelines, cables, and other networks are material concerns). However,
research and investigation into water heritage cannot stop here. Issues
of future heritage, including contemporary container terminals and oil
refineries have to be considered as well. The question of whether and how
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to preserve drilling rigs and other sea‑based constructions as heritage
is also now being addressed.32 Reflection on future heritage is important as the energy transition will (hopefully) leave many abandoned oil
sites for which a narrative needs to be constructed. There is an excellent opportunity to shape a new heritage approach that engages critically with our petroleum addiction that is at the base of climate change.
These concerns all call for deeper research into historically grounded
solutions. The long‑term consequences of their consideration can be of
help to planners and policymakers in integrating historical knowledge
and experience into future‑oriented and sustainable solutions that are
resilient, balanced, and durable.
Following the activities of actors in the Netherlands, international
interest has grown in the significance of water‑related cultural heritage
for present and future water management challenges and opportunities.
ICOMOS is preparing an International Scientific Committee on Water and
Heritage. The UNESCO International Water Conference, held in Paris in
May 2019, called on the participants to continue and intensify the dialogue between water and heritage practitioners and professionals in order
to increase knowledge of water‑related heritage in planning and policymaking in the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
That call was followed by the International Symposium on Water and Culture held in Tokyo on 3 February 2020, organised by the United Nations
Secretary Generals’ High Experts Level and Leaders Panel on Water and
Disasters (HELP) and ICOMOS The Netherlands, and chaired by Dr. Han
Seung‑soo, Chair of HELP and the former prime minister of the Republic of Korea. The Tokyo symposium points to a new horizon for the local
and global water dialogue process, including the UN High‑level Meeting
on Water in 2021, and the UN Water Decade’s Mid‑term Review in 2023.
The fields, institutions, and approaches to water management and cultural heritage management are gradually starting to find each other. The UN
Valuing Water Principles can help bring experts in water‑related heritage and cultural values into conversation with contemporary practices in

32 Nancy Couling, “Urbanization of the Ocean: Extractive Geometries in the Barents Sea,”
[in:] Infrastructure Space: LafargeHolcim Forum for Sustainable Construction, Berlin 2016,
pp. 238–249; Carola Hein “Oil Spaces: The Global Petroleumscape in the Rotterdam/The
Hague Area,” [in:] The Journal of Urban History, vol. 44 no. 5 (2018), pp. 887–929; Nancy
Couling and Carola Hein, “Blankness: The Architectural Void of North Sea Energy
Logistics,” [in:] Footprint, no. 23 (2018), pp. 87–104.
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line with its mission to create a “conceptual framework for making better decisions impacting water.”33 Hopefully, the notion of “culture‑based
solutions” for sustainable water futures will be included in the SDGs by
the UN Water Decade’s Mid‑term Review in 2023.

33 A conceptual framework for making better decisions impacting water: The Valuing
Water Initiative, 2020, https://www.government.nl/documents/reports/2020/01/31/
valuing‑water‑a‑conceptual‑framework‑for‑making‑better‑decisions‑impacting‑water (access: 20 July 2019).

Common‑sense Discourses
of Nature: A Gramscian Analysis
of Conservation Designations
in the Scottish Highlands
Zoe Russell
The University of Stirling (The United Kingdom)

Introduction
There is no singular “nature” simply out there waiting to be conserved 1
and meanings of nature are multiple, biased, and contradictory.2 De‑
spite arguments for contextually‑specific ways of knowing nature, there
remains a persistent nature–culture dichotomy underpinning nature
conservation,3 problematically separating human action from the nat‑
ural environment. Scotland has a complex and layered framework of
statutory nature conservation designations used to protect and conserve
nature; in fact, over a quarter of Scottish land is covered by such designa‑
tions.4 This paper examines the discourses of nature produced through
such conservation designations and the implications for human–envi‑
ronment interaction. The research is based on a critical documentary
analysis of nature conservation designations over time, using the Gram‑
scian concept of “common sense” to critique the nature–culture dichot‑
omy. The first section introduces contextual literature on neo‑liberal
conservation and the Myth of the Highlands. The next explains the meth‑
odological approach taken before the main findings are presented. It is
argued that as elsewhere, nature conservation designations in Scotland

1

Phil McNaughten and John Urry, Contested Natures, London 1998.

2

R. Bruce Hull and David Robertson, “The Language of Nature Matters: We Need a More
Public Ecology,” [in:] Restoring Nature: Perspectives from the Social Sciences and Humani‑
ties, Paul Gobster and R. Bruce Hull (eds.), Washington 2000, p. 97 (97–118).

3

Sandra Wall‑Reinius et al., “Everyday Life in a Magnificent Landscape: Making Sense
of the Nature/Culture Dichotomy in the Mountains of Jämtland, Sweden,” [in:] Envi‑
ronment and Planning E: Nature and Space, vol. 2 no. 1 (2019), pp. 3–22.

4

Charles Warren, Managing Scotland’s Environment, 2nd ed., Edinburgh 2009.
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have reproduced the nature–culture dichotomy through prescribing de‑
sirable levels and forms of human–environment interaction. Additionally,
common‑sense discourses of nature are shown to emerge from within
notions of natural heritage as a national asset tied to the Scottish state.
Finally, there is a discussion of alternative nature–cultures and sugges‑
tions are made for directing future research in this area.
Neoliberal nature conservation and the Myth of the Highlands
Framing this critical study of nature conservation designations from
a social, historical, and political perspective are two main areas of study:
neoliberal conservation and the Myth of the Highlands. The first arises
from the broader context of studies concerning the “neoliberalisation
of nature” within contemporary capitalism5 and is based on the argu‑
ment that nature protection and capitalism go hand‑in‑hand, with con‑
servation as a site of capitalist accumulation.6 Specifically, natures are
subject to processes of commodification, marketisation, financialisation,
and transformation into natural capital as well as payments for ecosys‑
tem services through nature conservation and eco‑tourism initiatives.7

5

See Noel Castree, “Neoliberalism and the Biophysical Environment: A Synthesis and
Evaluation of the Research,” [in:] Environment and Society: Advances in Research, vol. 1
no. 1 (2010), pp. 5–45; Nik Heynen (ed.), Neoliberal Environments: False Promises and
Unnatural Consequences, London 2007; James McCarthy and Scott Prudham, “Neo‑
liberal Nature and the Nature of Neoliberalism,” [in:] Geoforum, vol. 35 no. 3 (2004),
pp. 275–283.

6

Murat Arsel and Bram Büscher, “Nature™ Inc.: Changes and Continuities in Neolib‑
eral Conservation and Market‑based Environmental Policy,” [in:] Development and
Change, vol. 43 no. 1 (2012), pp. 53–78; Dan Brockington and Rosaleen Duffy, “Capitalism
and Conservation: The Production and Reproduction of Biodiversity Conservation,”
[in:] Antipode, vol. 42 no. 3 (2010), pp. 469–484.

7

See: Tor Benjaminsen and Ian Bryceson, “Conservation, Green/Blue Grabbing and
Accumulation by Dispossession in Tanzania,” [in:] Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 39
no. 2 (2012), pp. 335–355; Dan Brockington, “Ecosystem Services and Fictious Com‑
modities,” [in:] Environmental Conservation, vol. 38 no. 4 (2011), pp. 367–369; Bram
Büscher et al., “Towards a Synthesized Critique of Neoliberal Biodiversity Conserva‑
tion,” [in:] Capitalism Nature Socialism, vol. 23 no. 2 (2012), pp. 4–30; Nik Heynen and
Paul Robbins, “The Neoliberalization of Nature: Governance, Privatization, Enclosure
and Valuation,” [in:] Capitalism Nature Socialism, vol. 16 no. 1 (2005), pp. 5–8; William
Holden et al., “Exemplifying Accumulation by Dispossession: Mining and Indigenous
Peoples in the Philippines,” [in:] Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography, vol. 93
no. 2 (2011), pp. 141–161; Katja Neves, “Cashing in on Cetourism: A Critical Ecological
Engagement with Dominant E‐NGO Discourses on Whaling, Cetacean Conservation,
and Whale Watching,” [in:] Antipode, vol. 42 no. 3 (2010), pp. 719–741; Diana Ojeda,
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The notion of accumulation by dispossession,8 a feature of neoliberalism,
reiterates how accumulation occurs via enclosures of land through con‑
servation as an ongoing process9 causing displacement. The enclosures
of land (including to create protected areas) fence off physical space, dis‑
placing people in the process,10 but also create new ways of seeing and
being in the world.11 For example, central to neoliberal conservation is
the idea that nature can only be “saved” by its submission to capital.12 In
Gramscian terms, neoliberal conservation is a hegemonic practice where
elite interests are universalised, and alternatives suppressed.13 Gram‑
sci’s ideas have been used in analyses of nature-society relations14 and
his concepts of the historical bloc and hegemony have been utilised to
examine biodiversity conservation and capitalist expansion, sustainable

“Green Pretexts: Ecotourism, Neoliberal Conservation and Land Grabbing in Tayrona
National Natural Park, Colombia,” [in:] Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 39 no. 2 (2012),
pp. 357–337.
8

David Harvey, “Accumulation by Dispossession,” [in:] The Socialist Register (2004),
pp. 63–87.

9

See: Bram Büscher, “Enabling Primitive Accumulation through Neoliberal Conserva‑
tion,” [in:] Human Geography, vol. 2 no. 3, (2009) pp. 91–94; Alice Kelly, “Conservation
Practice as Primitive Accumulation,” [in:] Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 38 no. 4 (2011),
pp. 683–701; Jim Glassman, “Primitive Accumulation, Accumulation by Dispossession,
Accumulation by ‘Extra‑economic’ Means,” [in:] Progress in Human Geography, vol. 30
no. 5 (2006), pp. 608–625; Tom Perreault, The Routledge Handbook of Political Ecology, 1st
ed., London 2015.

10 Arun Agrawal and Kent Redford, “Conservation and Displacement: An Overview,”
[in:] Conservation and Society, vol. 7 no. 1 (2009), pp. 1–10.
11 Paige West et al., “Parks and Peoples: The Social Impact of Protected Areas,” [in:] An‑
nual Review of Anthropology, vol. 35 (2006), pp. 251–277.
12 Bram Büscher et al., “Towards a Synthesized…,” op. cit., p. 4.
13 Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen, “Crisis and Continuity of Capitalist Society-Nature
Relationships: The Imperial Mode of Living and the Limits to Environmental Govern‑
ance,” [in:] Review of International Political Economy, vol. 20 no. 4 (2013), pp.687–711.
14 See: Michael Ekers et al. (eds.), Gramsci: Space, Nature, Politics, West Sussex 2013; Michael
Ekers, Alex Loftus, and Geoff Mann, “Gramsci Lives!,” [in:] Geoforum, vol. 40 no. 3 (2009),
pp. 287–291; Benedetto Fontana, “The Concept of Nature in Gramsci,” [in:] The Philosophi‑
cal Forum, vol. 27 no. 3 (1996), pp. 220–243; Antonio Ioris, “Theorizing State-Environment
Relationships: Antinomies of Flexibility and Legitimacy,” [in:] Progress in Human Geog‑
raphy, vol. 39 no. 2 (2015), pp. 167–184; Geoff Mann, “Should Political Ecology Be Marx‑
ist? A Case for Gramsci’s Historical Materialism,” [in:] Geoforum, vol. 40 no. 3 (2009),
pp. 335–344; Nancy Peluso, “What’s Nature Got to Do with It? A Situated Historical
Perspective on Socio‑natural Commodities. Socio‑natural Commodities: Situated His‑
tories,” [in:] Development and Change, vol. 43 no. 1 (2012), pp. 79–104.

Heritage and Environment

49

development, and conservation governance.15 Few studies have applied
Gramscian theory in the Scottish context, however, despite its relevance
to the “Myth of the Highlands.”
The Myth of the Highlands is a phrase that captures the essence of
the nature-culture dichotomy. It refers to the ideological representa‑
tions of Scottish Highland landscapes as natural and wild, which have
been taken as reality rather than myth.16 This social construction of
the Highlands as untouched nature emerged throughout the historic
periods of economic and social “improvements,” romanticisation, and
Balmoralisation, each denying the actual conditions of existence, specifi‑
cally the landscapes’ social and cultural history, and the lives of inhabit‑
ants.17 In contemporary Scotland the conservation of seemingly natural
or wild landscapes occurs extensively in the Gàidhealtachd 18 in the same
areas where the Highland Clearances dispossessed people of their lands.
Hence, for some, nature conservation is understood through the lenses

15 See: Jim Igoe et al., “A Spectacular Eco‑tour around the Historic Bloc: Theorising
the Convergence of Biodiversity Conservation and Capitalist Expansion,” [in:] Anti‑
pode, vol. 42 no. 3 (2010), pp. 486–512; Kiran Asher and Diana Ojeda, “Producing Nature
and Making the State: Ordenamiento Territorial in the Pacific Lowlands of Colom‑
bia,” [in:] Geoforum, vol. 40 no. 3 (2009), pp. 292–302; Evangelia Apostolopoulou et al.,
“Governance Rescaling and the Neoliberalization of Nature: The Case of Biodiversity
Conservation in Four EU Countries,” [in:] International Journal of Sustainable Develop‑
ment & World Ecology, vol. 21 no. 6 (2014), pp. 481–494.
16 Fraser MacDonald, “Viewing Highland Scotland: Ideology, Representation and the
‘Natural Heritage,’” [in:] Area, vol. 30 no. 3 (1998), pp. 237–244; Patricia Macdonald and
Angus Macdonald, “Marginal Lands? An Overview of the Environmental Contexts
of Cultural Landscapes in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland,” [in:] International
Journal of Heritage Studies, vol. 15 no. 2–3 (2009), pp. 108–141; Jill Payne, “Constructing
a ‘Wild Land’ Cultural Heritage for Britain: ‘Water,’ ‘Wilderness’ and Development in
the Highlands of Scotland,” [in:] Perceptions of Water in Britain from Early Modern Times
to the Present: An Introduction, Karen Syse and Terje Oestigarrd (eds.), Bergen 2010,
pp. 117–145; Mark Toogood, “Representing Ecology and Highland Tradition,” [in:] Area,
vol. 27 no. 2 (1995), pp. 102–109; Charles Withers, “Contested Visions: Nature, Culture
and the Morality of Landscape in the Scottish Highlands,” [in:] Nature and Identity
in Cross‑cultural Perspective, Anne Buttimer and Luke Wallin (eds.), Dordrecht – Bos‑
ton – London 1999, pp. 271–286; Peter Womack, Improvement and Romance: Constructing
the Myth of the Highlands, Basingstoke – London 1989.
17 Peter Womack, Improvement…, op. cit.
18 The Gàidhealtachd denotes the territory where the culture and language was predomi‑
nantly Gaelic. For a contemporary discussion of this term and the identity of Gaels see:
Frank Bechhofer and David McCrone, “What Makes a Gael? Identity, Language and
Ancestry in the Scottish Gàidhealtachd,” [in] Identities, vol. 21 no. 2 (2014), pp. 113–133.
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of internal colonialism and capitalist expansion,19 while for others it is
considered an abuse towards Gaelic heritage and culture.20 This situation
is not unique to Scotland, as evident in the neoliberal conservation lit‑
erature, but also the broader critique of the ideology of wilderness21 and
fortress conservation, the latter separating people from nature through
protected areas and viewing human use of nature as a threat to con‑
servation efforts.22 Hence resulting conflicts over rights to nature, for
example in Scotland the struggle between crofters and conservationists
over the right to use “wild” land.23 This can be contextualised by different
attitudes towards land use. Traditional views position land as a resource
to make a living via agriculture (such as crofting), whereas post‑romantic
views perceive land as a refuge for nature, worthy of protection for its
own sake.24 The former tends to originate with those living in the High‑
lands and the latter from outsiders and visitors to the region.25 This draws
attention to the dynamics of conflict between Gaelic cultural heritage and
the romanticised “back‑to‑nature” sensibilities of modern environmen‑
talism held by outsiders and incomers to the Highlands.26

19 See: William Adams and Martin Mulligan (eds.), Decolonizing Nature: Strategies for
Conservation in a Post‑colonial Era, London 2003.
20 James Hunter, On the Other Side of Sorrow: Nature and People in the Scottish Highlands,
Edinburgh 2014.
21 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,”
[in] Environmental History, vol. 1 no. 1 (1996), pp. 7–28.
22 See: Ngambouk Vitalis Pemunta, “Fortress Conservation, Wildlife Legislation and
the Baka Pygmies of Southeast Cameroon,” [in:] GeoJournal, vol. 84 no. 4 (2019),
pp. 1035–1055; Hanna Siurua, “Nature above People: Rolston and ‘Fortress’ Conser‑
vation in the South,” [in:] Ethics and the Environment, vol. 11 no. 1 (2006), pp. 71–96;
Joel Hartter and Abraham Goldman, “Local Responses to a Forest Park in Western
Uganda: Alternate Narratives on Fortress Conservation,” [in:] Oryx, vol. 45 no. 1 (2011),
pp. 60–68; Jim Igoe and Dan Brockington, “Neoliberal Conservation: A Brief Introduc‑
tion,” [in:] Conservation & Society, vol. 5 no. 4 (2007), pp. 432–449; Dan Brockington,
Fortress Conservation: The Preservation of the Mkomazi Game Reserve, Tanzania, Oxford –
Bloomington 2002.
23 Fraser MacDonald, “Viewing Highland…,” op. cit.
24 Christopher Smout, Environmental History: Selected Essays, Edinburgh 2009.
25 Ibidem.
26 Charles Jedrej and Mark Nuttall, White Settlers: The Impact of Rural Repopulation in
Scotland, London 1996; Milsoslav Lapka and Eva Cudlinova, “Changing Landscapes,
Changing Landscape’s Story,” [in:] Landscape Research, vol. 28 no. 3 (2003), pp. 323–328.
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From the basis of the above literatures, nature-culture relations can
be viewed as involving the continual social construction of both nature
and culture within broader capitalist processes. There is a need for fur‑
ther analysis of the ways in which natures are being shaped ideologically
through conservation and dominant discourses in the Scottish context.
Thus, the paper herein aims to understand discourses of nature produced
through conservation by drawing on a Gramscian political ecology con‑
textualised historically by the Myth of the Highlands.
Research context and methodology
Whilst considering national policies, with relevance to the Scottish
Highlands, a further regional focus on the North‑West Highlands was
adopted. The Wester Ross region is an excellent case study for exploring
themes identified in the literature, given the multitude of designations
in the area. It has the largest National Scenic Area (NSA) in Scotland,
the first National Nature Reserve (NNR) designated in the UK, and many
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), which are mapped for Scotland
in Fig. 1. It also has numerous Wild Land Areas (WLA), which are mapped
for Scotland in Fig. 2, a Marine Protected Area (MPA), and UNESCO Bio‑
sphere Reserve (BR), the latter shown in Fig. 3.
Additionally, there are other European designations, and national
park status has been discussed for the area, but never designated. Along‑
side nature conservation, the region has a history of crofting,27 Gaelic
culture, and a large estate termed “the last great wilderness” of Scotland –
all being important features in the context of the Myth of the Highlands.
Documentary analysis was carried out using a critical qualitative ap‑
proach, focusing on language and discourse in the social construction of
nature, informed by a Gramscian epistemology and ontology.28 The first
step in the process was creating a corpus of primary materials for anal‑
ysis. This was done using online keyword search methods to generate
a list of relevant organisations and publications. A timeline of legislation

27 Crofting is a form of land tenure traditional to the Highlands and Islands which
emerged in the 1800s following the clearances. It is a form of small-scale, low-intensity
agriculture; crofting townships comprise of individual crofts and common grazings.
Crofting has been described as a way of life and is viewed as an important part of
the cultural landscape and linked to the future of rural stewardship.
28 Kaela Jubas, “Reading Antonio Gramsci as a Methodologist,” [in:] International Journal
of Qualitative Methods, vol. 9 no. 2 (2010), pp. 224–239.
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Fig. 1. Map of NSA, NNR, and SSSI in Scotland, contains public sector information licensed
under the Open Government Licence v3.0. Source: NatureScot, https://sitelink.nature.
scot/map

pertaining to nature conservation policies in Scotland and the UK was cre‑
ated and relevant organisations identified covering the period 1945–2016 to
ensure adequate historical context. Subsequently, through purposive sam‑
pling a corpus was created consisting predominantly of policy documents
produced by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), concerning five nature
conservation designations29 between 1990–2016. Consultation documents,
project reports, parliamentary debates, organisational webpages, and lo‑
cal government plans were also included from a range of authors.30 These
gave a broader contextual background to policies, their implementation,

29 SSSI, NNR, NSA, WLA, BR.
30 The Applecross Trust, Assist Social Capital, The Crofting Commission, Countryside
Commission for Scotland, Highland Council, Letterewe Estate, The John Muir Trust,
Scottish Crofting Federation, Scottish Executive, Scottish Government, National Trust
for Scotland, UNESCO.
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Fig. 2. Map of Wild Land Areas in Scotland, containing public sector information licensed
under the Open Government Licence v3.0. Source: NatureScot, https://www.nature.scot/
wild‑land‑areas‑2014‑map

and interpretation of nature conservation discourses over time. Alongside
online sources, publications were accessed through the National Library
of Scotland in Edinburgh. The corpus was analysed using thematic analy‑
sis, which enables the understanding of what is being said in a field of
discourse and which can be combined with further theoretical analysis.31
This was done both manually and digitally to create a set of themes com‑
prising data excerpts from the different publications that could be subject
to further interpretation informed by Gramscian theory.

31 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,”
[in:] Qualitative Research in Psychology, vol. 3 no. 2 (2006), pp. 77–101.
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Fig. 3. Wester Ross UNESCO Biosphere Reserve outer boundaries. Map data © 2019 Google.
Created by biosphere staff and reproduced with permission.

Gramsci is useful for critical qualitative research, given his empha‑
sis on the historicity of language and operations of power. Pre‑empting
post‑structuralism, he argued that “history and historical residues
within language are fundamental in operations of power, prestige and
hegemony [with] meaning created by language in its metaphorical devel‑
opment with respect to previous meanings.”32 Applied to this research
context, language is key to how nature is understood by policymakers
and shapes the possibilities for how to manage it.33 To operationalise
the critical Gramscian theory of discourse for analysis, data was inter‑
preted through the key concept of “common sense,” which is rooted in
historical materialism and the politics of hegemony. Common sense re‑
fers specifically to the reproduction of elite and dominant ideologies in
everyday life.34 In the production of common sense, consent is garnered

32 Peter Ives, Language and Hegemony in Gramsci, London 2004, p. 88.
33 R. Bruce Hull and David Robertson, “The Language…,” op. cit.
34 Stuart Hall and Alan O’Shea, “Common‑sense Neoliberalism,” [in:] Soundings, no. 55
(2013), pp. 9–25.
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for elite interests and the “proper” ways of organising the social and ma‑
terial world, which become naturalised. As explained,
this is consent, not simply to the interests and purposes [e.g. nature
conservation] but also to the interpretations and representations of
social reality [e.g. nature as wild] generated by those who control
the mental, as well as the material, means of social reproduction [e.g.
state and conservation actors].35
Common sense, though incomplete and often contradictory, is deeply
rooted in folklore and influenced by philosophy, religion, and science.36
The Gramscian notion of common sense draws attention to ideology and
the importance of myth, which “operates on the level of the accepted,
on the level of common sense.”37 Myths hold power, embedded as they
are within history and encapsulated in language, and demythologising
involves rejecting the meaning of myths to create space to unmask how
cultural practices, texts, and institutions are socially constructed.38 Giv‑
en the richness of qualitative data, the findings herein are only a partial
account focused around discourses of nature-culture dichotomy and
natural heritage.

35 Stuart Hall et al., Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order, London 2013,
p. 219.
36 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, trans. Quintin Hoare, London
1971.
37 Roberta Garner and Black Hawk Hancock (eds.), Social Theory Volume II: From Modern
to Contemporary Theory, Toronto 2014, p. 606.
38 Ibidem.
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Common‑sense discourses: nature-culture and natural heritage
The findings of the analysis suggest that all designations but the biosphere
reserve reproduce the nature-culture dichotomy, invoking sentiments
more aligned with fortress conservation than sustainable development.
The designations occur on a scale between viewing human interaction
with nature as desirable or undesirable. The SSSI, NNR, and NSA all pri‑
oritise nature or landscape over human use at the level of designation,
but in management each constructs the particular forms of humanenvironment interaction that are considered desirable. Without space
to present the full mapping of designations here, suffice it to mention
that each encourages forms that do not threaten the integrity of the site,
thus legitimising particular nature-culture relations. For example, this
includes: the attempt to limit “potentially damaging operations” within
the SSSI; the reserve manager as (paradoxically) restoring an idealised
nature free from human influence in the NNR; the protection of wild
land from development and human intrusion in the WLA; and the NSA
as a place for appreciation of nature in a natural state without human
activity. Overall, the construction of particular levels and forms of desir‑
able human-environment interaction communicates the message that
the best use of nature is no use at all 39 and where human use is described,
this is to be a controlled human intervention, justified through a core
conservation value of restoring the “natural.”
The WLA was constructed as a space in which human-environment
interaction is considered to be undesirable where the form of interac‑
tion is associated with development and modernity. It therefore re‑
produces a binary between wild/rural space and modern/urban space
with wild land defined as “free of man‑made intrusions” and showing
“minimal signs of modern development.”40 Wild land was seen by SNH
as distinct from wilderness, recognising to some extent that all of Scot‑
land’s landscapes are cultural. The WLA is about conservation of space for
experiencing the “quality of wildness” rather than accessing an absolute
state of wilderness where nature reigns and human influence is absent.
Despite this distinction, the WLA still overwhelmingly constructs certain
forms and levels of human interaction with wild nature as unacceptable,

39 Alexander Smith Mather, Land Use, London 1986.
40 John Muir Trust, “Wild Land Policy,” 2010, https://www.johnmuirtrust.org (access:
14 May 2020).
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particularly related to socio‑economic development, considered a threat
to the integrity of the WLA. But even where the forms of human-environ‑
ment interaction do not take the form of obviously exploitative, extractive
industrial activity, contemporary human presence in the landscape is de‑
nied and nature-culture relations are reproduced through the binaries of
human/modern/urban and nature/wild/rural. Within this construction
is the suppression of an alternative basis for nature-culture relations,
as seen in the antagonism over the meaning of wild land between those
for whom the WLA is a living, working landscape and those that seek to
conserve and protect it from humans.
During the consultation process, which was carried out for mapping
the core areas of wild land, the Scottish Crofting Federation and the Croft‑
ing Commission criticised the premise of wild land areas. The former
stated:
The SNH map of core areas of “wild land” suggests that vast areas
of the crofting common grazings are seen as areas of “wild land” in
SNH’s eyes. In fact, most of these “wild” areas mapped are found
within the Crofting Counties. The reason for wanting to call this land
“wild” is unclear and disturbing” […] the bulk of this land is not “wild‑
ness”, whatever that may be […] these areas have been managed and
sustained by generations of crofters and their families over centuries,
often creating land of High Nature Value because of the human activ‑
ity […] the idea of a great untouched “wildness” being good for us is
nonsense.41
This challenges the idea that wild land is special because it is free from
human interaction, rather, this occurs as a result of human interac‑
tion. From this perspective, landscapes of value are not to be found in
the absence of any form of human-environment interaction, and to deny
the existence of human influence erases the history and politics of these
alternative nature-culture relations. In resisting the notion of wild land,
the concept of duthchas was introduced to demonstrate an alternative
way to understand human-environment interactions:

41 Scottish Crofting Federation, “SNH Core Areas of Wild Land 2013 Map Response Form,”
2013, https://www.nature.scot (access: 14 May 2020).
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Duthchas – a Gaelic word which describes man’s relationship with
and love and knowledge of an area, its landscape, soil, natural envi‑
ronment and everything that it contains.42
This demonstrates how the dominant common sense is always open
to challenge from alternative discourses. In this case, the notion of “wild”
land does not resonate with the cultural understandings of those that live
and work in the landscapes in question.
Common sense occurs not only in the reproduction of the natureculture dichotomy, but through the unifying processes needed to legiti‑
mise conservation of nature nationally. Designations were embedded in
a broader discourse of protecting Scotland’s natural heritage. Not only
does the concept of natural heritage give power to the conservationist
project in the Highlands, but it also underpins the national approach to
understanding nature in Scotland. The importance of “natural heritage”
for nature and landscape conservation is in the first instance evident in
the choice of the name Scottish Natural Heritage;43 natural heritage is
central to the operation of the state and the project of conservation is tied
to the notions of Scotland itself. The Scottish Executive in 2001 stated:
“Scotland’s exceptional natural heritage is at the core of what makes this
country special.”44 Natural heritage is described as a “common wealth,”
something that we all share and which we have inherited from past gen‑
erations. It is valuable to all of Scotland, according to SNH, as both a “great
national asset” and as heritage that is central to national identity. Un‑
derstanding natural heritage as a national asset and as part of national
identity gives nature and landscape conservation an appeal to all who
live in Scotland, as it can be done through harnessing the “pride and
commitment of the Scottish nation.”45
The value of the natural heritage to the nation is also considered in
economic terms and is fundamental to how nature and economy are

42 Crofting Commission, “SNH Core Areas of Wild Land 2013 Map Response Form,” 2013,
https://www.nature.scot (access: 14 May 2020).
43 Although now, at the time of publication, SNH are changing name to NatureScot.
44 Scottish Executive, “The Nature of Scotland: A Policy Statement,” Edinburgh 2001,
https://www.thenbs.com/PublicationIndex (access: 14 May 2020).
45 Countryside Commission for Scotland, The Mountain Areas of Scotland: Conservation
and Management, Perth 1990.
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reconciled by the state, with the former considered to be a valuable eco‑
nomic asset.46 Since the emergence of discourses of sustainable develop‑
ment, it has been argued increasingly that natural heritage is an asset
and not a hindrance to the nation, demonstrating that it is possible to at‑
tain the traditional state economic objectives (economic growth, market
growth, investment, job creation), whilst committing to the conservation
of natural resources. This feeds into ideas about the neo‑liberalisation of
nature, wherein nature comes to be defined and valued through econom‑
ics and the appeal to the market. Moreover, the integration of natural
heritage and economy allows the state to continue the project of nation
building, with nature conservation becoming no different than any other
aspect of how states use territorial sovereignty and make claims over
the use of the nation’s resources for the national interest. Henceforth,
through the use of natural heritage to claim resources for the national
interest, other claims to resources and framings of natural heritage are
marginalised.
This is evident in the notion that nature conservation in the High‑
lands is imposed on the region by policymakers from the urban central
belt, who are supposedly working for the national interest, but actually
suppressing alternative claims to land use based on regional, historic
nature-culture relations. The Scottish Crofting Federation, for example,
said: “Perhaps if the mandarins had bothered to lift their sights above
short‑term budgets and patchwork policy, we might actually have a thriv‑
ing landscape.”47 A mandarin is a bureaucrat scholar of the Chinese im‑
perial government; a term used satirically in the UK to refer to senior
civil servants distant from the people and ruling as a central imposing
force. Hence, at the heart of the issues of natural heritage definition are
the processes of governance that determine who has the power to make
decisions about land and how it is understood. Beyond the issues of gov‑
ernance, natural heritage as part of the authorised national discourse
erases the history of social struggle that exists within the Scottish na‑
tion (for instance, the clearances and their contemporary consequences)

46 Ibidem; Highland Council, “Wester Ross National Scenic Area: Revised Draft Manage‑
ment Strategy,” 2000, https://www.highland.gov.uk (access: 14 May 2020); Scottish
Natural Heritage, “Wildness in Scotland’s Countryside: Policy Statement,” Policy Note
Series, 2002, https://www.nature.scot (access: 14 May 2020).
47 Scottish Crofting Federation, “SNH Core Areas…,” op. cit.
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and constructs national identity as homogeneous, devoid of conflict or
difference, and united behind the nation state as envisioned by modern
interests.
This narrows the scope for alternative readings of Scottish history and
posits inheritance of natural heritage from past generations as worthy
of being cherished rather than challenged. The romantic history that is
embodied in the idea of a nation proud of its natural heritage contradicts
the perception of the Highlands as a devastated landscape48 expelled of
its forests and inhabitants, but fundamentally still a cultural landscape.
Natural heritage, it seems, aligns more with the efforts to re‑wild but not
re‑people these emptied landscapes. Moreover, protecting the national
natural heritage fails to incorporate Scotland’s history prior to modern
environmentalist and conservationist thinking, nor does it include al‑
ternative Gaelic culture and heritage, which was actively eradicated and
remains fragile today. Subsequently, nature-culture relations that exist
as a part of Gaelic cultural systems, such as crofting based on duthchas,
are forms of human-environment interactions excluded from national
conservation efforts. These nature-culture relations are suppressed be‑
cause they do not conform to the dominant common sense of the natureculture dichotomy, and because they challenge the modern vision of
Scotland as a country proud of its history and united in the protection of
natural heritage as a valued national asset. Alternatives are evidence of
the conflict, historical and contemporary, between those that make claim
to the land for the purposes of conservation (generally from outside of
the area) and those that live and work there. Hence the antagonism with‑
in natural heritage plays out across the local/regional and the national,
with the former subject to the impositions of the latter, to the detriment
of the former’s understanding of nature-culture relations. Thus, natural
heritage is a common‑sense discourse because it takes for granted and
naturalises a particular ideological reading of Scotland’s history that has
been captured by elite interests and modern conceptions of nature, as
well as reproducing dualisms and masking conflict.

48 Frank Fraser Darling, West Highland Survey: An Essay in Human Ecology, Oxford 1955.
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Discussion: alternative nature-cultures
Alternatives to the hegemonic common sense are always possible and
the resistance to dominant discourses of nature-culture in the High‑
lands was especially evident in crofting and biosphere reserves. Drawing
on the concept of duthchas, originating from the Gaelic culture, is one of
the ways that crofting can be viewed as a counter‑hegemonic movement
against the dominant nature discourses. This is part of the struggle be‑
tween crofters and conservationists over the rights to use “wild land”49
but also concerns ideas of heritage from below, relating to the practices
of the crofting taskscape.50 The concept of duthchas has had some recent
attention,51 but moving forward, there could be more consideration of
how Gaelic cultural understandings and concepts such as duthchas are
mobilised in relation to environmental policy and whether/how they
might be negotiated as part of an alternative nature‑cultures.
The biosphere reserve designation, with its emphasis on humanenvironment interaction, raises new possibilities with regards to
the discourses surrounding nature and heritage. The Seville Strategy
contextualises BR designations, arguing:
Not only will they be a means for the people who live and work with‑
in and around them to attain a balanced relational with the natural
world, they will also contribute to the needs of society as a whole by
showing a way to a more sustainable future.52
During this research the biosphere reserve in the Highlands had
been only recently re‑designated to follow the Seville Strategy. However,
the consultation documents suggested that community involvement
could produce alternative discourses to those emerging from top‑down

49 Fraser MacDonald, “Viewing Highland…,” op. cit.
50 Iain James McPherson Robertson, “Hardscrabble Heritage: The Ruined Blackhouse and
Crofting Landscape as Heritage from Below,” Landscape Research, vol. 40 no. 8 (2015),
pp. 993–1009.
51 See: Iain MacKinnon, “Decommonising the Mind: Historical Impacts of British Im‑
perialism on Indigenous Tenure Systems and Self‑understanding in the Highlands
and Islands of Scotland,” [in:] International Journal of the Commons, vol. 12 no. 1 (2018),
pp. 278–300.
52 UNESCO, “The Seville Strategy for Biosphere Reserves,” [in:] Nature and Resources,
vol. 31 no. 2 (1995), pp. 2–17.

62

Zoe Russell

implementation of statutory nature conservation designations. Consult‑
ees, for example, expressed a desire to engage with the designation if it
was not about restrictions on land use but about opportunities, many of
which related to human-environment interactions and socio‑econom‑
ic development. Beyond this, there is evidence of an openness of com‑
munities in Scotland to conservation where nature is not placed above
people.53 However, research is needed to further explore biospheres in
Scotland, especially using approaches linking heritage, culture, and
sustainable development.54 Questions remain over the extent to which
biosphere designation will lead to pro‑active engagement with margin‑
alised forms of cultural heritage at local and regional levels. That aside,
there is more that could be done to encourage policymakers to be explicit
in their rejection of approaches to nature that deny the existence of
the human species as an integral part of nature, which is always cultur‑
ally produced. The main aim, then, should be to promote possibilities for
people and nature to coexist in mutually beneficial ways in the Scottish
Highlands.55
Throughout the nature conservation discourse, the process of creating
distinct entities for conservation is common sense, by way of drawing
uncritically upon disjointed past traditions and conceptions including
nature as wild,56 scientifically knowable,57 controllable through rational
management and restoration of nature to an idealised state in time; each
of which is contradictory in itself and excludes historical and socio‑po‑
litical conditions. These common‑sense discourses of nature reproduce
the hegemony of nature conservation as the dominating practice, sepa‑
rating nature and culture, with humans conceived as acting upon rather
than from within nature.58 Human influence is construed as a one‑way,
non‑relational process based on viewing human activity as a negative

53 Chris Dalglish, Community Empowerment and Landscape Research Report, Glasgow 2018.
54 Elizabeth Auclair and Graham Fairclough (eds.), Theory and Practice in Heritage and
Sustainability: Between Past and Future, London 2015.
55 James Hunter, On the Other…, op. cit.
56 William Cronon, “The Trouble…,” op. cit.
57 Phil McNaughten, Contested Natures, op. cit.
58 Tim Ingold, “Globes and Spheres: The Topology of Environmentalism,” [in:] Environ‑
mentalism: The View from Anthropology, Kay Milton (ed.), London - New York 1993, p. 31
(31−42).
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force that impacts upon what would otherwise be pristine nature. This is
problematic in the context of trying to move beyond the common sense of
the nature-culture dichotomy and conceptualise the world as simultane‑
ously social and natural.59 The findings reinforce concerns that signifi‑
cant value is being placed upon the “natural” in the policy, which is not
value‑free, defined as the absence of human modifications, referring to
a time before human “spoliation,” and associated with a slower pace of
change.60 This is especially evident in the construction of “wild” nature,
the designation of certain forms of “special” nature, and discourses sur‑
rounding the value of Scotland’s natural heritage.
The construction of a national natural heritage, based on the homo
genising of Scottish identity, operates ideologically as common sense by
erasing social struggle, and a history of exploitation and legitimising
the domination imposed upon the Gàidhealtachd, where natural heritage
has different connotations. This finding relates to more critical theories
of heritage as a socio‑political process,61 which could usefully contextu‑
alise future research. It can also be linked to existing theories of tourism
and the commodification of place,62 for example, how Highland scenery
is positioned as a popular image of Scotland in ways that romanticise
landscapes as natural. Touristic images are used to portray Scotland as
a unique country with privileged access to pristine and beautiful nature
in ways that are uncritical of the actual conditions and history of said
landscapes. By conveying images that suppress historical processes such
as the degradation of lands for sheep farming, deforestation, and expul‑
sions of people from their ancestral homelands, heritage and place are
made in highly selective ways, excluding all that cannot be assimilated.63
Such interpretations, it is also said, tend to leave out the fact that the same
landscapes in the North‑West and across the Highlands, now revered
for their beauty, were in the past described as repellent, gloomy, dismal,

59 Tim Ingold, Perceptions of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill, Lon‑
don 2000.
60 R. Bruce Hull and David Robertson, “The Language…,” op. cit., p. 104.
61 Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, London 2006.
62 Martin Young and Francis Markham, “Tourism, Capital, and the Commodification of
Place,” [in:] Progress in Human Geography, 2019, pp. 1–21.
63 Fraser MacDonald, “The Scottish Highlands as Spectacle,” [in:] Tourism: Between Place
and Performance, Mike Crang and Simon Coleman (eds.), Oxford 2002, pp. 54–75.
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and sterile.64 Thus, the social construction of the Highlands is continu‑
ally changing, and “the apparent emptiness” of the region is shaped by
historical legacy and does not represent a “fact of nature,” as evident in
the contested characterisation of Highland landscapes as “wild.”65 Fu‑
ture research could beneficially explore the interconnections then be‑
tween discourses of nature and discourses of heritage. Moving forwards,
policies need to reject common‑sense notions, transcending the natureculture dichotomy, but this may prove challenging in the Scottish context
where there are separate bodies for the conservation of natural and cul‑
tural heritage.66 Another important direction for future work would be to
explore the intersection of heritage and environmental policies produced
by these organisations.
Conclusion
Drawing on Gramscian-influenced political ecology and the Myth of
the Highlands, this article examined the discourses of nature produced
through nature conservation designations in Scotland. Using discourse
analysis within a qualitative methodology, it was argued that conserva‑
tion designations in Scotland, particularly SSSIs, NNRs, NSAs, and WLAs,
reinforce the nature-culture dichotomy. Despite their different aims,
these designations are all arguably part of the construction of dominant
common‑sense discourses about the level of human-environment inter‑
action that is desirable and the specific forms that interaction should
take. They ultimately separate nature from people for the purpose of
protection, promoting only certain kinds of human intervention re‑
lated to conserving or enhancing the “natural,” sending the message
that the best use of nature is no use at all. In such discourses, there is
limited space for the understandings of Gaelic crofting communities of
the Highlands, particularly the notion that land cannot and should not
be understood as wild. Thus, the hegemonic common sense of the domi‑
nant discourses are suppressing conflict and alternative ways of seeing
and being in the Highlands. That being said, all hegemonic discourses

64 Charles Warren, Managing…, op. cit.
65 Karly Kehoe and Chris Dalglish, “History, Heritage and Sustainable Development:
A Position Statement on the Scottish Highlands,” [in:] Northern Scotland, vol. 9
no. 1 (2018), p. 3 (1–16).
66 Chris Dalglish, Community Empowerment…, op. cit.
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and common‑sense understandings are negotiable, in a continual state
of reproduction, and amenable to change – for example, through mo‑
bilisation of Gaelic heritage and culture, which has the potential to re‑
shape discourse and practice. Additionally, alternative nature-culture
relations may be finding more space to flourish in the context of UNESCO
biosphere reserve designation. As a non‑statutory designation, based
on the principles of sustainable development and participatory govern‑
ance, the biosphere is more openly welcomed by those who view nature
conservation as restrictive. Whilst the model for biospheres tries to ac‑
commodate multiple objectives and interests to benefit both people and
nature in theory, whether this works in the Highlands in practice is
the subject of further research. Humans cannot be considered separate
from their environments and are as much a part of nature as nature is
itself cultural. Moving forward, it is essential to surpass the dominant
common‑sense discourses of nature which deny this reciprocity, includ‑
ing both the neoliberal ideologies that commodify natures and the co‑
lonial, mythologising discourses that deny the social in the pursuit of
protecting the natural.

The Augustów Canal:
The Creation of Man and Nature
Maciej Ambrosiewicz
Wigry National Park, Krzywe (Poland)

The above title is the title of the proposal to inscribe the Augustów Canal
in the UNESCO World Heritage List as a major structure of an important
cultural value. This idea followed the completion of the reconstruction
of the Belarusian section of the Canal.1
The area under protection was proposed for entry as a historic facil‑
ity – a waterway. The following facilities were proposed for entry: hydro‑
technical structures, cross‑cuts, and service buildings. The Augustów
Canal consists of different hydrotechnical facilities, including sluices,
weirs, and cross‑cuts. Constructed according to the strict contemporary
requirements of engineering practice, the Canal earned a place among
the greatest technical achievements of the first half of the 19th century.
The Augustów Canal is situated in two countries: Poland (in the
north‑east) and Belarus (in the north‑western part). The Augustów Canal
is protected as a historic monument on both sides of the border. Owing
to its frontier location, it was nominated by both countries – Poland and
Belarus.

1

As a result of an agreement between the Polish and Belarusian Ministries of Culture
and Arts, in 2006 an interdisciplinary team was formed to prepare necessary docu‑
ments to apply for entering the Augustów Canal on the List of World Heritage; the
author of this article was a member of the team.
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The Augustów Canal was inscribed in the Polish list of monuments
twice: in 19682 and 1979;3 in 2007 it was recognised as a historic monu‑
ment.4 The Canal is also under protection in Belarus.5
The waterway includes 18 sluices, 14 of which are located in Poland,
3 in Belarus and one shared by both nations. There are also 23 weirs
that regulate the water levels. The Augustów Canal stretches for over
101.2 kilometres, of which a section of more than 40 kilometres is classi‑
fied as an artificially created waterway (additional 2.4 kilometres in Be‑
larus were built in 2004–2005). The nearby facilities monitor and regulate
the Canal, sluices, and weirs. Over its nearly two centuries of operation,
hydrological features were constructed or rebuilt (particularly in the
section between the town of Augustów and the Biebrza river), in addition
to utility buildings.
The limitation of the protection of the historical elements of the Au‑
gustów Canal should be reconsidered. The perception of the Canal and
adjacent natural habitats should reflect the fact that its close natural sur‑
roundings have become an integral part of the complex. The 150‑year‑old

2

An entry in the historic monuments register of Białystok Province. Only part of the
Canal, from the town of Augustów to the state border with the USSR (approximately
50 kilometres), came under protection together with all buildings and a zone of pro‑
tected landscape covering a 300‑metre belt from the banks.

3

An entry in the monument registry under no. 5 of 9 February 1979: “The Augustów
Canal with a complex of structures and devices composed of weirs, bridges, bed lin‑
ing, water service buildings, and sluices, together with the land adjoining the canal
up to 200 metres in forested area and 1000 metres in open spaces, from the sluice in
Dębowo to the state border and Kurzyniec sluice – about 80 kilometres.”

4

The President of the Republic of Poland, ordinance of 25 May 2007 (Journal of Laws
07.86.572 of 16 May 2007) together with a graphic annex; “The Augustów Canal –
waterway” was recognised as a historic monument. This applied to the part located
in the Republic of Poland, in the districts of Płaska, Augustów, Bargłów Kościelny,
and Sztabin in Podlaskie Province. The boundary of the historic complex comprises
the linear layout of the Augustów Canal waterway, encompassing an area of ap‑
proximately 74 hectares, with 15 sluices equipped with hydrotechnical devices, as
well as historic buildings and the surrounding landscape in a belt of 1,000 metres in
the open area and 200 metres in the forested area on both sides of the Canal, which
is its protective zone, from sluice no. 1 (Dębowo) to sluice no. 15 (Kurzyniec) on the
state border.

5

By a decision of the Council of Ministers of the Belarussian SSR in 1984, the Augustów
Canal was included in the “Collection of Historic and Cultural Monuments of Bela‑
rus.” The entry was ratified by the Ministry of Culture of the Belarusian SSR, decision
no. 11 of 10 April 2003.
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forests on both sides of the Augustów Canal have become a valuable natu‑
ral asset.
The description used in the title (“creation of man and nature”) refers
not only to the waterway itself, but also to a much bigger area, including
the Augustów Forest – part of the Biebrza Valley and the southern part of
the Rospuda Valley. The effects of the canal’s construction in the second
quarter of the 19th century should be perceived in terms of symbiosis.
The symbiotic relationship between the Augustów Canal and the
Augustów Forest may surprise naturalists, ecologists, and forestry
specialists as they confront a facility associated predominantly with wa‑
ter transport. Symbiosis is a natural arrangement happening between
at least two organisms from different species, which is not harmful to
either of them. In most cases, symbiosis brings profit to both organisms,
or at least to one, while it is not harmful to the other in any way. Never‑
theless, when it comes to a technical facility and the living forest, the
interdependence is a more complex matter. Not only does the division of
the Canal between two countries constitute a certain difficulty, but also
the areas through which the Canal runs are used for different purposes.
The cultural landscape of the Augustów Canal zone contains
man‑made facilities. The natural part consists of forests, lakes, and sur‑
face features in the vicinity of the canal, while the cultural part includes
monumental architecture, urban and rural layouts, roadside plantings,
parks, and cemeteries.
Hydrotechnical structures such as the sluices, weirs, and locks found
between Augustów and the Niemen river are of historic nature. The con‑
dition of the facilities situated between Augustów and the Biebrza river
is quite varied. Some locks have been completely rebuilt, and two have
been moved from their original location.
The Augustów Canal has never been used according to its original
purpose; in other words, it never served as a waterway transporting com‑
modities from the Kingdom of Poland 6 to the Baltic ports of the Russian
Empire. Owing to its limited use, the waterway avoided modernisation of
some of its elements; as a result, its original form (for instance, the size
of the locks) has principally been preserved. Until the 1980s the Polish

6

The Congress Poland or Russian Poland, formally known as the Kingdom of Poland,
was a polity created in 1815 by the Congress of Vienna as a semi‑autonomous Polish
state. It was established in the Russian sector after Poland was partitioned by the
Habsburg Empire, Russia, and Prussia.
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Tartak lock (Poland). © Maciej Ambrosiewicz

section of the canal had been used primarily for the transport of timber,
and since the 1960s it has gained importance as a tourist destination.
The part of the canal running from Augustów to the state border with
Belarus has been used for this purpose most intensively.
Transformations of the Canal resulted not only from the violent
events during the two world wars, but also inconsistent management
of the hydrotechnical facility. Only the hydrotechnical structures and
other facilities closely connected with the Canal in the Polish section
are well managed by the Regional Board of Water Economy (presently:
Polish Waters).7 The activities of the Polish institutions have never been
equally extensive as in many Western European countries, for example
France, Sweden, or the Netherlands. In the Netherlands, for instance,

7
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State Water Farm Polish Waters (Państwowe Gospodarstwo Wodne Wody Polskie)
is a Polish structure of administrative bodies founded on 1 January 2018 based on
the regulations of 20 July 2017, the water law and ordinances by the Minister of
Environment of 28 December 2017 on granting a statute to the State Water Farm
Polish Waters.
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Czortek lock (Belarus) the connection the Augustów Canal and Czarna Hańcza River ©
Maciej Ambrosiewicz

the Rijkswaterstaat (the body responsible for the maintenance of canals)
operates according to the motto: “Working to make the Netherlands safe,
secure, attractive, and accessible for all.” In that spirit, diligent repair
work has been conducted for the past two centuries.8
In contrast, the maintenance of hydrotechnical facilities in the for‑
mer communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe has taken
a different course. The Augustów Canal survived the difficult period of
1944–1990 owing to its peripheral location in the borderland between
Poland (Polish People’s Republic) and Belarus, which was then part of
the Soviet Union. However, the two sections of the Canal were treated
differently by the authorities. The Polish part of the Canal was brought
back into use after the damage inflicted during World War II had been

8

Harry Lintsen, “Two Centuries of Central Water Management in The Netherlands,”
[in:] Technology and Culture, vol. 43 no. 3 (2002), pp. 549–658; Bart Schultz, “Water Man‑
agement and Flood Protection of the Polders in the Netherlands under the Impact of
Climate Change and Man‑induced Changes in Land Use,” [in:] Journal of Water and
Land Development, no. 12 (2008), pp. 71–94.
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repaired. The Belarusian section, however, was abandoned after 1944 and
only returned into use in 2006.
The Augustów Canal connects the Vistula and the Niemen riv‑
ers through the tributaries of the Narew – the Biebrza and the Czarna
Hańcza rivers. As a transborder structure, it is divided by the state
border between Poland and Belarus. It was constructed with the use
of pre‑existing features: land shaped by nature with an abundance of
rivers and lakes, which, through man‑made cuttings and hydrotechni‑
cal devices, created a waterway. Functionally connected with the Canal,
this area was shaped by a glacier which receded 18,000 years ago. There
is a watershed between the tributaries of the Vistula and the Niemen.
Numerous rivers, lakes, and wetlands additionally diversify the sandy
terrain. The Canal is fed by waters from the lakes of Wigry and Serwy.
The construction work lasted from 1823 to 1839. The creation of the
Canal was part of a plan for the economic improvement of the Kingdom
of Poland. The Canal was cut to connect the Vistula river through the
Narew to the Niemen and further on the Dubysa and Venta rivers, and on
to the Baltic port in Ventspils. The waterway was intended for the trans‑
port of goods from the Kingdom of Poland, then dependent on Russia.
The planned section of the Vistula waterway – the Niemen-Baltic section,
or the so‑called Venta Canal between the Dubysa and Venta rivers – was
nevertheless never completed.9
The history of the construction of the Augustów Canal is well known.
However, Polish historians tend to treat the construction primarily as
a Polish initiative. It is worth stressing, however, that the genesis of the
Augustów Canal was probably different. At the time of the fall of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the Russian administration immedi‑
ately started work to create a waterway between the Baltic and the Black
Sea. The Augustów Canal, probably thanks to the initiative of Prince
Franciszek Drucki‑Lubecki (Minister of Treasury in the Kingdom of Po‑
land in the years 1821–1830), was included in that major Russian project,
which was ultimately never completed.10

9

Augustowski (Augustow) Canal Natural and Cultural Heritage, Warsaw – Minsk 2006 (text
prepared for the proposal for entering the Augustów Canal on the UNESCO World
Heritage List).

10 Kanał Augustowski (joint publication), Warszawa 2000; Maciej Ambrosiewicz et al.,
Park Kulturowy Kanału Augustowskiego, Warszawa 1999.
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A new evaluation is necessary not only to establish why the construc‑
tion of the Canal was started, but also to verify the impact of the Canal
on the natural environment over its nearly two centuries of existence.
The surrounding natural environment has been recognised as a splendid
setting. During the documentation work for inscribing the Canal in the
UNESCO World Heritage List, information about natural and landscape
values was also gathered.11
The origins of the Canal require re‑evaluation. It seems necessary to
verify the impact of the Canal on the natural environment over nearly
two centuries of its existence. In publications dedicated to the Augustów
Canal the natural history is treated as a valuable setting. Studies of the
Augustów Forest as well as those on stagnant and flowing waters have
not revealed any direct connection with the Augustów Canal. Beyond the
forest there is also a rural landscape. Based on vernacular wisdom, one
may concede that both elements are ecological and very important. Ver‑
nacular wisdom allows a leap of faith beyond information into imagina‑
tion and intuition.12 It is therefore worth examining the rural landscape
surrounding the Polish part of the Canal, particularly its southern sec‑
tion which meets the Biebrza river, where the chequered pattern of fields
is preserved with the traditional use of riverine meadows. In Belarus,
after 1944, rural areas underwent collectivisation; private farms were
abolished and replaced by collective and state farms. Investigating these
diverse phenomena requires an extended landscape study; however, this
proves difficult due to the lack of political goodwill on the part of the pre‑
sent Belarusian authorities (since there are ample methodological tools
to conduct such an investigation).13
The analysis of the intersections between nature and human activities
cannot be limited to the landscape and large areas – individual organ‑
isms and their migrations also need to be reflected. The construction of
the Canal might have encouraged the appearance of the freshwater zebra

11 Augustowski (Augustow) Canal…, op. cit.
12 Jala Makhzoumi and Gloria Pungetti, Ecological Landscape Design and Planning: The Medi
terranean Context, London 1999, p. 288.
13 A method proposed by Janusz Bogdanowski can be used to evaluate architectural and
landscape units (JARK), as well as architectural and landscape interiors – a standard
method of landscape indexation. See Janusz Bogdanowski, The Method of Architectural
and Landscape Units and Interiors (JARK‑WAK) in Studies and Designing, Krakow 1999; Jala
Makhzoumi and Gloria Pungetti, Ecological…, op. cit.

Heritage and Environment

73

mussel (Dreissena polymorpha).14 The Augustów Canal influenced more
than just the acceleration of the zebra mussel transmission.
In terms of geographic districts, the Augustów Forest constitutes
a small part of the East European Plain, which includes the geographic
region of the Lithuanian Lake District, itself part of the East Baltic Lake
Districts. The Augustów Forest dominates in the canal landscape. It is
a fragment of the bigger compact forest complex of the lowlands of Eu‑
rope, covering an area of over 310,000 hectares, and together with the
Nalibocka Forest it covers an area of 500,000 hectares. The area lies on
the junction of the borders of Poland, Belarus, and Lithuania. In Belarus
it is the Grodno Forest, and in Lithuania – the Dainava Forest. The Au‑
gustów Forest itself, situated in Podlaskie Province, covers an area of
114,000 hectares and is one of the largest forest complexes in Poland.
The name Augustów Forest dates back to the mid‑19th century.
A comparison of a description of the boundaries of the Przełomska and
Perstuńska Forests with the present boundary of the Augustów For‑
est shows that nearly 90% of the area of the old Perstuńska Forest is
now within the Augustów Forest, and is complemented by the northern
part of the Przełomska Forest and a larger part of the Berzniki Forest,
which, in the past, stretched east of Lake Pomorze and the Marycha
river. Three centuries ago what is now Augustów Forest was a primar‑
ily deciduous forest complex. However, a change in the diversity and
distribution of flora in the old belt of the Lithuanian-Prussian-Polish
borderland occurred relatively quickly, between the second half of the
17th century and the first quarter of the 18th century. The evidence of
human influence on the landscape and types of plant life of the present
Augustów Canal zone can be found in the earliest recorded history of
the land; specifically, archaeological research has made it possible to
evoke an ancient community called the Jatvings, whose contributions
were notable. However, military expeditions by allied Poles, Rutheni‑
ans, and Teutonic Knights at the end of the 13th century decimated the
Jatvings, who were scattered or taken prisoner by the victors. A dispute
between Lithuania and the Teutonic Knights concerning the forest was
resolved in 1422, when an agreement was reached between the two

14 Anna Stańczykowska and Krzysztof Lewandowski, “Dreissena polymorpha (Pallas,
1771),” [in:] Księga gatunków obcych inwazyjnych w faunie Polski, PAN Nature Conserva‑
tion Institute in Krakow, https://archive.is/20130503212104/ http:/www.iop.krakow.
pl/ gatunkiobce/default.asp?nazwa=opis&id=24&je=pl (access: 21 December 2020).
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enemy countries and a border line was established. That border re‑
mained the state border until 1939, despite changes to the political map
of this part of Europe.15
In the following centuries the forest was exploited for a variety of hu‑
man uses. Timber was used as a building material, fuel, and source of tar
and birch tar. The demand for iron peaked in the surroundings of Lake
Wigry in the mid‑17th century. The Wigry Camaldolese, having obtained
a large part of the Przełomska and Perstuńska Forests for their use (their
estate was located in both forests, separated by the Czarna Hańcza river),
started a mass production of pig iron. The process required large amounts
of timber for the manufacture of charcoal, which was later burnt in met‑
allurgical furnaces. In addition, oak and pine were a highly sought‑after
commodity for ship building in Western Europe from the late 16th to the
early 19th century.
The partitions of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth conducted
in the last quarter of the 18th century led to the permanent change of
the borders. The present Augustów Forest was in the Prussian sector
of the partitioned Poland and became part of East Prussia in the years
1795–1807, while after the Treaties of Tilsit it was included in the Duchy
of Warsaw, with the forest becoming part of the Kingdom of Poland, then
part of Russia. Andrzej Gryguc, a historian researching the history of the
area, attributes the changes in the names of the forests to these political
events. Initially, a general term “Augustów Forests” was used – the name
can be found, for example, in a document from 1827 concerning the re‑
moval of primitive beehives from hollow trees in the Augustów Forests.
Later, the name was replaced with the present name: Augustów Forest.16
It is impossible, however, to establish the exact moment when the shift
occurred. In his mid-19th‑century work Opisanie lasów Królestwa Polsk
iego [A descripton of the forests in the Kingdom of Poland], Aleksander
Połujański does not mention the Augustów Forest by name; instead, he
refers to the forests in particular counties (Augustów and Sejny), previ‑
ously referenced by their historic names: Perstuńska and Przełomska
forests.

15 Andrzej Gryguć, “Puszcza Augustowska i jej nazewnictwo w przeszłości,” [in:] Wigry,
no. 4 (2011), pp. 14–15.
16 Ibidem, p. 16.
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One possible reason is the complete transformation of flora which
took place on the Wigry Estate belonging to the Camaldolese monastery.17
A number of preserved maps shows the condition of the old forests after
the monks were removed from the area. The maps show land covered
with forests, farmland, and buildings. Two maps especially present valu‑
able material for analysis: the so‑called Textor‑Sotzman’s map (Topog
raphisch Militärische Karte vom vormaligen Neu‑Ostpreussen, 1808)18 and
F.W. Streit and Carl Ferdinand Weiland’s map (section 5, 1811–1815).19
Streit and Weiland’s map shows a part of East Prussia, namely, the part
of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth incorporated into Prussia af‑
ter the 3rd Partition. The map covers the area of the present Augustów
Forest, depicting land relief and illustrating plant coverage before the
construction of the Canal. There are two types of landscape represented
on the map: forest and wetland. The central part of the map shows Au‑
gustów lakes, which are situated in a depression and now form a part of
the Augustów Canal.20
These materials were probably collected in the late 18th and early 19th
century. In consecutive years natural disasters precipitated forest stand
impoverishment. In the years 1807–1809 this relatively homogenous for‑
est was affected by a night moth caterpillar plague – the pine beauty and
pine lappet.
The maps indicate how far the forests had spread before the Augustów
Canal was built. There is no information concerning tree species present;
it can only be presumed that the oak was not dominant.
Two hurricanes caused a lot of damage in 1817. Apparently, all of the
old‑growth forest was destroyed. Shepherds and wild forest bee keep‑
ers were yet another plague. They needed vast forest clearings for their

17 Maciej Ambrosiewicz, Wigry: Historia miejsca i ludzi, Kielce 2018, pp. 24–32.
18 Topographisch Militärische Karte vom vormaligen Neu‑ Ost preussen oder dem jetzigen
Nördlischen Theil des Herzogthums Warschau nebst dem Russischen District […] redigirt
[…] vom Textor […] hrsg. von D. F. Sotzmann, 1808, https://www.wbc.poznan.pl/dlibra/
publication/557332/edition/476133?language=pl (access: 21 December 2020).
19 Topographisch‑militärische Charte von dem Königreichen Preussen und Polen Grossherzagth
um Possen in 85 Sectionen unternommen von dem Geographischen Institute entworfen und
gezeichnet von F. W. Streit und C. F. Weiland, section 5, Weimar 1815.
20 Wojciech Batura, “Mało znana mapa obszaru Puszczy Augustowskiej z początku
XIX w zbiorach Muzeum Ziemi Augustowskiej,” [in:] Rocznik Augustowsko‑Suwalski,
vol. 15 (2015), pp. 113–120.
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purposes, so they burnt out the forest, often causing extensive forest
fires. This is the best explanation for why forest wild bee keeping21 had
declined by the mid‑19th century.
Maps from the mid‑19th century have also been preserved in the Lith‑
uanian State Historical Archives (Lietuvos valstybės istorijos archyvas).
They offer essential information on the extent of the area under the gov‑
ernment administration responsible for the forests in the Kingdom of
Poland.22 However, neither the true extent of the forests in this area, nor
species composition and tree age is known. The only certain information
is that the forest exploitation continued.
The construction of the Augustów Canal contributed to the develop‑
ment of timber trade. The Polish Bank, which provided funding for the
construction, obtained consent for the wasteful exploitation of the forest
held on lease to compensate for the losses caused by the much smaller
quantities of goods rafted on the Canal. It finally became necessary to
revitalise the forest. In 1825 the local administration of the Kingdom of
Poland started the reorganisation, influenced by neighbouring Prussia.
The model of administration which was then developed has remained
in operation, with minor adjustments, up to the present day. Around
1840 the forest was divided by lines from the south‑east to north‑west,
followed by crosswise sectional lines, thus dividing the forest into regu‑
lar rectangles (sections) of around 100 hectares each. This division re‑
mained in force until 1930. A permissible age at which trees could be cut
was established. At the time when Połujański was describing the forests
in the Augustów Governorate, intensive reforestation was taking place.
Mainly coniferous trees were planted, including spruce and pine.23
However, owing to the policies introduced in the second half of the
19th century and later in the 20th century, the pine became the domi‑
nant species in the Augustów Forest, now covering over 75% of the area.
The common spruce reigns in nearly 8% of the area and stands dominated

21 Aleksander Połujański, Opisanie lasów Królestwa Polskiego i guberni zachodnich Cesarstwa
Rosyjskiego pod względem historycznym, statystycznym i gospodarczym, vol. 1, Warszawa
1854 (reprint 2016), pp. 321–362.
22 20 Maps of the Augustów Guberniya from the mid‑19th century, Lietuvos valstybės
istorijos archyvas [Lithuanian State Historical Archives], item 1604–1.
23 Aleksander Połujański, Opisanie…, op. cit., pp. 343–348.
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by common alder and birch cover 7.4% and 6.3% of the Augustów Forest
respectively. Stands of sessile oak cover only 2%.24
Over two thousand animal species can be found in the Augustów
Forest, out of which insects are best represented and most abundant.
Northern (boreal) species are numerous, and vertebrates are variously
represented. As far as animal groups are concerned, 30 species of fish,
12 species of amphibians, 5 species of reptiles, about 230 species of birds,
and over 40 species of mammals have been identified here. Among the
birds, over 170 species were recognised as breeding in the forest. The oc‑
currence of numerous boreal species varies geographically. The Europe‑
an Union Bird Directive recognised the Augustów Forest as an important
European wildfowl refuge, owing to its significance as a nesting site.
The European beaver and the river otter are among the most character‑
istic and numerous mammals. In the borderland forests there are several
lynxes. The wolf population is around a few dozen. In 2018 a bear was
spotted, which had entered the eastern part of the forest from Belarus.
Whether that was merely an incident or a portent of the return of the spe‑
cies exterminated in the first half of the 19th century remains to be seen.
Bears have already returned permanently to the Nalibocka Forest in the
Belarusian Ridge. The Augustów Forest provides a good habitat for deer
and red deer. There is also a sizeable elk population in the forest itself
and on the Biebrza wetlands. A few European bison inhabit the southern
part of the forest. The population of wild boar has fallen significantly as
a result of aggressive hunting to curb ASF (African Swine Fever) that also
afflicts domestic pigs.
The Polish part of the Canal is flanked by two national parks: the Wigry
National Park on the north and the Biebrza National Park on the south.
The southern part of the Canal, together with the buffer zone, lies within
the boundaries of the Biebrza National Park, which, together with the
protection zone, comprises almost all the Biebrza valley with a complex
of lowland peatbogs and a representation of transitional and highmoor
peatbogs, populated by unique plant and animal species and ecosystems.
The Czarna Hańcza river connects Lake Wigry (as the main lake) with the
Augustów Canal. In the immediate vicinity of the Augustów Canal, in the
Polish part of the buffer zone, there are seven nature reserves: Perkuć,

24 Jacek Łoziński, “Lasy nad Wigrami,” [in:] Wigierski Park Narodowy, Maciej Ambrosie‑
wicz (ed.), Krzywe 2014, pp. 43–45.
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Brzozowy Grąd, Stara Ruda, Lake Kalejty, Lake Kolno, Starożyn, and
Mały Borek. The forest and Augustów lakes, together with the Rospuda
valley, constitute areas of protected landscape and are zoned inside the
Natura 2000 area.
The Belarus zone of the Canal also constitutes a valuable ecosystem.
This forested area is adjacent to the Augustów Forest and creates a com‑
pact forest complex reaching the Niemen river. Further on, between
the Niemen and Kotra rivers, the Grodno Forest stretches across over
40,000 hectares. There are three reserves in the Belarusian zone of the
Canal: Sapotskin, Hozansk, and Porechye.25
However, the evaluation of areas treated as natural and function‑
ally connected with the Canal is varied. The 2008 case of the Augustów
ring road is a good example. The ring road was planned to run through
a valuable peat area on the Rospuda river, which feeds the Augustów
Canal. The valley of the Rospuda is covered by the Natura 2000 project,
but, at the same time, the project was followed by the construction of
a highway which was to cut through the designated area. This stimulated
loud protests of the environmentalists, but the government authorities
stubbornly proceeded with the project. This highlights the weakness
of Polish institutional services for the protection of natural resources
and indicates the lack of coordination between individual services. In
other European Union countries such a situation would be unthinkable.
The separation of natural and cultural elements does not render their
protection easier. It is necessary to change the perspective of the insti‑
tutions responsible for the protection of natural and historical elements.
At present, they lack understanding that the contemporary landscape
was created by two factors: nature and humans.
“Since landscape is a product of both natural and human‑induced
forces, the old division between physical and human geography is inap‑
propriate. In the history of geographical thought, in fact, landscape has
also come to be considered as the totality of natural and man‑made envi‑
ronment on the earth’s surface, interacting with the global ecosystem and

25 Augustowski Canal Natural and Cultural Heritage, Warsaw – Minsk 2006 (a document
prepared for the proposal for entering the Augustów Canal on the UNESCO World
Heritage List), pp. 47–56. The intricate land configuration is also an important element
influencing the forms of coverage; for a detailed physical and geographical analysis
see: Jerzy Kondracki, Podstawy fizycznogeograficzne, Suwałki 1995, pp. 14–38.
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Swoboda Lock (Poland). © Maciej Ambrosiewicz

society at the same time”26 – this sentence should be reflected by the Polish
and Belarus institutions dealing with conservation and spatial planning
as the basic guideline for the protection of natural and historical objects.
The waterway influenced the formation of cultural landscape directly
connected with human activities (buildings, roads, plantings, etc.) when
the Canal was mainly used for transport of timber from the forest, but
this was not the only way in which the Canal influenced the natural
environment.
Changes in the hydrography of the area result from joining the lakes
of the so‑called Augustów depression. Waters reach the Augustów Canal
from two directions (the peak position being in Sucha Rzeczka) – part
of the water flows eastward into the Niemen, while the other part feeds
the Biebrza river to the south. The construction of junctions to dam the
water (sluices and weirs) changed the water table in certain lakes. The al‑
titude of the water surface in lake Serwy is 126.6 metres above sea level;
its waters feed the highest point of the Canal. The water table of lake

26 Jala Makhzoumi and Gloria Pungetti, Ecological…, op. cit., p. 73.
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Studzieniczne is at 122.7 metres, while Białe, Necko, and Rospuda lakes
are 122 metres above sea level.
Lake Wigry is the major reservoir linked to the eastern reaches of
the Canal through the Czarna Hańcza river. The lake water table stands
10 metres above the Canal’s waters. At present, the water table level in
the lakes in the early 1820s, before the canal was built, is not known.
Water from the lakes situated in the Augustów depression regularly en‑
tered the Niemen and Biebrza courses after 1838. This dynamic change in
hydrography strongly influenced the natural environment of these areas,
in particular that of the Rospuda valley, as well as in the areas around the
Biebrza from Dębowo to the Narew – namely, the central and southern
part of the Biebrza National Park.
The construction of the Canal caused a change in the relationship be‑
tween water and the natural environment across a large area. Although
no analysis of the influence of mill water‑gates, dividing rivers, on water
relationships has been conducted so far, the Rospuda river can serve as
an example, as it is regarded as exceptionally valuable to the ecosystem.
At the end of the 17th century the river was diverted into a new riverbed in
order to power the mill in Bakałarzewo. In the south there is a confluence
between the Rospuda and Jałówka rivers. The Jałówka river periodically
changes the direction of its flow, most often during the spring floods, at a
place called “the Sacred Spot,” and runs back to lake Jałowe. The distur‑
bance of the water system following the construction of the Canal influ‑
enced this periodic change in the river course. There was also a change
in the levels of the Augustów lakes, including lake Rospuda. The river
has been changing its course for two centuries now, arousing mainly the
curiosity of guidebook authors, who embellished this phenomenon with
fairy‑tale‑like descriptions. The Niemen river also changed due to the in‑
fluence of the Canal, because of its exploitation for the transport of timber.
Over time, however, the relationship between human activity and the
forces of nature has become symbiotic, although this interdependence
may not be evident to the people active around the Canal. The age‑old
assumption of a straightforward dependence between the ecosystem sur‑
rounding the Canal and the waterway which runs through it is probably
oversimplified, as is the conviction that the Augustów Forest was largely
shaped by human economic influence, even though both the Canal and
the forest came into being and were shaped as a result of human activities.
The hydrological influence of the Augustów Canal is apparent; never
theless, its impact on the surrounding plant life is less direct. It can be
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safely assumed, however, that its influence stretches across nearly the
entire section of the Rospuda river, as well as – in the case of the Czarna
Hańcza river – to lake Wigry. The canal affects the Biebrza basin in a major
way. The most extensive wetlands in Europe would have taken on a com‑
pletely different set of characteristics without the canal as a tributary.
In 2006 a proposal for entering the Augustów Canal on the UNESCO
World Heritage List was submitted. In the opinion of the applicant coun‑
tries, Poland and Belarus, the value of the Canal is undeniable, but their
arguments did not convince the assessors. This means that in the future
the petitioners have to be more convincing, offering further substantial
arguments recommending the canal as an exceptional cultural asset of
international renown.
The elements of the Canal need to be redefined so that it will be rec‑
ognised as a monument to the influence of technology on the natural
environment in the Augustów Plain and Biebrza Valley. In Europe, there
are many examples of mixed cultural and natural sites entered on the
UNESCO World Heritage List, such as the Danube Delta,27 Ochrid,28 and
Butrint;29 in this respect, they are similar to the Augustów Canal.

27 The Danube Delta is a cross‑border site in the borderland of Romania and Ukraine.
It has navigable canals splendidly blended with the surrounding natural environ‑
ment and is treated as natural heritage, even though it is cut by man‑made navigable
canals. See: “Danube Delta,” UNESCO World Heritage List, https://whc.unesco.org/en/
list/588/ (access: 8 April 2021).
28 Ochrid, situated on the border between Macedonia and Albania, is one of the oldest
human habitats in Europe and the cradle of the Slavonic culture. There are traces of
the existence of man dating back to the Neolithic and Hellenistic times. The greatest
development of the town began in the 7th century: monasteries, churches, Orthodox
churches, and chapels were built then, most of which survive today. Lake Ochrid is
the deepest lake in the Balkans and the oldest in Europe.
29 Butrint (Butrinti) was entered on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1992. In 1997 the
place was regarded as threatened because of the plundering of the local museum
during social unrest in the country. In 2002 Butrint National Park was established
in the area around the archaeological site. In 2005 Butrint was removed from the
UNESCO List of threatened sites. The elements of water environment in the area had
been formed by humans over several centuries; thanks to these activities, favourable
conditions for the environment came into being. The place is located in the immediate
vicinity of Greece, which creates conditions typical of transborder places (culture,
language, migration of people and commodities). See: “Butrint,” Ramsar Sites Infor‑
mation Service, https://rsis.ramsar.org/ris/1290 (access: 8 April 2021).
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So far, the existing evaluations of the Augustów Canal call for broad‑
er, interdisciplinary treatment. As a historic monument intrinsic to the
landscape, it needs an evaluation restricted to the geographical context.30
Expert analysis concerning the monumental (historic) worth of the
Augustów Canal does not help determine the extent of its impact on the
configuration of the eastern canal zone (between Augustów and the Nie‑
men). Its influence on the shaping of the marshes surrounding the Bie‑
brza and on the river itself is only hypothetical at this stage. Assessing the
Augustów Canal as the driving force for the adjoining ecosystem requires
specialist investigation in various fields beyond those incorporated so
far (forestry, phytosociology, limnology, botany, zoology, geology, and
hydrology).
The re‑submission of the proposal to include the Augustów Canal
and functionally connected areas on the UNESCO World Heritage List
demands a shift in emphasis on the case for its listing. The long‑term
influence of the Augustów Canal on its surroundings should become the
main focus, including its influence on the creation of new natural and
cultural assets, which should be regarded as symbiotic.

30 Jala Makhzoumi and Gloria Pungetti, Ecological…, op. cit., p. 5.

Historical Residences and Modern
Challenges: Moving Towards
Sustainability
Agnieszka Laudy
Museum of King Jan III’s Palace at Wilanów (Poland)

Stories about the city and the environment
Located in the south of the Warsaw agglomeration, Wilanów – along with
its stylish and trendy residential area called the New Wilanów – enjoys
unflagging interest from both developers and would‑be‑buyers looking
for a place to live. This is conducive to the dynamic growth of this part
of Warsaw and influx of various businesses attracted by the growing
residential density. The resulting abundance of shops, services, and vari‑
ous facilities caters to the residents’ appetite for a high‑end lifestyle. All
in all, a vibrant and elegant district has emerged and is still expanding,
bordering with the grounds of the royal residence, and drawing on the
historical character of the area. This situation is indicative of the close
relationship between the changing social environment and urbanisation
processes in large cities. The area which the court had used for leisure
activities now serves the residents of multi‑family housing. This is a great
example of how modern cities can facilitate developments within the his‑
toric environment that integrate with and respond to the local character.
For years now, the area around Wilanów has been subject to constant
architectural changes and environmental transformations. Currently,
from the west, the museum grounds border with one of the capital’s
major commuting routes, with a four‑lane road separating the park and
palace buildings from the New Wilanów district. From the north the
palace grounds neighbour with Poland’s largest and Europe’s second
largest electrical power and heating plant. From the south the grounds
are closed off by a road connecting two new shopping malls. Soon the
museum will be in the vicinity of the Southern Warsaw Bypass, connect‑
ing the capital with the European transit traffic. Grounds to the east of
the museum consist of the Morysin Reserve leading to the shores of lake
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Wilanowskie, which in turn is supplied with water by the Służewiecki
stream, flowing for almost 16 kilometres through several districts of
the city. The development of this vast area, depending on the access to
basic utilities and transport routes, resulted in irrevocable changes in
the historic environment of the former royal residence. The former royal
country estate remains a silent witness but also an unwitting partici‑
pant in the processes brought about by anthropopression and urbanisa‑
tion of rural land.
The rapid expansion of Warsaw, with urbanisation and the expansion
of transportation routes dramatically altering the character of the former‑
ly rural land, makes the museum an absolute exception on the map of the
city. Historic parks and gardens form enclaves of peace, tranquility, and
natural beauty. The museum’s environmental resources rank amongst the
most valuable heritage assets in the country. For the summer residence of
the “Gardener King,” it is increasingly important to make decisionmakers
aware of its role and significance, ensuring its survival amidst the global
changes resulting from anthropopressure and the related expansion of
the city.
Over the years, the question of environmental protection as it relates
to the Wilanów residence has become an increasingly important element
of the institution’s sustainable management policy. This becomes pro‑
gressively urgent as the area adjacent to the museum is being altered
according to several new urban development plans that include hous‑
ing developments, commercial developments, and transportation routes.
There are signs of strain on the environment as local and global climate
changes are expected to turn Warsaw into an urban heat island. The ef‑
fects of disturbances in environmental homeostasis and the phenomena
typical of these processes are becoming increasingly visible: there is
a drop in the level of biological diversity, resulting in a reduced diversity
of ecosystems and habitats, as well as a rise in anomalies observed in
naturally occurring ecological processes, such as the disappearance of
plant and animal species and changes in the function of key species in
ecosystems (instability of structural and functional diversity).
All this has become the key reason for the cultural institution such
as the Wilanów museum to intensify its efforts to protect natural re‑
sources and place special emphasis on issues related to the surrounding
environment.
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Stories about the past and the present
It may be worth bringing up a few facts from the history of the land around
the former residence of the Polish king Jan Sobieski. During World War II,
the gardens and trees were devastated, with nearly 80% of resources lost.1
The orangery, greenhouses, and the collection of exotic plants were com‑
pletely destroyed. Thanks to the hard and sustained efforts and work of
many employees, in the second half of the 20th century the garden in
Wilanów was gradually restored to its former glory. Ornamental plants
were reintroduced in the rebuilt greenhouses and year after year the
landscape was shaped to reflect the historic design. Due to the financial
support of numerous domestic and foreign programs, a thorough revi‑
talisation of the gardens took place at the beginning of the 21st century.
This work allowed the introduction of plant species cultivated in the times
of King Jan III and the establishment of new collections, such as histori‑
cal roses or flower meadows. In the baroque part, citrus trees planted in
painted pots were restored, a vegetable garden was reconstructed based
on historical varieties, and apiaries were set up among entomophilous
plants. The observed changes are currently taking place at a rapid pace
and concern both the parks and gardens of the Wilanów residence, as well
as the Morysin reserve located within its borders.
Like all major agglomerations in the world, Warsaw is also strug‑
gling with increasing emissions of pollutants into the air, soil, and water.
Temperature fluctuations within the year are causing more and more
problems. The frequency of precipitation is also changing, resulting in
successive periods of drought and torrential rain. An example of the
negative effects seen in recent years is the drying out of the wet areas of
the Morysin reserve, which has lead to the loss of the old Vistula oxbow
lake, as well as the disappearance of the remains of the riverside riparian
forest and the 19th‑century park, greatly depleting this unique ecosystem.
Unstable temperature and humidity levels are also conducive to dis‑
turbances in the development cycles of many plants. Abiotic stress, the
emergence of invasive species and more frequent infections caused by
microorganisms or other plant pests are a growing problem. In recent
years, for example, the museum has had to face both the plague of the
Asian ladybird (Harmonia axyridis) inhabiting the palace interiors en
masse, as well as the huge threat caused by the boxwood moth (Cydalima

1

Wojciech Fijałkowski, Wilanów, Warszawa 1973, pp. 131–133.
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perspectalis), which led to the destruction of boxwood rebates in many
European historical gardens. As a result of evaporation of surface waters,
the process of shallowing the reservoirs is rapidly increasing, which is
just being observed in the areas of lake Wilanowskie, lake Powsinkowskie
and the Sobieski Canal. The global climate change unfortunately overlaps
with local incidents leading to the pollution of already heavily eutrophic
reservoirs, exacerbated by the installation of construction drains or sew‑
age discharges of unknown origin (Służewiecki stream).
The museum’s natural resources include an abundance of species,
which permits maintaining, preserving, and presenting visitors with
a high level of biological diversity – both natural and cultivated. How‑
ever, this requires a lot of work and planning to effectively take care of
this unique natural treasure, valuable not only because of the beauty of
historic parks and gardens, but also due to its role as an important link
in the Warsaw network of green areas.
Tourists visiting the museum can enjoy charming shaded alleys in
parks maintained in the landscape and romantic style, such as the Chi‑
nese English Park, Northern Park, or Boskietas Park at the waterfront.
The beautifully landscaped historic gardens with defined plant collec‑
tions also include eagerly visited attractions such as the Rose Garden,
Southern Garden at the Orangery, and the Northern Garden at the Palace.
The concern for the preservation of biodiversity is also important from
the legal standpoint, as biodiversity is protected by international law,
such as the Convention on Biological Diversity, signed in Rio de Janeiro
on 5 June 1992; Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the protec‑
tion of natural habitats and wild fauna and flora; Directive 2009/147/EC
of the European Parliament; and the Council of 30 November 2009 on the
conservation of wild birds. It is equally important to meet the require‑
ments of national law on biodiversity, such as the Act of 16 April 2004 on
nature protection2 or the announcement of the Minister of the Environ‑
ment of 30 October 2014 on natural habitats and species of interest to the
European Community,3 as well as criteria for selecting areas eligible for
recognition or designation as Natura 2000 sites.

2

The Act of 16 April 2004 on the Environmental Protection, http://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.
nsf/download.xsp/WDU20040920880/U/D20040880Lj.pdf (access: 10 March 2021).

3

Proclamation of the Environment Minister of 30 October 2014, http://isap.sejm.gov.
pl/isap.nsf/download.xsp/WDU20140001713/O/D20141713.pdf (access: 10 March 2021).
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Together with lake Wilanowskie and the Sobieski Canal, the gardens
and parks included in the palace complex in Wilanów constitute an ab‑
solutely unique area teeming with wildlife, additionally enriched by the
Morysin reserve. To preserve the resources entrusted to it, the museum
has made constant efforts to take the right decisions. With this in mind,
the museum has been monitoring the internal and external environment,
taking preventive measures, and educating the public. For many years, as
part of its statutory obligations and also with the help of external financ‑
ing, it has been carrying out numerous research projects and conducting
analyses of the state of the environment. Their results can be found in
the extensive study published on the museum’s website.4 Among such
projects was “Social Education in the Conflict between Urbanisation and
Ecology at the Wilanów Palace Museum,” implemented at the Museum
in 2014–2016.5 Thanks to the financial support of the European Economic
Area, an extensive analysis of the condition of the environment and the
surroundings of the museum was conducted. This project was also an im‑
portant move to increase public awareness, becoming a regular part of
the museum’s educational, informational, and promotional activities.
Its effects could be seen in the perceptible increase in various groups
of tourists and residents’ willingness to share knowledge about the ob‑
served phenomena and threats.
Stories of gardens
Collections belonging to residential museums, such as the Museum of
King Jan III’s Palace in Wilanów, consist not only of historic buildings,
but also of paintings, sculptures, furniture, as well as architecture. Ad‑
ditionally, the museums’ care often extends to the surrounding land
consisting of parks and historical gardens, retaining the historical
character of the time and space in which they were created, together
with landscape systems and naturally occurring garden layouts. These
diverse elements reflect cultural and social themes and allow us to tap
into the historical traditions which made functional gardens possible,

4

Muzeum Pałacu Króla Jana III w Wilanowie, Bioróżnorodność, https://gis.muze‑
um‑wilanow.pl/bioroznorodnosc/ (access: 10 March 2021).

5

Museum of King Jan III’s Palace at Wilanów, Project “Social Education in the Conflict between Urbanisation and Ecology at the Wilanów Palace Museum,” https://www.
wilanow‑palac.pl/project_social_education_in_the_conflict_between_urbanisa‑
tion_and_ecology_at_the_wilanow_palace_museum.html (access: 10 March 2021).
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helping to foster awareness of sustainability issues through education
and making it easier to manage these institutions according to the prin‑
ciples of sustainability and the responsible use of goods, while formulat‑
ing a relevant message to the public and leaving a testament for future
generations.
The trends in landscaping around noblemen’s residences at the turn of
the 17th and 18th centuries in Poland clearly reflected the influence of the
European gardening tradition. The Renaissance landscaping principles
left a visible mark on Polish garden projects, though altered and adapted
to suit the local conditions, both climatic and cultural, and responding
to different social needs.
The Italian and French gardening styles were applied in a comple‑
mentary way, resulting in a harmonious and symmetrical distribution
of flower beds, bushes, and alleyways located some distance away from
the forests and groves rich with wild vegetation, separated by bosquets
clipped with the precision of humans determined to leave their mark on
nature. The small Italian‑style gardens, characterised by flat parterres,
were complemented by clipped walls of shrubs and trees trimmed in the
French style.6 Another model of land cultivation was based on the Old
Polish tradition, where land’s value was determined by its yield of edible
crops. Gardening according to such principles resulted in the cultiva‑
tion of numerous edible plants of benefit to the farm, but the pleasure
from the contact with land and nature was also deemed important. In
the royal orchards, called “fruct gardens,” there were apple, pear, plum,
peach, and apricot trees, as well as currant and gooseberry bushes. Water
for watering the garden came from an oak‑timbered well built for this
purpose near the flower beds. The king had fish from the fishing vil‑
lage located within the palace buildings, and vegetables from the utility
gardens. The grounds of the royal enclosure provided space for hunt‑
ing; there was also a windmill for milling cereals that supplied flour and
groats. In the gardens located on the southern side of the palace – on the
Bacchus Mountain – vines grew, and in the Orangery citrus trees bore
fruit. In the farm adjacent to the garden the king also built his own brew‑
ery, barn, sheepfold, and even a horse‑drawn mill to efficiently supply

6
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Aleksandra Jakóbczyk‑Gola, Staropolskie ogrody i kultura kolekcjonowania, https://www.
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garden fountains with water.7 From today’s perspective, the set‑up of the
entire farm adhered to the basic principles of sustainable resource man‑
agement – in other words, it provided for the ongoing needs of the king
and his courtiers without overly exploiting the land, leaving it in a good
enough condition to sustain future generations. The location of the king’s
farm on his country estate was therefore a rational and efficient decision.
Also visually the grounds surrounding the royal summer residence
bore testimony to thorough spatial planning. Drawing on the tradition
of the European garden art, the area adjacent to the palace was divided
into symmetrically shaped quarters placed on terraces, ensuring visual
effects of a multitude of changing colours and shapes. A well‑managed
farm provided work and yielded crops. All elements were placed accord‑
ing to specific compositional guidelines, because in the Old Polish rural
tradition the cultivated land was endowed with almost mythical qualities,
and the view resulting from situating various elements in space, forming
a landscape, spoke to a sense of belonging and nationhood. Hence the
farm layout and design were meant to create a specific impression and
to evoke an emotional response to the harmonious coexistence of nature
and man‑made creations. Hence, the landscape – valued above all – was
the epitome of the idyllic country life in the land of plenty, both themes
being the subject of poetry of the period. These values weighed in heavily
on the shaping of the cultural landscape of those times.
Protecting and shaping the cultural landscape of today serves the
same goals. The purpose is to preserve the identity of local communities,
residents, and tourists looking for new experiences and wishing to re‑
visit emotions they had the opportunity to experience before. Thus, the
preservation and protection as well as the presentation of the value of the
cultural landscape is directly related to the protection of both cultural
heritage and the natural environment. Therefore, individual habitats as
well as entire ecosystems bearing the signs of human cultivation span‑
ning hundreds of years merit special protection.
This is crucial because modern society perceives space in a similar
way, building its own expectations of constant interaction with a given
landscape, which makes it possible to evoke both present and historical
ties with the surrounding natural areas, cultural resources, and in the
space protected for its historical value.

7

Wojciech Fijałkowski, Vademecum Wilanowa, Warszawa 2011, p. 22.
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This space perceived by people, containing natural landmarks and
products of civilisation, remains a sphere historically shaped by many
factors (natural but also anthropogenic). It is also the space for forging
ties with the community at large. That is why the cultural landscape is
protected under the Polish law, pursuant to Article 3 Point 14 of the Act on
the Protection of Monuments and Care for Monuments8 (Act on the Pro‑
tection of Monuments and Care for Monuments, Journal of Laws of 2019,
item 1696, Journal of Laws of 2019, item 730, Journal of Laws of 2018, item
2245). The cultural landscape, according to the statutory definition, con‑
sists of a space perceived as such by people, containing natural elements
and products of civilisation, historically shaped as a result of natural fac‑
tors and human activity. All threats to the value of the cultural landscape
are therefore considered to be transformations that alter its appearance
by eliminating or distorting the features constituting its values.
Stories of landscapes
The present‑day museum is predicated on a completely different para‑
digm than the one forming the foundations of institutions built by the
previous generations based on their relations with culture, history, and
art. The incredible change of lifestyle, perception of reality, transport,
and tourism, not to mention the extraordinary growth of the body of
knowledge and modern technologies, as well as growing goods consump‑
tion in highly developed countries necessitate a different approach for
museums that have to stay abreast of civilisational changes in an effort
to adapt to the expectations of their visitors and supporters.
As a backdrop of these dynamic changes, there are phenomena less
intuitively related to culture and art, such as increasing overcrowding,
the spectre of global hunger, environmental pollution, extinction of spe‑
cies, exacerbation of climate change, and water and air pollution. As
a cultural institution, the museum cannot remain passive in the face of
these phenomena, because they are slowly becoming prevalent in the
struggle for humans’ secure existence. This pertains to the residential
museums even more, as their resources consist not only of the rich col‑
lections of historic buildings, but also of the natural resources entrusted

8
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to their care, namely parks and gardens, landscape layouts, and natu‑
rally created gardens, characteristic of specific historical styles. These
diverse elements of the environment are imbued with cultural and moral
symbolism, unearthed through renovations of traditional functional
gardens and used to support contemporary efforts to promote sustain‑
ability ideals and education. In such context, the inclination to expand
the role and significance of a museum as a cultural institution and to
give it special responsibility for the space in which it functions is gain‑
ing popularity.
Today, the expected impact of the museum is not limited to maintain‑
ing and exhibiting collections of cultural and historical heritage con‑
sisting of the works of painters and sculptors, artists of the past eras.
The increasing economic, climate, social, and cultural changes, which
are both the result and the cause of civilisational changes and techno‑
logical development, also affect how we view the environment in which
museums carry out their mission. Currently, broadly understood and in‑
teractively conducted education is necessary, providing universal access
to high‑quality content, fostering the development and integration of
various social groups, eliminating exclusions, and managing resources
by showing the contexts where culture is challenged by a dynamically
developing world.
What has been tacitly understood for many years has become codified
in a 2016 resolution signed by the European Committee of the Interna‑
tional Council of Museums (ICOM),9 regarding the the particular respon‑
sibility of museums towards the landscape that surrounds them. This
document, entitled “The Responsibility of Museums for the Landscape,”
remains one of the most important documents currently weighing in on
the perception and role of these institutions. At the same time, it was
clear that the very concept of “landscape” in the cultural sense covers
the full spectrum of material and intangible factors, and thus sets new
trends in contemporary museology. The physical environment in which
the museum is set, along with the entire complex of urban, geographi‑
cal, or natural assets, affected by naturally occurring or human‑driven
processes, has already been conceptually described and intellectually

9

International Council of Museums, ICOM Milano 2016, 24th General Conference, Museums and Cultural Landscapes: Final Report, https://icom.museum/en/ressource/
icom‑milano‑2016‑24th‑general‑conference‑museums‑and‑cultural‑landscapes‑fi‑
nal‑report/ (access: 10 March 2021).
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defined. It remains a key element with relatively precisely specified de‑
scription of natural areas or space changed by humans and their activity.
Alternatively, the concept of the cultural landscape adopted here is
based on the recognition of many intangible aspects of the museum sur‑
roundings, such as sounds, smells, paintings, and memories. Their recep‑
tion and processing is based on the recipient’s sensibility, lifestyle, wealth,
technologies used, and history. Hence, the interpretation of “landscape”
referred to in the resolution is endowed with additional meaning. A full
set of phenomena, emotions, experiences, and values augment the spa‑
tial aspect of a neighborhood. It remains an important guideline of the
ICOM General Assembly for the organisation of activities of museum in‑
stitutions, adding to their primary objectives the implementation of ini‑
tiatives related to the extension of the decision‑making competences of
these institutions and the reinforcement of their mission‑oriented char‑
acter with regards to initiatives that define cultural values which need
to be protected, preserved, and passed on to future generations. The mu‑
seum takes on an important new role to direct the activity of museum
institutions in the field of education and raising awareness of processes
and phenomena taking place in the modern world – not necessarily heri
tage‑related. According to the resolution, museums should complement
general knowledge with due sensitivity and foster the development of
symbolic areas defined by values – cultural landscapes that will increase
the significance of the social and cultural role of these institutions. Sym‑
bolic areas of cultural landscapes are to extend competences and promote
education about the world, culture, and art, and thus contribute to the
formation of elementary values of
 civilisation.
One should mention here a groundbreaking ICOM meeting that took
place in Kyoto in September 2019 – three years after the resolution men‑
tioned before. At the time of the ICOM meeting the President gave a state‑
ment on the alignment of ICOM with the UN Agenda 2030:
Bold action is needed to address the ecological and social crises that
humanity has caused. As stewards of the planet’s cultural and natu‑
ral heritage, it is incumbent on museums to contribute to this task.
As trusted sources of knowledge, museums are uniquely placed to
engage our communities in generating positive action, promoting
respect for all living beings and the earth systems on which the
future of the planet depends. Through embracing Agenda 2030,
empowering museum practitioners and fostering cross‑sectorial
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partnerships, ICOM can play a significant role in attaining a sustain‑
able future.10
Clearly, the necessity of taking responsibility for our landscape, our
immediate surroundings, and the cultural landscape is recognised glob‑
ally. Does this shared responsibility rest in some special way on the insti‑
tutions of culture? It is most certainly a challenge for everyone concerned
with the fate of our civilisation.
Stories for the future
Agenda 203011 cited here is a certain recapitulation of the topics and is‑
sues that require our immediate attention. The document “Transforming
Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” was the call
for action that was adopted at the end of the meeting by 193 UN mem‑
ber states at the UN General Assembly in New York in September 2015.
This document has put forward a comprehensive programme of unprec‑
edented scope and importance. Its purpose has been to provide a model
of sustainable development initiatives on the global scale. The defined
framework for an action plan goes far beyond the Millennium Develop‑
ment Goals adopted in 2000. According to the Agenda 2030, current ef‑
forts should focus on eliminating poverty in all its manifestations, while
achieving a number of economic, social, and environmental goals.
During the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development,
which took place in Rio de Janeiro in June 2012,12 marking the com‑
pletion of the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals
and the formulation of an agenda for further global development after
2015 (Post‑2015 Development Agenda), the process of setting forth new
development goals (Sustainable Development Goals, SDGs) was initiated.

10 International Council of Museums, ICOM Announces the Alternative Museum Definition
That Will Be Subject to a Vote, 25 July 2019, https://icom.museum/en/news/icom‑an‑
nounces‑the‑alternative‑museum‑definition‑that‑will‑be‑subject‑to‑a‑vote/ (access:
10 March 2021).
11 European Commission, The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the SDGs, htt‑
ps://ec.europa.eu/environment/sustainable‑development/SDGs/index_en.htm (ac‑
cess: 10 March 2021).
12 Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform, United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development: Rio+20, https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/rio20 (access:
10 March 2021).
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These new sustainability goals were previously agreed on in multilat‑
eral negotiations conducted over a period of nearly three years, involv‑
ing governments, the private sector, the scientific community, and the
public. This work concluded in setting forth 17 Sustainable Development
Goals and 169 associated tasks, reflecting three dimensions of sustain‑
able development: economic, social, and environmental. All initiatives
leading to the achievement of these goals should be carried out concur‑
rently along the three dimensions and in an integrated way. At its core
the Agenda is structured around five pillars, known as the “5 Ps”: People,
Planet, Prosperity, Peace, Partnership.
Implementing Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda
establishes a reference framework of all social and economic initia‑
tives where progress can be measured and goals can be prioritised so
as to integrate all political, economic, and social activities in an effort
to maintain environmental balance and reinforce the resilience of the
natural habitat. The need to achieve a fair balance among the economic,
social, and environmental needs of the present and future generations
has become the leading philosophy in the current model of natural re‑
sources exploitation. And although almost ten years have passed since
the groundbreaking session of the United Nations and the drafting of
the aforementioned document, numerous important international meet‑
ings, conferences, and conventions have taken place, and hundreds of
administrative and legal commitments have been made, we continue
to deal with a steadily increasing number of environmental, economic,
and social problems. Climate warming due to human activity, the un‑
sustainable use of natural resources, unequal access to education, in‑
creased economic disparities leading to population migration, massive
overproduction of goods, and increasing consumption on the one hand,
along with the deepening problem of hunger and poverty on the other,
unequal access to basic environmental resources such as clean water, air
or food, decreasing levels of biodiversity, the disappearance of species or
permanent devastation of ecosystems through their exploitation are just
a few examples revealing how the ideals of sustainable development are
being ignored or misunderstood around the globe. All these phenomena
interact synergistically, having an effect and being affected, in turn, by
global factors such as climate change to produce a compounded effect.
So when, as a civilisation, do we decide to stop these processes?
Will the current situation of the COVID‑19 pandemic be more condu‑
cive to making changes? How do we, as museum personnel, working in
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an absolutely unique environment historically and culturally, stay true
to the sustainable goals agenda which has not yet gained mainstream
public awareness? What does the mission of passing the fleeting values 
of material and non‑material culture on to the future generations mean
to us, living in the 2020s?
When today we look at the environment around us from the perspec‑
tive of all these years of initiatives, efforts, and international agreements,
when we remember the deterioration affecting ecosystems as a result of
the unrestrained expansion of man, we can ponder on the example of the
life of the king who cultivated his land, enjoying its fruits in moderation,
using resources in a rational way, connecting with tradition, heeding
the wisdom of ancestors and bowing to local customs, supporting crafts‑
men, respecting authority, valuing hard work and nature, mindful of the
wellbeing of others and showing concern for the future of his children
and future generations. It was according to these principles that Jan III
decided to build the Polish state. This idea of a caring landowner is a good
metaphor for the role which we have taken upon ourselves as museum
personnel. Drawing on the tradition, culture, and history of such unique
places as the Museum of King Jan III helps us understand our unique
mandate. It is in places like these that culture is inseparably intertwined
with nature, and intangible and material assets come together, based
equally on natural resources and historical collections. The role we assign
to the cultural institution in the modern world is reflected in the recog‑
nition of its place and importance. It is culture that has the potential to
be a crucial link between areas of civilisational development, economy,
nature, and society. What has not yet been achieved solely through the

implementation of socio‑political and economic goals can be obtained
through a targeted and harmonious influence of culture on building the
awareness of sustainable society.
The growing importance of culture is a factor of its mission‑oriented
character and its potential to provide a backdrop for an impartial exami‑
nation of cultural and historical trends. There is potential for the emer‑
gence of non‑material aspirations of various social groups or individuals
and the possibility of integrating various civilisational goals. Education
provides a tool to carry out such tasks fostering skills development and
raising social awareness, as well as development of cultural competences.
So, as museum workers, we have the unique legacy of our king – a unique
opportunity to draw on historically documented sources and build
a new awareness, necessary for younger generations. It is an awareness
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associated with joint responsibility for the present and future, combin‑
ing respect and tradition, based on the resources of culture and nature
gathered and entrusted to our care. For many years, the Museum of King
Jan III has been actively involved in such activities by carrying out pro‑
jects related to the protection of cultural and natural assets, working to
raise the level of biodiversity, popularising knowledge about conserva‑
tion, prevention, and the need to protect natural resources, while fight‑
ing marginalisation and social exclusion, and strengthening the sense
of community and promoting equal access to education.
We perceive culture as one of the most important factors in the devel‑
opment of civil society. The museum is open to new challenges and draw‑
ing on historical and cultural heritage is a reliable vehicle for promoting
new ideas in the interests of securing a sustainable future and preserving
timeless value of tangible and intangible heritage for future generations.
Conclusion
Currently we are witnessing economic and political changes on a global
scale that, together with social changes they bring about, make it neces‑
sary to redefine the mission of the institutions of culture. Today’s muse‑
ums are expected to expand their mandate and scope of operations by
taking on responsibility for the space where they are set. It is all the more
essential because today the role and objectives of the museum’s educa‑
tional capacity are no longer limited to culture and art, but must respond
to broader educational needs, fostering development and integration of
various social groups.13 In the case of residential museums with their
rich resources including unique natural settings: gardens, buildings, and
landscape, the key focus should be on defining new cultural contexts
that arise due to the changing natural environment and the resulting
challenges.
Currently, therefore, the Museum of King Jan III’s Palace in Wilanów’s
mission is being redefined so as to not only promote culture and art, pro‑
tect national heritage, and popularise historical traditions, but also to
leave its mark on society in areas such as social integration, economic
development, and the natural environment. As a residence, the museum
continues to be an exemplification of the royal dream of a peaceful rural

13 Agnieszka Laudy, “Museum in the Context of Changes,” [in:] Extended Museum in Its
Milieu, Dorota Folga‑Januszewska (ed.), Kraków 2018, pp. 141–149.
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life, providing escape from the hustle and bustle of the city and – no less
importantly in today’s reality – offering a peaceful oasis of natural beauty
and a sense of tranquility coming from the enjoyment of nature.
The role we assign to the cultural institution in the modern world is
reflected in the recognition of its place and importance. It is culture that
has the potential to be a crucial link between areas of civilisational devel‑
opment, economy, nature, and society. What has not been achieved so far
solely in the area of the
 implementation of socio‑political and economic
goals can be achieved through a targeted and harmonious influence of
culture on building awareness of sustainable society.
The growing importance of culture is a factor of its mission‑oriented
character and its potential to provide a backdrop for an impartial exami‑
nation of cultural and historical trends. There is potential for the emer‑
gence of non‑material aspirations of various social groups or individuals
and the possibility of integrating various civilisational goals. Education
provides a tool to carry out such tasks, fostering skills development and
raising social awareness, as well as promoting the development of cul‑
tural competences.

Superseded Reality:
The Reconstruction of Manor Parks
in Soviet Lithuania
Salvijus Kulevičius
Vilnius University (Lithuania)

Introduction
The park is another world. Trees, paths, constructions – they are all
material forms, shapes; in fact, they help to create and express another,
namely, symbolic layer of the park. We can speak about various embodi‑
ments: the park as the garden of Eden, the world of classical antiquity, the
reflection of desirable landscape, and so on. Stanisław Szczęsny Potocki
Sofiyivsky Park (1796, located in the present Ukraine) was inspired by
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. Dionizas Poška (Dionizy Paszkiewicz) Park
in Barzdžiai (1812, Lithuania) seems to have been based on the allu‑
sions to Lithuanian paganism.1 The owner of Burbiškis manor, Myko‑
las Baženskis (Michał Bażeński), created the park on his estate (early
20th century) as the materialisation of Adam Mickiewicz’s poems Pan
Tadeusz and Konrad Wallenrod.2 In all these instances, the park signified
an intersection between the existing (real) world and symbolic worlds –
religious, mythological, literary, aesthetic, and others. This is how parks
were perceived by their creators, and this perspective is the key to their
authentic interpretation and decoding meanings. Or at least this was the
case until relatively recently.
The 20th century saw the decline of the main initiator and pro‑
moter of parks – the manor culture. In Lithuania, this shift occurred
in 1914–1918 and 1940–1945. Until 1914 we could speak about the park as
an authentic, living, and evolving thing. After 1918 we were left only with

1

See: Nastazija Keršytė, Lietuvos muziejai iki 1940 metų, Vilnius 2003, pp. 49–53.

2

See: Egidijus Prascevičius, Burbiškio dvaro romantizmo estetinės sistemos ir simbolizmo
elementai [manuscript], 2005.
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the remembrance of its past existence and its old meanings in the world
of old manorial landowners. In this spirit of nostalgia, the park is rep‑
resented in the work of Lithuanian writer Šatrijos Ragana (born Marija
Pečkauskaitė), who came from the environment of manors herself (1922):
The garden clasps the pond and the mansion tenderly to its broad
bosom – its devoted friend – and whispers to them never‑ending fairy
tales, stories, and long, mysterious, eternal dreams. Those two listen
to them silent and lost in thought.3
After 1940–1945 this reflecting medium also disappears – the Soviet
regime destroys it completely.
The present article discusses the concepts (images) of historical parks
that developed in the epoch of post‑parks and post‑manors. It can be
argued that the original or authentic meanings of manor parks can ex‑
ist only in the manor culture. However, this does not mean that after its
disappearance, the parks completely lost their symbolic form. It does
exist; however, it comes from different sources and acquires an entirely
different context.
Amending park legacy: the main steps
Though the main focus of the article is images and their implications,
at first, for the sake of the context, it is worth examining the history of
the amending and preservation of park legacy in Lithuania after 1945.
During the first postwar years, people’s relationship with the old
parks was limited to their aesthetic aspect. This manifested itself in the
practices of usage, intervention, and parcelling. In the first case (the
usage), new institutions and public spaces were created in the areas of
the former manors and those institutions required a presentable envi‑
ronment, or at least an environment that was in good order. Here the
legacy of the old manors, which was not too dilapidated yet, was utilised.
Everything that was found was used, sometimes with the addition of new
“beautiful objects” – concrete or gypsum sculptures, mass‑produced all
over the Soviet Union, such as The deer family, Two boys, Two little goats, etc.
In the second case (the intervention), due to their presentable appearance,

3

Šatrijos Ragana (Marija Pečkauskaitė), “Sename dvare: Apysaka,” [in:] “Žinijos”
bendrovės leidinys (1928), p. 6.
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the old parks were utilised for the manifestation of Soviet propaganda –
sometimes, they were transformed into cemeteries of Soviet Soldiers of
World War II; on other occasions, they became sites for placing the monu‑
ments of victory or sculptures dedicated to the “leaders of the nation” and
other Soviet heroes. Admittedly, this trend was short‑lived – starting
from the late 1950s and early 1960s, these new decorative and ideological
elements were pulled down. In the third case (the parcelling), the “na‑
tionalisation” of parks started after the war, when the local population
removed beautiful trees and shrubs from the park.
In 1957–1958 attempts were made to lend a new status to the parks – to
elevate them from the usual resource to the value‑based and ideological
sphere. For this purpose legal efforts were made (parks became natural
monuments), combined with efforts to make them ideologically accept‑
able (one example is the essay by Vytautas Misevičius discussed below).
It was all in the sphere of declarations; the only change was that the
parks became represented as the treasure of nature, aside their aesthetic
value. Unfortunately, this new understanding was narrowly professional
rather than universal; it treated the park as valuable for its natural ele‑
ments rather than as a whole.
In 1963–1964 the parks were declared as cultural assets (cultural mon‑
uments), and around 1966 the park boom started. Around 1966 the public
authorities issued an instruction on maintaining parks, and the Utility
Design Institute was commissioned to prepare reconstruction projects of
the protected parks (by 1972 a total of 42 such projects were developed);4
in 1966 the classical book Lietuvos TSR parkai [Parks of the Lithuanian
SSR] by Antanas Tauras was published; in 1967 the entire issue of one
of the main journals of culture and art in Lithuania Kultūros barai was
devoted to the parks. At the same time, the Society for the Protection of
Nature, in honour of the 100th anniversary of the birth of Vladimir Lenin,
announced a national tender for the best maintenance of the park. This
revival was crowned by specialised articles devoted to the development
of parks reconstruction methodology (1970–1972),5 as well as the forma‑

4

See: “Kas laukia parkų, ko laukia parkai,” [in:] Literatūra ir menas, vol. 30 (1983), p. 14
(6–14).

5

Main examples: Elena Brundzaitė, Dainora Juchnevičiūtė, and Evaldas Navys, “Palan‑
gos parko restauratorių darbo patirtis,” [in:] Architektūros paminklai, vol. 1 (1970),
pp. 74–78; Dainora Juchnevičiūtė and Evaldas Navys, “Senųjų parkų restauravimo ir
rekonstrukcijos problemos,” [in:] Architektūros paminklai, vol. 2 (1972), pp. 168–175.
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tion of the specialised Park and Homestead Department at the Institute
for Monument Conservation. Unfortunately, all these efforts bore almost
no fruit – the process did not gather momentum and no tangible results
were achieved (with the exception of Palanga manor park). If at the be‑
ginning the question was raised concerning the priorities – “whether
just to restore the park limiting the number of visitors to the park or to
reconstruct it adapting to a large flow of visitors” (the question arose
around 1964 when preparing Palanga Park project)6 – in the 1970s the
dominant view was that the old parks were intended for the masses and
they had to be rebuild focusing on the needs of the present day rather
than scrupulously cherishing what is old.
Around 1980 another revival started: in 1978 the column under the
title “About the Old and New Parks” appeared in the journal Kultūros
barai; in 1981 the Council of Ministers of the Lithuanian SSR adopted
the resolution “On the Improvement of the Upkeep of Old Parks;” in
1981–1984 natural scientists made a new inventory of all Lithuanian
parks. In 1985 Kęstutis Labanauskas presented a list of top ten Lithu‑
anian parks,7 which signified a peculiar peak of this wave and heralded
what became an unprecedented campaign for the promotion of parks. It
seems that the latter trend was part of a broader phenomenon related to
reconsidering the significance of manors.8 In 1990 the Soviet era formally
ended in Lithuania, and new opportunities for interpreting manor and
park heritage gradually opened up.
Relationships with the manor: denying nature
The old manor parks are the right places to narrate stories about the man‑
or itself. Their essence and context, their form and content reveal the
character of the manor – or so it seems. However, can images of manor
parks exist without the accent being placed on the manor? The answer is
yes – everything depends on the way the manor itself is treated. A new
image of the modern Lithuanian society arises in the epoch of Auszra (the

6

Elena Brundzaitė, Dainora Juchnevičiūtė, and Evaldas Navys, “Palangos…,” op. cit.,
pp. 76–77.

7

Kęstutis Labanauskas, “Pirmasis parkų dešimtukas,” [in:] Mokslas ir gyvenimas,
vol. 335 (1985), pp. 12–13.

8

See e.g.: Stepas Deveikis, “Pasvalio krašto parkai,” [in:] Mokslas ir gyvenimas,
vol. 417 (1989), pp. 16–19; Stepas Deveikis, “Nenaikinkime senųjų parkų grožio,”
[in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 302 (1990), pp. 46–52.
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first and main Lithuanian newspaper during the Lithuanian national re‑
vival of 1883–1886). Unfortunately, over decades manors and parks have
failed to make their way to the Lithuanian imaginary canon. The Lithu‑
anian poet Maironis (born Jonas Mačiulis) compiled/reflected that canon,
briefly and clearly outlining the national attitude to the manors (1920):
Homeland, how wonderful your manors are,
Arising out of green gardens in their whiteness!
Only having trampled on our ancestors’ dear language
They tie our hearts just a little.9
The manor and everything related to it was a foreign world. This at‑
titude resulted from a peculiar relationship between the Lithuanians and
Poles: manors in Lithuania were treated as bastions of Poles and Polish‑
ness, and therefore viewed as hostile and dangerous to everything that
was Lithuanian.10 In 1940–1945 the Lithuanian imagination was replaced
by the Soviet one. Both mindsets approached manors in the same way –
treating them as irrelevant – albeit in different ways: from the enemy of
the nation, the manor turned into a class enemy.

9

Maironis‑Mačiulis, “Lietuva brangi,” [in:] Pavasario Balsai, idem, Tilžė 1920, p. 13.

10 As the modern Lithuanian national identity was being shaped, there was a tendency
to identify all that is evil with the Poles. This had multiple reasons, ranging from his‑
torical (two modern nations, Polish and Lithuanian, were simultaneously emerging
in one space and both had claims to the same territory – a legacy of the shared past
of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth), through self‑preservation (Polish culture
that had a firmer foundation posed a threat to Lithuanian culture as a dangerous rival),
political conflict (the loss of the Vilnius Region in 1919–1920 following its annexation to
Poland) and manipulation (finding an enemy and a threat helped the Lithuanian au‑
thorities to unite the nation). These realities and images of the second half of the 19th
and the beginning of the 20th century were then extrapolated into the past, giving
rise to the myth of the Pole as the eternal enemy of the Lithuanian. The Lithuanians
have been discovering various manifestations and embodiments of the Polish fac‑
tor in the past. The manorial landowners (nobility) are considered as one of its most
obvious and dangerous forms: once Lithuanian, the nobility became Polonised over
the course of history, falling victim to the Poles and later themselves transforming
into a threat to Lithuanianness, the source of the ‘Polish infection’ and the ‘advanced
post’ of Polishness on the Lithuanian land. For decades this was the accepted view, if
not the sole image of the nobility. As a result, the legacy of the nobility was stained.
See also: Krzysztof Buchowski, Litwomani i polonizatorzy: Mity, wzajemne postrzeganie
i stereotypy w stosunkach polsko‑litewskich w pierwszej połowie XX wieku, Białystok 2006;
Dangiras Mačiulis, Valstybės kultūros politika Lietuvoje 1927–1940 metais, Vilnius 2005,
pp. 139–170.
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The Soviet propaganda and censorship demanded that manors
should be treated as evil, even to the point when the very name was
not to be mentioned. There was a time when the question was raised
whether writers of aristocratic descent or whose life was related to the
history of manorial landowners could participate in public discourse.
Although the material legacy of manors was legalised, it was accepted
only as a collection of objects, usually completely isolated from the man‑
or – in other words, disconnected from the culture and history of the
manor. Two strategies were at play here. The first one was to convert
the legacy of manors into the legacy of the people (народ; proletariat),
argumenting that (a) it was created with the hands of the people, (b)
it contained elements of folk art and culture, or (c) it morally belonged
to the people as a compensation for all the hardships they had suffered.
The second strategy was to downgrade the manor, reducing it to an illus‑
tration of architectural styles. In this way the legacy of manors became
an expression of stylistic architecture (most often neoclassicism) rather
than that of the manor culture. This treatment was purely aesthetic and
involved no dilemmas such as the necessity to differentiate between
own and strangers’ heritage, nor raising issues such as resistance to
the occupiers. This was how the heritage of manors was perceived in
Soviet Lithuania:11
The majority of manor homesteads are not only significant archi‑
tectural works of art but also great material assets. All these assets
and works of art were accumulated by way of a cruel and ruthless
exploitation of serfs. Manors homesteads were built with the funds
raised at the expense of serfs and mainly with the hands of the same
serfs. Folk masters – serfs and members of the artisan workshops in
the largest Lithuanian towns of that time – left an indelible imprint
upon the construction and embellishment of the former manor home‑
steads. […] Homesteads of the former manors that have survived until
the present day represent different historical‑architectural epochs,
beginning with the 16th century and ending with the 20th century.
Hence, the former manor homesteads are not only vivid examples of
our folk architecture, art, building traditions, and their development

11 See: Salvijus Kulevičius, Lietuvos paveldosaugos idėjiniai modeliai ir jų raiška praktikoje
sovietmečiu [doctoral thesis], Vilnius 2010, pp. 70–72.
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and change, but also witnesses to the cruel and ruthless long‑standing
exploitation of serfs.12
The manor parks were subject to the same treatment. In the Soviet
era they were discussed without any reference to the manor – the term
was not mentioned, nor were any links designating it. There was no lack
of contrivance there – authors would come up with ingenious phrases to
avoid making any reference to the manors, for instance: “the ensemble of
a homestead,” “the palace ensemble,” “the architectural ensemble,” “the
natural ensemble,” and “the park territory.”13 Instead of saying “the man‑
or gardener,” the term “the palace gardener” was used.14 There was no
alternative concept. However, the fear of the manor was not total – this
taboo was not absolute; not everyone wanted or was made to disclaim the
manor.15 I shall not list the exact reasons for this inconsistency; however,
it seems that there are more reasons besides the mood swings of Mos‑
cow – the centre of propaganda and censorship. It is difficult to discern
chronological regularities or trends with respect to mentioning/ignoring
the manor issue. It might have been the question of personal attitude, or
the position of the “internal” editor – excessive censorship resulting from
fear or a desire to please.
Searching for the socialist content
If until 1940 the manors were a living phenomenon where real or imagi‑
nable threats were posed by the manor owners, after 1940 what remained
of them was only a relic without their people, culture, and politics. Now
it was possible to speak with confidence in its favour. The histories of

12 A. Pilipaitis, Pažyma apie architektūros paminklų‑buvusių dvarų sodybų būklę, Kultūros
paveldo centro archyvas [Cultural Heritage Research Centre Archive], f. 3, ap. 1, b.
476, l. 2.
13 See e.g.: Kęstutis Balevičius, “Žalioji paletė,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 29 (1967), pp. 11–13;
Dainora Juchnevičiūtė, “Želdynai laukia tvarkytojų,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 111 (1974),
pp. 33–35; Evaldas Navys, “Projektuose ir gyvenime,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 160 (1978),
pp. 47–48.
14 Klemensas Čerbulėnas and Romas Kazlauskas, “Sodyba kryžkelėje,” [in:] Literatūra ir
menas, vol. 1644 (1978), p. 8.
15 See e.g.: Vytautas Gasiūnas, “Senieji architektūros paminklai,” [in:] Kultūros barai,
vol. 4 (1965), pp. 10–11; Vytautas Žemaitis, “Parkai šlama žmonėms,” [in:] Literatūra
ir menas, vol. 1196 (1969), p. 4; Jonas Naujokaitis, “Gyvoji architektūra,” [in:] Kultūros
barai, vol. 79 (1971), p. 39 (39–41).
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manorial parks were of little relevance to the Soviet society. However,
it was difficult to find or invent other kinds of histories in such places.
The old manors survived the first postwar decade without any signifi‑
cant ideological form. A potential explanation lies in the peculiarities of
Stalin’s regime. At that time, no clearer or more stable system of values
was formed; no new list of favoured themes emerged. Often themes which
were considered acceptable one day would become improper overnight.
Hence, it was a great risk to publicise decisions and truths which could
be revoked at any time. As people were afraid of making a mistake and
feared potential consequences, legacy – as a thing related to values – was
in essence a taboo. People avoided speaking about it. It was not the right
time for heritage and heritage‑related images to be created. The death
of Stalin (1953) brought more life into the field of heritage, memory, and
representation. The turn for the old parks came.
In 1958 parks were officially recognised as natural, and in 1963–1964
also as cultural monuments.16 Their history as heritage objects began. In
the previous year (1957) the popular and official magazine Švyturys pub‑
lished the essay “Secrets of the Old Park” by Vytautas Misevičius, marking
an attempt to make parks socially relevant and turn them into a topical is‑
sue of memory.17 Misevičius takes the reader round the park of Joniškėlis
manor. Saturated with history and meanings, the space of the park unfolds
before the reader. A new mythology, which is forthright Soviet rather than
national or manorial, was created. Admittedly, it was not mythology of the
park; rather, it was Soviet mythology that spread over the park.
However, even the recent past reveals a great number of secrets of the
old park… No, I am not going to speak about the duels between the
great dukes on the steep bank of the Mažupė river, nor about the sui‑
cide of the humpbacked young gentleman near Tylioji lime tree, nor
about the reckless orgies of the gentry, illuminated by multicoloured
lamps… No, no!…
All that is gone. Everything is forgotten. Everything rotted in the
Karpiai family crypt… Everything is covered with green mould. Let
it be! Let us not disturb them!…

16 In total, 194 parks became monuments of nature and 31 parks were declared monu‑
ments of culture. See: Antanas Tauras, Mūsų parkai, Vilnius 1989, p. 4.
17 Vytautas Misevičius, “Seno parko paslaptys,” [in:] Švyturys, vol. 208 (1957), pp. 11–12.
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But there is something that cannot be forgotten. And that is what the
old park will be telling forever… And the old alleys remember a lot…18
The main theses of this image are the following: the park (1) is a wit‑
ness to the revolutionary movement and cruelties of hostile forces; 2) is
a witness to the suffering of the people (serfs); (3) constitutes a creation
of people’s hands; (4) remembers traces left by Lithuanian (national, folk,
but not manor) cultural heroes.
Beaten and bleeding profusely, Kazys Baltaragis is being taken to the
House of Horror – the prison – along the alleys of the old park […].
A volley echoed in the alleys of the park… With a bullet in his chest
Kazys Baltaragis cried out: “Long live the revolution!”…19
Lord Benediktas did that […]. Killed nine first‑borns of the serfs.
It was in that place that he planted oak trees. The park broke into
young leaf, but people’s tears and their sacrifice of blood have not
disappeared […].20
The fact that the old parks can also acquire such meaning was impor‑
tant – it meant that they had their place in the socialist society, too. Any
item with a socialist form and content was ideal for that system. However,
if an object was devoid of socialist form (the greatest part of manor legacy
was like that), it at least needed socialist content – in other words, it need‑
ed to yield to socialist/Soviet interpretations and serve them, otherwise it
found itself outside the norms of that system and had to disappear. In this
way the product of the manor culture turned into a place of glorifying the
revolutionaries, people, and the victory of socialism. The rearrangement
of meanings changed the spatial structure of the park, too: with the ap‑
pearance of the new accents, the former dominants (such as the palace)
were disregarded or marginalised.
Near the palace, high up by the creak, old lime trees rustle sorrow‑
fully, reclining. They have grown in a curious way: two sisters from

18 Ibidem, p. 11.
19 Ibidem.
20 Ibidem.
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one stump. Nearly everybody knows these lime trees: a 1919 victim,
a revolutionist, is buried beneath them. It was impossible to find out
his name. However, this grave became the symbol of freedom for
the people in the years of the bourgeois rule, as well as during the
years of the Nazi occupation. The burial place is always, even during
the most dreadful years of the occupation, marked by bunches of
red flowers…21
The story created by Misevičius could have become archetypical
for parks, turning them into the focal points of memory. However, this
neither developed into a trend, nor became a precedent; in essence, it
remained only a legend of one park. Nevertheless, several clichés ac‑
ceptable to the Soviet rhetoric became established: the park was created
by the people, it remembers the suffering of the serfs, and belongs to the
people today. These clichés were then interwoven into the stories about
specific parks – we find their echoes in more general conversations con‑
cerning the parks. More importantly still, they became the cause for the
survival of parks, counterbalancing another position, namely, that parks
are the legacy of feudalism and bourgeoisie.
[Parks] which earlier served the purpose of representation and the
needs of the elite and the ruling classes, today are assets of the people,
accessible to everyone.22
Searching for the pagan layers and exotic plants
Another theme developed in the Soviet period was a Lituanistics cultural
narrative. While the socialist content was compulsory in the Soviet sys‑
tem, the latter theme was not forbidden; and the extent to which it was
not forbidden (which sometimes also became a prohibition) depended
on the party policy in Moscow or Vilnius. One of the expressions of this
Lituanistics discourse was the paganistic paradigm, searching for (or
inventing) the pagan component – namely, an embodiment or manifes‑
tation of the pre‑Christian religion of Balts or Lithuanians – in various
elements of legacy. The search for pagan themes in Lithuania intensi‑
fied in the 1960s, fuelled by findings in archaeology, ethnography, and

21 Ibidem.
22 Rasa Koirienė, “Puoselėkime parkus,” [in:] Mokslas ir gyvenimas, vol. 345 (1986), p. 10.
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architectural heritage.23 The paganistic perspective was directly or in‑
directly supported by the Soviets and used for their own purposes: while
debasing Christianity, it conveniently made no political claims or preten‑
sions to statehood.24 Nonetheless, paganism had its own cultural claims.
The discovery of the pagan component in the old parks prompted efforts
to assimilate that legacy and – of course – the manor was of no relevance
there. This appropriation was carried out in two directions – transferring
the genesis of parks to the pagan (pre‑Christian) times and finding relics
of paganism in the parks.
The history of parks in Lithuania goes back to the olden times. In cre‑
ating green plantations for public purposes, recalling holy groves and
worshipped trees, Lithuania prevailed over Christian Europe where
green plantations were almost completely eliminated from towns and
settlements at that time.25
Lithuania’s parks also started with the holy groves of old Lithuanian
lovers of nature. Their relics have survived in our landscape until the
present day. One of them is well‑known Medžiokalnis near Kražiai,
Dūkštai oak wood. The oaks of Šventybrastis are also incorporated
in later parks, for instance those of Kaunas, Ąžuolynas, Gelgaudiškis,
and others, as well as such patriarchs as oak trees of Stelmužė and
Glinkiškiai parks, Perkūnas oak tree in Plungė, etc.26
Alkai [sacrifice places] belong to […] the architectural and historical
monuments in Lithuania. They date back to the 13th–14th century.
With Christianity becoming firmly established in Lithuania, old
traditions were destroyed. In later centuries some forest alkai were
reconstructed within the landscape and mixed parks in Lithuania.27

23 See: Salvijus Kulevičius, Lietuvos…, op. cit., pp. 181–190.
24 See: Nerija Putinaitė, Šiaurės Atėnų tremtiniai: Lietuviškosios tapatybės paieškos ir Europos
vizijos XX a., Vilnius 2004, pp. 145–168.
25 Dainora Juchnevičiūtė and Evaldas Navys, “Senųjų…,” op. cit., p. 170.
26 Kęstutis Labanauskas, “Parkai žmonijos keliuose,” [in:] Mokslas ir gyvenimas,
vol. 313 (1983), p. 32 (32–33).
27 Elena Leonaitė, “Perkūno ąžuolo paunksmėje,” [in:] Mokslas ir gyvenimas, vol. 141 (1969),
p. 43 (41–43).
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We can speak about one more aspect – perceiving the old parks
through the prism of exotic (rare and introduced) plants. It is an insepa‑
rable element of the old park; however, when it dominates the perception
or value, devaluation occurs: accentuating exotic plants is based on the
dotted rather than on the structural approach. The fact of having an ex‑
otic plant in the park is perceived as more important than its precise
location, which results in re‑imagining the structure of the park so as to
place the valuable species in its centre, while everything else is viewed
as less valuable.28 In this case the park is treated as a green plantation;
its natural rudiment is accentuated. The sources of this concept can be
professional: the majority of people who discussed and valued the parks,
as well as specialists working with them, were naturalists by education –
biologists, foresters, or agronomists. One can look for the ideological
element in the underlying implication of the concept: when feudalism,
bourgeoisie, and manor were unacceptable themes, the discourse of na‑
ture offered a safe refuge.
The issue of status: legacy, heritage, or a place of memory?
In 1940 the status of manors changed – from the field of living culture or
tradition they passed into the category labelled as “legacy.” In the long
run this category can develop into heritage or the place of memory. In
this case the concepts of legacy, heritage, and places of memory should be
differentiated. “Heritage” is a value manifesting itself in the need or dec‑
laration to protect it, while “legacy” is only potential heritage. The status
of heritage shows that the object is visible and perceived, which is usually
made official through legal acts declaring a given site or object as a herit‑
age asset. However, this value can remain purely formal, recorded only
on paper, known to and perceived by a narrow circle of specialists rather
than the general public. The third status – “the place of memory” – im‑
bues the object with ideological shape that generates representations.29
Heritage also has meanings (interpretations); however, they lack that

28 See e.g.: Antanas Staponkus, “Kada atgims Užutrakio grožis?,” [in:] Kultūros barai,
vol. 165 (1978), p. 40 (40–41).
29 The concept is borrowed from Pierre Nora. See: Pierre Nora, “From Lieux de mémoire
to Realms of Memory,” [in:] Realms of Memory: The Construction of the French Past, vol. 1:
Conflicts and Divisions, Pierre Nora and Lawrence D. Kritzman (eds.), New York 1996,
pp. xv–xxiv; Pierre Nora, “General Intorduction: Between Memory and History,”
[in:] Realms…, op. cit., pp. 1–20.
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collectiveness and the power of impact which is attached to the places of
memory. The peculiar thing is that places of memory strive to materialise
their mental images – if the available material, even if it were heritage,
fails to correspond to the image, it is being falsified to bring it closer
to the dominant mental image.30 Thus we have come close to the park
reconstruction theme, which could help us find an answer to the ques‑
tion as to what place the old parks occupy on the map of memory of the
Soviet period.
Hence, the thing characteristic of the places of memory is that for
the sake of better conformity with the image their material forms are
changed. During the postwar years one element of an undoubtedly ideo‑
logical nature began to be placed in the manor parks – cemeteries of the
Soviet soldiers of the Great War. During the war the bodies of Soviet sol‑
diers were buried anywhere – in the forests, the outskirts of fields, house
yards, ditches, and trenches. In the war conditions it was an understand‑
able practice. Yet as the time passed and the war was becoming more
distant, the reburial of those bodies commenced. The process had a clear
purpose: to create memorials useful for the Soviet propaganda. The place
of such memorials was also of great importance.31 Manor parks appeared
suitable for that purpose, hence such “inclusions” were soon placed in
Gruzdžiai, Kretinga, Kruopiai, Raudonė, Terespolis, Vepriai, and Žagarė
parks. Monuments‑obelisks commemorating those who were killed in
the Great War were erected in Antazavė and Švėkšna parks. Traces of
the Bolshevik revolution and fights for the Soviet regime were discovered
and revealed in three parks: Joniškėlis, Rokiškis (in 1918 “revolutionary
committees” operated in the buildings of both manors; in 1919 one of the
Committee members was tortured and killed in the surroundings of the
Joniškėlis park), and Vytėnai (near the park there is a grave of a young
man killed by “bandits” in 1950). Such were the manifestations of the
Soviet paradigm.
In 1959 the work started on creating an open‑air Museum of Country
Life in the territory of the Rokiškis manor. It was meant to reflect an old

30 Here David Lowenthal’s theory of heritage as the falsification of the past is accepted.
See: David Lowenthal, “Fabricating Heritage,” [in:] History and Memory, vol. 10 no. 1
(1998), pp. 5–24.
31 See: Salvijus Kulevičius, “Instruments of Propaganda: The Burial Places of the Soviet
Soldiers of the Second World War in Lithuania. Old and New Trends,” [in:] Iсторико‑
культурнi студii, vol. 4 no. 1 (2017), pp. 1–8.
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village of Aukštaitija (ethnographic region of Lithuania). While renovat‑
ing Taujėnai manor park, a bar bearing the fancy name of Peklužė [Hell]
was set up in one of the former cellars (around 1970) – the cellar was given
this name because “a long time ago, in the years of the Count Marikonis,
one of the underground cellars was called ‘the manor’s hell’ because serfs
used to be tortured in it.”32 Either imaginary or real (as far as narratives
are concerned, this is not of great importance), the site of torture became
a recreation place for the descendants of the former victims. In this way
parks were brought closer to the people (народ; proletariat), and so yet
another narrative approved by the Soviets was realised.
There still remains the paganistic paradigm. Historian Adolfas Rauli‑
naitis claimed to have discovered the relics of an old forest alkai in the
century‑old oak trees in Plungė manor park. This gave rise to the desire
to reveal these places thus “providing our beautiful parks with an origi‑
nal national character” (1969).33 This dream, however, never came true.
Claims were made about the location of a holy oak wood 34 in Verkiai
manor park, and after some archaeological research it was announced
that “the old pre‑Christian Lithuanian religious centre” and “the stone
sanctuary” (1988–1991) were discovered in the place of the park pavilion
and at the end of the century an altar was also built there.35
The list of parks associated with Lithuanian culture heroes (one more
expression of Lituanistics paradigm) was longer, including Aukštadvaris
(visited by the poet Adam Mickiewicz), Bukantė, and Džiuginėnai (re‑
lated to writer Žemaitė), to name but a few. In total, there are ten or more
such sites. Probably it was these places that the landscape architect An‑
tanas Tauras recommended to be taken over by cultural and educational
institutions and adapted as “memorial parks.” “This old park should be
reconstructed according to the design that matches its new purpose,
bringing benefit to the public, and the landscape should be preserved.”36
The trend for commemorating Lithuanian culture heroes started in
the mid‑1960s and had an impact on the former manor homesteads.

32 Povilas Šleikus, “Taujėnų parkas,” [in:] Mokslas ir gyvenimas, vol. 185 (1973), pp. 58–59.
33 Elena Leonaitė, “Perkūno…,” op. cit., p. 43.
34 Kęstutis Labanauskas, “Pirmasis…,” op. cit., p. 12.
35 Birutė Rūta Vitkauskienė, “Vilniaus vyskupo Eustachijaus Valavičiaus rezidencija
Verkiuose,” [in:] Acta Academiae Artium Vilnensis, vol. 55 (2009), pp. 24, 26 (23–51).
36 Antanas Tauras, Mūsų parkai…, op. cit., p. 255.
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In 1965–1966 museums of literature were established in the former man‑
sions of Bukantė, Paragiai, and Užventis manors. Another revival took
place in the middle of the 1980s: in 1984–1987 museums were established
in Džiuginėnai, Naisiai, and Puziniškis. The shift involved processes that
transformed the spaces of the homesteads: for example, the sculptures
of writer Žemaitė and literary characters from her works were erected
in Bukantė (1977). Interventions were minimal; however, these were
elements construing new meanings. Considering that it all occurred
in the Soviet period, it would be a mistake to treat these processes as
the expression of national identity – though they were manifestations
of Lithuanian identity, it was still Soviet Lithuanian identity. It was the
declaration of a culture associated with the culture of “working people
and peasants.” As such, it integrated anti‑manorialism, as well as de‑
preciated Lithuanian identity and national character: the former manor
homesteads were presented as places of Lithuanian folk culture rather
than those of the manor37 – for instance, the sculpture of Žemaitė (who
in fact came from a family of manor owners) was decorated with ethno‑
graphical ornaments.
The list of the parks that had desirable and permitted historical or cul‑
tural links or were reconstructed accordingly seems to be comparatively
long. However, when considering what was accentuated – namely, the
park or the newly added elements – doubts arise about the importance
of the old parks. Parks supplemented with new elements became a back‑
ground for the new meanings rather than the source of those meanings.
It seems that the parks themselves failed to acquire more distinct sym‑
bolic meanings – they neither stirred up images, nor became places of
memory. And this is not surprising: in the political and cultural history
taught at Soviet Lithuanian schools, disseminated in historiography and
travelling on the lips of the masses, parks did not exist. However, there
was and still is one notable exception of a park that undoubtedly has be‑
come a place of memory. This is Palanga manor park, the heritage of the
renowned French landscape designer Édouard François André.
In the 1960s a layer generated by Lithuanian images began settled on
the old park of Palanga manor and its surroundings: the sculptures Eglė

37 See e.g.: “Dionizo Poškos Baublys,” [in:] Švyturys, vol. 32 (1950), p. 8; Lilija Kudirkienė,
“Pagerbtas rašytojų atminimas,” [in:] Literatūra ir menas, vol. 1024 (1966), p. 5; Adol‑
fas Sprindis, “Kam užkliuvo Bukantės tvenkinys?,” [in:] Literatūra ir menas, vol. 1827
(1981), p. 14.
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žalčių karalienė [Eglė the Queen of Grass Snakes] (1960), Jūratė ir Kastytis
(1961), and Birutė (1965) were created,38 a café‑restaurant called Vaidilutė
[The Priestess] was opened, and expressive architecture was added (for
instance, a wooden building of ethnographic forms seeking “to create the
illusion of the olden times, the association of the environment of Priest‑
ess Birutė’s times,”39 1969); a pagan sacrifice hill (alkas) from the 15th
century was found (1983), and the pagan Paleo‑observatory was discov‑
ered (around 1989). Pagan elements transformed the old manor park into
a Lithuanian mythological park and a place of “pilgrimage.”
Paradoxical heritage: merging the old and the new
During the Soviet period historical parks were attributed to architectural
monuments, and the latter were classified into:
a) monuments of architecture that cannot be used for practical purposes;
b) monuments which can be used only for the purposes of scientific insti‑
tutions and museums, preserving their artistic and historical heritage,
equipment, and interiors;
c) monuments which can be used for economic purposes provided no dan‑
ger is posed to their survival and without prejudice to their historical
and artistic value (1948).40
The main focus was always placed on the preservation of the historical
or authentic form: “It is necessary to preserve the authentic architectural
artistic forms (constructions), details, or fragments (even of different sty‑
listic periods) not only of the exterior and the interior of the monument,
but also of the authentic building materials and constructional solutions”

38 Birutė is a historical and nonetheless legendary personality, wife of the Grand Duke of
Lithuania Kęstutis (around 1399–1382), mother of Vytautas, the most famous ruler
of Lithuania (around 1350–1430). According to the 16th‑century legend, prior to her
marriage she was a priestess of the pagan shrine in Palanga, and after her death she
was buried on Birutė Hill in Palanga. At the end of the 19th century a manor park was
created in the territory of Birutė Hill and of the (alleged or true) former Birutė Holy
Forest Palanga. Eglė, Jūratė, and Kastytis are characters featuring in fairy tales and
legends created by the romanticists in the 19th century. For the Lithuanians, their
names, like Birutė’s, are associated with paganism.
39 Jonas Minkevičius, “Kūryba ar epigoniškumas,” [in:] Pergalė, vol. 2 (1972), p. 140.
40 “Приложение к постановлению Совета Министров СССР № 3898 от 14 октября
1948 г. Положение об охране памятников культуры,” [in:] Инструкция о порядке
учета, регистрации, содержания и реставрации памятников архитектуры,
состоящих под государственной охраной, Москва 1949, pp. 5, 7 (art. 2, 13) (5–7).

The treatment remained unchanged in later legal acts.
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(1972).41 Opposite arguments would have sounded impudent at the very
least, even if controversial manor legacy was discussed. In the case of
parks everything was the other way round. The value of the old layers
of parks was belittled, and the need to reconstruct them was accentuated.
The park itself, such as it is or was inherited, was not enough – its exist‑
ence, relevance, and value were directly associated with its capacity to be
practically adapted or used. It was not the images discussed (the memory
discourse) but elementary pragmatics that motivated such approach. In
this case loudly and publicly declared principles are considered:
These parks should be reconstructed, adapting their layout to meet
the present‑day needs. […] Hence, these parks are the base for creat‑
ing new modern parks. They will be reconstructed, preserving only
that which is valuable from the scientific and cultural‑aesthetic point
of view: separate architectural ensembles, groups of rarer trees, in‑
dividual exotic plants, and the like.42
It seems that several causes have intertwined here. Parks, no matter
whether they are old or young, were perceived and assessed as places of
recreation, health, and entertainment – a peculiar symbol of well-being
and care for the people. They had to provide benefit. However, for this
benefit to be realised they had to be accessible for mass visits or partici‑
pation. This proved problematic with old parks – due to their nature they
were not always capable of providing enough space for mass gatherings.
This pragmatic conception was consistent with the images of old parks
discussed earlier. Its proponents proved to support reconstruction more
than preservation: if the park is heritage of the people, then why does it
not serve the people?
At the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century, when
most of the largest Lithuanian parks were established, private prop‑
erty and large‑scale land ownership existed. […] The majority of parks

41 “Kultūros paminklų apsaugos įstatymo taikymo instrukcija,” [in:] Kultūros paminklų
apsaugos įstatymas ir Kultūros paminklų apsaugos įstatymo taikymo instrukcija, Vilnius
1975, p. 51 (art. 115) (8–88).
42 Kęstutis Balevičius, “Senųjų parkų jaunystė,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 17 (1966),
pp. 13–14 (12–14).
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were set up for the interest and amusement of the landowners and
their families. At present the purpose of parks is different.43
In this way parks became a paradoxical case of heritage. First, though
they were declared heritage, their authenticity was not regarded as an as‑
set. Since authenticity is typically regarded as one of the fundamental
components of heritage (without the accent on authenticity there would
be no heritage), this treatment seems especially peculiar. Second, no dis‑
tinction was made between the old and new parks (built in the Soviet
period) – they were often approached together, as the whole complex; the
majority of discussions or publications at the time were devoted to the old
and new parks together, which can hardly be said of any other type of
heritage. With the widespread conviction that the old parks had to be‑
come new ones, there was no longer any point in differentiating between
these two types. Historicity became just a delicious spice, an interesting
component rather than the essence of the old parks.
The Soviet Lithuanian approach to park maintenance was based on
the idea of merging the old and the new. In 1972 the specialised jour‑
nal Architektūra ir paminklai [Architecture and monuments] published
an article that had pretensions to become the ABC for the upkeep of the
old parks. One of its points stated: “Since the use of (old) parks intensi‑
fies, their nature changes; reconstruction rather than restoration is to
more likely to be applied in their regeneration”44 or “there are only a few
perfectly designed parks whose initial picture would be worth restoring.
[…] The majority of our protected parks can be adapted to the present‑day
needs, leaving the existing trees and shrubs therein.”45 That was not
an individual or subjective opinion but the voice of a sufficiently harmo‑
nious and numerous chorus.46 And that was not a short‑lived episode,
but as of the 1960s it was the prevailing perspective and tendency. How
would it be translated into practice? Several visions of varied intensity
are presented below:

43 Dainora Juchnevičiūtė and Evaldas Navys, “Senųjų…,” op. cit., pp. 171–172.
44 Ibidem, p. 175.
45 Evaldas Navys, “Projektuose…,” op. cit., p. 48.
46 See e.g.: Bronius Vyšniauskas, “Parkai ir skulptūra,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 29 (1967),
p. 15 (14–15); Jonas Naujokaitis, “Gyvoji…,” op. cit., p. 40; Alfonsas Kiškis, “Kraštovaizdžio
architektūros klausimu,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 163 (1978), p. 39 (38–40).
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If a school is founded in the former manor, it is expedient to build
a green auditorium in the park, to broaden the paths, to introduce
more species of the plants which could serve as training aids in teach‑
ing botany. Different requirements are set to a kindergarten. Hospital
parks are also reconstructed differently.47
[Jašiūnai park], as a monument, is valued especially highly due to its
interesting layout and good proportions between open spaces, large
areas, and groups. However, like the majority of the former manor
parks, it was not adapted to the needs of the settlement. […] It goes
without saying that it is necessary to preserve the existing volumet‑
ric proportions, structure of the layout, colour, and most significant
stylistic features. Therefore no children sector with outdoor game
facilities was designed […]. Nonetheless, it was inexpedient to des‑
ignate the park for quiet rest, which is of little relevance to the rural
population. The zone of active rest with basketball, badminton, and
square courts was designed in the north‑western part of the park and
a resting place and a picnic area with the outdoor fire were designed
in the place of the former conservatory.48
A very important indicator determining the extent of reconstruc‑
tion is the projected use of the park. […] Due to social factors, such
as the shortening of a working day and week, the improvement of
leisure facilities is required and the use of parks is greatly extend‑
ing, producing the necessity to extend and partly reconstruct parks.
Parks are reconstructed and adjusted according to the purpose and
character of their use. For example, Apytalaukis (Kėdainiai region),
Adakavas (Tauragė region), and Aknystai (Anykščiai region) have
to be adapted to meet the needs of old people and the disabled. Con‑
sidering the psychology of the aging people [proposals to Apyta‑
laukis Park], plans have been made to replace the present gloomy
colour palette with a more cheerful one. Therefore the open spaces
are considerably expanded and the assortment of plants is selected
accordingly. Hence, after the character and function of the use had

47 Kęstutis Balevičius, “Senųjų…,” op. cit., p. 13–14.
48 Elena Brundzaitė and Evaldas Navys, “Atkuriamas senasis Jašiūnų parkas,” [in:] Staty‑
ba ir architektūra, vol. 215 (1977), p. 31 (30–32).
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changed, it became inexpedient to conserve or restore the park in
its previous form.49
Have these approaches turned into concrete reconstruction projects
and have these projects been implemented? Statistical data on Lithu‑
ania’s scale seem impressive: until 1978 about 80 such projects were pre‑
pared.50 However, the fact that only one of them – Palanga park – was
implemented speaks to the imagination even more. Such realities make
us again question the status of historical parks.
Placing the parks on heritage lists, recognising them in offices and
speeches made by specialists, and including them in drawing projects
was not enough for the park to become a full‑scale heritage, not to men‑
tion the place of memory. Declaring historical parks as cultural monu‑
ments was, in essence, an empty nomination. This threw the parks back
into the category of legacy. On the other hand, the fact that parks were
not viewed as relevant heritage protected them from a more radical re‑
construction, which would have destroyed their authenticity and histo‑
ricity. It should be admitted that even without implementing the heritage
projects, there were quite abundant interventions:
Earlier there were no physical education and sports facilities in the
parks, only playgrounds here and there. During the postwar years
lots of sport and leisure facilities were built. At present almost all the
parks have volleyball and basketball courts. Football pitches […] or
stadiums with playground complexes are constructed […].51
Architect Vytautas Žemkalnis differed from all the others. He gave
priority to the preservation and revealing of the old rather than the
function and reconstruction.52 Antanas Tauras seems to have adopted
a similar position.53 They represented the classical concept of heritage
management, which valued the historical element, namely, all that was

49 Dainora Juchnevičiūtė and Evaldas Navys, “Senųjų…,” op. cit., pp. 171–172.
50 “Kas laukia…,” op. cit., p. 14; Dainora Juchnevičiūtė, “Želdynai…,” op. cit., p. 33.
51 Antanas Tauras, Lietuvos TSR parkai, Vilnius 1966, p. 64.
52 See: Vytautas Žemkalnis, “Sutvarkykime žaliąją Palangą,” [in:] Statyba ir architektūra,
vol. 8 (1964), pp. 18–20.
53 “Mūsų parkai,” [in:] Kultūros barai, vol. 29 (1967), p. 3 (2–5).
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preserved from the past and confirmed by reliable sources. Žemkalnis
categorically rejected reconstruction for the sake of bringing the parks
up to date and conceded to it only in the most indispensable cases.
Žemkalnis served as the project reviewer and author of project propos‑
als during the reconstruction of Palanga park (1963); authorities and cir‑
cumstances proved favourable and his proposals were implemented. As
a result, it was historical and cultural images rather than pragmatics that
left their imprint on Palanga park.
Conclusion
A dozen objects on heritage lists, numerous projects and discussions – all
that contrast with the question whether the old manor parks in Soviet
Lithuania were heritage on the whole. The focus of the present article is
the real functioning in the public consciousness, the real as opposed to
declarative significance of parks, rather than their presence or absence
on official registers. During the Soviet period parks were enmeshed in
the general ideological and memory images; however, those images were
merely preconditions and frames for perception rather than stimuli to
act. Parks did not give identity to society, and the Soviet system did not
consider them as relevant political or cultural instruments. The purpose
assigned to the parks was to provide space for recreation and entertain‑
ment or a background. And this is a different medium, another sphere.
During the Soviet years the old parks never attained the status of heritage.
Around 1987 a more obvious turning point occurred in Lithuania as
far as the manors are concerned. The taboo surrounding the manor was
lifted. At the same time, new phenomena were emerging which enabled
a re‑evaluation of the manors and prompted a renewed interest in them
(or perhaps in their emergence on the whole). A certain rehabilitation of
manors was taking place. Landowners were given a more positive con‑
notation – instead of being presented as perpetrators of crimes against
the people, they became creators of something beautiful.
Nevertheless, the period between approximately 1987 and 2001 proved
to be one of the darkest for the manor heritage in Lithuania. The new
owners’ incapability, lack of goodwill, or ignorance with respect to the
preservation and reconstruction of manor buildings and parks resulted
in stagnation, which subsequently caused damage. At the same time,
the issue of manors was already discussed “at the top” and “at the bot‑
tom” – concern for their preservation was expressed and programmes
to preserve them were developed. Contrary to the Soviet period, the
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manor itself started to be appreciated. A shift occurred from alienating
the manor to exploring its identity.54 New prospects opened up for the
manor parks, too. The scientific, fact‑based paradigm of the concept and
management of historical parks (founded on the principles laid down in
The Florence [Historic Gardens] Charter, 1981), defended by Žemkalnis sev‑
eral decades ago, is becoming the main voice in Lithuania today.

54 See: Salvijus Kulevičius, “Dvarų paveldas ir muziejai: transformacijos link,” [in:]
Naratyvų labirintuose: Lietuvos ir Ukrainos muziejų patirtys, Vilnius 2019, pp. 81–87
(78–91).
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Introduction
While thinking of today’s modern cities and their citizens’ expecta‑
tions, the trend towards a more eco‑friendly city life seems increasingly
distinctive.1 The progressive environmental degradation leads inhabit‑
ants towards conceptions such as Green City.2 The latter becomes a seri‑
ous challenge for historical cities, whose structure is perceived as not
flexible enough to adjust to those modern ideas. Furthermore, the dy‑
namics of discourse concerning ecologising the standards of urban liv‑
ing in historical municipalities may result in missing the very historical
specifics of those cities. In extreme cases cultural heritage preservation
is treated as an obstacle to environmental protection – which, again,
leads to recognising environmental protection as the exclusive domain
of ecologists, who are not sensitive enough to the cultural context of the
environment in a historical city.3
And yet this does not have to be the case. The example of Kraków
demonstrates that a historical city is able to possess the potential to link

1

Anna Hulicka, “Miasto zielone – miasto zrównoważone: Sposoby kształtowania miej
skich terenów zieleni w nawiązaniu do idei Green City,” [in:] Zeszyty Naukowe Uniwer
sytetu Jagiellońskiego: Prace Geograficzne, no. 141 (2015), pp. 82–83 (73–85).

2

Cf. Ogenis Brilhante and Jannes Klaas, “Green City Concept and a Method to Measure
Green City Performance over Time Applied to Fifty Cities Globally: Influence of GDP,
Population Size and Energy Efficiency,” [in:] Sustainability, vol 10 no. 8 (2018), n.p.,
https://www.mdpi.com/2071–1050/10/6/2031/htm (access: 18 March 2021).

3

Andrzej Tomaszewski, “Rola architektury krajobrazu w integracji dziedzictwa natu‑
ry i kultury,” [in:] Sprawozdania z posiedzeń komisji naukowych: Polska Akademia Nauk.
Oddział w Krakowie, no. 41/2 (1997), p. 137 (136–137).
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pro‑ecological expectations of its citizens with the cultural heritage. To
be exact, this concerns especially one aspect of the heritage, further re‑
ferred to as “eco‑heritage.”
According to Gregory J. Ashworth, there is not a single heritage, but
a series of heritages. Why so many? Because each of them is based on
different resources, they have different purposes, and answer to differ‑
ent expectations of different consumers.4 In other words, eco‑heritage is
distinguished, among others, by cultural landscape viewed as its resource
(cultural landscape is seen as a man‑made space filled with products of
civilisation and nature,5 where man gives nature its expression, form, and
cultural values). In eco‑heritage, sustainable development is a purpose of
heritage production; general public is the consumer; and ecological iden‑
tity6 and awareness7 are the basis of the consumer’s expectations. This
proposition implicates the same heritological challenges – for instance,
concerning the authenticity of eco‑heritage as based on nature, which
is an ever‑changing process.8 Such understanding of authenticity might
be closer to the non‑Eurocentric paradigm, which – to put it simply – em‑
phasises the continuity of form (idea) over the continuity of substance.
In 2015 the 3rd Heritage Forum of Central Europe was dedicated to the
theme of the city, including “the city as a work of art.”9 Today, more than
ever, it seems that the public wants to see the city not only as a work of
art, but also as a work of nature. Let’s try to look at Kraków in this way.

4

Gregory J. Ashworth, “Sfragmentaryzowane dziedzictwo: sfragmentaryzowany in‑
strument sfragmentaryzowanej polityki,” [in:] Monika M. Murzyn and Jacek Purchla
(eds.), Dziedzictwo kulturowe w XXI wieku: Szanse i wyzwania, Kraków 2007, p. 34 (29–42).

5

See: Janusz Bogdanowski, Maria Łuczyńska‑Bruzda, and Zygmunt Novák, Architek
tura krajobrazu, Warszawa – Kraków 1979, pp. 7–8.

6

As defined by Katrzyna Ponikowska‑Cichoń, “Tożsamość ekologiczna: Refleksja
socjologiczna,” [in:] Grzegorz Libor and Jacek Wódz (eds.), Niedokończone tożsamości
społeczne: Szkice socjologiczne, Katowice 2015, pp. 133–144 (133–144).

7

As defined by Bazyli Poskrobko, in: Lidia Mierzejewska, Przyrodnicze aspekty rozwoju
zrównoważonego miast, Poznań 2004, pp. 27–28.

8

See remarks on the authenticity of historic parks on the example of the Krasińskich
Garden in Warsaw: Beata Fortuna‑Antoszkiewicz, “Problemy rewaloryzacji i ochrony
parków historycznych w centrum miast na przykładzie Ogrodu Krasińskich w War‑
szawie,” [in:] Czasopismo Techniczne: Architektura, vol. 6a no. 19 (2012), pp. 157–158
(145–166); and some general remarks by Marek Kosmala, “Potyczki architekta
krajobrazu z dziką przyrodą,” [in:] idem (ed.), Dzika przyroda w mieście, Toruń 2017,
pp. 126–133 (125–134).

9

See: Robert Kusek and Jacek Purchla (eds.), Heritage and the City, Kraków 2017.
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The green face of old Kraków
Kraków as a city on the UNESCO World Heritage List is commonly seen as
filled with historic architectural complexes. And indeed, in the area in‑
scribed on the List and in the protection zone there are about 1,000 archi‑
tectural objects of significant historic value. Today there is also another
competitive view on Kraków – as a symbol of the dangers posed by the
energy industry based on coal and oil. A sociological research reportedly
shows that “smog” is one of the most common associations with Kraków
among the city’s inhabitants.10
But there is also another face of Kraków – a green one. It is not always
remembered that 15% of the UNESCO area and protection zone in Kraków
are areas where the buildings give way to nature (7 parks, 18 monastery
gardens,11 ca. 150 tenement house courtyard gardens,12 2 park cemeteries,
and finally – the Vistula river). And that’s only a small part of Kraków:
within the city’s administrative boundaries there are about 70 enclaves
(parks, abbeys, forts, palaces), in which the cultural factor significantly
interacts with the natural factor. For instance, it is estimated that the
greenery of circa 30 forts of the 19th‑century Kraków Fortress occupies
200–300 hectares.13 Another example is the Błonia Meadow, which oc‑
cupies nearly 50 hectares of former pastures excluded from building de‑
velopment. By the way, this vast green area is situated very close to the
protection zone and to the city centre, which is unique on the European
scale. The meadow survived in this form due to the fact that it belonged
to one of the nearby female monasteries and before World War I it served
the needs of the military. Today, it is entered in the heritage register and
protected as a heritage site as well as a natural habitat.

10 Katarzyna Warmińska and Anna Urbaniak, “Czym jest Kraków? Analiza pola se‑
mantycznego,” [in:] Zeszyty Naukowe: Uniwersytet Ekonomiczny w Krakowie, no. 3 (2017),
p. 95 (87–102).
11 Data based on: Katarzyna Hodor, “Ogrody klasztorne i ich rola w kształtowaniu tkanki
urbanistycznej Krakowa,” [in:] Czasopismo Techniczne: Architektura, vol. 6a no. 19 (2012),
p. 58 (57–64).
12 Estimated data based on: Janusz Bogdanowski (ed.), Parki i ogrody Krakowa w obrębie
Plant z Plantami i Wawelem, Warszawa 1997, pp. 46–509.
13 Cf. Bożena Degórska and Maria Baścik (eds.), Środowisko przyrodnicze Krakowa: Zasoby –
ochrona – kształtowanie, Kraków 2013; Janusz Bogdanowski, Warownie i zieleń Twierdzy
Kraków, Kraków 1979, p. 5.
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There are 325 monuments of nature in Kraków.14 The largest number
among those are trees, which in most cases they surround architectural
monuments or are a part of historic gardens, parks, and avenues. In other
words, they are historic vegetation planted by man for a culturally justi‑
fied purpose. And these trees are only a special kind of pars pro toto of
Kraków’s nature.15
Historical factors
These trees – monuments of nature were mostly planted in the 19th and ear‑
ly 20th century.16 What did Kraków look like in those times? Considering it
anachronically through the prism of the modern urban concepts,17 Kraków
at the turn of the 19th and 20th century would be considered a Green City,
Cittàslow, or Compact City. It was a quite small town, without the phenom‑
enon of urban sprawl, its urban tissue saturated with a network of urban
greenery. Of course, there is also a fundamental difference: these modern
urban concepts are based on the city’s own decision to impose self‑limita‑
tion, while Kraków wanted to develop and expand, but couldn’t. From the
mid‑19th century until the end of World War I, Kraków was an Austrian
fortress city. The impassable ring of the fortress squeezed the city within
the borders only slightly larger than the medieval ones, those which to‑
day are identified with the UNESCO protection zone. Kraków, a small and
peripheral city, was forced to manage its urban material in an economic
and non‑extensive way, and to reach for modern (at the time) solutions.18
Surprisingly, Kraków fitted well and quickly within the European
trend expressed by the so‑called park movement, which introduced

14 As of 31 December 2019, according to the online register by the Regional Directorate for
Environment Protection in Kraków: http://krakow.rdos.gov.pl/files/artykuly/14223/
rejestr2019pomnprzy_icon.xlsx (access: 15 May 2020).
15 Cf. Elżbieta Tyralska‑Wojtycza and Jacek H. Graff, Drzewa – pomniki przyrody miasta
Krakowa, Kraków 1989, passim.
16 Estimated rating of tree age based on the so‑called “age tabels.” See: Jan Łukaszewicz,
“Analiza dendrochronologiczna w świetle dostępnych metod oceny wieku drzew,”
[in:] Jan Rylke (ed.), Przyroda i miasto, vol. 7, Warszawa 2006, p. 381 (374–385).
17 Cf. Krystyna Solarek, “Współczesne koncepcje rozwoju miasta,” [in:] Kwartalnik Ar
chitektury i Urbanistyki, no. 4 (2011), pp. 51–69 (51–71).
18 Janusz Bogdanowski, “Rozwój i urbanistyczne kompozycje nowożytnego Krakowa
oraz problem ich rewaloryzacji (XVI–XX w.),” [in:] Teka Komisji Urbanistyki i Architektury,
no. 25 (1981), p. 19 (7–23).
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large‑scale open park greenery into cities and consequently democra‑
tised the contact of urban society with nature. However, Kraków acted
in a reverse order compared to most Western European cities, where
park movement was a reaction to the industrial revolution and the first
symptoms of environmental degradation. In Kraków the industrial revo‑
lution began no sooner than at the end of the 19th century,19 while the
first major park investment in the city took place in the 1820s.20
This investment was Planty Krakowskie (Kraków Planty Park) – a long
strip of greenery surrounding the medieval city in place of the demol‑
ished city walls, gates, towers, and the moat. This green belt of Kraków
was a pioneering solution, ahead of similar solutions in other European
cities, such as Vienna Ring Road, which was founded 30 years later.21
To this day Planty Krakowskie is considered in Kraków a model solu‑
tion and a reference point for further park and greenspace projects for
the four following reasons. (1) The natural material was used to map the
history record of the place (city walls and the moat). Other green ar‑
eas in Kraków recreated this model of recording the history of the place
through forms and boundaries, like the Błonia Meadow, which reflects
the form of monastery pastures. (2) A greenspace area is a result of the
reclamation and revitalisation of a degraded area,22 and consequently it
introduced the perception of nature as a remedy for the city’s ills – thus
urban greenery became morally charged. (3) It created a new plane for
the implementation of residents’ social activity as a place for meetings,
leisure, aesthetic experiences, etc. It was an alternative to the medieval
agora – the Main Square – and a more democratic alternative to boot, at it

19 Jacek Purchla, Jak powstał nowczesny Kraków: Studia nad rozwojem budowlanym mia
sta w okresie autonomii galicyjskiej, Kraków 1979, passim; Janina Bieniarzówna and
Jan M. Małecki, Kraków w latach 1796–1918, (Dzieje Krakowa, vol. 3), Kraków 1994,
pp. 297–313.
20 Bogusław Krasnowolski, Planty Krakowskie: Zarys dziejów, Kraków 2018.
21 Agata Zachariasz, “The Kraków Plantacje against the Background of Urban Develop‑
ment and Garden Art,” [in:] Andrzej Nowakowski (ed.), Planty Krakowskie / Planty in
Krakow, Kraków 2018, pp. 88–89 (87–106); cf. Kinga Kimic, “Miejsce i rola publicznych
terenów zieleni w przestrzeni polskich miast XIX wieku,” [in:] Czasopismo Techniczne:
Architektura, vol. 6a no. 19 (2012), p. 110 (109–117).
22 Katarzyna Fabijanowska, “The Greenery of Planty,” [in:] Andrzej Nowakowski (ed.),
Planty…, op. cit., p. 110 (109–133).
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Since 1820s the Old Town has been surrounded by the Planty park. Nature became a frame
for heritage. © Paweł Krzan

was not so strongly constrained by class or ethnic‑religious barriers.23
(4) And last but not least: it developed the ideal of relationship between
nature and heritage in which nature is a frame for heritage.
The last factor needs to be explained in a more extensive manner be‑
cause it has far‑reaching consequences. Despite its economic and political
marginalisation, Kraków was no ordinary border garrison town. The city
was the former capital of the Kingdom of Poland. For a nation deprived of
its own state, Kraków became a symbolic city in which the splendour of
the old Poland had its material expression in the royal castle, coronation
cathedral of Polish kings, churches, monasteries, and city palaces. Rather
than mere sightseeing attractions, they were viewed as a repository of
national history.24 Significantly, all this heritage was gathered in a rela‑

23 Cf. Kinga Kimic, “Wartości parków publicznych XIX wieku,” [in:] Jan Rylke (ed.), Przy
roda i miasto, vol. 6, Warszawa 2004, pp. 197–199 (191–205).
24 Paweł Kubicki, “Symbolika Krakowa między nowoczesnością a ponowoczesnością,”
[in:] Krzysztof Frysztacki and Zdzisław Mach (eds.), O Krakowie raz jeszcze: Szkice do
portretu miasta, Kraków 2008, pp. 48–51 (35–69).
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tively small area, surrounded by Planty. As a result, nature provided
a frame for the symbolic city, and eventually became an integral part of
the axiology of this heritage – not unlike a frame which becomes with
time an integral part of the painting.
Let us pause a moment to reflect on the relationship between a paint‑
ing (cultural heritage) and its frame (nature). A painting can exist
without a frame, but in the general, traditional perception, it requires
to be framed. However, a frame is usually more than just a visual en‑
closure of a painting. Often it is a decoration in itself, which can attract
the viewer to the painting, but also distort the reception of a work of
art, reinforce it, or give it a new meaning.25 And if so, then the frame
acquires its autonomous existence in relation to the painting. With time,
it creates an integral whole with the painting: the border between the
painting and the frame becomes blurry. This was the case of Kraków,
where the borders between nature and heritage also became blurry, and
consequently nature, in a very obvious way, became an intrinsic part of
cultural heritage.26
This vision was strengthened by the mythologisation of Kraków’s
everyday life, often in a neo‑romantic spirit. This is how the myth of
Green Kraków emerged, presenting the city as an island of greenness,
a model of reconciling nature with the urban environment.27 It extended
even to the pigeons, which according to the legend, were enchanted me‑
dieval knights.
On the other hand, the city’s natural values gave these ideas a solid
foundation. In August 1912 Ebenezer Howard, the creator of the concept
of garden cities, arrived in Kraków. He was to take part in the 8th World
Congress of Esperantists. At that time, he was already an unquestioned
authority on modern urbanisation concepts. The local architects asked
him to review Kraków’s urban design. They expected criticism; yet How‑
ard surprised them, recognising Kraków as a “naturally developed gar‑
den city.” Kraków achieved Howard’s desired goal (the harmony between

25 See: Agata Stronciwilk, “Międzyprzestrzenie: Rama, obramowanie i passe‑partout,”
[in:] Anthropos?, no. 25 (2016), p. 130 (130–144).
26 Cf. Janusz Bogdanowski, Style, kompozycja i rewaloryzacja w polskiej sztuce ogrodowej:
Wybrane problemy. Pomoc dydaktyczna, Kraków 1996, p. 22.
27 Małgorzata Praczyk, “Sprawczość mitu: Przyroda wyobrażona Krakowa,” [in:] Adam
Izdebski and Rafał Szmytka (eds.), Ekobiografia Krakowa, Kraków 2018, pp. 260,
268–269 (255–279).
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September 1929, the Vistula River near Wawel. The symbolical state of a specific homeo‑
stasis of heritage, nature, and people immersed in it. © National Digital Archives

urban environment and nature), albeit in a different way from what he
originally proposed. His response caused consternation among the ar‑
chitects of that time.28
In the interwar period Kraków’s eco‑heritage was based on a well‑es‑
tablished social capital, that is, on the ability to maintain natural values
and the need to provide natural settings for historic monuments. A photo
taken in September 1929 shows the Vistula River near the Wawel Cas‑
tle. Symbolically, in the picture we can see the state of a specific ho‑
meostasis of heritage, nature, and people immersed in it (even literally).
Cultural heritage (the Wawel Castle) together with nature (the Vistula
River) constitute a harmonious environment for human activity. This
photo is a peculiar artefact of the eco‑heritage archaeology: it docu‑
ments a non‑existent world. In the sphere of memory, which builds the

28 Andrzej Czyżewski, Trzewia Lewiatana: Miasta ogrody i narodziny przedmieścia kultur
alnego, Warszawa 2009, pp. 38–40.
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resources of intangible heritage, it creates a reference point for today’s
practices (although nowadays no one who cares about their health would
enter the Vistula to bathe or swim).
Transformations in the communist era
Communism undermined the capital of eco‑heritage, both material and
social, by introducing several structural changes.
1. Nationalisation of private properties.
2. Extensive resource management.
3. Assigning heritage objects functions that contradicted their historic
values. For instance, the garden at the former royal palace in Łobzów
was transferred to a military sports club, which quickly used the site
to built a stadium, stands, tennis courts, and changing rooms, destroy‑
ing the medieval Estera mound in the process.29 Needless to say, such
changes are irreversible.30
4. Subdivision of historic complexes. In particular, palaces and their parks
became distinct, separately managed entities. For example, it affected
Villa Decius and its park; after the takeover of the villa by the state, it was
used as a school and then as a hospital. The park, separated from the villa
by a fence, was subject to further subdivisions and gradually reduced:
houses were built on one part of its area and car park on another; this
situation continues to this day.
5. Ecological disaster caused by industrialisation and unsustainable ur‑
banisation.
All these structural changes were combined with passive or even
hostile attitude of the authorities toward cultural heritage and natural
resources of Kraków.31 Consequently, it broke the continuity of the inter‑
generational transfer of values necessary for their proper maintenance.32
The principle of intergenerational justice, fundamental for the transfer

29 Janusz Bogdanowski, Królewski ogród na Łobzowie, Kraków 2001, pp. 35–41.
30 Agata Zachariasz, “Zabytkowe ogrody i parki publiczne we współczesnym krajobra‑
zie: problemy rewaloryzacji i użytkowania,” [in:] Jan Rylke (ed.), Przyroda i miasto,
vol. 10 no. 2, Warszawa 2007, p. 339 (328–354).
31 Jerzy Haber, “Zanieczyszczenie atmosfery a niszczenie zabytków Krakowa,” [in:] Ma‑
ria Gumińska and Andrzej Delorme (eds.), Klęska ekologiczna Krakowa: Przyczyny,
teraźniejszość, perspektywy ekorozwoju miasta, Kraków 1990, pp. 263–271 (263–271).
32 Katarzyna Fabijanowska writes about the lack of the “law of good continuity.” See:
Katarzyna Fabijanowska, Współczesne realizacje…, op. cit., p. 104.
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of cultural and natural resources in a non‑deteriorated condition,33 was
denied. Eventually – in the realm of eco‑heritage – the balance between
the force of nature and human activity was disturbed.
In the meanitime, historic forest stands were growing uncontrol‑
lably. On a large scale, self‑seeded trees began to appear in the cultural
landscape of Kraków. To the present day, they significantly influence the
shape of the city’s eco‑heritage. In the cultural sphere, they blur the
historic composition of parks and degrade or even destroy the historic
panoramas of the city or views of individual objects. In the natural sphere,
they change the ecosystem of parks and can reduce the lifespan of older
trees.
The lack of systematic care of the nature in the vicinity of monuments
gave the communist authorities an alibi in terms of using natural tools
in the fight against undesirable cultural heritage. The Piłsudski Mound
on the Sowiniec Hill is a case in point. The mound was erected in the
1930s as a monumental commemoration of the leader of the state dur‑
ing the Polish-Soviet war of 1920. The communist authorities decided to
eliminate this structure from the panorama of the city by planting trees
around the mound and later on its slopes. This process was halted during
the “Solidarity Revolution” in 1980–1981, and subsequently the original
shape of the mound was restored.34
Kraków’s eco‑heritage today
Today, overcoming the deformities created in the second half of the 20th
century raises a number of problems, affecting also the area of eco‑heri
tage. In addition to technical problems (such as irreversible ownership
and urban changes), the main heritological challenges are associated
with valuation and low consumer expectations.

33 For more on the intergenerational aspects of social justice see: Lidia Mierzejewska,
“Zrównoważony rozwój miasta: wybrane sposoby pojmowania, koncepcje i modele,”
[in:] Problemy Rozwoju Miast, no. 3 (2015), pp. 5–11 (5–11).
34 Jerzy Bukowski, “Burzliwe dzieje kopca Piłsudskiego,” [in:] Stanisław Kołodziejski,
Jadwiga Marcinek, and Roman Marcinek (eds.), Krajobrazy: Księga pamiątkowa w
70. rocznicę urodzin profesora Janusza Bogdanowskiego, Kraków 2000, pp. 70–71 (69–72);
Wojciech Kosiński, “Destrukcyjna rola zieleni – średniowieczne zamki kłodzkie,”
[in:] Anna Mitkowska (ed.), Konfliktowe relacje pomiędzy drzewami a architekturą
zabytkową: Materiały konferencji Architektura – drzewo. Kalwaria Zebrzydowska, 6–7 lis
topada 1997 r., Kraków 1997, p. 54 (54–62).
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As we know, valuation consists in indicating qualities that deserve
preservation to a greater or lesser degree.35 At the interface of nature and
cultural heritage, the task is difficult due to having to take into account
the autonomous axiology of nature.36 Consequently, there are two axio
logies (that of heritage and that of nature) which should be considered
at the same time. It is different in the case of self‑seeded trees that disturb
the composition of a park or degrade (and even destroy) viewpoints and
axes in a panoramic composition. These objects have their own natural
value, and the older the trees are, the greater their value is.
In terms of consumer attitudes, the low level of expectations presents
a problem. Admittedly, Kraków residents are accustomed to the lack of
management of natural resources in the city or to the very low qual‑
ity of such management:37 trees are planted carelessly, often in random
places, left uncultivated, and growing in conflict with each other; what is
more, some of the planted species (such as conifers) are unsuitable for ur‑
ban environment.38 Landscape architects point out that some residents
treat greenery in the city as “biomass;”39 greenery is generally desired,
but without the need to observe specific standards in the management
of greenspaces, and without specific cultural context of this manage‑
ment.40 What specialists consider to be disorderly, namely self‑seeded
trees, many residents treat neutrally or ambivalently at the very least.
Using heritological terminology, this might be referred to as a natural
variety of dissonant heritage.

35 Bogusław Szmygin (ed.), Wartościowanie w ochronie i konserwacji zabytków, Warszawa –
Lublin 2012.
36 Cf. Jakub Lewicki, “Razem czy osobno, czyli o potrzebie zintegrowanej ochrony dzie
dzictwa kulturowego i przyrodniczego w działalności urzędów konserwatorskich,”
[in:] Ochrona Dziedzictwa Kulturowego, no. 1 (2016), pp. 85–92 (85–92).
37 Barbara Wycichowska, “Bioróżnorodność w miastach: potrzeba ochrony i kształtowa‑
nia,” [in:] Marek Kosmala (ed.), Dzika przyroda w mieście, Toruń 2017, pp. 177–180 (175–189).
38 Halina B. Szczepanowska, Drzewa w mieście, Warszawa 2001, pp. 107–110.
39 Janusz Bogdanowski, “Dobre sąsiedztwo, czyli jakie drzewa przy zabytku?,” [in:] Anna
Mitkowska (ed.), Konfliktowe relacje…, op. cit., p. 19 (18–23).
40 Katarzyna Fabijanowska, “Współczesne realizacje zieleni miejskiej w historycznym
otoczeniu (na przykładzie Krakowa),” [in:] Anna Mitkowska (ed.), Konfliktowe relacje…,
op. cit., pp. 103–106 (103–112); cf. some general remarks: Andrzej Tomaszewski, “Rola
architektury krajobrazu w integracji dziedzictwa natury i kultury,” [in:] Sprawozdania
z posiedzeń komisji naukowych: Polska Akademia Nauk. Oddział w Krakowie, no. 41/2 (1997),
p. 137 (136–137).
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The Kościuszko Mound and its fort in 1930. The fort had its own system of greenery and
open views to all parts of the world. It was both a passive and active panoramic point:
the city was clearly visible from the mound and the fort was clearly visible from the city.
© National Digital Archives

One example is the Kościuszko Mound. The mound was erected in the
1820s as a monument to the national hero, leader of the uprising against
Russia. At the time, Kraków was a free city, a micro‑state formed in ac‑
cordance with the decisions of the Congress of Vienna. The idea for a me‑
morial in the form of a monumental mound appeared because the mound
would be visible even outside the borders of Kraków, which meant it
could be seen also by the Poles living in the territories subordinate to
Russia (the border ran just 10 km north of the Mound). In the mid‑19th
century the Austrians surrounded the Mound with a fort with its own
system of greenery and open view in all directions. It was both a passive
and active panoramic point: the city was clearly visible from it and the
fort was clearly visible from the city. This changed during the commu‑
nist period and continues to this day: the hill has overgrown with trees,
blocking the view from the Old Town on the fort and from the fort on the
Old Town. City authorities and public opinion have come to terms with
this dissonant heritage by using a strategy of minimising its negative
effects and maximising its positive aspects. Today the negotiations with
residents and ecological organisations concern the removal of at least
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The current state of the Kościuszko Mound and its fort. The hill has overgrown with trees
which block the view from the Old Town on the fort and from the fort on the Old Town.
© Paweł Krzan

some of the trees and a limited opening of the view towards the Old Town.
At the same time, a park is being created on the west side of the fort, using
the ruins of three demolished fort bastions and preserving the spontane‑
ously grown forest stand.
Taking the consumers’ views into consideration, the issue of im‑
plementing eco‑heritage appears as much more complex. Herb Stovel,
a co‑editor of the Nara Document on authenticity of heritage (1994), pro‑
posed extending this document to include a chapter on consumer interest
in its authenticity. No doubt communism brought a loss of continuity in
this respect. In addition, today eco‑heritage is influenced by internal and
external migrations – groups of expats, nomads, and employees of large
corporations are migrating around the world. Eco‑heritage management
should rely on saturating the natural space with cultural elements. It
would strengthen the sense of authenticity also in the intangible sphere.
Some eco‑heritage complexes in Kraków have their own historical
semantics. One example would be the Błonia Meadow. Few Kraków in‑
habitants associate this place with a great, nationwide cavalry parade
organised there in 1933 to celebrate the 250th anniversary of the Battle
of Vienna. A much more popular association (probably all over Poland)
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would be with Pope John Paul II’s visits to his homeland. Other places
have not been so lucky and require a kind of “revitalisation” of memory.
One example of such action is the restoration of promenade concerts in
Planty, which refers to the tradition of such performances in the 19th
century. This rebuilds “the tradition of the place,” which becomes the
link between the current consumers of heritage and previous genera‑
tions. Consequently, it can be concluded that the restoration of Planty is
entering its final phase: the restoration of elements of tangible heritage
(benches, routes, and so on) was followed by the attempt to make visible
the original design of individual park segments and by saturation with
intangible content, consistent with the “tradition of the place.”
All in all, eco‑heritage is a dynamic process. Hence a few words
should be added about the need to reinterpret eco‑heritage, based on
the example of the greenery complex of the Austrian Fortress Kraków.
Originally, these natural forms served to wage war. They were created to
mask defensive cannons against artillery fire. In the second half of the
20th century most of the forts were still used by the armed forces. Today,
the greenery of the historic forts is the cornerstone of the concept of
Kraków’s ecological network.41 The outer ring of greenery can delimit the
development of residential buildings. Its basic component in the north,
west, and south can be a chain of green forts functionally linked to the
leisure industry. The concept of Kraków’s ecological network is bold, but
still implementable.42 If it happens, it will constitute a proof of Kraków’s
ability to take advantage of its eco‑heritage capital.
Conclusion
Rather than just beginning, Kraków is quite advanced on the road to
eco‑heritage. Along the way, it has accumulated material capital, as well
as social capital, which consists of a baggage of experiences that could
be arranged in a catalogue of good and bad practices.
In 2015 a consortium of European international institutions published
the report “Cultural Heritage Counts for Europe.” It indicated four pillars

41 Cf. Lidia Klupsz, “Ochrona krajobrazu fortecznego,” [in:] Jan Rylke (ed.), Przyroda
i miasto, vol. 10 part 2, Warszawa 2007, pp. 195–198 (182–201).
42 Bożena Degórska and Maria Baścik (eds.), Środowisko przyrodnicze Krakowa: Zasoby –
ochrona – kształtowanie, Kraków 2013; Wojciech Kosiński, “Piękno krakowskich kra‑
jobrazów – przeszłość, teraźniejszość, perspektywy,” [in:] Józef Partyka (ed.), Eseje
o Krakowie, Kraków 2012, p. 41 (9–60).
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of sustainable development: culture (with cultural heritage), environ‑
ment, economy, and society. Indicated conditions for sustainable devel‑
opment included the following: limiting conflicts between these areas,
finding and strengthening all possible connections as well as creating
new common planes for development, while giving existing planes new
quality. Eco‑heritage, with its synergistic quality, can be such a common
plane.
As the example of Kraków shows, architectural heritage and urban
planning, as well as the nature of the historic city have matched one
another. This is what binds them together:
shared history and interconnected developmental paths;
transfer mechanism in the context of intergenerational justice;
the imperative to protect, which stems from moral values;
overlapping legal protection systems.
In conclusion, we should expect that in the future to defend architec‑
tural and urban heritage arguments pertaining strictly to nature will
increasingly often be used. This was the case a few years ago when, in
defence of the Bronowice fort against the expansion of a housing devel‑
opment, an alarm was raised that new investment would pose a threat
to the bats inhabiting the fort. This is an interesting example of reinter‑
preting cultural heritage through the prism of natural heritage (the fort
as a habitat of a protected animal species), and at the same time of using
overlapping forms of protection: heritage through nature and nature
through heritage.43

43 Another similar example is Bodzów fort from the mid‑19th century inhabited by
endagered species of bats. See: Joanna Kudłek et al., Koncepcja ochrony różnorodności
biotycznej miasta Krakowa, Kraków 2005, p. 113.

From Environmentalised Heritage
to Heritagised Environment:
The Case of the Reedland at Fertő/
Neusiedlersee
Melinda Harlov‑Csortán
Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest (Hungary)

In recent time the appraisal or even overcapitalisation of heritage exam‑
ples can be detected that connects past and present, as well as transforms
the interpretation of the given location and its community.1 This paper
focuses on the territorial expansion of the heritage examples pointing to
the change of focus. By looking at official documents, analysing heritage
categories, and discussing a specific case study, the Fertő/Neusiedler‑
see World Heritage Cultural Landscape, the article attempts to point out
how the environment becomes the object of heritagisation rather than
just the surrounding of a heritage site. Accordingly, the article starts
with the notion and the increasing typology of heritage, as well as the
process of heritagisation by UNESCO. Then it discusses how environment
and cultural heritage is connected, among others, as a heritage value (ge‑
nius loci) and a heritage category, the cultural landscape. The article ends
with a case study focusing on an environmental element, the reedland
at Fertő/Neusiedlersee, with its defined natural and cultural heritage
values. As a result of the investigation, the article concludes that the
transformation is the result of both professional tensions (such as the
strict differentiation between tangible and intangible or cultural and
natural heritage) and outside circumstances (such as pollution and cli‑
mate change).

1

Karl Bruckmeier and Hilary Tovey, “Knowledge in Sustainable Rural Development:
From Forms of Knowledge to Knowledge Processes,” [in:] Sociology Ruralis Special Is‑
sue: Special Issue on Rural Sustainable Development in the Era of Knowledge Society, vol. 48
no. 3 (2008), pp. 313–329; Jo Lee et al., “Networking: Social Capital and Identities in
European Rural Development,” [in:] Sociologia Ruralis, vol. 45 no. 4 (2005), pp. 269–283.
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Heritage and its widening typology
The expression “heritage” denoting the totality of the valued tangible
and intangible elements first emerged in the 18th century, mainly in
French‑speaking communities.2 Interestingly, its first adaptation had
nationalistic connotation by alluding to the antiquities expropriated
from the Church.3 At the early stage, attention was paid to protecting
ancient and historic elements, and the term “historical heritage” spread
accordingly. Cultural heritage can be understood, among others, as such
realisation of the past that is well‑definable in the present and valued by
one or more communities. It can be a general and universal expression,
but it can also refer to the totality of heritage examples of a nation, a mi‑
nority, an age group, or any other community, even those based on per‑
sonal preference. By focusing on these perceptions of relevance a given
location can be protected and preserved.4
Such valuing process became especially important after World War II,
when numerous moveable and architectural objects, and locations that
symbolised and represented community identities got destroyed (for
instance, in Malta, Berlin, or Warsaw). At that time, built heritage
became a frequently used expression5 that was never taken out of its
context (i.e. its surroundings). These heritage examples were seen as
symbols of identity (both on personal and community level). Research
on identity and collective identity provides diverse, even innumerable
perspectives.6 Accordingly, from Lévi‑Strauss7 to Bernhard Giesen and
Robert Seyfert,8 many scholars insist that the term “collective iden‑

2

Péter Erdősi and Gábor Sonkoly, “A kultúra melankóliája: A kulturális örökség
fogalmának megjelenése,” [in:] Világosság, no. 6 (2005), p. 74 (73–90).

3

Gábor Sonkoly, “Örökség és történelem: az emlékezet technikái,” [in:] Kulturális örök‑
ség – társadalmi képzelet, Péter György, Barbara Kiss, and István Monok (eds.), Budapest
2005, p. 54 (53–60).

4

Jan Assmann, “Az emlékezés kultúrája,” [in:] A kulturális emlékezet, idem, Budapest
1999, pp. 31–33.

5
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tity” can be described with indefinability, missing content, and constant
formation. It is agreed that collective identity is not an instinct or bio‑
logically defined product,9 but much rather a created, changeable – and
hence processual 10 – phenomenon. Many scholars compare and contrast
collective and individual identity based on the fact that both use com‑
parative identification to differentiate oneself from others.11 There are
researchers who emphasise the importance of the common location and
institution,12 and stress the role of common experience, shared inter‑
est, and the formation of solidarity in the process of collective memory
formation.13
The intellectual and physical heritage aspects of these connecting ele‑
ments are differentiated through the terms: “tangible” and “intangible.”14
Intangible heritage encompasses15 tradition or rituals, artistic represen‑
tation, and even language.16 Today, due to the “heritage fever” of our age,
there are numerous types of heritage categories. In many cases specific
examples are far from the original meaning of the given heritage cat‑
egory, but still the name of the category is used. The proliferation in
heritage can be detected by the term “shared heritage,” which is used
when there are numerous inheritor communities for the same heritage
element (such as a settlement). In such cases equal attention should be
paid to all heritage valorisation and interpretation aspects, otherwise
the identity of the given community and the authenticity of the given

9

Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt and Bernhard Giesen, “The Construction of Collective Iden‑
tity,” [in:] Archives Européennes de Sociologie, no. 36 (1995), pp. 72–102.

10 Jan Assmann, A kulturális emlékezet, op. cit., pp. 129–132.
11 James M. Jasper and Francesca Polletta, “Collective Identity and Social Movements,”
[in:] Annual Review of Sociology, no. 27 (2001), pp. 283–305.
12 David Snow, “Collective Identities and Expressive Forms,” [in:] International Encyclo‑
pedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences (2001), pp. 2212–2219.
13 Verta Taylor and Nancy Whittier, “Collective Identity in Social Movement Communi‑
ties: Lesbian Feminist Mobilization,” [in:] Frontiers in Social Movement Theory, Aldon
Morris and Carol McClurg Mueller (eds.), New Haven 1992, pp. 104–129.
14 UNESCO, Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, http://unes‑
doc.unesco.org/images/0013/001325/132540e.pdf (access: 15 May 2020).
15 Ágnes Kapitány and Gábor Kapitány, Látható és láthatatlan világok az ezredfordulón – és
utána, Budapest 2012.
16 Alberto Melucci, “The Process of Collective Identity,” [in:] Social Movements and Culture,
Hank Johnston and Bert Klandermans (eds.), Minneapolis 1995, pp. 68–86.
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heritage example can be threatened.17 On the other hand, such shared
heritage can increase solidarity and ensure a common future perspective
that might have an integrating factor in our constantly changing world.18
Even these few examples show the complexity of heritage.
Heritagisation (UNESCO World Heritage)
There might be numerous reasons for this complexity. More and more
actors are involved; there is a growing number of heritage types and ex‑
amples all over the world. Similarly, notions about the cultural and natu‑
ral values have been transforming over the recent decades. Numerous
conferences and thematic research projects support the process as well
as the integration of these notions by cooperating towards the smooth en‑
largement of international professional communities, such as the UNESCO
World Heritage Convention, that would ensure common understanding
and similar approaches to heritage management. Unification and harmo‑
nisation of these trends can be realised through active participation of
every member and the professional consulting units of UNESCO (such as
ICOMOS – International Council on Monuments and Sites, IUCN – Inter‑
national Union for Conservation of Nature, and ICCROM – International
Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural
Property).19
In order for a site to be acknowledged as a UNESCO World Heritage
its outstanding universal value should be demonstrated and at least one
of the defined criteria should be fulfilled.20 Aspects such as protection,
sustainable management, authenticity, and integrity are among the re‑
quirements. Regarding monuments, Reinhard Koselleck expresses his
doubts about exceptionality and uniqueness as a prerequisite.21 In the

17 Gregory John Ashworth, Heritage Planning: The Management of Urban Change, Groenin‑
gen 1991.
18 Angela Labrador, Shared Heritage: An Anthropological Theory and Methodology for Assess‑
ing, Enhancing, and Communicating a Future‑oriented Social Ethic of Heritage Protection,
Amherst 2013.
19 UNESCO, Global Strategy, http://whc.unesco.org/en/globalstrategy/ (access: 15 May
2020).
20 UNESCO, The Criteria for Selection, https://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/ (access: 15 May
2020).
21 Reinhart Koselleck, “Ábrázolás, esemény, struktúra,” [in:] Elmúlt jövő: A történeti idők
szemantikája, idem, Budapest 2003, pp. 171–172.
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case of heritage many find exceptionality problematic as well,22 as there
are examples whose disappearance justified their heritage status (such
as industrial heritage elements), while in other cases, exceptionality was
the key aim at the time of the sites’ establishment (such as cathedrals,
nobility residences, or royal architecture). The criteria are described
in detail in the operational guideline of the World Heritage Convention.
This document is one of the key materials during the nomination process
besides the Convention itself.23 The criteria are regularly revisited by
the Committee in order to adapt the actual notions and findings. Earn‑
ing World Heritage status means more than meeting the nomination
requirements. It incorporates constant tasks and commitment that has
to be demonstrated by the nominating state after the ratification of the
UNESCO World Heritage Convention within its legal system. Every state
is required to protect and manage the World Heritage sites in its own
territory. Accordingly, heritagisation is not “only” about the research,
protection and preservation, evaluating, and interpretation processes,
but also involves identity‑building and reinforcing role, and management
tasks. This complexity is strongly connected to a physical realisation and
location (even in the case of intangible heritage).24
Heritagised location
There are numerous heritage interpretations and connecting manage‑
ment styles that link a given heritage value with the contemporary time;
moreover, each example has its locality as well. This interconnection can
be exemplified with the specific heritage value of genius loci. Genius loci, or
the spirit of place, is a concept that has existed since the first human in‑
vestigation of built environment. Genius loci consists of the given location,
its political, historical, and cultural surroundings, and a kind of symbolic
experiential aspect.25 There are researchers who emphasise locations;26

22 Jukka Jokilehto et al., “What is OUV? Defining the Outstanding Universal Value of
Cultural World Heritage Properties,” [in:] Monuments and Sites, no. 16 (2008), pp. 7–111.
23 UNESCO, Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of World Heritage Convention,
https://whc.unesco.org/en/guidelines/ (access: 15 May 2020).
24 Péter Erdősi and Gábor Sonkoly, “A kultúra melankóliája…,” op. cit., p. 74.
25 Heather Skinner, “In Search of the Genius Loci: The Essence of a Place Brand,”
[in:] The Marketing Review, vol. 11 no. 3 (2011), pp. 281–292.
26 Gordon Cullen, The Concise Townscape, London 1961, p. 9.
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others focus on the receiving/understanding process.27 Its analysis shows
diverse perspectives as well, focusing on the locals28 or the visitors,29 the
group, community localisation,30 or individual initiatives. Numerous in‑
vestigations conclude that the history or the founding myth of a given set‑
tlement often help maintain the power of the given genius loci.31 In these
cases, the question of authenticity should be raised. Eman Assi underlines
that it is the community, rather than the location, practice, or materiality,
that has the defining role.32 Continuing the abovementioned case, if the
local community believes in the founding myth of the settlement, then
it does not matter if individual elements or still standing symbols of the
myth are authentic – it is the narrative that contributes to the genius loci of
the settlement. Similarly, even if there is an important historic, artistic, or
other value connecting to a settlement, but the locals do not feel attached
to it, such values do not contribute to the formation of the genius loci.
The heritage value can be realised at a certain location also by mate‑
rialised form or by practicing intangible heritage. No matter how central
or minor the role of the location is, the management and interpretation
of a heritage example always happen within a certain environment. By
locating a heritage example, its physical, social, and political environ‑
ment become engaged in the heritagisation process. From professional
perspective, the environment has been dealt with on many levels. It can
also be the object of heritagisation via natural heritage category. The envi‑
ronment can be defined as the direct surroundings of a heritage element
(mainly built heritage); this is done, among others, in order to protect the
appraised element33 or to ensure the view of the given heritage element

27 Claude Moulin, “On Concepts of Community Cultural Tourism,” [in:] Revue de Tourisme
/ The Tourist Review, vol. 50 no. 4 (1995), p. 37 (35–40).
28 Tuan Yi‑Fu, Space and Place, London 1977.
29 John A. Jakle, The Visual Elements of Landscape, Amherst 1987, p. 8.
30 Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History, Cambridge 1995.
31 David Benninson et al., “The Role of Quarters in Large City Centres: A Mancunian
Case Study,” [in:] International Journal of Retail and Distribution Management, vol. 35
no. 8 (2007), pp. 626–638.
32 Eman Assi, “Searching for the Concept of Authenticity: Implementation Guidelines,”
[in:] Journal of Architectural Conservation, vol. 6 no. 2 (2000), pp. 60–69.
33 This aim is served by the buffer and core zone categorisation of the UNESCO World
Heritage sites.
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(which approaches the issue from the receivers’ perspective).34 In the case
of bigger territories, the structure of an environment may be appraised,
such as settlement structures or the structure of a cultivated land.35
Preserving and managing a place36 leads to a possible change in its
perception from an unacknowledged element of the past to an active part
of the social, economic, and cultural revitalisation of the present. On the
other hand, via changes of the material objects or their configuration,
the official narrative of the place and the historical justifications of its
relevance can be distorted. Such drastic modifications can happen at the
time of major social or political transformations that often lead to the
reinterpretation of the former connections and interactions, favouring
those that better serve the new structure and roles.37 Accordingly, they
are significant also with regard to the future. With the elimination of
tangible memories, it is not just possible historical data that gets erased,
but more importantly, the represented relations within and outside the
community evaporate, precluding its research and understanding.38 In
other words, heritagisation and physical location can have a mutually in‑
fluential interaction – with the interpretation of the environment being
transformed due to heritagisation, and the interpretation of the heritage
value modified as a result of the transformation of the given environment.
Cultural landscape
The heritage category of cultural landscape has been investigated for
at least a quarter of a century, since the UNESCO World Heritage Conven‑
tion decided to modify its nomination criteria by incorporating the new

34 Mechtild Rössler and Lodovico Folin‑Calabri, The Cultural Landscape and the Historic
Urban Landscape Approach as a Tool to Protect Important Views in Historic Cities, paper
presented at the Round Table World Heritage: Defining and Protecting “Important
Views,” Montreal, 18–20 March 2008.
35 Philippe Jonathan, “From Garden to Landscape in Suzhou,” [in:] World Heritage Review,
no. 13 (1999), pp. 4–15.
36 For a better understanding of the meaning of a place in the heritage studies context,
see also: Australia ICOMOS, Burra Charter, https://australia.icomos.org/publications/
burra‑charter‑practice‑notes/burra‑charter‑archival‑documents/ (access: 15 May
2020).
37 Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place…, op. cit.
38 János Pótó, Emlékművek, politika, közgondolkodás, Budapest 1989.
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heritage category.39 Cultural landscape is understood as the combined
works of nature and man: “[cultural landscapes] are illustrative of the
evolution of human society and settlement over time, under the influ‑
ence of the physical constraints and/or opportunities presented by their
natural environment, and of successive social, economic and cultural
forces, both external and internal.”40 The same notion is expressed in
Article 1 of the European Landscape Convention (2000): “Landscape
means an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of
the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.”41 UNESCO
World Heritage Convention differentiates between three types of cul‑
tural landscapes: designed landscapes, organically evolved landscapes
(continuing or fossil), and associative landscapes. The international
heritage organisation names six priorities that should define the man‑
agement of cultural landscape and they express the complexity of this
category. Two priorities focus on the actors, two others point to the im‑
portance of the connection between nature and culture as value, and
the last two draw attention to the wider spatial and temporal context.42
Cultural landscape as a heritage category needs a management plan
and appointed managing unit.43 As every new initiative, cultural land‑
scape has been criticised by numerous scholars and practitioners who
describe the new category, among others, as redundant44 or unrealis‑
able45 on the level of management practices. Despite the criticism, cul‑
tural landscape is an acknowledged heritage category with more than
a hundred examples on the UNESCO World Heritage list, though still

39 About the modification in 1992 see: UNESCO, The Criteria…, op. cit.
40 Peter J. Fowler, UNESCO World Heritage Cultural Landscape 1992–2002, Paris 2003, p. 22.
41 Council of Europe, European Landscape Convention, https://www.coe.int/en/web/con‑
ventions/full‑list/-/conventions/rms/0900001680080621 (access: 15 May 2020).
42 Kristof Fatsar, “Reconsidering Cultural Landscape Definitions: Are Historic Gardens
Really Cultural Landscapes?,” [in:] Cultural Landscapes: Conference Proceedings, Ahmet
C. Yildizci, Yasin Ç. Seçkin, and Gülsen Güler (eds.), Istambul 2010, pp. 851–856.
43 Tamás Fejérdy, “A határtalan (?) kultúrtáj: Az ember és a természet közös alkotásai,”
[in:] Falu, Város, Régió, no. 3 (2006), p. 35 (33–36).
44 Ken Taylor, Archer St. Clair and Nora J. Mitchell (eds.), Conserving Cultural Landscapes:
Challenges and New Directions, New York 2014.
45 UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Cultural Landscapes: The Challenges of Conservation:
Proceedings of the Conference World Heritage 2002: Shared Legacy, Common Responsibility,
Ferrara, 11–12 November 2002.
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overemphasising European examples.46 It is the topic of numerous na‑
tional and international conferences47 and already has its categories
and subcategories.
Cultural landscape requires an interdisciplinary approach to bal‑
ance its elements (namely, environment protection and cultural val‑
ues) and not to let any of its aspects overlap with another. Similarly, the
terms “landscape” and “cultural landscape” have been used by many
disciplines in social- and environmental sciences. Especially in German
geography, terms such as “cultural landscapes”48 and “historical cul‑
tural landscapes”49 are used in contrast to “raw landscape.”50 Similarly,
architects and conservators have paid attention to the protection and
management of the surroundings of built heritage. As early as in the
Granada Convention of 1985, this aspect has been emphasised by naming
sites as architectural heritage and defining them in Article 1.3 as “sites:
the combined works of man and nature, being areas which are partially
built upon and sufficiently distinctive and homogeneous to be topo‑
graphically definable and are of conspicuous historical, archaeological,
artistic, scientific, social or technical interest,” as well as by emphasising
the importance of the surroundings of architectural heritage in Article
7: “In the surroundings of monuments, within groups of buildings and
within sites, each Party undertakes to promote measures for the general
enhancement of the environment.”51 From 1991, a separate expert group
has worked on the notion and suitable protection of cultural landscape
within the Cultural Heritage unit of the Council of Europe.

46 Mechtild Rössler, “World Heritage Cultural Landscapes: A UNESCO Flagship Pro‑
gramme 1992–2006,” [in:] Landscape Research, no. 31 (2006), pp. 333–354.
47 5th Heritage Forum of Central Europe: Heritage and Environment, Kraków, Septem‑
ber 2019.
48 Hugo Hassinger, “Die Geographie des Menschen (Anthropogeographie),” [in:] Hand‑
buch der Geographischen Wissenschaft: Allgemeine Geographie, Zweiter Teil: Das Leben auf
der Erde, Fritz Klute (ed.), Potsdam 1937, pp. 167–542.
49 Peter Burggraaff and Klaus‑Dieter Kleefeld, Historische Kulturlandschaft und Kultur‑
landschaftselemente, Bonn – Bad Godesberg 1998.
50 István Dékány, “Az ember és környezete viszonyának új elmélete,” [in:] Földrajzi Kö‑
zlemények, vol. 52 no. 1–3 (1924), pp. 1–23.
51 Council of Europe, Convention for the Protection of the Architectural Heritage of Europe, https://
www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full‑list/-/conventions/rms/090000168007a087
(access: 15 May 2020).
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Based on the fact that even today numerous expressions are used as
synonyms for cultural landscape, such as historical landscape (for in‑
stance, in the Hungarian Act LXIV/ 2001)52 or protected landscape (IUCN
1988 defined as management category),53 or the previously mentioned
historical cultural landscape,54 it is easier to identify the elements that
do not match its meaning. Accordingly, neither is cultural landscape
an example of “pure” unattached natural beauty, nor are historical gar‑
dens or parks clearly a man‑made phenomenon. Cultural landscapes
are formed by nature and humans, together and equally. This emphasis
on integrity has always been the key defining feature in the evaluation
of each nominated cultural landscape site at the UNESCO World Herit‑
age conventions and also in the debates and discussions about cultural
landscape as a category.55
Interestingly, the Xi’an declaration of 2005 – discussing, among
others, the setting of heritage – also emphasises the equal importance
of the natural and cultural values of a site.56 The final document of
the international congress “The Culture of the European Landscape as
a Task,” where the representatives of twelve countries met in Dornach,
Switzerland, insists that cultural landscape is illustrative of the evolu‑
tion of human society and settlement over time, under the influence of
the physical constraints and/or opportunities presented by their natu‑
ral environment and of successive social, economic, and cultural forces,
both external and internal.57 According to the San Antonio declaration

52 Act LXIV/2001, http://net.jogtar.hu/jr/gen/hjegy_doc.cgi?docid=A0100064.TV (access:
15 May 2020).
53 Henry Cleere, “Cultural Landscapes and World Heritage,” [in:] Cultural Landscape –
Historic Landscape – Monument Protection International Scientific Conference, Budapest
1994, p. 73 (71–77).
54 Alexandra Schmidt, “Die historische Kulturlandschaft in der Planung,” [in:] Kultur‑
landschaftsforschung und Umweltplanung: Kulturlandschaft. Zeitschrift für Angewandte
Historische Geographie, Ulrich Harteisen, Alexandra Schmidt and Monika Wulf (eds.),
vol. 10 no. 2 (2000), pp. 15–22.
55 Mechtild Rössler and Lodovico Folin‑Calabri, “The Cultural…,” op. cit., pp. 47–52.
56 Maria Rosa Suarze‑Inclan Ducassi, “A New Category of Heritage for Understand‑
ing, Cooperation and Sustainable Development,” [in:] 15th ICOMOS General Assembly
and International Symposium, Xi’an 2005, http://openarchive.icomos.org/456/ (access:
15 May 2020).
57 Robert J. Kozljanič and Jürgen Hesse (eds.), Gelebter, erfahrener und erinnerter Raum V.
Jahrbuch für Lebensphilosophie 2010/2011, München 2010, p. 284.
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of 1996, all these aspects have to be taken into consideration in the
management of each cultural landscape.58 As Article 9 of the Charter
of Kraków (2000) states, land cover is the imprint of the man‑nature
interaction.59 Certain researchers emphasise that cultural landscape
should focus on the social, spiritual, and cultural aspects that are cre‑
ated and formulated over time rather than the actual physical forms.60
This was expressed also in the San Antonio meeting in 1996 by stating:
“We recognize that in certain types of heritage sites, such as cultural
landscapes, the conservation of the overall character and traditions,
such as patterns, forms, and spiritual value, may be more important
than the conservation of the site’s physical features, and as such, may
take precedence.”61 Furthermore, according to certain viewpoints, the
key characteristic of cultural landscapes is that they are created and
formulated by a group of individuals who could act individually and
freely in certain segments of the landscape – in contrast to monuments
and sites, which were initiated under one, guiding instruction. Accord‑
ingly, it is not the spatial difference that separates monuments and sites
from landscapes, but the level of individuality of the creating commu‑
nity.62 This notion also emphasises the interdisciplinarity of the given
heritage category.

58 ICOMOS, Declaration of San Antonio, https://www.icomos.org/en/charters‑and‑tex
ts/179‑articles‑en‑francais/ressources/charters‑and‑standards/188‑the‑declara‑
tion‑of‑san‑antonio (access: 15 May 2020).
59 The Charter of Kraków, http://smartheritage.com/wp‑content/uploads/2015/03/KRAKOV‑CHARTER‑2000.pdf (access: 15 May 2020).
60 Tamás Fejérdy, “Kultúrtájak védelme Magyarországon: Szándékok és realitás,”
[in:] Hitelesség, módszer, kivitel a magyarországi gyakorlatban, Erzsébet Harrach (ed.),
Budapest 1996, p. 51 (49–55).
61 Gustavo Araoz, Margaret MacLean, and Lara Day Kozak, “Section B. 3: Authentic‑
ity and Materials,” [in:] Proceedings of the Interamerican Symposium on Authenticity
in the Conservation and Management of Cultural Heritage of the Americas, eidem (eds.),
Washington 1999, pp. xi.
62 Kristof Fatsar, “Reconsidering…,” op. cit., pp. 851–856.
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Reedland: coexistence of man and nature
in the Fertő/Neusiedlersee Cultural Landscape
The Fertő/Neusiedlersee cultural landscape is a transboundary land‑
scape of Austria and Hungary. This multifaceted and complex territory
is currently united into and protected as a transnational World Heritage
site;63 moreover, it is located next to the Pan‑European Picnic Memorial
Park, which has received the European Heritage label.64 Among its assets
are its rich flora and fauna and pretty small cities with diverse ethnic
and national communities representing different lifestyles and belief
systems.65 Archaeologists have proved that the territory was inhabited
even in the prehistoric times; among their discoveries in the researched
territory were an altar and a commercial road, dating back to the Roman
era.66 As built heritage elements, the vernacular architecture examples67
as well as noblemen’s palaces (large manor houses) from the 18th–19th
century can be highlighted.
The researched territory is also rich in intangible cultural heritage
elements; for instance, there are links to the famous composer Joseph
Haydn, who resided and composed his works in the area at the invita‑
tion of prince Esterházy,68 as well as the knowledge and practices of the
locals in the field of husbandry and home industry.69 The lake itself is
a saline lake located on lowland (114 metres above the sea level). It has
dried out many times during its history, and its current state as a lake is
a diminished form of a prior sea which existed here. The bottom of the
lake is mostly plain and, accordingly, the water level is very low (approxi‑
mately 50 cm at the shore and 110 cm at its highest). Its Hungarian name,

63 World Heritage Fertő/Neusiedlersee Cultural Landscape, https://whc.unesco.org/en/
list/772 (access: 15 May 2020).
64 Pan European Memorial Park, https://www.paneuropaipiknik.hu/en/history (access:
15 May 2020).
65 László Kárpáti, A Fertő Nemzeti Park tervezete [manuscript], Sopron 1990.
66 José M. de Navarro, “Prehistoric Routes between Northern Europe and Italy Defined
by the Amber Trade,” [in:] The Geographical Journal, vol. 66 no. 6 (1925), pp. 481–503.
67 Tamás Fejérdy, “A nemzetiségi kultúrák építészetének védelme Magyarországon,”
[in:] Az Egri Nyári Egyetem előadásai, András Román (ed.), Eger 1988, pp. 12–14.
68 Rebecca Gates‑Coon, The Landed Estates of the Esterházy Princes: Hungary during the
Reforms of Maria Theresia and Joseph II, Baltimore 1994.
69 Péter Kecskés, “A népi műemléki kutatás és felmérés,” [in:] Az Egri Nyári Egyetem
előadásai, Géza Barcza (ed.), Eger 1979, pp. 69–70.
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Fertő (meaning “slough”) alludes to its shallow muddy water. The water
has a high level of alkalinity and is rich in minerals.70 The Hungarian
part of the lake (a quarter of its total) is mostly covered with reed and
man-made tunnels on the shore are pretty much the only way to enter
the open‑water area.71 The uniqueness of this heritage example is also
based on the long‑time acknowledgement and evaluation of the dynamic
natural changes. The locals have accommodated to this transformation
and adapted it into their contemporary lifestyle and value system. These
natural changes are represented with positive or romantic tropes such as
“reed jungle” or “reed forest.”72 Some of the settlements around the lake
even included the reed into their coat of arms to express the importance
of this natural element in the life and identity of that community (such
as Fertőhomok and Fertőújlak).
The reed, besides preventing algae bloom and providing home for
waterbirds and water animals as natural values, has been used by the
locals in numerous ways. For centuries, it has been used as a building
element on the roofs, for fences, and for insulation in the settlements
around the lake. Besides housing, rafts were also made of reed. Reeds as
an architectural construction material were used not just for agricultural
buildings, but for human dwellings as well. People made smaller objects
such as pens, cutlery, or brooms out of reed too. Among others, the hollow
stalk of the reed was adopted to separate water and mud.73
Reed became also one of the major manufactural industries as early as
in the mid‑20th century. By the end of the 1950s the channel system that
formed a circular shape on the lake was completed and maximised the
harvest of reeds.74 Moreover, the reed industry increased in quality and
quantity during the Cold War period. Hungarian reeds were even sold in
foreign markets, for instance, in the German Democratic Republic and

70 Heinz Löffer (ed.), Neusiedlersee: The Limnology of a Shallow Lake in Central Europe, Hague
1979.
71 Georg Wolfram, Lajos Déri, and Sybilla Zech (eds.), Fertő tó Stratégiai tanulmány: 1. fázis
Tanulmány a Magyar – Osztrák Vízügyi Bizottság megbízásából, Vienna – Szombathely
2014, p. 77.
72 Sándor Békési, “Fenséges pocsolya: A Fertő. Egy táj kultúr- és szemlélettörténetéről,”
[in:] Soproni Szemle, no. 2 (2009), p. 207 (188–208).
73 Ferenc Mika, Sopron város vizeinek halfaunája és a fertő halászat gazdasági jelentősége:
Különnyomat hydrológiai tájékoztató, Budapest 1962.
74 Dezső Bognár, “A fertői nádgazdálkodás,” [in:] Soproni Szemle, vol. 20 no. 2 (1966), pp. 97–109.
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in the 1960s in the United States. The industrialised reed processing was
so profitable that a state‑owned organisation was assigned the perpetual
right to harvest the reed on Lake Fertő in 1975.75
Even though scientists have now determined that this had a major
impact on the water level and was harmful to the environment,76 these
steps led to technical improvement, significant export power, and higher
employment. After the economic difficulties in the 1990s the organisation
became profitable and re‑established its role on the market by the early
2000s. After entering the European Union in 2004, the same organisa‑
tion became the beneficiary of the EU funds as the official land user. That
was the time when the government decided to let private investors take
over its approximately 82% ownership.77 The organisation was privatised
and kept the right to receive the financial support from the European
Union, but did not fulfil the harvesting commitment. Local politicians,
representatives of the Fertő Hanság National Park, and the regional di‑
rectorate of water management sued the privatised organisation on nu‑
merous levels of the judiciary to solve the situation.78
The unmanaged reed vegetation threatened the biological status of the
lake due to slow hydrodynamic and negatively influenced the economics
of the small settlements around it. The rehabilitation of the channel sys‑
tem on the Hungarian part of the lake could commence in 2014 with the
EU support, which resulted in the regeneration of 76 kilometres out of the
altogether 300-kilometre‑long channel system on the Hungarian part of
the lake. In consequence, the status of the entire channel system improved,
which also helped to improve the circumstances of the local fauna.79
Recently, the reed culture also became a significant element in the
touristic profile of the researched territory. The Spa and Wellbeing

75 Róbert Garád, “A Műszaki és Természettudományi Egyesületek Szövetsége (MTESZ)
munkabizottságainak szerepe a Fertő magyar szakaszának hasznosításában
(1957–1975),” [in:] Soproni Szemle, no. 31 (1977), pp. 128–139.
76 Mária Dinka and Edit Ágoston‑Szabó, “Nagyüzemi aratás hatásai a fertői nádasál‑
lomány reprodukciós folyamataira,” [in:] Válogatás az MTA Ökológiai és Botanikai
Kutatóintézet kutatási eredményeiből, Katalin Török and Edit Kovácsné Láng (eds.),
Vácrátót 2005, pp. 37–43.
77 P.H.L., “Privatizálják a nádgazdaságot,” [in:] Kisalföld, 14 November 2005, p. 5.
78 Attila Cséfalvay, “Újabb per a nádasért,” [in:] Kisalföld, 29 September 2014, pp. 1, 3.
79 Attila Cséfalvay, “Egymilliárdból lassítják a Fertő tó elöregedését,” [in:] Kisalföld, 1 Oc‑
tober 2014, p. 5.
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portfolio of the territory has been completed with reed sauna services
and other health and beauty products, such as steam baths using herbs
and elements of the local flora (for instance, in Freuenkirche, on the
Austrian side of Fertő/Neusiedersee). Reed processing has been trans‑
formed and became the basis of sustainable activities. Nowadays reed
serves as a natural building material for green architectural projects and
is adapted for smaller decor products, as the surface of rattan products
can be coated and treated in numerous ways. Some of these economic
and promotional activities fostered the procedure of incorporating and
preserving the united cultural and natural aspects equally in the heri
tagisation processes of the area.
Conclusion
This theoretical and practical overview aimed to explain the mutually in‑
fluencing factors of heritagisation and the environment. It can be stated
that the attention was shifted from the heritage example within its en‑
vironment to the environment as heritage. Many times already existing
heritage categories or the tensions about them directed the attention to
the issue of environment.80 For example, critiques about the oppositional
differentiation of tangible and intangible heritage emphasise that every
intangible heritage can have a materialised or localisable aspect;81 simi‑
larly, the authenticity of many cultural landscapes is ensured by tradi‑
tions practiced there over long periods of time.82 The Italian national
principles of monument protection expressed the same notion in 1996.83
Also, the cultural and natural heritage dimension is targeted by the
notion that the appraisal of natural beauty is done by humans based on
their cultural background, knowledge, and belief system.84 Similarly,
the new category of cultural landscape is a reaction to the realisation

80 Arild Molstad, “The Nordic Road Map for World Heritage Conservation,” [in:] World
Heritage Review, no. 33 (2003), pp. 20–23.
81 Dave Harmon and Allan Puttney (eds.), “World Heritage Sites: Towards Linking the
Tangible and the Intangible,” [in:] The Full Value of Parks: From Economics to the Intangible,
Oxford 2003, pp. 197–210.
82 Nora J. Mitchell, “Considering the Authenticity of Cultural Landscapes Author(s),”
[in:] APT Bulletin, vol. 39 no. 2–3 (2008), pp. 25–31.
83 Tamás Fejérdy (ed.), Karták könyve, op. cit., p. 136.
84 The George Wright Forum, The Journal of the George Wright Society. Special issue: Land‑
scape Stewardship. New Directions in Conservation of Nature and Culture, vol. 17 no. 1 (2000).
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that there are increasingly fewer purely natural sites on our planet (and
especially in Europe).85 It can also be seen as a heritagising intention of
the former harmonised coexistence of humanity and nature (through,
for instance, classical agricultural lifestyle), as the case study about the
reedland at the Fertő/Neusiedlersee Cultural Landscape exemplified.86
Outside influences and threats also keep the environment in the focus
of heritage management professionals. The establishment of Aswan dam
and the resulting change of the environment led to the first international
heritage project to protect the ancient Egyptian built heritage. Later the
increased tourism worldwide has affected both heritage values and their
environment, not just on‑site but through travel as well. More recently,
environmental pollution and climate change have affected the already
established heritage examples and, consequently, their environment be‑
came the centre of investigation.87 Such complex task to protect, raise
awareness about, and sustainably manage our environment is similar
to proper and complex heritage management. Both have to be addressed
with an interdisciplinary perspective, as they affect, among others, the
state of our surroundings, societies, and economies. Hopefully, the con‑
nection between these fields will lead to a fruitful combination.

85 Cathy Lee and Thomas Schaaf (eds.), International Workshop on the Importance of Sacred
Natural Sites for the Biodiversity Conservation, Kunming – Xishuangbanna, 17–20 Febru‑
ary 2003.
86 ICOMOS UK, The Cultural Landscape: Planning for a Sustainable Partnership between People
and Place, London 2001.
87 Hartmut Gaese, Udo Nehren, and Simone Sandholz (eds.), Kulturlandschaften im
globalen Klimawandel, Berlin 2010.
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Transformations of the Moravian
Vineyard Landscape as a Political
Consequence1
Eva Chovancová
Department of European Ethnology, Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University
(Czech Republic)

Wine is an integral part of the Czech culture, and for this reason the vine‑
yard landscape deserves our attention and protection. In the 20th cen‑
tury this cultural landscape underwent many significant changes, which
had an imminent political motivation. The Czechoslovak farmed land‑
scape experienced one of the most essential changes due to the forced
collectivisation. It was the collectivisation that brought about the uniting
of land, new plantations, and reconstructions of vineyards. The collec‑
tivisation also terminated centuries‑old traditions of property relations
between land and its owner. In addition to vineyards and their ecosys‑
tem, considerable changes can be observed in the realm of viticulture
buildings, which have survived to date as part of our cultural landscape.
The changes of construction materials were grounded on necessary pe‑
riod needs, progress, but also lack of material resources. After World
War II, viticulture buildings used to be richly decorated, which changed
the character of wine‑growing locations. In several areas, the outward
appearance of wine cellars became unified, while in some others wine
cellars featured individual decorations, the same applied to the construc‑
tion. The connection of the vineyard and the wine cellar accounts for
the typical character of traditional culture in the Moravian countryside,
even though its development was marked with past injustices.
Wine growing is an integral part of the Bohemian and Moravian his‑
tory and it goes back a long way in the Czech lands. Grapevine cultivation

1

This study was supported by the project “Social Functions of Collective and Individual
Memory“ (MUNI/A/1093/2019), implemented by the Department of European Ethno
logy at the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University.
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and wine production were rooted in the regions along large rivers with
fruitful valley basins and suitable slopes. For this reason, we can speak
about a tradition longer than one thousand years to cultivate this cul
tural crop which became a typical part of the cultural landscape in sever‑
al Bohemian and Moravian regions. Grapevine growing transforms the
landscape, lending it an unchangeable character with common elements.
However, it is important to point out that the care for vineyards and wine
production underwent great changes in the 20th century. These changes
were caused by the progress that made the vintners’ work more effective
on the one hand, but on the other hand the political pressures at the time
brought about an irretrievable change in the landscape, with which we
have not been able to come to terms to date.
How did the state policy affect the viticulture and the vineyard land‑
scape? Quite immediately after the end of World War II a question arose
as to how the Czechoslovak Republic should cope with the German pop‑
ulation, owning nearly one half of the wine‑growing areas in the bor‑
derlands.2 This concerned mainly the fruitful regions in South Moravia,
along the Thaya and Morava rivers. The vicinity of the Thaya River had
been inhabited by German‑speaking minority for centuries, and the
viticulture was very popular in the area. After most German residents
had been displaced, the region remained deserted, and it was neces‑
sary to populate it again. The property of German families was seized
based on the presidential decree of 19 May 1945.3 New settlers came to
the region from many corners of the republic;4 municipal chronicles
from South Moravia contain records on several local residents moving
to the borderlands to be given property there, including equipment,
wine cellars, and vineyards. In many cases, the vineyards began to be
farmed by inexperienced incomers, some of whom returned back to
their homes because they were unsuccessful, but the state policy was
already in place according to the Soviet model; this was the reason why

2

Václav Hovězák, “Příspěvek poznání moravského vinařství” [A contribution to the
knowledge about Moravian viticulture], [in:] Vinařský obzor, vol. 41 no. 9–10 (1948),
pp. 111–112.

3

Karel Jech and Karel Kaplan (eds.), Dekrety prezidenta republiky 1940–1945: Dokumenty
[The Decrees of the President of the Republic], Brno 2002, pp. 216–223.

4

Václav Průcha et al., Hospodářské a sociální dějiny Československa v letech 1918–1992:
II. díl období 1945 –1992 [Economic and social history of Czechoslovakia in the years
1918–1992, vol. 2: the period 1945–1992], Brno 2009, p. 75.
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agriculture cooperatives were founded almost without resistance in
the borderlands.
New owners had nearly no personal attachment to the acquired land,
or they were troubled by failure. The borderlands were the first regions
to see the landscape transformations, as there was almost no resist‑
ance from the old residents there.5 The collectivisation largely affected
Czechoslovak agriculture, and the landscape character and ecosystems
began to change due to voluminous and inconsiderate interventions.
Ploughing‑up of baulks and groves, as well as consolidation of confis‑
cated or deposited plots preceded a big ecological problem, of which the
then agricultural workers were not aware, and with which farmers and
ecologists continue to fight in vain even today. The power apparatus at
the time understood the ploughing‑up of baulks (limiting particular
plots of land) and groves as a triumph over the private sector, because
after that it was not possible to identify a particular plot.6 Green vegeta‑
tion, which was important in the landscape, and which provided shelter
for animals and retained water, was removed. Large areas of arable
land were no longer protected against climatic factors and vagaries of
the weather. The irrigation and drainage were among the significant
interventions affecting the landscape. It was meant to reclaim the land;
however, in several locations this intervention was rather of temporary
nature, and subsequently the irrigation and drainage system showed
to be harmful, especially in terms of water resources management.7
The change in the farmed landscape was so vigorous that it also touched
the viticulture.
The collectivisation did not only change the appearance of the land‑
scape, but it also terminated the relations between farmers and their
land; in many locations, it interrupted relations to the land owned by

5

Andreas Wiedemann, “Pojď s námi budovat pohraničí!” [Come with us to build border‑
lands], Praha 2016, p. 407.

6

Zdeněk Hraba, Kolektivizace a transformace československého a českého zemědělství v
letech 1945–2004: právně normativní pohled [Collectivisation and transformation of the
Czechoslovak and Czech agriculture in the years 1945–2004: legal normative view],
Praha 2013, p. 58.

7

Radim Lokoč and Michaela Lokočová, Vývoj krajiny v České republice [Landscape de‑
velopment in the Czech Republic], 2010, p. 76, http://www.lowaspol.cz/_soubory/
KR_kniha.pdf (access 17 March 2021).

Heritage and Environment

159

families for generations and the tradition of wine making in the farmers’
families.
The collectivisation in Czechoslovakia took place in several waves of
different intensity. The collectivisation and the foundation of agricultural
cooperatives was not voluntary in many cases, and for this reason the
state apparatus exerted various degrees of pressure on rural residents;
the class struggle against rural wealthy farmers, called kulaks, increased.8
From the mid‑1950s, the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia exerted the
pressure and changed the strategy; it tried to liquidate the private owner‑
ship of arable land, especially using economic repressions and increasing
the compulsory levies for private farmers. Due to the consolidation of land
plots, it was necessary to plant new vineyards in many locations, or to
uproot the existing ones with unsuitable width between the rows. These
new plantations are commonly referred to as the “second reconstruction
of vineyards.”
Alongside large vineyards and agricultural large‑scale production,
mechanisation was introduced to increase labour effectiveness in
the vineyards. The introduction of mechanisation in cooperative and
state‑owned vineyards was unavoidable. Due to the fact that farmers’
land was confiscated, and only under the best conditions, the farmers
were given a záhumenek (“private” plots allotted to the members of ag‑
ricultural cooperative), after they had entered an agricultural coopera‑
tive (or the gardens in which they could grow grapevine); changes took
place even in the vineyards of small‑scale winegrowers. Those allowed
to retain an existing vineyard could preserve some old vineyards with
rooted cuttings, which were not destroyed by phylloxera epidemic. In
vineyards like this, it was possible to maintain low construction with
the cane‑training system, if a particular vintner preferred this type
of grapevine cultivation, or they could plant a new vineyard with low
construction based on the cane‑training system they were used to.
The modern system of middle‑high constructions and wider space be‑
tween rows made it possible to use mechanisation if the entire vine‑
yards were adapted to that: “The agricultural cooperative members take
good care of vineyards on záhumenek, in addition to their own vine‑
yards, and they help plant out new vineyards on záhumenek. The system

8

Karel Jech, Kolektivizace a vyhánění sedláků z půdy [Collectivisation and expulsion of
farmers from the land], Praha 2008, p. 59.
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of plantation enables the works to be mechanised and the vineyards
to give good harvest.”9
The vineyards changed visually, not only due to high‑training sys‑
tems, but also due to spacing and the width between rows. The more
progressive viticulturists replaced wooden stakes by wire constructions
combined with columns to which the wires were fastened. Low‑training
systems, applied by most small‑scale vintners who used wooden stakes
to support vine bushes, had to be replaced by high‑training systems to
intensify production; grapevines were planted using wire trellises be‑
tween columns. This type of support was not a novelty; we can find re‑
ports about the efforts to make vineyards accessible for small tractors
even in the first half of the 20th century, in the Vinařský obzor [Horizon
of viticulture] journal.10
Columns with wire trellises were durable, they did not have to be
installed in the vineyards every season, and they could hardly be stolen,
which commonly occurred with wooden stakes. However, small‑scale
vintners avoided novelties, and many of them preferred to farm old vine‑
yards with low constructions. The transfer to the new way of grape vine
training system changed the landscape of wine‑growing regions.
The high‑wire trellises changed the landscape, which owed its regular
rhythm to regular rows in the vineyards. The space between the rows
became wider to enable the operation of agricultural machines, and also
distance between individual plants increased so that fruit could be hoed
mechanically. Large‑scale wine producers prefer wide distances between
grapevine rows even today. Landscaping became another intervention
in the agricultural landscape motivated by the need for crop intensifica‑
tion. Slopes were converted into terraces in several locations, making the
production more intensive and facilitating the use of machines, which
could not easily cultivate the vineyards placed on steep slopes; however,
the terracing was not massive.
It is necessary to point out that property relations were disappear‑
ing and landowners were forced to pass their land on to agricultural

9

František Kynický, “Velké Bílovice významná vinohradnická obec jižní Moravy”
[Velké Bílovice, an important viticulture village in South Moravia], [in:] Vinohrad,
no. 7 (1967), p. 104.

10 Jan Kosík, “Vedení révy na drátě” [Grapevine on wire trellises], [in:] Vinařský obzor,
vol. 19 no. 4 (1922), pp. 43–44.
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cooperatives. The political apparatus tried to undermine the confidence
in the farmers’ estate, which was intended for collectivisation. “Agricul‑
tural cooperatives were often established forcibly – many agricultur‑
ists were forced to enter the cooperatives; tireless dissenters were often
persecuted, fined, dispossessed, moved out, and even arrested, some
of them were put in prison or even executed. In contrast, bigger farm‑
ers (called kulak) were not allowed to enter the cooperatives and the
state power prosecuted them as dissenters.”11 This all interrupted the
centuries‑long property relations to the land passed down from genera‑
tion to generation, which also applied to viticulture. Vintners also lost
their vineyards; they remember the above‑mentioned events in a very
negative way even now, and so do their descendants.
Specialised winemaking cooperatives began to sprout; neverthe‑
less, the first winemaking cooperatives were created much earlier, due
to the government policy. Still, the new ones quite differed from those
established before World War II. The winemaking cooperatives es‑
tablished at the time of the Austro‑Hungarian Empire and the First
Republic worked on the principle of voluntariness,12 while the agri‑
cultural cooperatives established after 1945 expanded due to collec‑
tivisation and political pressure on rural residents. “These were thus
processes associated with the intensification of agricultural production.
The vineyards were renewed naturally and gradually as a consequence,
on the one hand, of the crisis in viticulture in Moravia in the first half
of the 20th century; on the other hand, the reason for the renewal was
the focus of local agricultural enterprises on large‑scale production in
viticulture.”13
Between 1954 and 1991, landscape exploitation changed as well; in
those years, for example, the changes in using the arable land increased
by 20% in the contemporary District of Hodonín. The highest number of
changes was in viticulture. We understand these changes as a transfer
of arable land to the purposes of viticulture; in this case, 3,733 hectares of

11 Radim Lokoč and Michaela Lokočová, Vývoj krajiny…, op. cit., p. 68.
12 Miroslav Skála, “Vinařské družstevnictví” [The cooperative system in viticulture],
[in:] Vinařský obzor, no. 13 (1925), p. 107.
13 Marek Havlíček, Význam starých map pro studium změn krajiny v okrese Hodonín [The
importance of old maps for the study of land use changes in Hodonín district], doctoral
thesis, Brno 2013, p. 79, https://is.muni.cz/th/zwodq/Havlicek_disertacni_prace_fi‑
nal.pdf (access: 18 March 2021).

162

Eva Chovancová

new vineyards were planted between 1954 and 1991.14 The significant in‑
tensification of agriculture and viticulture left its negative marks on the
quality of wine. The production focused on the maximum possible yield.
The production of wine did not respect specific regional characteristics;
grapes were imported from wine‑growing regions of the Soviet Union,
which, for example, went against the Western trends in viticulture.15
The Socialist era is also often associated with the overuse of protective
chemicals, which were excessively applied on agricultural crops, includ‑
ing grapevine. The criticism of this overuse started in the 1980s.16 In ad‑
dition to herbicides, also mineral fertilisers were overused. This caused
a drop in the diversity of small animals, especially insects, which tradi‑
tionally occurred in the vineyards. Similarly, structural degradation of
the soil was a consequence of high yields which depleted the soil.17 This
period is also associated with the fresh interest in ecological wine‑grow‑
ing, which, however, had no chance to succeed. Large areas and their
yields required space for processing and storage. For this reason, the
appearance of agricultural landscape was affected by large‑capacity
premises. Agricultural cooperatives and agricultural enterprises were
established, consisting of large concrete surfaces, metal‑sheet halls, and
brick constructions. These agricultural premises were mostly founded
at the outskirts of villages, on greenfield sites, or in places with historical
technical buildings. These were often devaluated in terms of architecture
and used for the purpose of agricultural cooperatives. These days, we
can find many monuments devaluated for the above reasons, which only
hardly return to their original appearance.
The political pressure also tried to divert rural residents’ attention
from religion, and although these efforts did not influence the viticul‑
ture itself, they left their negative marks on the landscape. The policy
after the year 1945 was hostile to the church, and insistent on secularisa‑
tion; the independence of the church from the state power was a thorn

14 Ibidem, p. 80.
15 Pamětní kniha obce Čejkovice [Memorial book of the village of Čejkovice], State District
Archives in Hodonín, Oú – Če, inv. no. 145, p. 193.
16 Milan Hluchý, “Historie vývoje ekologického vinohradnictví na jižní Moravě” [The
history of ecological development viticulture in South Moravia], [in:] Vinařský obzor,
vol. 106 no. 10 (2013), pp. 498–499.
17 Jiří Löw and Igor Míchal, Krajinný ráz [Landscape], Kostelec nad Černými Lesy 2003,
p. 456.
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in the side of the communist regime. The secularisation of landscape
meant a decrease in the number of sacral structures, which constituted
an important aspect of the traditional landscape and spirit. Many small
sacral monuments (column shrines, chapels, wayside crosses, Stations
of the Cross, etc.) were neglected and abandoned without any care, or
disappeared completely due to land consolidation or landscaping in the
vineyards. The contemporary existence of small sacral structures is
the result of efforts by individuals who took care of small structures
in the landscape. The church lost most of its real estate, including the
arable land.18
Significant changes also appeared in architecture; rural environ‑
ment changed not only due to the transformations of agricultural land‑
scape, but also due to the unavailability of building materials and the
resulting increase in creativity. The transformations were clearly per‑
ceptible; for instance, several building materials were replaced, includ‑
ing those creating the typical roof “landscape.” South Moravian villages
underwent visible transformation in terms of roofing. The original straw
roofing, which was also used on viticulture buildings, was replaced by
burnt‑tile roofing based on its durability and flame resistance. Thatched
roofs were typical of the ethnographic area of Slovácko. Wine cellars
were more frequently built or reconstructed. Viticulture buildings were
mostly built in one location. The reason for that was the need of suitable
conditions for their positioning, especially in the case of a press house
with a cellar; similar buildings were mostly situated in a row, one beside
another, near a slope or in a location suitable for digging a wine cellar.
However, we also find wine cellars scattered in gardens, or inside
villages. This depended on the scope of development and the conditions
for building the cellars. In South Moravia, wine cellars typically cre‑
ated “cellar lanes” or cellar areas with dozens of wine cellars; today the
number is even greater. Until the second half of the 20th century, their
form was based on regional types and urban customs. Only the second
half of the 20th century saw a significant individuality, whereby viticul‑
ture buildings were often reconstructed. There were several reasons for
such reconstructions, one of them being the increased demand for com‑
fort. Other reasons concerned functions which the viticulture buildings

18 Pavel Hájek, Jde pevně kupředu naše zem [Our country is moving forwards], Praha 2008,
pp. 70–72.
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fulfilled and which disappeared. The above‑ground sections of press
houses were often used as granaries or hayloft in fruitful corn‑growing
regions.
Alongside the collectivisation, these functions gradually disappeared
because there was no longer demand to store the commodities. In sim‑
plified terms, the second half of the 20th century saw changes in farm‑
ing, which influenced the use of several types of structures. It was the
function relating to the production and storage of wine that began to
dominate; the representative function also became an important com‑
ponent. Individualism plays significant role even in the decorativeness
of wine cellars. Viticulture structures were also decorated in the first
half of the 20th century but not on a mass scale, in contrast to the situ‑
ation after World War II. The popularity of folk ornaments was rising
throughout the 19th century, when the need to mark regional identity
in the Austro‑Hungarian Empire (for instance, through a unified Slavic
style of clothing) culminated. Such stylised clothing or folk costumes
found inspiration in traditional folk environment and many Czech art‑
ists, such as Josef Mánes, participated in their creation.
The efforts to highlight Slavism culminated with the Czechoslavic Eth‑
nographic Exhibition in Prague in 1895. The aspirations to create a folk‑in‑
spired style continued in the first half of the 20th century and then after
the year 1948. These aspirations are referred to as svéráz (distinctiveness).
In the 1920s, after the formation of the Czechoslovak Republic, the Czech
decorativism appeared, which also drew inspiration from folk ornament
and brought it into urban households in the form of ornaments on func‑
tional and decorative articles. Czech decorativism was a means to express
the distinctiveness of the newly constituted state and it was grounded on
the popularity of art deco, ensured, among others, by its success at the
Paris World’s Fair in 1925.19 Another wave of svéráz, which accentuated
folk ornament, is associated with the political events after the year 1945,
when the otherness was supressed and the Czech nation drew inspiration
mostly from its own folk environment. This period also features further
development of decorations on viticulture buildings. The use of folk orna‑
ment and staffage with human figures on the facades or in the interiors

19 Marie Urbanová, Hranice mezi starým a novým: Město a česká kultura časné moderny
[A border between the old and the new: The city and Czech culture of the early mod‑
ern period], master's thesis, Praha 2006, pp. 36–37.
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became very popular and the creativity knew no limits. It should be
pointed out that the decorations were made by male and female amateur
painters. Ornamental motifs were based on embroidery patterns. There
were locations where one painter decorated several wine cellars because
the vintners liked his or her decorations. In addition to human staffage,
which most often depicted girls or boys in folk attire and mythological
and historical characters, the paintings depicted floral motifs or alluded
to folk songs, poems, and proverbs relating to wine and grapevine.
The depiction quality was dependent on the skills of a particular deco‑
rator, and hence we can encounter decorations of high quality, as well as
those verging on kitsch and poor taste. These ornaments are usually the
first thing to be noticed by any current visitor to a wine cellar. Decorat‑
ing with folk ornament, for example, in combination with blue‑painted
house socle is typical for Slovácko, the south‑eastern wine‑growing re‑
gion. Wine cellars decorated in this manner can be found even today;
they are not remnants of the past, but completely new wine cellars or
reconstructed buildings, and their owners had the facades and window
frames decorated with traditional patterns. If a particular location is not
listed, the only thing the builders have to respect is their own taste or the
local territorial plan, which determines the building construction, but
not the facade colour or the ornamental pattern used. Simultaneously,
wine‑growing locations are under considerable pressure of developers
and entrepreneurs, who convert wine cellars into guest houses and res‑
taurants to attract tourists. It is worth pointing out that many of these
modern buildings significantly disturb the landscape in their neighbour‑
hood. The wine cellar area Opilé sklepy [drunken wine cellars]20 in Velké
Pavlicovice is a case in point. The cellars with their colours and shapes re‑
semble the buildings by Antoni Gaudí. From the point of view of an ethnol‑
ogist, a landscape designer, or a preservationist, these structures are very
untastefully placed in the landscape and visible from afar. They do not
respect traditional architecture and the opinions on them are quite con‑
tradictory. The architects explain their intentions with the cheerfulness
and playfulness which are associated with wine consumption, and for this
reason they have chosen this quite controversial solution, even though
the location is very well visible. By contrast, there are positive examples
concerning the construction of wine cellars or even big wineries, which

20 Opilé sklepy, http://opilesklepy.cz/architektura (access: 18 March 2021).
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are modern, and yet respectful of traditional architecture, and they blend
in with the landscape, instead of disturbing it (for example, Sonberk 21 and
Krásná hora22 wineries). The location of the currently built large viticul‑
ture structures depends on the capabilities and taste of architects and
owners of winemaking companies, and on how well they can work with
the landscape. Another issue is lobbing by farmers and entrepreneurs. In
terms of cultural landscape and its historical nature, we can understand
such political pressures as a pitfall of democracy, often unable to step in
and protect a location against developers interests.
It is obvious that the landscape in the Moravian countryside under‑
went important changes in the second half of the 20th century. Mainly,
the arable land was affected by the collectivisation to a so far unparal‑
leled degree. In other words, political interventions created a landscape
which can be called “socialist landscape” today. The liquidation of private
ownership of land had a negative impact on the everyday life of rural resi‑
dents and resulted in a decline in social hierarchy. Agricultural work‑
force began to shrink considerably, and this tendency only exacerbated
after 1989. The landscape was transformed irretrievably, and the changes
are still obvious. However, we can still find vineyards in the form and
composition which try to return to the times before the vigorous inter‑
ventions, even though not to the full extent. It is mainly the vineyards
farmed by small‑scale producers that feature variety, heterogeneity, and
biodiversity – those factors of which the Czech landscape was deprived
by the former political regime. It is not possible to return entirely to the
appearance of the vineyard landscape from before the transformation, as
certain elements were irretrievably removed or damaged; nevertheless,
in the realm of viticulture, we can speak of an attempted return to nature
and traditional landscape, even though this is still a very slow process.

21 Vinařství Sonberk, http://www.sonberk.cz/cs/content/14‑vinarstvi (access: 18 March
2021).
22 Vinařství Krásná Hora, https://www.krasnahora.com/pages/vinarstvi‑vinice (access:
18 March 2021).

Museographical Perspectives on
Modern Fortified Landscapes:
World War I Defensive Lines in Italy1
Cristina F. Colombo
Politecnico di Milano (Italy)

Stop killing the dead,
Shout no more, do not shout
If you still want to hear them,
If you hope not to perish.
Imperceptible is their murmur,
They make no more noise
Than the growing grass,
Glad where man treads not.2
The urgency of placing the safeguard of natural and anthropic landscapes
at the centre of the European and international policies has been increas‑
ingly asserted over the past few years. The paralysis imposed in many
countries by the pandemic in 2020 partially subdued the public pressure
on environmental improvements to the cold phrasing of the emergency
data. Bulletins and counting of the deceased suddenly became part of the
daily lives of millions of people, as in a war scenario. Still, most nations
are not in the state of war and the enemy is invisible.

1

This paper ensues from the research project “TRACES – Transmitting Contentious Cultural
Heritages with the Arts: From Intervention to Co‑production,” which has received fund‑
ing from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme under
grant agreement no. 693857; TRACES, http://www.traces.polimi.it (access: 21 April 2020).

2

“Cessate d’uccidere i morti, / Non gridate più, non gridate / Se li volete ancora udire, /
Se sperate di non perire. / Hanno l’impercettibile sussurro, / Non fanno più rumore /
Del crescere dell’erba, / Lieta dove non passa l’uomo.” Giuseppe Ungaretti, “Non gridate
più” [Shout no more], [in:] Il dolore: 1937–1946 [The pain: 1937–1946], Milano 1947.
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People live on hold, closed in their homes, rediscovering a forced do‑
mesticity, harbouring mistrust towards what opens up beyond their door,
yet still feeling part of a community which shares the same uncertain
fate. And while the environment benefits from the lockdown, localisms
and nationalisms return to prevail forcefully in the perceived helpless‑
ness of the European Commission.
Looking beyond the contingency, it is essential to implement the best
practices to holistically improve the quality of our environment. It is also
necessary to reflect on the basic assumptions on which the European
Union is founded and claim the constitutive values of the European iden‑
tity that is still hardly acknowledged.
What are the objectives that could give meaning to the European
Union? What are the heritages and values which can contribute to the
recognition of a shared European cultural identity and memory?
European cultural heritage is intrinsically multifarious, resulting
from a secular history rich in enhancing factors, such as intense eco‑
nomic and cultural exchanges, travels and transfers of skilled person‑
alities, arts patronage, and scientific research, but also divisive events,
such as alternating dominations, wars, religious clashes, forced mi‑
grations, genocides. Accordingly, “difficult heritages”3 mark the land‑
scape of the continent, as well as natural resources and cultural assets
preserved as prestigious expressions of various communities. Their
presence evokes the past and impacts on the present, potentially en‑
gendering frictions.
Europe is home not only to pasts that bring different groups and na‑
tions together but also to ones that threaten to tear us apart or generate
negative emotions. If heritage is what we inherit from the past and what
informs our sense of who we are today, then contentious heritage is that
which is capable of throwing this sense into doubt and disrupting po‑
tential commonalities.4
Policies of silencing are not acceptable in democratic societies, nor
could they potentially extinguish social conflicts. Discourses on iden‑
tity must therefore be considered as permanent processes of dialogue

3

Sharon Macdonald, Difficult Heritage: Negotiating the Nazi Past in Nuremberg and Beyond,
London – New York 2009.

4

Sharon Macdonald, “Contentious Heritage,” [in:] TRACES no. 5 (2018), p. 6 (6–7), http://
www.traces.polimi.it/index.htmlπ=3646.html (access: 21 April 2020).
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across diverse positions, acknowledgement of differences,5 negotiation,
and reinterpretation. In this view, the preservation and transmission
of contentious heritages could contribute to the conscious and inclusive
identification of a set of cultural, moral, and ethical values and traditions,
constituting the base of the European collective identity.6
The article relates to the research on difficult memories, focusing on
a heritage that dates back to an era in which the continent was ravaged
by fierce conflicts, frictions, and dominance aspirations. These events
profoundly marked Europe and cast shadows on the present. Modern
fortified landscapes are a peculiar museographical theme. The article
proposes a reflection on the case of the Defensive Line at the North Bor‑
der in Italy.
The Defensive Line at the North Border in Italy
Wars, conflict, triumph over foreigners, the plunder of riches from over‑
seas – these provide the essence of most national histories. Yet whether
they are perceived as troubling for contemporary identity may vary con‑
siderably; what was once seen as a sign of a country’s achievement may
later come to be understood as a reason for regret.7
The Defensive Line at the North Border is a complex and wide system
of fortifications, built in the alpine area along the Italian−Swiss−Austrian
borders, mainly in the years of World War I. Constituted by an extensive
network of artefacts disseminated along hillsides, dominating valleys, or
hidden in the woods, it is commonly, though improperly, referred to as
“Cadorna Line,” a denomination which derives from the name of General
Luigi Cadorna, Chief of Staff of the Italian Army during the war and
at the time of the construction of fortifications. Despite the attribution,
the project was the result of a long planning process that began right

5

This concept moves from Chantal Mouffe’s idea of “agonistic pluralism” and the ex‑
tension of the idea of “agonism” to memory studies suggested by Anna Cento Bull
and Hans Lauge Hansen. See: Chantal Mouffe, “Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic
Pluralism,” [in:] Social Research, vol. 66 no. 3 (1999), pp. 745–758; Anna Cento Bull and
Hans Lauge Hansen, “On Agonistic Memory,” [in:] Memory Studies vol. 9 no. 4 (2016),
pp. 399–401 (390–404). See also the European Funded research project UNREST – Un‑
settling Remembering and Social Cohesion in Transnational Europe, http://www.unrest.eu
(access: 21 April 2020).

6

See: Gerard Delanty and Chris Rumford, Rethinking Europe: Social Theory and the Impli‑
cations of Europeanization, London 2005, pp. 55–56.

7

Sharon Macdonald, Difficult Heritage…, op. cit., p. 2.
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after the national unification in 1861 and had been repeatedly reviewed
to adapt to political and tactical changes, in view of the unstable setting
of European alliances.
The purpose of the Line was to stop a possible invasion from Austro‑
German troops, who, coming through the central Swiss Alps, could have
quickly reached and occupied the crucial industrial and economic cities
in Northern Italy.
In 1911 the Department of Defence devised a new plan, extended
from Ossola to the Orobie chain, and entrusted the Milan division of the
Corps of Engineers to realise it. The Italian High Command established
a defensive line with advance and rearward garrisons, made up by forts,
entrenchments, artillery bunkers, barracks, shelters, and hundreds of
kilometres of carriage roads, mule tracks and paths, primarily gathered
in the flanking heights of the Pre‑Alps in the provinces of Varese, Como,
Lecco, and Bergamo. Still, the entire system extended from Val d’Ossola
to the Orobic Alps.
In 1915 Italy ordered a general mobilisation, then declared war on
Austria‑Hungary; those occurrences expedited the construction works
considerably. In the meantime, Switzerland started to build equivalent
fortifications along the Italian border to protect the Canton of Ticino,
resulting in a line called Lona, which was modernised regularly in align‑
ment with the concept of the “armed neutrality” of the Swiss Confedera‑
tion till 1995.
The Italian structures responded to a general plan but were largely
adapted to the landscape morphology, using concrete and other local ma‑
terials. In the final construction report, General Ettore Mambretti, who
was coordinating the works, declared that the defensive system included
72 kilometres of entrenchment, 88 military emplacements, among which
11 in caves, 25,000 square metres of barracks, 296 kilometres of roads
open to heavy traffic, and 398 kilometres of mule tracks.
The work sites were structured according to the criteria of autonomy
and self‑sufficiency, and the requisitions of existing handicraft activi‑
ties on the territory concurred to satisfy particular constructive neces‑
sities. The number of labourers who worked on this project ranged from
15,000 to 20,000, most of them civilian. Due to a shortage of men labour‑
ers as well as the constant recall to arms, a relevant part were women,
but also youngsters under the age of 15 were hired as unskilled workers.
In spite of the safety provisions adopted, numerous work accidents would
occur on a daily basis, mainly involving miners and usually with very
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serious consequences. The construction of the Defensive Line had there‑
fore a high impact on the local populations.
Indifferent to any military plan, history evolved in a completely dif‑
ferent direction. In the early phases of the war, the front lines moved to
the Italian−Austro−Hungarian border, with dramatic battles in Karst and
in the alpine plateaux of Adamello and the Dolomites. Indeed, as the con‑
flict progressed, the Italian−Swiss border seemed increasingly secure, to
the extent that even artillery pieces were moved from the Verbano sector
to the Isonzo fighting line, beginning in April 1917.
At the end of the war, the fortifications sat unused and mostly un‑
damaged, left neglected except for few isolated maintenance works in
the interwar period. During World War II, part of the structures belong‑
ing to the Defensive Line at the North Border harboured smugglers, fled
prisoners, partisans, and German and Italian military units, but played
no strategic role in the battles.
A different fate befell the fort in San Martino Valcuvia, which gained
a doleful notoriety on 15 November 1943, when its bunkers hosted one
of the first battles of the Italian Resistance. Nazi‑fascist forces heavily
bombed the peak of Monte San Martino and defeated a group of parti‑
sans commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Carlo Croce. At least 38 partisans
and 240 German soldiers died, and the little church of San Martino was
completely destroyed. A memorial to the victims and a new church have
since been erected in remembrance of the event.
Just a few artefacts of the Defensive Line survived the oblivion that
followed the cessation of their strategic interest, mostly thanks to spo‑
radic private or public initiatives. Still, an overall museographical project
is missing.
Museographical perspectives for diffused
war heritage in Northern Italy
Military relics of World War I are still visible in Northern Italy, scattered
over large territories and often hidden in the landscape or in civil settle‑
ments, but their future is largely uncertain.
The preservation and transmission of this symbol of division is actual‑
ly challenging, due to several factors. First of all, the territorial extension
of the network and the fragmentation over diverse jurisdictions thwart
the coordination of the interventions, due to diverse sensitivity, unequal
availability of resources, or purely political reasons. The plural typolo‑
gies of constructions and the original use of various building techniques
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further complicate the establishment of a clear set of guidelines for the
restoration of the artefacts and require the involvement of multidiscipli‑
nary teams of experts. Moreover, the sites encountered really different
fates, transforming them into theatre of war episodes or just neglected
places.
The course of the hostilities determined three diverse zones: the De‑
fensive Line at the North Border (“Cadorna Line”), the “White War,” and
the Isonzo River territory. Trees, wild bushes, layers of leaves and debris
have slowly concealed most of the fortifications in the provinces of Varese,
Como, Sondrio, and Bergamo. Ascribable neither to lieux de mémoire,8 nor
lieux d’oubli,9 they were just forgotten. For decades, only occasional tour‑
ists and enthusiasts visited the artefacts, whose neglect was often due
disrespectful people who ignored their historical value, which acceler‑
ated the effects of natural forces. What is surprising is the detachment
that local communities would sometimes develop towards this heritage.
A different trend started at the turn of this century, when these
structures aroused a new interest and specific preservation laws were
promulgated.10 A key factor was certainly the approaching centenary
celebrations of the Great War. Scholars and local government institutions,
supported by regions and the state, initiated conservation and trans‑
mission actions, primarily repairing the most meaningful and accessible
parts, providing a specific signage, and publicising the existence of the
fortifications through scientific papers, brochures, articles, and educa‑
tional activities. The first outcome was the realisation of nine tourist and
didactic routes in the Alps nearby Varese, equipped with up‑pointing
signs, maps, and brief descriptions at each starting point.11 A website
was created, sharing the same information, but a serious museum or

8

Pierre Nora, Les Lieux de mémoire, Paris 1984; idem, “Between History and Memory:
Les Lieux de Memoire,” [in:] Representations, no. 26 (1989), special issue: Memory and
Counter‑memory, pp. 7–24.

9

Nancy Wood, Vectors of Memory: Legacies of Trauma in Postwar Europe, Oxford – New
York 1999, p. 10.

10 Milestones were the Italian National Law no. 78/2001 for the safeguard of the Histori‑
cal Heritage of World War I and its implementation decree.
11 The project was supported by the Cross‑Border Cooperation Program Interreg III/A
Italy−Switzerland 2000–2006, which enabled a wide mapping of artefacts of relevant
historical interest. The Program Interreg VI Italy−Switzerland 2007–2013 later funded
“Forti e Linea Cadorna,” finalised to preserve and promote the most remarkable mili‑
tary structures along the Italian−Swiss frontier, with a view to integrated tourism.
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Trenches surrounding the chapel of San Giuseppe, Cassano Valcuvia, Varese. © Cristina
F. Colombo

a scientifically set visitor centre were missing. The Municipality of Cas‑
sano Valcuvia compensated for this, opening a small documentation cen‑
tre focused on their territory.12
The scenario is different in those territories that were battlefronts.13
In the area of the Carnic Alps, of the Dolomites in Veneto, and Adamel‑
lo‑Brenta peaks between Lombardy and Trentino, a number of forts and
entrenchments can still be seen, dating back to World War I. The phase
of the conflict which was fought here was labelled as the “White War”

See: Linea Cadorna: Sentiero della Pace [Cadorna Line: The Peace Trail], http://www.
provincia.va.it/lineacadorna (access: 21 April 2020).
12 Centro Documentale Frontiera Nord “Linea Cadorna” [“Cadorna Line” North Border
Documentary Centre], https://www.centrodocumentale.it (access: 21 April 2020).
13 Trench warfare had a particular impact on landscapes and environments. On this
issue, see Dorothee Brantz, “Environments of Death: Trench Warfare on the West‑
ern Front, 1914–18,” [in:] War and the Environment: Military Destruction in the Modern
Age, Charles E. Closmann (ed.), eBook Comprehensive Academic Collection – North
America 2009, pp. 68–91.
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due to the extreme climatic conditions that afflicted the soldiers and the
perennial presence of glaciers and snow.
Several local museums offer an overview of the “White War” and
some small forts have been safeguarded and opened to the public; for
instance, the Ossuary‑Monument at Passo del Tonale hosts frequent of‑
ficial commemoration services led by military organisations from both
Italy and Austria. The network “Rete Trentino Grande Guerra” [“Trentino
Great War network”], led by the Italian War History Museum in Rovereto,
coordinates 19 small centres.14 At Forte Strino and Paradiso Pass multi‑
media exhibitions are on permanent display. “Suoni e voci della Guerra
Bianca” [Sounds and voices of the White War] at Paradiso Pass is an audio
installation which accompanies the visitors inside a former military gal‑
lery dug into the rock at the altitude of 3,000 metres, where some relics
and educational panels are exposed. The museographical project ben‑
efits from the nature of the space – combining darkness, claustrophobic
isolation, and an utter feeling of space‑time bewilderment – to create
an evocative and immersive environment, pervaded with a feeble sound
reproducing voices and faint noises, apparently coming from outside. Ad‑
ditionally, single louder audio messages can be activated to enhance the
narration in relation to particular themes, such as shots and bombing,
avalanches, etc. The sound effects are suggestive but in no way aim to
simulate a war experience.15 A richer collection of relics is on display
at the Vermiglio War Museum.
The Museo della Guerra Bianca in Adamello [Museum of the White
War] in Temù also houses a group of findings and memorabilia dating back
to World War I, including arms, cannons, ammunition, army uniforms,
and an extensive photographic archive. A traditional museographical

14 The Italian War History Museum was founded by a group of citizens from Rovereto
in 1921 in remembrance of World War I, though its collections range from the 16th to
the 20th centuries. See: Trentino Grande Guerra [Trentino Great War], http://www.
trentinograndeguerra.it (access: 21 April 2020). Another informative website is: Sulle
Tracce della Grande Guerra [On the traces of the Great War], http://sulletraccedel‑
lagrandeguerra.it (access: 21 April 2020).
15 Debating on the representation of war in museums, Jay Winter wrote: “It is the busi‑
ness of war museums to resist the temptation to appeal to […] stylized fascination
with combat and to offer a series of alternative ways of approaching the terror of the
battlefield.” The exhibition at Paradiso Pass is successful in this sense. See: Jay Winter,
“Museums and the Representation of War,” [in:] Museum and Society, vol. 10 no. 3 (2012),
pp. 162 (150–163).
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“Sounds and Voices of the White War,” multimedia installation at Paradiso Pass, Trento. Cour‑
tesy of Vermiglio War Museum, Archivio SGS Vermiglio.

setting reveals the prevailing scientific mission of the centre, which
shuns theatricality to privilege an essential communication. The muse‑
um proposes a full programme of events, cultural and educational activi‑
ties, supports research and specialised publications. Moreover, it became
a key point for the mapping and restoration of fortified assets in Lom‑
bardy (such as Forte Montecchio in Valtellina).16 Another well‑known
centre is the Museum of the Great War in Marmolada,17 where an em‑
phatic mise‑en‑scène presents original objects, photos, panels, as well as

16 Museo della Guerra Bianca in Adamello [Museum of the White War], https://www.
museoguerrabianca.it (access: 21 April 2020). Antonio Trotti, “La valorizzazione delle
grandi opere fortificate della Frontiera Nord: La Difesa del Lario” [The Valorisation of
the Large Fortified Assets at the North Border: The Defence of the Lario], [in:] idem
(ed.), La valorizzazione delle fortezze moderne dell’arco alpino: Atti della giornata di studio.
Forte di Montecchio Nord, Colico – Domenica 18 ottobre 2009 [Valorisation of the Modern
Fortifications in the Alpine Chain: Conference Proceedings. Forte di Montecchio Nord,
Colico – Sunday 18 October 2009], Temù 2011, pp. 45–53.
17 Museum of the Great War in Marmolada, http://www.museomarmoladagrandeguerra.
com (access: 21 April 2020).
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an interactive, multimedial and multisensory installation, aimed at mak‑
ing the visitors feel the atmosphere of the war at high altitudes. Still, the
result is artificial.
Veneto and Friuli Venezia Giulia were a theatre of fierce trench war‑
fare. The two Regions launched two websites to celebrate the centenary
of the Great War, achieving different results.18 The platform proposed
by the Friuli Region actually offers a complete narration of the entire
conflict, organising the records into main sessions and sub‑themes, with
an interactive map, a timeline, suggested itineraries, and information
regarding sites of memory, memorials, visitor centres, and local artefacts.
The website is part of a wider touristic and cultural project, linked to
pages presenting the main natural, architectural, and historical assets of
the territory, as well as numerous museums. All of those centres display
small or extended collections of documents and memorabilia, sometimes
investigating peculiar topics. For instance, the historical museum “The
Carnic Zone during the Great War 1915–1918” in Timau, Paluzza, hosts
a special section dedicated to the Carnic women porters.
Two places emerge among the rich heritage in Friuli: Fogliano Redi
puglia and Mont San Michele. Redipuglia is a multilayered, complex
memoryscape. The monumental heritage area revolves around the larg‑
est Italian memorial of World War I, but three thematic museums – the
Multimedia Museum of the Great War of Redipuglia, the museum “House
of the III Army,” and the Open‑air Museum of the Sinkhole of the 15th
Marksmen Regiment illustrate the history of the site and offer an over‑
view of the European hostilities. Traditional exhibition settings and
advanced multimedia technologies are here exerted to effectively con‑
textualise the dramatic battles which occurred in this territory against
the wider panorama of the war.
The museum “House of the III Army” retains a large weapon collec‑
tion. The display system is dated; still, the museum illustrates the story
and the projects behind the Cemetery of the Thirty Thousand Undefeated
and the Memorial of Redipuglia. The monument was commissioned by the
Fascist regime and designed by the architect Giovanni Greppi and sculptor

18 Centenario Grande Guerra: Storie di guerra, luoghi di pace. Regione Veneto [Cen‑
tenary of the Great War: War histories, peace places. Veneto Region], http://www.
venetograndeguerra.it (access: 21 April 2020); Itinerari della Grande Guerra: Friuli
Venezia Giulia [Great War Routes: Friuli Venezia Giulia], https://www.turismofvg.it/
GrandeGuerra (access: 21 April 2020).
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Room dedicated to the virtual reality experience, Museum of the Great War of Mt San
Michele in Sagrado. Courtesy of Museo Multimediale del Monte San Michele

Giannino Castiglioni to celebrate the sacrifice of the soldiers who fell in the
Great War. Built on the slopes of a hill, the majestic structure contains the
remains of six generals, 39,857 identified soldiers, and 60,000 unknown
recruits. The extraordinary dimension of the memorial, the outstanding
void, and the view over the landscape are highly symbolical and mov‑
ing, but they are also revealing of the Fascist rhetoric. In the aftermath
of World War II, the Fascist signs were removed, and the place has been
re‑legitimised through official Republican ceremonies, yet it unquestion‑
ably remains an awkward heritage, whose history should be transmitted.19

19 For further insights, see (in alphabetical order): Gaetano Dato, “Lineamenti storio‑
grafici, memorie pubbliche e miti all’origine del Sacrario di Redipuglia: La fondazi‑
one di un tempio della Nazione” [Historiographical Features, Public Memories and
Mythologies at the Origin of the Redipuglia Shrine: The Foundation of a Temple of the
Nation], [in:] Acta Histriae no. 3 (2014), pp. 695–714; Patrizia Dogliani, “Redipuglia,”
[in:] I luoghi della memoria: Simboli e miti dell’Italia unita [The Sites of Memory: Symbols
and Myths of the United Italy], Mario Isnenghi (ed.), Roma – Bari 1996, pp. 375–389;
Hannah Malone, “The Republican Legacy of Italy’s Fascist Ossuaries of the First World
War,” [in:] Modern Italy, vol. 24 no. 2 (2019), pp. 199–217; Paolo Nicoloso, “The Fascist
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The Museum of the Great War of Mt San Michele in Sagrado uses vir‑
tual and augmented reality to offer an immersive visiting experience.20
The digital technologies adopted here are certainly appealing and allow
tailoring the communication to the needs of a specific audience, never
theless, they present some criticalities as well. While the augmented
reality provides valuable information in some specific points of the out‑
door museum itinerary, with texts, audio files, and 3D holograms, the
immersive virtual journey results in a fictional, defused reconstruction,
leaving out the most disturbing aspects of war, namely suffering, injured
bodies, blood, dirt, and smell. Obviously, the representation must respect
the sensitivity of the visitors; thus, an integrated educational support is
fundamental to guiding people in perceiving the device as a powerful
learning instrument, rather than an engaging spectacle. The Museum
of the Great War of Gorizia and the homonymous centre in Ragogna are
further meaningful specialised institutions.
The potential of a museum network
As Luca Basso Peressut observed, World War I made clear that war
museums should start to include in their representations the social ef‑
fects of conflicts and introduce concepts such as commemoration and
admonishment,21 in this sense remarking the message conveyed by
monuments and memorials. Remembrance architectures, ossuaries,
sculptures, steles, commemorative plaques, and toponyms have been
built or adopted since the 1920s to honour the memory of the numerous
soldiers who died fighting for their countries.22 Indeed, the official rheto‑

Memory of the War and Its Legacy: Two Cases. The Redipuglia War Memorial and the
Ara Pacis of Medea,” [in:] Architecture as Propaganda in Twentieth‑century Totalitarian
Regimes: History and Heritage, Håkan Hökerberg (ed.), Firenze 2018, pp. 81–105.
20 Museum of the Great War of Mt San Michele, http://www.museodelmontesanmichele.
it (access: 21 April 2020).
21 Luca Basso Peressut, “Narratives of Conflicts: Architecture and Representation in
European War Museums,” [in]: European Museums in the 21st Century: Setting the Frame‑
work, vol. 3, Luca Basso Peressut, Francesca Lanz, and Gennaro Postiglione (eds.),
M ilan 2013, p. 651 (638–738).
22 These forms of celebration are particularly common. A research team from the Poli
tecnico di Milano led by Alberta Cazzani mapped the memorials and commemorative
parks and gardens dedicated to World War I in the provinces of Brescia, Milan, and
Monza e Brianza, to realise a tentative quantitative and qualitative evaluation of this
heritage. See: Alberta Cazzani, “WWI Memorials and Connected Commemorative
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ric largely disregarded the personal miseries suffered by both civilians
and recruits, privileging an epic celebration of collective values such as
heroism, might, and sacrifice.
The magniloquent representation staged at the Memorial of Redi
puglia was certainly not an isolated case. Among the most remarkable
memory sites dedicated to the Great War is the Ossuary and Cemetery
at Douaumont, erected to hold the bodies of 130,000 French and German
soldiers fallen during the battle of Verdun, France, in 1916, and officially
inaugurated in 1932. The remembrance building designed by architects
Léon Azéma, Max Edrei, and Jacques Hardy is full of symbolism, among
which the religious and funerary symbols prevail, alluding to sacrifice
and immortality.23 An almost coeval and complementary monument
dedicated to the Victory of France and imbued in military imagery was
erected in Verdun city centre. The commemorative complex grew over
time, revealing a progressive variation and differentiation in remem‑
brance practices,24 and the monuments are now part of a large memory‑
scape, including the Memorial of Verdun built at the battlefield and the
Forts of Vaux and Douaumont.
The musealisation of war heritage in the 20th century revealed a para
digmatic change in the formation of collective memory25 and an in‑
creasing attention to human feelings and trauma: pain, fear, anguish,
uncertainty – feelings that were annihilated in the cold representation of
massive lists of names – were later included in the museum narration.26

Parks and Gardens in Lombardy: A System to Preserve and Valorize,” [in:] Re‑enacting
the Past: Museography for Conflict Heritage, Michela Bassanelli and Gennaro Postiglione
(eds.), Siracusa 2013, pp. 200–213.
23 Jean‑Paul Amat, Paola Filippucci, and Edwige Savouret “‘The Cemetery of France’: Re‑
construction and Memorialisation on the Battlefield of Verdun (France),” [in:] War and
Cultural Heritage: Biographies of Place, Marie Louise Stig Sørensen and Dacia Viejo‑Rose
(eds.), Cambridge 2015, pp. 48–52 (46–68). See also: Antoine Prost, “Verdun: The Life of
a Site of Memory,” [in:] Republican Identities in War and Peace: Representations of France
in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, Oxford − New York 2002, pp. 45–72.
24 Jean‑Paul Amat, Paola Filippucci, and Edwige Savouret “‘The Cemetery of France’…,”
op. cit., pp. 54–62.
25 For insights on the passage from national memory to cosmopolitan memory, see:
Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, “Memory Unbound: The Holocaust and the Forma‑
tion of Cosmopolitan Memory,” [in:] European Journal of Social Theory, vol. 5 no. 1 (2002),
pp. 87–106.
26 For an insight on the essentially propagandistic representation of the conflict in ex‑
hibitions and museums during the war and, in Germany, in the interwar period, see:
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Local museums have a particularly important role in informing on the
dramatic impact of conflicts on societies, communities, and individuals.
They supplement the often scarce “spectacularity” of their collections –
usually made of ordinary relics such as mess and food tins, bullets, guns
and small arms, uniforms, sledges in the mountains, photos, and letters –
with narrations that bring apparently remote events close to the personal
experience, tracing history back to its local implications and kindling in
the visitors a sense of empathy. Local museums should also play a pri‑
mary role in the narration of the impact that warfare had on the environ‑
ment, which is frequently depicted as a mere backdrop of human actions
and tragedies, but often suffered extreme and long‑lasting damages. Dor‑
othee Brantz aptly noted that “[w]ar created a new Schicksalsgemeinschaft
(community of fate) between men and nature, who threatened each other
in the daily practice of warfare, but who also amalgamated into a new
symbolic unity born out of their mutual annihilation.”27 Site‑based mu‑
seums, Basso Peressut continues, “work as ‘pilgrimage stations’ on the
sites that witnessed military events, where the physical traces produced
by the wars become an object of preservation and valorisation, thus cre‑
ating a conscious geography of places of memories.”28 Maintaining the
focus on World War I remembrance, exemplary museums, in this sense,
are the aforementioned Memorial of Verdun; the Historial de la Grande
Guerre [History of the Great War] at Péronne and Thiepval, in France,
located in the sites of Somme Battlefields; the Musée de la Grande Guerre
du Pays de Meaux [Museum of the Great War in Meaux], France, where
the Battles of the Marne were fought; In Flandes Field Museum at Ypres
in Belgium, dedicated to World War I in the West Flanders front region.
Digital devices, immersive and interactive displays are emerging
as powerful resources for difficult heritage transmissions by means of
their appeal, the capacity of provoking sympathetic reactions, and of‑
fering targeted information to a heterogeneous audience. Moving from

Susanne Brandt, “The Memory Makers: Museums and Exhibitions of the First World
War,” [in:] History and Memory, vol. 6 no. 1 (1994), pp. 95–122.
27 Dorothee Brantz, “Environments of Death,” op. cit., p. 84. See also: Chris Pearson, “Cre‑
ating the Natural Fortress: Landscape, Resistance, and Memory in the Vercors, France,”
[in:] War and the Environment, Charles E. Closmann (ed.), op. cit., pp. 150–155 (150–170).
Orlando Prestidge, “Forêt de Guerre: Natural Remembrances of the Great War,”
[in:] Exchanges: The Warwick Research Journal, vol. 1 no. 1 (2013), pp. 16–34.
28 Luca Basso Peressut, “Narratives of Conflicts…,” op. cit., p. 686.
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different museographical approaches, local museums and visitor centres
operate as outposts in a wider educational and cultural mission aimed
at promoting the public awareness of history but also collective memo‑
ries and identities.
Knowing about war is the business of an informed citizenship and
museums are those sites where questions are posed concerning morality,
war, sacrifice, suffering, brotherhood, courage, love, recovery, and tran‑
scendence. Museums enable visitors to pose these enduring questions by
converting wartime into museum space.29
World War I military heritage is extremely diffused in the Italian Alps,
complex and heterogeneous. A complete museographical transmission
is therefore difficult, perhaps even utopian. A scientifically coordinated
selection of the most relevant structures – implemented according to
their architectural, historical, memorial, or social value – must be done
in order to economise financial and human resources and guarantee
shared narrations. Moreover, the fortified systems and, in general, the
heritage related to the conflict are made up of structures that can only
occasionally function as isolated, meaningful memory sites or cultural
attractions, and can be easily reached by people lacking proper training.
National and regional legislations, specifically focusing on World War I
heritage preservation,30 marked progress towards the draft of operational
criteria, essential for the coordination of the interventions on the entire
territory. They are the prerequisites for establishing common lines of action
for a shrewd protection of the Defensive Line at the North Border, as well as
engaging in a constructive dialogue with other Italian and foreign realities.
The cooperation with people involved in the safeguarding of coeval
military systems and the sharing of the know‑how and experience
gained studying them or through completed pilot projects could con‑
siderably ease the creation of interactive, maybe even collaborative, in‑
formative platforms.
Ambitious and successful museographical projects related to diffused
archaeology and military architecture could serve as examples. I refer

29 Jay Winter, “Museums…,” op. cit., p. 150.
30 The aforementioned Italian National Law 78/2001 was later followed by regional ju‑
ridical prescriptions: Lombardy Regional Law no. 28/2008, later replaced by the Lom‑
bardy Regional Law no. 25/2016; Veneto Regional Law no. 17/2011; Friuli Venezia Giulia
Regional Law no. 11/2013.
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to cases like “Hadrian’s Wall” in the UK (listed as a UNESCO World Heri
tage Site in 1987), the thematic “Cultural Routes” launched by the Coun‑
cil of Europe in 1987, and “Frontiers of the Roman Empire – The Lower
German Limes.”
Through the Cultural Routes programme, the Council of Europe of‑
fers a model for transnational cultural and tourism management, and al‑
lows synergies between national, regional, and local authorities, as well
as a wide range of associations and socio‑economic actors. The Cultural
Routes cover numerous themes: architecture, landscape, religious influ‑
ences, gastronomy and wine culture, intangible heritage, military and
war heritage. The networks implement innovative activities and projects
pertaining to five main objectives: cooperation in research and develop‑
ment; enhancement of memory, history, and European heritage; cultural
and educational exchanges for young Europeans; contemporary cultural
and artistic practice; cultural tourism and sustainable cultural develop‑
ment.31 Examples comparable to the Italian fortified system are the “Iron
Curtain Trail” and the “Liberation Route Europe.”
The project “Frontiers of the Roman Empire – The Lower German Limes,”
in particular, involves sixty component sites in Germany and the Neth‑
erlands, which were nominated or already listed as World Heritage Sites,
with the inception of coordinated initiatives to present the local accents
of each site within the framework of a common history and branding.32
Interpretative regions were defined through the evaluation of geo‑
graphical core areas combined with key archaeological assets, namely
sites and collections.
An Interpretation Framework consists of a univocal structure, a main
storyline where all sites and museums play a specific part in the sto‑
ryline. This can be picked up by any organisation working in the

31 Giovanni Mangion and Isabel Tamen (eds.), European Cultural Routes, Strasbourg 1998;
Council of Europe, Cultural Routes Management: From Theory to Practice, Strasbourg
2015; Cultural Routes of the Council of Europe Programme, https://www.coe.int/en/
web/cultural‑routes (access: 21 April 2020).
32 UNESCO Tentative List, Frontiers of the Roman Empire – The Lower German Limes, https://
whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/6298 (access: 21 April 2020); Renger de Bruin, Astrid
Hertog, and Roeland Paardekooper (eds.), The Roman Frontier along the River Rhine:
The Role of Museums in Revitalizing Cultural Landscapes, ICOM Netherlands 2018, https://
www.icomnederland.nl/pdf/ICOM‑RomanFrontier.pdf (access: 21 April 2020).
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area of the Interpretation Framework and, therefore, offers a strong
message, part of the tourism branding of the area. […] In connect‑
ing memoryscapes and museums that are geographically distant or
that extend across borders, a storyline becomes a trail and creates
coherence.33
The very same perspective should be adopted, in my opinion, for pre‑
serving the Defensive Line at the North Border in Italy. A lot remains to
be done in order to achieve an adequate coordination of the interven‑
tions along the Italian Line, as well as a comprehensive museographi‑
cal perspective. The fragmentation of the information concerning World
War I fortifications and the scarce transregional interrelations between
museums dedicated to these events are emblematic.
This raises a question: is heritage a local matter?
Conclusion
The transmission of important historical events and heritages regarding
wide, transborder territories requires establishing networks of memory
sites and museums capable of presenting local microhistories within the
framework of major events. In the case of wars, sites of memory could
report occurrences that had a local impact, but became relevant for the
collective identity of the inhabitants; or narrate the involvement of the
resident communities in the military actions; or even show the daily rou‑
tine and the feelings soldiers experienced at the battlefront, considering
both sides of the frontline. A similar approach could truly engage visitors,
connecting individual suffering with a greater – and to a certain extent
returnable – tragedy for humanity. Training people to open up to plural‑
ist perspectives has a crucial educational value.
Further considerations could emerge concerning the role these arte‑
facts can play in defining the identities of the communities living next to
them nowadays, when identities have assumed a prevailing postnational
and transcultural nature, and cultural boundaries have become fluid:34

33 Renger E. de Bruin, Astrid Hertog, and Roeland Paardekooper, “The Roman Limes on
the Lower Rhine: A European Border’s Visibility in Landscape,” [in]: Museum Interna‑
tional, vol. 69 no. 273–274 (2017), pp. 117–118 (114–125).
34 Sharon Macdonald, “Museums, National, Postnational and Transcultural Identities,”
[in:] Museum and Society, vol. 1 no.1 (2003), pp. 1–16.
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the suggestion is that centred, singular identity constructions are
being superseded by identities predicated on cultural mixing and
crossover, on intercultural traffic rather than boundary demarca‑
tion. How widespread such conceptualisations are or will become is
at present an open question.35
In the aforementioned essay, Luca Basso Peressut stressed the rele‑
vance of a complete transmission of the recent past and an institutionali‑
sation of shared recollection for “overcoming the ‘divided memories’ that
have dramatically marked the populations of the European continent,”
which is “an essential requirement to build the political and cultural
identity of Europe.”36 Memorial sites and museums are the ideal theatre
in which contentious histories, social struggles, and multiple narrations
could be investigated, questioned, and debated to achieve shareable rep‑
resentations. They are key places for understanding, remembrance, com‑
memoration, and deterrence.
For a citizen living in contemporary Europe and used to travelling
under the aegis of the Schengen Treaty, the events of World War I could
seem historically distant, so the preservation of its sites of memory
could appear as a minor priority. Nonetheless, the relics of that war,
as well as others that followed in Europe in the 20th century, convey
a strong message and historical value.37 Those relics tell of a recent
past characterised by hostilities, disharmony, and antagonisms in the
European history, in which the construction of national identities was
echoed, and at the same time reinforced, by the creation of material
borders.38 Notwithstanding the negative reminiscences, this heritage

35 Ibidem, p. 6.
36 Luca Basso Peressut, “Narratives…,” op. cit., p. 731.
37 Analysing the relationship of mutuality between building and ruin, Karen Dale and
Gibson Burrell noted that “[r]uination is most often not the end point of structure but
is a new and transitory form of confinement for social processes.” Karen Dale and Gib‑
son Burrell, “Disturbing Structure: Reading the Ruins,” [in:] Culture and Organization,
vol. 17 no. 2 (2011), p. 120 (107–121).
38 Stefan Berger shares interesting considerations regarding the 19th- and 20th‑century
national identity discourses and the creation or dissolution of contested borders. See:
Stefan Berger, “History and Forms of Collective Identity in Europe: Why Europe Can‑
not and Should Not Be Built on History,” [in:] The Essence and the Margin: National Identi‑
ties and Collective Memories in Contemporary European Culture, Laura Rorato and Anna
Saunders (eds.), Amsterdam – New York 2009, p. 27 (21–35).
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calls for a critical reflection on the importance of producing a persuasive
collective identity in Europe,39 conscious of its diversities,40 but promot‑
ing shared values and cultural similarities to pursue a stronger political,
economic, and social unity.

39 Regina Römild, “Reflexive Europeanization, or: Makings of Europe,” [in:] TRACES,
no. 5 (2018), pp. 4–5.
40 Stefan Berger, “History…”, op. cit., pp. 29, 32–33.

Notes on the Reflexion of
an Industrially Exploited Landscape
in the North: Bohemia in the 20th
Century Visual Arts – the Power
of Image
Tomáš Pavlíček
Jan Evangelista Purkyně University, Ústí nad Labem (The Czech Republic)
There are two possible methodological approaches to the topic outlined
in the title. The first approach is the methodology of general history of
art and the context of developments in fine arts on the east side of the
iron curtain after 1945. The second approach, broader and more com‑
plicated, is the methodological view from the perspective of Gadamer’s
heuristics. Both these approaches intersect at a certain point because
the issue is related to a specific region, whose history changed completely
after 1945. The legacy of a specific tradition in fine arts often becomes
a heritage wedded to a specific area and the connection between the
author’s creative invention and a concrete landscape is nothing new in
the history of art.1 In many cases authors were even considered to have
discovered certain landscape complexes. In the article I argue that in
this particular case the view of the country provoked a response with
a scope greatly exceeding any one author; in fact, it had an intergenera‑
tional effect. The initial hypothesis is that the work of artists inspired by
the existing landscape not only became a memento mori in the field of art
itself, but also created a string of a regional cultural memory, referring
to objects and phenomena which had already ceased to exist, and show‑
ing the dynamics of a complex transformation of a particular regional
structure in the modern world.

1

As early as in the 19th century, when landscape painting developed into an autono‑
mous branch, some artists would attach themselves to concrete landscapes. Suffice it
to mention the Barbizon school’s, Cézanne’s, and van Gogh’s links to Provance, or the
realist painter August von Pettenkofen’s attachment to Pusta, Hungary.
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Landscape and its memory
In the early 1990s, after the fall of the communist regime, the time came
for the renewal of the discussion about various aspects of landscape
and different scientific approaches to exploring it. Rather unexpectedly,
the debate was first initiated by archaeologists. The previously imposed
Marxists discourse had run its course and it was possible to apply other
theoretical approaches as well. The discussion could then proceed in the
direction which hereto had been marginalised – namely, focusing on the
question of access to landscape, which at the time was usually considered
from a technocratic perspective. This was true especially in the mining
areas, such as Most. In his publication Most do budoucnosti [Bridge to the
future], the author Matěj Spurný shows the ambivalences inherent in
this approach, based on the extreme example of the destruction of the
medieval town Most and its total dislocation due to coal mining.
The Most project is a convex mirror for one key aspect of modern
civilisation, namely is engineering, which became a tool of progress
in the hands of men, but equally a peculiar power. So the most gen‑
eral (and maybe the most essential) layer of questioning the course of
events, which stands in the centre of this book, is the interpretation
of the impact of technology on humans and society.2
In the case of Most, it was a radical solution; however, the techno‑
cratic way of thinking that stems from the principles of the modernist
discourse saw landscape as a source of raw materials. “First, during re‑
settlement in 1945 and 1946, planners and settlers alike envisioned north
Bohemia as a productive landscape more than historical one.”3
Going back to the debate of the early 1990s, this modernist and even
more technocratic approach was slowly vanishing. One of the questions
asked or re‑established at the time was if a landscape has a memory.4
The question emerged from the anthropocentric intellectual world’s

2

Matěj Spurný, Most do budoucnosti: laboratoř socialistické modernity na severu Čech, Praha
2016, p. 64.

3

Eagle Glassheim, “Most, the Town that Moved: Coal, Communist and the ‘Gypsy Ques‑
tion’ in Post‑war Czechoslovakia,” [in:] Environment and History, vol. 13 (2007), p. 449
(447–476).

4

Jaromír Beneš and Vladimír Brůna, “Má krajina paměť,” [in:] Archeologie a krajinná
ekologie, eidem (eds.), Most 1994, p. 37 (37–46).
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reluctance to respect what Václav Bělohradský described as “outside the
human.” For the author this refers to landscape.5 Focusing on landscape
means transgressing mankind’s self‑centredness. Landscape is being
looked at as a completely autonomous phenomenon, the most complex
organised system on earth.6 Jaromír Beneš and Vladimír Brůna refuse
to reduce landscape to a mere reservoir of natural resources and try, in
accord with the postmodern discourse, to understand its complexity.
One of the basic factors of shaping landscape is time, which, according
to the abovementioned authors, not only defines the historical and arch
aeological dimension of landscape, but also determines how the area is
perceived.7 This is a fundamental factor in human view of landscape,
because it raises the question if our human perspective is generational
or intergenerational. To what extent is a view of one generation trans‑
mitted to another and how does the following generation treat it?
The Czech biologist Jiří Sádlo speaks about landscape as a text that is
being interpreted.8 From this perspective, man is not the only subject
that reads a landscape, but the same is true of each of its components.9
In other words, landscape is a complex and dynamic system which is
formed by all its components, both meaningfully and inherently. As hu‑
mankind, we are just one of its elements. “The landscape’s memory is
connected to its cybernetics; namely, it has a concrete and specific way of
self‑management.”10 This basically means all landscape components can
cope with certain changes and return to an organised condition. Yet, as
Jiří Sádlo concludes, it is possible to lose such memory. He quotes the ex‑
amples of the colonists in America and shows how in the Most area, the
landscape’s shape and memory were completely transformed. The origi‑
nal agricultural region became a scrummage of hoppers, roads, and large
refineries.11 It is necessary to add that Sádlo wrote his text in the early
1990s, when the intermediate impact of mining was clearly visible. Today

5

Ibidem.

6

Ibidem, p. 38.

7

Ibidem, p. 39.

8

Jiří Sádlo, “Krajina jako interpretovaný text,” [in:] Archeologie a krajinná ekologie,
Jaromír Beneš and Vladimír Brůna (eds.), Most 1994, pp. 47–54.

9

Ibidem, p. 48.

10 Ibidem, p. 49.
11 Ibidem, p. 50.
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the situation is different: most changes are caused by the extensive recla‑
mation of the landscape. However, the original memory tracks remain in
the past – they were rewritten by the new leaders and the original ones
survived only in some parts of the regional complex.
The landscape’s memory in the human part of its cybernetics also re‑
lates to the community anchored in that landscape. Sádlo presents sev‑
eral interesting remarks in relation to man and his activities in general.
Firstly, landscape is not merely the surroundings, but the main thing.12
Here he unfolds the idea that the humane tradition must reconcile to the
fact that the human factor will not be central in defining the direction of
landscape development; at the same time, scientists will have to accept
that a landscape represents a holistic conceptual paradigm.13 The second
observation is that “the relation between people and a landscape is not
unilateral.”14 Put simply, the process is bilateral. “As people were chang‑
ing the environment, likewise the environment would force them to use
new strategies. A cultural landscape is, sui generis, a human artefact and,
at the same time, a place stimulating a certain kind of relating.”15 In
my view, this bilateral symmetry is most distinctive in art, especially
in visual arts. This, of course, creates the problem with the landscape’s
“memory,” because we are not always able to see the influence of particu‑
lar generations and climate changes. The authors’ last observation is that
a “landscape is always a whole.”16 The authors express scepticism about
the reductionist principle, which extracts some specific parameters of
exploration while dismissing certain other contexts. Their intention is
not encouraging maximum reduction, but fostering awareness that cer‑
tain things are lost along with the reduction of a landscape to particular
phenomena. The authors point out that while exploring a landscape, we
explore a very complex issue, where some aspects might be stronger,
whilst others – weaker. This view, by the way, complicates the historical
view as well as sheds new light on the issue of landscape legacy.17

12 Jiří Sádlo et. al., Krajina a revoluce: Významné přelomy ve vývoji kulturní krajiny Českých
zemí, Praha 2005, p. 12.
13 Ibidem.
14 Ibidem.
15 Ibidem, p. 15.
16 Ibidem.
17 For instance, in the case of the Czech baroque landscape.
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On the contrary, Simon Shama sees landscape predominantly as a cul‑
tural phenomenon. In his interpretation it is “imaginary constructs,”18
which, if myth‑making and connected to a specific place, can create meta
phors, which in turn may, with time, become more real than reality.19
Thus a myth becomes a part of history and, together with other factors,
co‑creates the image of a landscape in society. A very good example is to
be found in “Tacitus Revival and German Topography.” The image depict‑
ed by Shama via the connection between German forest and culture, en‑
compassing artistic, literal, and political aspects, is very persuasive and
intensive. The forest is represented not merely as a background for action,
but rather as the main figure, a space predicting future development.
A postwar author, and perhaps the most important one, who attempted
to break the association of the myth of forest and history was – according
to Shama – Anselm Kiefer. His creative and highly thoughtful treatment
of history and myths unfolded in various ways. Kiefer returned to nar‑
rative, telling a story, and for this reason he turned to the typically Ger‑
man aesthetics of expressionism. The way Kiefer treats myths is both
historically deep and also topical, including issues related to the Third
Reich.20 I have intentionally chosen to recall Anselm Kiefer’s work in Si‑
mon Shama’s interpretation, since some people – especially the younger
generations born after 1989 – started to reinterpret “the myth” of the
modern with its narratives of progress precisely along the ways deline‑
ated earlier by the communist nomenclature, including forgetting the
history of the original German population.
The development of art in Czechoslovakia after 1948
After the communist coup, the development of art in Czechoslovakia was
complicated. The avant‑garde works were banned or censored and the of‑
ficial production, mostly imported from the Soviet Union, was expected
to conform to the rules of social realism. The continuity of the art devel‑
opment was thus disrupted and if any of it survived, it was limited to the
narrow circle of an unofficial culture. A paradoxical situation occurred
in which young artists could not associate themselves with the interwar

18 Simon Shama, Landscape and Memory, New York 1995, p. 61.
19 Ibidem, cf. chapter I:, part III. Mortality, Immortality,” pp. 61–74.
20 Ibidem, cf. chapter II: “Der Holzweg: The Track Trough the Woods, part IV. Waldster‑
ben,” pp. 120–134, which contains a broader interpretation of Kiefer’s work.
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avant‑garde roots, while taking a position within modern fine art and
its development was made greatly difficult, though the generation of the
interwar avant‑garde was still alive and working.
Moreover, while there was a demand for works looking back to the
almost romantic aesthetics, the official policy openly declared the domi‑
nance of the heavy industry, with all the consequences this would entail
for a small country such as Czechoslovakia. This involved significant
interventions in certain landscape complexes, especially in border ar‑
eas. Paradoxically, at the same time, there was a demand for landscape
painting extolling the beauty of Czechoslovakia. In practice, this en‑
couraged associations with art and poetry of the 19th century. It should
be said, however, that this tendency was in fact an ideological import
and, with few exceptions, most artists reverted to more modern trends
immediately after the political repression had relented in the late 1950s.
This schizophrenic situation manifested itself particularly in Northwest
Bohemia – the region for centuries inhabited by German people, who
were of course displaced. The newcomers had to familiarise themselves
with the area and create a community, which is still an ongoing process.
It must have been quite complicated for the artists arriving in Northwest
Bohemia to work in the social‑realistic spirit.
It is necessary to add that both Czechoslovakian art and art theory, as
well as its art history, did not feature in the discussion taking place in the
West, for obvious political reasons. Only partial information would seep
into the Czechoslovak discourse at the time. As a result of breaking those
connections, it was very difficult for the Czechoslovak artists and art
theorists to follow the art development per se, not to mention to contribute
to the theoretical discussion, while in the US Clement Greenberg was
asserting the inner autonomy of art. In Czechoslovakia little was known
about this concept, finding its best embodiment in pop art. The hardship
of that time is documented in a text by a leading Czech historian and
art theorist working in the socialist period, Jindřich Chalupecký.21 Its
authorship was ascribed to František Halas and the true author could
claim it only nearly twenty years later. It was one of the few texts which
managed to be published abroad. Chalupecký’s heaviest confession was
that in circumstances such as these the intellectual gradually falls into

21 Jindřich Chalupecký, Tíha doby: Stati o časových souvislostech a situacích kultury
1968–1988, Olomouc 1991, pp. 10–21. The book was originally written in 1949.
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silence, has no place to publish, and no forum to speak to; and were it oth‑
erwise, their words would be used against them in a propagandistic way.
As a result, I would like to stress that the search for new artistic modes
of expression took place under completely different conditions. In some
cases, this led to relatively original solutions.
Periphery
My goal is to trace the developing relationship of landscape and art in
North Bohemia after 1945, focusing on the reasons behind the social and
landscape changes. I want to demonstrate how fine arts participated in
capturing this change, and how this transformation retroactively influ‑
enced the development of fine arts in the region. As I am going to prove
below, it all took place in a highly specific context. On the one hand, there
was the displacement of nearly 2.5 million German population, and on
the other hand, in the early 1950s the communists intensified the efforts
towards expanding the heavy industry, since there were good conditions
for it in the north of the country. Not only was there a number of impor‑
tant factories, particularly those producing chemicals, but also the re‑
gion was rich in natural resources, especially brown coal. Along with the
technological improvement of open‑cast coal mining, the border area in
North Bohemia was practically transformed into a big mining district. As
I have mentioned above, not only villages and towns were disappearing,
but whole landscape complexes were reshaped to an unprecedented ex‑
tent. This had a very strong impact, since the area was densely populated.
Obviously, young artists arriving in the borderland would be aware
of this. The coming generation, however, had almost nothing to follow
up with. After World War II, a leading representative of Czechoslovak
avant‑garde, Emil Filla, settled in the area of the Czech low mountain
range; his postwar work, following his return from a concentration camp,
leaned towards landscape painting.22 Still, the young generation would
find it hard to continue his line of work due to his early death and haunt‑
ing personality. This being said, Filla worked in the beautiful surround‑
ings of the Czech low mountain range, which was spared from the fierce
development of the heavy industry and mining. The situation started to

22 It is symptomatic for the history after 1948 that Emil Filla became a target for de‑
nouncement and criticism from second‑rate figures due to the specific aspects of his
handwriting and his cubist past.
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change markedly by the end of the 1950s. The shift was connected to the
political détente at the end of the 1950s, marked by an essential event for
the Czechoslovak culture – Expo 58 exhibition.
The landscape of Northwest Bohemia, quickly changing into a space of
large coalfaces where villages, roads, and fields started to disappear, can
hardly be considered a model for classical landscape tradition. Despite
this, or maybe because of this, Bohdan Kopecký (1928–2010) settled there
and became convinced of the region’s poetic quality. Arguably, he was
the first to represent the destruction of the local landscape. Actually, this
power dynamics gave rise to his specific painting style. The early land‑
scape experiments occurring in the Most region were directly inspired
by the events which took place in this region in the mid‑1950s. These
experiments were later vindicated when Bohdan Kopecký was given the
chance to participate in Expo 58 in Brussels and to confront his view
with current international developments in fine arts. Kopecký’s links
with mining were hardly accidental – classified as “politically unreli‑
able” by the communist authorities, he was forced to become a member
of a “battalion for technical support” (PTP), in which capacity he worked
underground in the Ostrava mines, despite his diploma from the Acad‑
emy of Fine Arts.
After coming back to the town of Litvínov in the Most region, Kopecký
began to pay closer attention to the landscape. The present article is hard‑
ly intended as a one painter’s monograph, but it is necessary to show how
Bohdan Kopecký drew artistic inspiration from the changing landscape –
or rather landscape devastation – transforming it into a visual symbol
of the whole area and its metamorphoses. His style was gradually shift‑
ing from classically conceived landscaping motives towards structur‑
ally designed non‑figurative pieces. Often he would use material directly
referring to the landscape changes, such as carborundum dust. Bohdan
Kopecký’s work trajectory is the reverse to that occurring simultaneously
in Western Europe and the USA.
Jiří Sádlo’s supposition that the process of landscape formation is bi‑
lateral rather than one‑sided turns out to be accurate when it comes to
Bohdan Kopecký’s art. His reaction to the transformations taking place
in the region of Most and Litvínov was so intense and all‑consuming
that after being forced by the communist authorities to leave the area
in the early 1970s, he completely stopped painting. He would not take it
up again until the early 1990s, when he became inspired by the volcanic
landscape of Hawaii.

196

Tomáš Pavlíček

At some point in the late 1950s or early 1960s Kopecký met Josef Sudek,
a phenomenal Czech photographer, and invited him to the Most region.
Together they travelled across the country, choosing motifs for their
work. Josef Sudek (1896–1976) created a set of panoramic photographs
titled Smutná krajina [A sad landscape], which he intended to publish as
a book series. Symptomatically, however, such works could not appear in
print before 1989. Sudek’s photographs present a landscape reshaped by
huge excavators, an expatriated landscape, a vanishing landscape.
It is easy to understand why the two artists were so compatible. Josef
Sudek documents (though this word is rather unsuitable in this context)
the dynamics of the transformation, while Bohdan Kopecký offers its aes‑
thetic equivalent. Theirs was a painful aesthetics, since they were both
conscious of the tragedy – and possibly the first to grasp it fully thanks
to their art. Bohdan Kopecký remembers: “We formed a group, together
with writer Josef Jedlička, Dalibor Kozel, Emil Juliš, Mr. Smill, and o
 thers.
We were fighting for the survival of the landscape in the times when
nobody knew anything about things such as the Brontosaurus [a Czech
ecological movement] or Greenpeace […]. [T]hey persecuted me as a di‑
versionist during my surveys. Whenever I showed up at dumps or near
any mine, I immediately had to prove that I was a painter […]. I even
had to obtain a certificate for the photographer Sudek, whom I used to
bring with me to show him the sights when he was photographing North
Bohemia.”23 This is an interesting testimony regarding one of the first
major clashes between the positive understanding of modernity and the
awareness of its negative impacts. However, the strongest message con‑
cerning this transformation is to be found in the works of Kopecký and
Sudek. The regime’s efforts to suppress their public presentation prove
how strong the message was.
Bohdan Kopecký’s work is closely connected with landscaping as
a discipline and with the North Bohemian landscape. Arguably, no other
artist engaged with this region with similar intensity.
For the younger generation of artists, the links to landscape are not so
firm. Since the mid‑1960s a group called Objekt started to operate in the
Ústí region. Its founders originally declared their interest in landscape,
but definitely not to such an extent as that demonstrated by Bohdan Ko‑
pecký. On top of that, the painters and graphic artists in this group were

23 Josef Sudek, Smutná krajina: Severozápadní Čechy 1957–1962, Litoměřice 1999, p. 94.
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primarily focused on the town as a dynamically developing organism,
and on the whole, this proved only a temporary phase. Gradually, the
work of individual members became highly individualised, and the origi‑
nal goals of the group were abandoned. At any rate, the future artistic
and social development was impacted by the invasion of the Warsaw Pact
armies and the interruption of the reformative efforts in Czechoslovakia.
Some of the artists were forced to leave their jobs, while others were pro‑
hibited from any artistic activity for nearly twenty years. As mentioned
before, Bohdan Kopecký was forced to leave the Most region. The highly
talented artists who were coming into the region in the earlier period of
political normalisation were now forced almost to go underground. This
was the case, for instance, of one of the most interesting artists of that
time, Jiří Kubový, whose work was not fully appreciated until 1989.
Jiří Sozanský (b. 1946) made a significant return to the landscape
harmed by mining. His journey to this region was not straightforward,
since he originally comes from a different part of the Czech Republic.
Still, the event that inspired Sozanský to become an artist was an ex‑
hibition by Bohdan Kopecký.24 After graduating from the Academy of
Fine Arts, Sozanský came to Most several times. He returned to Most in
North Bohemia in the early 1980s to create a unique piece of art, which
was to diminish together with the old town. The artist’s feeling was that
he came to a dying place: “in 1981 I was back in old Most. This time I en‑
tered a fragment of a dying city, a ghost city, a monument of devastating
brutality.”25 Sozanský created a set of figural objects which were then
placed inside the crumbling houses destined for demolition. The plaster
figures, partly damaged, were trapped in the crumbling houses, thus ex‑
pressing the vanishing of life and history – time stifled by declarations of
better tomorrows and progress. While Kopecký’s art at times bordered on
poetry, Sozanský focused on documenting the negative energy which re‑
produced itself and whenever it generated new values, they were always
made at the expense of the previous ones.
The 1980s marked the peak of open‑cast coal mining. Landscape and
human settlements were disappearing at an unprecedented pace; the air
quality was proverbially bad. The commonly used label ‘Moonscape’ was
not exaggerated at all.

24 Ivan Dolejšek and Jiří Sozanský, Jiří Sozanský: zóna, Praha 2013, p. 11.
25 Ibidem, pp. 12–13.
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In the 1990s the young generation would approach landscape differ‑
ently. Opening the debate on the history of the region and the way its
potential was exploited by the communist regime, people created con‑
ditions that fostered socially engaged art, which the previous genera‑
tions rather foreshadowed. “In his exalted and subversive performance
entitled Meteo Body Painting, local artist Jiří Černický (b. 1966) reacted
to this progressive destruction in 1991, in the euphoric times following
the Velvet Revolution.”26 Jiří Černický established himself mainly as
a conceptual artist. In the early 1990s he fully subscribed to the domi‑
nant artistic discourse of the period. His early artistic output was clearly
inspired by the local situation in North Bohemia. He made a shift from
merely reflecting reality towards an engaged position, which was more
or less typical of his generation. This being said, his generationally close
colleagues Michaela Thelenová’s and Zdena Kolečková’s (both b. 1969)
approaches to the environmental problematics were slightly different.
Firstly, they operate within a different medium and secondly, both artists
represent a more complex approach, including not only the landscape
itself, but also the stories of particular ethnic groups and communities
living in the area.
Michaela Thelenová refers to the Ústí landscape in the series Krajinky (2006–2007), consisting of large format digital printouts. The artist
mostly observes the transformations and the development of urban and
suburban landscape. “I have observed the city and all its changes, some
major, some slow, and some inconspicuous. I monitor the city as a whole

26 Michal Koleček, “A Work of Art at the Centre of Public Interest: Stories, Characters,
Forms and Values in the Process of Social Representation,” [in:] Visuality from Intercultural Perspectives: Technology of Images in Communication, Art and Social Sciences, Michael
Fleming and Aleksandra Łukaszewicz Alcaraz (eds.), London 2018, p. 123 (114–139). For
better understanding, it is worth including a broader description of this piece of art:
“Černický covered his naked body with a special emulsion made from petroleum jelly,
body lotion and fizzy drink powder, and slipped into a deep pit made in a single move
by a large excavator on the grounds of one of the brown – coal mines adjacent to the
city. Subsequently, he put a spool of string in his anus with a paper kite flapping in
the wind at the other end of the string. In a fierce spasm of his entire body, the author
used all his strength to keep the spool in his anus and the kite high above the ground
without using his arms while approaching the nearby-standing mining machine. This
made his skin turn red, as the sweat produced by the fierce physical activity provoked
a turbulent reaction with the drink extract. In this convincing social and aesthetic
gesture, Černický’s naive, yet liberating, ritual attempt to frighten his rival in the
form of an impersonal destructive mechanism became a clear indicment of prevailing
lack of respect for the surrounding enviroment.” Ibidem.
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as well as its different neighbourhoods. I am interested in the city as
a part of the Landscape, as an organism, as well as in the memory and
structure of the city, changes in the Landscape, the process of human
intervention in the Landscape.”27 She observes the transformations of
the post‑industrial landscape, which she captures in large format pho‑
tographs taken, quite literally, from above – she lives in the mountains
above Ústí upon Elbe, where she commutes from. Her view on the valley
gave her a unique perspective.
Another significant artist who reflected the local landscape is Zdena
Kolečková, whose work is strongly influenced by the North Bohemia re‑
gion. “[Her art] is characterized mainly by a very strong relation to the
place where she was born, and where she lives and works. When getting
in touch with her works, the viewer is at first impressed by the author’s
openness in expressing her sympathy with the ravaged society and land‑
scape of North Bohemia.”28
These ties with the region, very modern in their expression, are
almost always intimate in character. For Kolečková, personal experi‑
ence is crucial – both in terms of family history and experience with
changing society and landscape. The former she documented in a series
of photographs uncovering German shop names still discernible on the
old facades, while the latter is the painter’s reflexion referred to as a
“sweet secret.” The works on raw canvas are very subtle drawings – or
paintings – depicting smoking cooling towers or smokestacks. These
are not typical landscape motifs, yet there is a strong environmental
appeal in Kolečková’s representation of the exploited North Bohemian
landscape.
The last name I would like to mention is Robert Vlasák (b. 1978),
a younger contemporary of the artists mentioned above. His work out‑
lines a slightly different direction from the others, and no wonder, since
he is a sculptor or an object artist. Vlasák’s interests lie in connecting
technology with artistic procedures. He extracts technology out of its
normal use and context, imbuing it with artistic meaning. Many of his
works represent invisible phenomena. For instance, Horizons represents
his reflexion on the landscape with the dumps around Most.

27 Michaela Thelenová, Na konci světa, Ústí nad Labem 2014, p. 137.
28 Terezie Petišková, “The Fateful Echo of the Past,” [in:] Zdena Kolečková: Lyrická mezihra –
Liryczne intermezzo – Lyrical intermezzo, Ústí nad Labem – Bialystok 2013, p. 9 (9–10).
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I responded to this fact with my art object name Horizons, relating to
the principle and subject matter of lignite mines, spoil tips and gigan‑
tic machines, as well as the strange perspective from which we can
see it all as a rather absurd playground. Horizons is a small paraphrase,
a model of the formation of a new landscape over the course of and
after open‑pit mining.29
The whole object is reminiscent of a sandglass, but made with the
help of modern technology. The artist used real material from the dumps,
creating miniature models of the landscape.
Conclusion
My goal was to trace the representation of a very specific area in fine arts.
The examples discussed above are not isolated, but rather unique in char‑
acter, since they are related to a specific place and a specific historical
context. Admittedly, this is not exactly a rare phenomenon in the context
of modern art, but the exceptional value of the discussed developments
in art lies in their intergenerational character. Its goal can be defined as
searching for or creating memory. This subject must be treated cautiously,
bearing in mind how thoroughly it has been explored by historians. Each
of the abovementioned authors reflected upon a unique phenomenon in
their specific way. Except for Bohdan Kopecký, none of them dealt or
has been dealing with the North Bohemian landscape throughout their
entire oeuvre.
The works of the discussed artists form a testimony that is dynamic
in nature, subject to temporal changes. Hans Georg Gadamer in his four
papers published in the abbreviated form as The Problem of Historical Consciousness presents an outline for a specific way of handling tradition, or
more generally, understanding a historical process through a “certain
hermeneutics.” It appears to be unusual to comment on visual arts from
the hermeneutic perspective, but my chosen view does not relate to the
works directly. It is also about the landscape and the way of approaching
landscape from a specific viewpoint. When Gadamer outlines the herme‑
neutic method, he searches through concrete approaches to history. He

29 Robert Vlasák, “Horizons,” [in:] Landscape in Focus, Pavel Mrkus (ed.), Ústí nad Labem
2017, p. 188 (187–188).
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tries to explore the difference between the rationality of the Enlighten‑
ment and the romanticising approach.
The key concept is understanding, because in the humanities the in‑
ner experience always has a higher priority.30 Commenting on Dilthey,
Gadamer warns that we need “a historical experience,”31 namely the ex‑
perience which makes the reflexion of the relation of ourselves and of
the tradition, possible for us. “Historical consciousness is a mode of selfconsciousness.”32 He refers to Dilthey, who claims that “Art, in fact, con‑
stitutes the priviliged medium through which life is understood, because,
situated in the confines between knowledge and action,”33 art provides the
opportunity to handle the tradition in its dynamic form, subject to both
temporal and social changes. Art is a specific kind of experience, which
allows the viewer to reach depths of experience unreachable via any other
method.
Reflecting on how to understand the past and how to handle it from the
present perspective, Gadamer deals with the problems foreshadowed by
hermeneutics from Dilthey and Schleiermacher to Heidegger. Developing
the concept of understanding, he shows that the supposition of anticipa‑
tion of the perfect coherence is the return to things themselves.34 It is
understood that Gadamer concentrates predominantly on the literal or
textual hermeneutics in general. Art, as previously mentioned, is hardly
scientific or measurable. It will always be a fragmentary experience, but
through addressing certain fragments of history or tradition often offers
a much deeper reflection. Gadamer proceeds from the assumption that
“Hermeneutics must start from the fact that understanding is related to
‘the thing itself’ as manifest in the tradition, and at the same time to a tra‑
dition from where ‘the thing’ can speak to me.”35 A work of art treats
the tradition exclusively, perhaps a bit brutally, and independently from
the general context. As a result, however, it may access the “thing it‑
self.” Gadamer, as it seems, was aware of this aspect, while describing

30 Hans‑Georg Gadamer, “The Problem of Historical Consciousness,” [in:] Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, vol. 5 no. 1 (1975), p. 15 (8−52).
31

Ibidem, p. 17

32 Ibidem.
33 Ibidem, p. 18.
34 Ibidem, p. 46.
35 Ibidem, p. 47.
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the phenomenon of “temporal distance”36 and its significance for un‑
derstanding the past and tradition. He turns to art and reflects on the
deliberateness of contemporary judgments about it37 with the purpose
of clarifying his definition of prejudice, which – in the frame of tradition –
carries a positive, rather than negative, potential, and which leads to the
real understanding. I am conscious of the fact that art in general, and fine
arts specifically, must be governed by its own rules and particular aes‑
thetics. However, based on the examples of artists and works discussed
in the present article, my goal was to prove that it can also build bridges
between the past and the present, and make tradition topical within the
context of what Gadamer labels as historical consciousness.

36 Ibidem. “It is not a distance to be overcome, but a living continuity of elements which
comulatively become a tradition, a tradition which is the light wherein all that we
carry with us from our past, everything transmitted to us, makes its appearance.”
37 Gadamer’s text was written in the 1960s.
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Introduction
Urban areas are dynamic and subject to change. This also applies to his‑
toric areas. Urban conservation effects direct change to ensure the appro‑
priate maintenance and management of a historic area for the purpose
of sustaining and enhancing its significance.
Approaches to urban conservation have changed over the years. There
were times, mostly before the 1960s, when the preservation of historic
buildings was seen as a moral cultural imperative, without any consid‑
eration of wider economic and social priorities. Today urban conserva‑
tion places more emphasis on the improvement of residents’ quality of
life and the support of economic development. The latter in particular
requires greater emphasis on making historic urban areas more attrac‑
tive for tourists and residents alike.
In this article we propose a model that represents the process of a his‑
toric area conservation. At the heart of the model are the morphologi‑
cal and social elements that shape the historic area – namely, the area’s
liveability, the vitality of its urban spaces, and the urban accessibility to
and within the area. These elements are impinged upon by the planning
framework and the methods of financing for interventions. Tourism and
leisure activity are treated as the outcome of the conservation process.
In later sections of the article, the model is applied to Rhodes Town and
Valletta.
The article focuses on the issues regarding the planning and manage‑
ment of two historic centres that have certain common characteristics.
Both were constructed hundreds of years ago by the Knights of the Order
of St John and are listed as World Heritage Sites. They both function as
tourism attractors and face strong pressures including fewer long‑term
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residents. Both still possess a rich urban heritage including extensive
fortifications. In both cases, residents are affected by the tourism activ‑
ity. The difference between Rhodes and Valletta is that they are regu‑
lated by different planning regimes and are subject to different funding
mechanisms.
Approaches to urban conservation
Urbanisation, urban development, the changing socio‑economic role
of cities and the changing perception of urban heritage values are the
processes that have an impact on the practice of urban conservation.
These processes create a complex and dynamic environment with grow‑
ing interrelationships and a widening circle of stakeholder groups, often
with conflicting interests. Today more than ever, it is essential to address
the issue of urban conservation in ways that reflect the great diversity of
cultural traditions in different societies.
Historic centres have been subjected to some forms of planning
since the second half of the 19th century. Many years later, by the 1950s,
historic cities were defined as areas of cultural heritage because of the
complexity of their dual nature, resulting from the symbolic and artistic
value of buildings, as well as from the exposure to constant transition
and substitution in order to adjust to their current role. Until the end of
the 20th century, the idea of protecting historic buildings in the form of
conservation, preservation, adaptive reuse, or restoration was not given
the same importance as new development.1
Conservation of historic city centres and urban regeneration contrib‑
ute largely towards upgrading environmental quality, thus serving as
a fundamental catalyst for change. Today, according to the modern prin‑
ciples, urban conservation must be included in all planning scales, from
regional to architectural. At the same time, urban regeneration should
not be fragmental but should be part of a wider plan addressing the ur‑
ban issue in its totality. Development projects taking place in historic
districts tend to attract a variety of creative economic activities and com‑
petition, thus encouraging both new inhabitants and visitors to revisit
and rediscover these restored neighbourhoods. Moreover, upgrading
the physical built environment, social fabric, and urban spaces within

1

Shahrul Yani Said, Modern Development in Historic Cities: The Case Study of the Historic
City of Malacca, York 2007.
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the historical urban structure all contribute towards increasing their
adoption as places for public congregation and activity. This consequently
increases social interaction and cohesion between citizens. Furthermore,
conservation and regeneration of historic city centres tend to reaffirm
residents’ feelings of identity and sense of belonging.
Demolition for sanitation and security had been an established prac‑
tice since the 19th century in Europe and many other regions of the world.
In this period the postwar policies for reconstruction showed little interest
in conservation, as the urgent needs for new housing were better served by
new constructions. In the 1950s the main policies for historic centres con‑
servation encouraged the replacement of the existing historic buildings
with new ones. By that period the planning principles focused on the inte‑
gration of aesthetic, functional, and symbolic elements of the city by inter
ventions that attempted to discontinue the city’s historic process, which
would be based on the new planning principles. These principles were:
the replacement of uses that degraded the urban environment with other
new uses, as well as the reorganisation of the road network to facilitate car
access. In the next decades policies supported small-scale conservation in‑
terventions that were financed by the private sector. By that time, policies
focused on the legislative and financing system which encouraged creating
new constructions instead of supporting the existing historic ones.
Clear principles of intervention were developed that became accepted
practice in architectural conservation. The emphasis was on the sanctity
of the authentic historic fabric and the custodianship of buildings for
future generations.2 It was also a time when old buildings were often
regarded by public authorities as an obstacle rather than an aid to regen‑
eration. Through time, architects and planners believed that the modern
“dream” of managing and controlling urban processes was a utopia and
tried to find other ways for the interpretation of the city’s form. The con‑
trast between the conservation of the existing city and the promotion of
new design was often a source of debate amongst architects, developers,
and public institutions.3

2

John Pendlebury, “Conservation and Regeneration: Complementary or Conflicting
Processes? The Case of Grainger Town, Newcastle upon Tyne,” [in:] Planning Practice
and Research, vol. 17 no. 2 (2002), pp. 145–158.

3

Kenneth Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture
of Resistance,” [in:] The Anti‑aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, Hal Foster (ed.),
Washington 1983, pp. 16–30.
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In the new approaches that have gained ground at the beginning of
the 21st century the main characteristic is the growing awareness of the
need to ensure the sustainability of built environments and planning
processes. Two different directions are developed regarding the historic
city. The first approach is based on the tradition of planning and man‑
agement of the city as a built form of material culture, while the second
approach is based on the meaning of place. These two approaches have
in common the search for a new integration of tradition and modernity,
of the built and the non‑built environment.4
Historic centres are today threatened both by human activities
and natural disasters. Modern conservation policies must focus on
social, economic, and environmental development.5 The above will be
achieved with the new planning approach, which has reversed the exist‑
ing top‑down process and is focusing on decisions that are the result of
“bottom‑up” procedures. Historic urban conservation should be based on
a governance model which will develop strategies and promote syner‑
gies between stakeholders, institutions, and residents so that through
participatory processes the cultural heritage can become a part of com‑
mon consciousness. Conservation plans must identify and protect the
elements that contribute to the values of the historic towns, as well as the
components that enrich and demonstrate their uniqueness.6
Historic areas must be considered in their totality. Although through
the years there have been many different approaches to their conservation,
there are no fixed rules applicable to the planning of historic areas. On the
contrary, there are certain strategies regarding not only urban form and
historic fabric, but also social cohesion and economic development.
Urban conservation cannot be considered in a vacuum. The process
of conservation is closely linked to the overall context within which it
takes place. A discussion on conservation of a historic area requires
a holistic approach with many different aspects, including planning

4

Francesco Bandarin, “Towards a New Standard Setting Instrument for Managing the
Historic Urban Landscape,” [in:] Conservation in Changing Societies: Heritage and Devel‑
opment, Leuven 2006, pp. 27–36.

5

Jukka Jokilehto, “Management of Sustainable Change in Historic Urban Areas,”
[in:] Conservation and Urban Sustainable Development, Recife 1999, pp. 61–68.

6

Ron van Oers, “Towards New International Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic
Urban Landscapes,” [in:] City Time, vol. 3 (2008), pp. 43–51.
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and design process, as well as the individual and social perceptions of
heritage.7
It is self‑evident that the spatial form of a historic area dictates plan‑
ning and adherence to the existing traditional morphology, thus avoiding
drastic changes and interruptions in the continuity of the urban fabric.8
It is also to be expected that the traditional uses continue functioning as
they constitute elements of a historic area’s identity. Regeneration often
results in gentrification, but the trend towards gentrification needs to
be controlled as much as possible to avoid the loss of the historic area’s
identity. Planning should ensure both the improvement of the residents’
quality of life through the strengthening of the use of the dwelling and
simultaneously increase the attractiveness of the area for tourists in or‑
der to contribute to economic growth.
Conservation and regeneration
In the last two decades, conservation and regeneration have often come
to be presented as largely complementary processes. There are many
examples of urban regeneration projects which included the conserva‑
tion of one or more historic buildings. Patrick Geddes9 argued that the
city is an organism in evolution, where the old coexists with the new. He
believed cities must be designed according to both their morphological
and social characteristics, and that fragmented interventions in a spe‑
cific city’s parts should be avoided. Such conservation almost inevitably
involves the adaptation of the historic building for a modern‑day use, one
for which it was not originally intended. The inclusion of historic build‑
ings is perceived to add quality and place distinctiveness to the regenera‑
tion schemes.10
Nevertheless, while conservation and regeneration are often por‑
trayed as synergic, there are underlying tensions between the two. First,
opinions are divided as to what constitutes valid conservation. Conserva‑
tionists have a more purist view and would argue that major alterations

7

Despina Dimelli, “Modern Conservation Principles and Their Application in Mediter‑
ranean Historic Centres: The Case of Valletta,” [in:] Heritage, vol. 2 (2019) pp. 787–796.

8

Francesco Bandarin and Ron van Oers, The Historic Urban Landscape: Managing Heritage
in an Urban Century, Oxford – Chichester – Ames 2012.

9

Volker M. Welter, Biopolis: Patrick Geddes and the City of Life, Cambridge, MA 2002.

10 John Pendlebury, “Conservation…,” op. cit.
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and demolition are not acceptable under any circumstances. It is not un‑
common for conservationists to be made deeply uncomfortable by the
transformations of historic buildings in regeneration schemes. On the
other hand, some urban planners and place marketers would argue that
demolition and major alterations of historic buildings should be actively
considered if the feasibility of the urban regeneration scheme is to be
improved. In their view, the ultimate long‑term viability of the historic
buildings depends on successful urban regeneration.
The second source of tension between conservation and regeneration
is the scepticism in the property sector over the importance placed upon
conservation policy objectives.11 Often, the construction sector pressures
legislators and urban planners towards a planning system that is more
amenable to interventions on historic buildings.
In an interesting study, Ashworth and Tunbridge12 explore the differ‑
ent approaches to urban heritage as adopted in the City Gate project, Val‑
letta. The project, completed in 2015, consisted of three parts – namely, the
City Gate itself, the new Parliament building, and an open air performance
space in the opera house ruins. On the one hand, the project was an act of
preservation. The fortification walls, ditches, and cavaliers were carefully
preserved, including the removal of some incongruous elements added
in recent times. The Opera House ruins were also preserved and retained
to be appreciated as ruins, with the internal space adapted for open‑air
theatre and musical performances. On the other hand, the dominant ele‑
ment of the City Gate project was the construction of a large conspicuous
contemporary style parliament building. The new building is a reflection
of today’s architecture, even if the height and bulk are broadly compatible
with the historic skyline. Apart from physical buildings and structures,
a central feature to the project was the creation of new urban spaces within
and around the buildings. Ashworth and Tunbridge describe it as follows:
Different aspects of the site have been treated in a range of quite dif‑
ferent and even seemingly contradictory ways, yet with the intention
of shaping an overriding coherence of the whole ensemble. […] Thus

11 Ibidem.
12 Greg Ashworth and John Tunbridge, “Multiple Approaches to Heritage in Urban Re‑
generation: The Case of City Gate, Valletta,” [in:] Journal of Urban Design, vol. 22 (2017),
pp. 494–501.
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the preservation of structures and their ruins, the replacement of
missing elements, symbolic reconstruction, demolition, the creation
of a remodelled public space, the reuse of historic structures and the
insertion of an uncompromisingly contemporary new building, are
all evident in close juxtaposition.13
A tale of two cities: The planning and financing of urban
conservation of Rhodes and Valletta
Rhodes
The city of Rhodes is the capital of the Dodecanese, which is a Greek ar‑
chipelago located in the east Aegean. It is a historic centre with charac‑
teristic fortifications and important cultural heritage, listed as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site. It is a popular tourist attraction with a concentration
of shops, restaurants, and other tourism uses. The city has a population
of around 50,000 (2011 census), whereas the medieval city is inhabited
by 2,000 people. The island was occupied by the Knights of St John, who
had lost their last stronghold in Palestine in 1291. They transformed the
island capital into a fortified city able to withstand sieges as happened in
1444 and then again in 1480. Rhodes finally fell to the Ottomans in 1522
after a six‑month siege.
The medieval city has been developed in an organic way due to the ar‑
ea’s topography. Its borders follow the shoreline due to its location. The city
was constructed by the Knights of the Order of St John, who stayed in the
island for 231 years. It is characterised by its four‑kilometre‑long medieval
walls. The plan of the city is based on the division of the city into the high
and the lower town. Originally separated from the lower town by a forti‑
fied wall, the high town was entirely built by the Knights. The Order was
organised into seven “tongues,” each having its own zone. The zones of the
tongues of Italy, France, Spain, and Provence lined the principal east‑west
axis, commonly referred to as the “Street of the Knights.” The Street is
lined with fine testimonies to Gothic urbanism. The lower town is almost
as dense with monuments as the high town.
In 1522, with a population of 5,000, the city had many churches, some
of Byzantine construction. Throughout the years, the number of palaces
and charitable foundations multiplied in the south and south‑east area.
The fortified town of Rhodes exerted an influence throughout the eastern

13 Ibidem, p. 495.
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Mediterranean at the end of the Middle Ages. Its history and develop‑
ment up to 1912 resulted in the addition of valuable Islamic monuments,
such as mosques, baths, and houses. The Italian occupation after 1912 left
a strong imprint on the urban landscape of Rhodes with reconstructions
of some of the major buildings.
Today, the medieval city of Rhodes maintains the architectural char‑
acter and the urban organisation of a medieval city, as well as its pri‑
mary building materials. The alterations to the fortification walls and
the monuments within the city during the Ottoman period did not harm
at all the character of the historical settlement and are evidence of the
historic layering of the property.
During the 20th century the area was divided into a commercial zone
with public facilities, while the rest of the area was residential. Since
1980 this status has changed. The population of the area was gradually
decreasing, mainly due to the downgraded built environment, the lack
of public space and infrastructure, as well as tourism exploitation. Today
the historic city of Rhodes is divided into two zones. The south area has
downgraded streetscapes, intense population reduction, and social seg‑
regation. The north zone is completely different, as it concentrates com‑
mercial and recreation activities and is rather crowded during summer.
In winter the north is empty as most of the enterprises are closed. This
north zone has the highest land prices and it attracts tourism investments.
The Greek spatial planning system was developed in the 1980s with
the enactment of the 1983 urban planning law which defined policies
and restrictions for urban development. Initially, it mainly concerned
the Greek cities’ new urban zones, but in the following years it focused
on the historic centres, pointing out the need for the protection of ar‑
chitectural heritage. The decisions concerning the plans were taken by
the municipalities and approved by the Greek Ministry of Planning. Ad‑
ditionally, the medieval city of Rhodes is protected by the provisions of
the Archaeological Law 3028/2002 on the Protection of Antiquities and
Cultural Heritage in General, and by separate ministerial decrees, pub‑
lished in the government gazette.
The first attempt of the Greek State towards the conservation and re‑
generation of the historic centre of Rhodes took place in 1985 with an ur‑
ban plan that focused simultaneously on conservation and regeneration.
It defined zones for excavation and rules for historic buildings protection;
at the same time, it defined the allocation of infrastructures and social fa‑
cilities for the improvement of the quality of life of the area’s inhabitants.
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This plan was criticised, as it failed to control land uses, tourism carry‑
ing capacity, and public space issues. Tourism was developing at a fast
rate and this was making residents leave the medieval centre, as it was
more profitable for properties to be used as hotels. This fact of population
reduction and the downgraded cultural monuments of the area due to
tourism exploitation became major issues that needed to be addressed.
In 1988 the medieval city of Rhodes was inscribed in the UNESCO
World Heritage List for its impregnable fortifications (Criterion [ii]), its
architectural ensemble which illustrates a significant period of history
(Criterion [iv]), and its important ensemble of traditional human settle‑
ment (Criterion [v]).
In 2012 a new general urban plan that was proposed focused on the
above issues. It advanced public facilities, traffic reduction, and conser‑
vation of monuments in order to make Rhodes’ historic centre liveable
again. The plan defined three zones in the historic centre, and it permit‑
ted the change of residences to shops. It also set restrictions for the rec‑
reation facilities, defining their working hours in order to control the
noise. The plan has not been implemented because of lack of funding. In
spite of constant pressures for tourism development, there are no efforts
to control land uses, nor to protect residential amenity. The protection
and management of the medieval city of Rhodes should be implemented
through continuous and systematic controls of the town‑planning frame‑
work and of building activity, as well as the updating of the institutional
and legislative regulations. The Palace of the Grand Masters and the Ar‑
chaeological Museum of Rhodes have been upgraded in order to promote
the property and offer better facilities to visitors (new exhibitions, infra‑
structures). But these projects are not enough. On small‑scale restoration
projects, the owners of historic buildings are not provided with financial
assistance, a fact that makes the owners turn to activities that will gener‑
ate a profit and thus enable them to finance maintenance and restoration.
Most of the properties in the historic centre belong to the Greek state,
to the Municipality of Rhodes, and to the Hebrew community. Very few
properties are in private ownership. Properties owned by the Greek state
are in a poor state or even dilapidated due to lack of funding. Some prop‑
erties are illegally occupied by citizens. Such a situation makes any effort
for regeneration very difficult. Additionally, residential properties are
not well maintained. This contrasts with the well-conserved properties
that are used for tourism. The Greek state has not dedicated any funding
for regeneration. The efforts of the municipality are limited to small‑scale
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works and the maintenance of the existing infrastructure. On the other
hand, developers are investing in the commercial area, as demand for
property increases and property values continue to rise.
Even if the Greek planning system has remain unchanged, the eco‑
nomic crisis in Greece has weakened urban conservation. Prior to 2009
Rhodes had a lot of public investments in the restoration of public build‑
ings. In the same period private‑owned properties were restored, as they
were becoming connected with profitable tourism uses. Today short‑term
leasing and extensive pedestrianisation of areas have fostered tourism
accommodation and catering facilities. This has resulted in a decline in
residential uses.
Valletta
Valletta is the political and administrative capital of Malta, a small Medi‑
terranean island located 100 kilometres south of Sicily. It is a fortified
historic city with extensive urban heritage. During the day it is full of life
and activity, with innumerable offices, shops, cafés, restaurants, markets,
and sites to visit. It is the home of Malta’s main cultural venues. In Malta
it is commonly referred to as the City (“il‑Belt”). In spite of its small size
with a population of just 6,500, Valletta is home to several parishes, each
of which is the centre of community life.14
The building of Valletta began in earnest in 1566, in the immediate af‑
termath of the Great Siege. At the time, Malta was an outpost defending
the south flank of Europe. The Great Siege was an important historical
event because of which the threat of invasion of Europe’s south receded.
The plan was for a gridiron pattern of rectilinear building blocks
and parallel streets. The topography was very uneven with a high ridge
along its middle and steep slopes towards the shoreline. Levelling off
the ground was considered, but time and technical constraints made
this impractical. The failure to alter the uneven topography resulted in
flights of stairs along the gridiron layout. Because of the City’s location
on a peninsula, in between two natural harbours, the sea is visible from
most parts of the City, even from the inner streets.

14 John Ebejer, “Urban Heritage and Cultural Tourism Development: A Case Study
of Valletta’s Role in Malta’s Tourism,” [in:] Journal of Tourism and Cultural Change,
vol. 17 no. 3 (2019), pp. 306–320.
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Valletta was built as the capital and military stronghold for the
Knights of the Order of St John. This religious and military order con‑
trolled the Islands for 258 years. The fortifications surrounding the City
are impressive both for their extent as well as for their height. The Or‑
der embellished it with many administrative, residential, cultural, and
religious buildings, some of which are impressive examples of Baroque
architecture. Valletta’s streetscapes are characterised by distinctive
timber balconies and extensive use of Maltese stone. The urban fabric
of Valletta communicates a Maltese identity as well as an internation‑
al one.15 The form of the town and its fortifications together with the
meanings and associations are vital contributors to Valletta’s sense of
place.
Valletta’s grid‑iron street layout was based on the utopia of new town
planning concepts that were in vogue in the mid‑16th century. Torpiano
refers to Valletta as a beautiful city, and to its abundance of interesting
public urban spaces, many of which were designed with people in mind.
He notes that there are many places “where the play of light and shade
creates interest, where change in scale, from the restrained to the monu‑
mental, creates surprise and delight. There are many spaces for people
to discover and enjoy.”16
In 1992 Malta’s planning system was overhauled with the enactment
of the Development Planning Act that set up appropriate procedures for
planning policy formulation and development control. Decisions on de‑
velopment applications were taken by independent boards on the basis
of approved planning policy. Concurrently the Structure Plan for the
Maltese Islands was approved by Parliament. The Structure Plan set up
an essential planning policy framework that included measures for the
protection of urban heritage. The new planning legislation provided for
the scheduling of buildings and areas on the basis of their historical, ar‑
chitectural, archaeological, ecological, or landscape value.17 Valletta was

15 Andrew Smith and John Ebejer, “Outward versus Inward Orientation of Island Capi‑
tals: The Case of Valletta,” [in:] Current Issues in Tourism, vol. 15 no. 1–2 (2012), pp. 137–152.
16 Alex Torpiano, “Spaces for People: Lessons from Valletta,” [in:] Proceedings of Val‑
letta Alive Foundation Seminar: Valletta Beyond 2020, John Ebejer (ed.), Valletta 2016,
p. 9 (4–18), https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/17857 (access:
2 December 2019).
17 John Ebejer, “Baptism of Fire: The First Nine Years of Malta’s New Planning System,”
[in:] Planning, vol. 22 (2002), p. 26.
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designated an Urban Conservation Area in 1995,18 which in essence sig‑
nifies that all buildings are Scheduled Level 3 and therefore considered
of historical value and worthy of conservation. Over the years, other
buildings in Valletta were Scheduled Level 2 or Level 1, depending on
their historical and cultural significance.
In 2002 the Grand Harbour Local Plan was approved. The Plan pro‑
vided detailed policies for localities in the Grand harbour area, including
Valletta. The Plan supported the regeneration of the City’s urban fabric and
the reinforcement of Valletta’s functions as the capital and as a residen‑
tial, commercial, and tourism centre. The main premise of the Local Plan
strategy was to encourage housing improvement, urban regeneration, and
the enhancement of urban spaces.19 In 2005 the legal and planning frame‑
work for urban conservation was further strengthened with the Cultural
Heritage Act that provided for the setting up of the Superintendence of
Cultural Heritage. It became a legal requirement that all applications re‑
lating to historic properties were to be reviewed by the new office.
Urban conservation requires investment and management. In the last
two decades numerous conservation projects were carried out in Valletta
and other historic localities by the Restoration Unit, which is a govern‑
ment agency forming part of the Works Department. Major regeneration
projects were entrusted to the Grand Harbour Regeneration Corporation,
whose projects included City Gate and the restoration and reuse of Fort
St Elmo. Another agency was the Valletta Rehabilitation Committee, re‑
sponsible for small‑scale restoration projects of public historic buildings.
It also provided funds to property owners for the restoration of timber
balconies, a scheme that was subsequently developed for the restoration
of historic facades of private houses in Valletta.
In recent years, the planning system in Malta has been greatly
weakened with revised legislation in 2016 that virtually removed all
autonomy of the Planning Authority, thus making it increasingly sub‑
ject to the pressures of politicians. Moreover, the Structure Plan was
replaced with the Strategic Plan for the Environment and Development

18 Planning Authority (Malta), “A Strategy for Valletta: Public Consultation Draft, 2016,
https://meae.gov.mt/en/public_consultations/opm/documents/a%20strategy%20
for%20valletta%20-%20a%20public%20consultation%20draft.pdf (access: 2 Decem‑
ber 2019).
19 Planning Authority (Malta), “Grand Harbour Local Plan: Area Policies,” 2002, https://
www.pa.org.mt/en/local‑plan‑details/ﬁle.as px?f=803 (access: 2 December 2019).
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(commonly referred to as SPED), approved by the Parliament in 2015. This
was a meagre document with a vague wish list subject to wide interpre‑
tations. A weakened planning system signifies weakened protection for
urban heritage, including Valletta.
The World Heritage Site listing brings with it responsibilities on the
state, responsibilities that are monitored by the UNESCO Committee. In
2009 the Committee requested clarifications from the Maltese authori‑
ties on the WHS site boundary, buffer zones and the policies to protect
the Valletta skyline.
Prior to 2006, Valletta was very low in the list of priorities of succes‑
sive governments. Other than minor restoration works, there was very
little investment in conservation projects. The lack of public investment
was mirrored by a lack of private investment in privately owned prop‑
erties, including historic ones. This created a gradual downward spiral
and increased dilapidation in many parts of Valletta.20 Conversely, in the
past two decades there was significant public investment with a range of
projects, including the restoration and reuse of historic properties (such
as Fort St Elmo and the new Fortifications Interactive Centre). There
were also investments in cultural projects, in the enhancement of public
spaces including extensive pedestrianisation, and in the improvement of
transport accessibility to Valletta.21 The most significant regeneration in‑
vestment was the City Gate project, including a new parliament building.
Public investment generated renewed interest from the private sector
in Valletta, resulting in various investments in tourism accommodation
and catering, as well as residential properties.
Rhodes and Valletta: The morphological and social framework,
liveability, urban vitality, and accessibility
A central element in urban regeneration is the ability of an urban area
to retain existing residents and attract new ones. New residents bring
much needed investment into a historic area. Properties which would
otherwise decay are restored and brought back into use. Regeneration
also means making an area more liveable.

20 John Ebejer, “The Quality of Urban Spaces in Valletta and Their Relevance to Tourism,”
Msida 2013, https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar//handle/123456789/14832 (access:
2 December 2019).
21 Ibidem.
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For any urban area to function effectively, it needs to be easily ac‑
cessible by means of both public and private transport. This is also ap‑
plicable to historic areas. Conservation of a historic building and areas
often involves the conversion to new uses. The conserved building and
its new uses can only be successful if people can get to them without
undue difficulty. In historic areas vehicle access is often problematic be‑
cause of narrow streets. Parking provision is normally limited because
of restricted urban spaces and the need to dedicate spaces to pedestrians.
Restricting vehicle access into historic areas is also necessary for con‑
servation purposes – cars pollute the air and dirty the facades, resulting
in increased rates of deterioration. Moreover, the physical presence of
cars, whether parked or in motion, detracts from the historic value of
a space and makes it more difficult for the locals and tourists to appreci‑
ate the historic context. A suitable approach would be to provide public
and private transport access to the periphery of the historic area and
then rely on walking as a mode of transport within the historic area
itself.
Rhodes
Today the medieval city of Rhodes is the core of development for the is‑
land. Tourism is the main economic activity that is attracted by the area’s
historic identity. The population of the historic centre of Rhodes within
the fortification walls has declined steadily over the past half century.
From a population of 7,500 in 1961, it dropped to 4,500 in 1991, and then
further to 2,000 in 2011. Tourism is the main cause for the continued
decline of population. This happens for two reasons. First, tourism ac‑
tivity causes significant noise and traffic congestion in the historic area.
Residents who are renting property would prefer to move out and rent
in some other location away from the tourist areas. Second, for property
owners, commercial and leisure uses are much more profitable than re
sidential. More particularly, since the 1990s the trend was to convert
residential properties into restaurants and small hotels. In the tourist
parts of the historic area, the value of property and the rents are much
higher than elsewhere, making it less affordable for new residents to
move in. The lack of social and public infrastructure further exacerbates
the problem of population decline.
The above resulted in the loss of the residents’ social and cultural iden‑
tity. This trend has intensified in recent years due to the lack of restric‑
tions by the Greek state. The urban plans that have been legislated point
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out the need for the conservation of the area’s identity and the promotion
of residential use; nevertheless, these remarks are not supplemented by
tools which would help to achieve this goal. In recent years, short‑term
leasing has made this phenomenon more pronounced. The historic centre
today functions as a tourist attractor that is subject to activities seeking
maximum commercial exploitation.
The resulting functional status has caused difficulties to the area’s
residents. The cost of building maintenance in the medieval city is seven
times higher compared with other urban areas, thus making the latter
more attractive for living. The intense noise caused by tourism activities
and the absence of available parking are other factors that have been
downgrading the quality of life of the residents of the historic centre.
On car use, measures have been in place since the 1970s to restrict
car access into Rhodes’ historic centre, though parking by residents is al‑
lowed. There are controlled entrances for vehicles and the use of electric
cars is encouraged. The use of motorbikes is allowed for both residents
and tourists, but this has negative effects because of noise and traffic con‑
gestion. In summer, the demand for parking is intense because of tour‑
ism. Research 22 shows that there are only 2,000 parking spaces offered,
while peak demand in summer is estimated as 4,000 spaces. This leads
to the arbitrary use of any available open space for parking. The munici‑
pality seeks to enforce regulations and impose fines, but illegal parking
remains one of the area’s main problems. In winter the situation is very
different, as the demand for parking drops significantly.
According to modern conservation principles, the public spaces of
historic areas should be vibrant cores of social life. In the case of Rhodes
between summer and winter, the vibrancy of the historic centre’s urban
spaces is very different. In summer urban spaces are vibrant and at times
become excessively crowded. This fact has a negative impact on the area’s
citizens, as noise pollution can be a reason for their relocation. On the
other hand, the urban spaces can be very quiet in winter. The uses in
and around an urban space define to a large degree the area’s vitality.
The historic part of the city is thus an area that “over‑functions” during
summer and “under‑functions” during winter.

22 G. Mitsou, “Spatial and Social Changes in the Medieval City of Rhodes” [diploma thesis,
in Greek], National Technical University of Athens, School of Rural and Surveying
Engineering, 2013.
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Since the 1980s policies for areas pedestrianisation were developed –
initially in the main public spaces and subsequently elsewhere. Pedes‑
trian areas were used not only for connection but also for protection of
the monuments caused by pollution.
The high level of activity in Rhodes’ urban spaces can be viewed in two
manners. On the one hand, it is seen to be positive, as the nature of the hu‑
man activity creates an environment that is friendly to the visitor. On the
other hand, the “spontaneous” way that public space is taken over causes
problems as the space available for pedestrians becomes increasingly
restricted. The situation is made worse by the cafeterias and the restau‑
rants which take up space with external tables and chairs to make their
business more profitable. The municipality has defined the public−private
limits and enforces with fines the illegal use of the public space. This not‑
withstanding, illegal practices persist because of the high profitability of
the use of public space. This is a factor that downgrades the aesthetics of
the historic environment. Public spaces are gradually becoming private,
pedestrian flows are impeded, and architectural features are obscured.
In summer the presence of artists, musicians, and street salesmen
makes the area lively, including in the evenings after the shops close. In
the daytime these combine with the small‑scale traditional shops that put
out their merchandise onto the public space. Moreover, in summer cul‑
tural events take place in the moats adjoining the fortification walls, mak‑
ing the historic centre an attraction for the city’s residents and visitors.
The area’s street layout is a factor that reduces car access while the
extended pedestrian networks have restricted the use of private vehicles.
In the recent years the authorities have tried to manage parking demand
with organised parking areas at the periphery of the historic city. Public
transport, however, is not well developed, leaving visitors and residents
no option other than to use their own private cars. Inevitably, this leads
to high parking demand. The problems of lack of parking persist mainly
in summer.
Valletta
The cultural and social life of Valletta residents revolves around the par‑
ishes, the band clubs, and the annual parish feasts. Residents develop
strong roots in the City, not least because it gives them a sense of identity.
Over the years Valletta has experienced a decline in population and this
has more or less stabilised at around 6,000 to 6,500 residents. Stable popu‑
lation numbers hide the changing nature of Valletta’s residents. People
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with roots in the City are moving out, replaced by people from outside who
choose to live in the City. The downside of gentrification is the risk of los‑
ing the social and cultural activities that are rooted in local communities.
In the 1990s there was the trend for residential properties to be con‑
verted to offices. As a result, fewer residential properties were available,
making it more difficult for first‑time buyers to take up residence in Val‑
letta. The Grand Harbour Local Plan (1996) included a Valletta policy that
did not allow the conversion of residential properties to office use. The pol‑
icy effectively prevented the widespread conversion of residential proper‑
ties to offices and hence prevented further significant loss in population.
It is often argued that a historic area cannot be regenerated if its live‑
ability is compromised.23 Most Valletta residents already face difficulties
relating to the cost of building maintenance and parking. More recently,
there is a factor which is making Valletta less liveable, namely late night
disturbances from the catering establishments. Not enough attention is
being given to the impact of the increased evening activity on residents.
Noise in the evenings is becoming more of a nuisance to residents, to the
extent that night-time sleep is being disrupted. Unless the problem of
night-time disturbance is addressed, Valletta risks losing more residents
and this would undermine regeneration objectives.24
In the last fifteen years pedestrian areas in Valletta have been signifi‑
cantly increased. Before the millennium, only the main street, Repub‑
lic Street, was dedicated solely to pedestrians. Most urban spaces, even
the more important ones, were taken over by parked cars. Today the
more important spaces in Valletta are pedestrianised, including Tritons
Fountain, Castille Square, St George’s Square, and Merchants Street. In
particular, the completion of the City Gate project in 2015 has provided
interesting pedestrian spaces at the most strategically important loca‑
tion – the City’s main entrance. Some minor streets are stepped, thus
making them inaccessible to cars. Most other roads are wide enough to
have traffic as well as on‑street parking space on one side.

23 John Ebejer, “Valletta: Striking a Balance,” [in:] The Times of Malta, 10 February 2017,
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20170210/opinion/Valletta‑strik‑
ing‑a‑balance.639183 (access: 12 September 2019).
24 John Ebejer, “Regenerating Valletta: A Vision for Valletta beyond 2020,” [in:] Proceed‑
ings of Valletta Alive Foundation Seminar: Valletta Beyond 2020, John Ebejer (ed.), Valletta
2016, pp. 35–44, https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/17857 (access:
2 December 2019).
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The daytime vibrancy of an urban space is determined largely by the
uses of the buildings along it as well as the street frontages. Most of the
commercial activity is concentrated within the central business area,
along Republic Street, stretching from City Gate to St George’s Square.
Extensive ground floor frontages are retail or catering, with the upper
floors serving as offices. There are also a couple of visitor attractions along
this stretch of road. Because of this concentration of uses, Republic Street
is very busy during the daytime, to the extent that at certain hours it be‑
comes congested with people. Other streets in the central business area
have similar characteristics in terms of usage and activity, but not at the
same level of intensity as Republic Street. Beyond the central business
area, most buildings are residential.
With pedestrianisation, many catering establishments sought and
obtained permission to place tables and chairs outside their premises.
These generally create a pleasant ambience for diners and passers‑by. On
the other hand, there are aesthetic implications, as tables and chairs,
and the canopies and umbrellas that go with them, are often visually
intrusive, thus undermining the aesthetics of the historic environment.
In some streets, tables and chairs impede the flow of pedestrians, result‑
ing in crowding. Weak enforcement is allowing the takeover of urban
spaces with caterers’ paraphernalia, making this a serious threat to the
pedestrian’s enjoyment of Valletta’s public spaces.
Since the millennium, there has been a consistent increase in even‑
ing activity in Valletta with more catering establishments opening. They
cater for office workers, shoppers, and tourists in the daytime and for
leisure activities in the evenings. On the one hand, increased evening ac‑
tivity in Valletta is a welcome change. On the other hand, they are noise
sources that cause nuisance to the residents in the immediate vicinity,
more so in summer when residents tend to leave their windows open.
Noise issues are compounded because some of Valletta’s urban spaces
are sometimes used for popular music events, with loud music playing
late into the evening.
There was also investment in open‑air cultural events in Valletta, the
most notable being Notte Bianca. The first Notte Bianca took place in 2006
and it is now a well‑established event in Malta’s cultural calendar. Historic
buildings, churches, museums, and shops remain open till late, and streets
come alive with recitals, opera, jazz, poetry readings, exhibitions, dance,
walk tours, street theatre, and more. Events are also part of the regenerative
process of historic areas. There are as many as 16 different festivals that are
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held in Valletta throughout the year. Some target a national audience and
others attract an international clientele.Valletta offers many diverse and
interesting open‑air spaces. Staging with historic buildings as backdrop
gives added value to the events. Valletta also hosts events that are more
closely linked to local culture which are opportunities for Valletta residents
and the Maltese to creatively communicate their culture and way of life.25
Malta’s main bus terminus is located just outside Valletta’s City Gate,
thus making it relatively easy for people to access Valletta from most
parts of island. Because of its location and geography, however, access
by private transport is more problematic. Internal vehicle circulation is
restricted, in part because of the pedestrianisation of the more important
urban spaces. The demand for parking in Valletta is significant because it
is an important commercial and administration centre, over and above
its residential and tourism role. Substantial parking is provided just out‑
side Valletta including a multi‑storey car park and a park‑and‑ride facil‑
ity. Within Valletta, a controlled vehicle access system operates, making
on‑street parking against payment, except for residents. At the lower
end of Valletta access problems persist because this is at some distance
from the bus terminus and from the extensive parking that is available
outside Valletta. The problems of lack of parking persist in both summer
and winter, especially at the lower end of Valletta.
Tourism and leisure activity in the historic cities
of Rhodes and Valletta
Rhodes
Rhodes has been a tourism attraction since the 1970s. The coexistence
of the historic fabric with the sunny beaches is an important advantage.
The Greek state tried to capitalise on this by offering financial incentives
for the construction of big‑scale hotels. These were built in the city’s west
zone. The city of Rhodes combines the medieval historic centre with the
urban development outside the fortifications, most of which are build‑
ings built during the Italian occupation (1911–1948). The interesting built
environment is supplemented by the beautiful coastal areas that attract
tourists intensively during the summer period.
According to the National Statistics Authority of Greece, 2.3 million
international visitors came by airplane to the island in 2018. Estimates

25 John Ebejer, “Urban heritage…,” op. cit.
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show that if we add the cruise passengers, the visitors that use the ferries,
and the Greek tourists, almost 3 million people visited Rhodes in 2018.
The estimated accommodation base comprises 45 hotels with 660
beds26 in the historic centre of Rhodes. Most of them are low‑quality
accommodation, although the Greek Tourism organisation has initiated
a process to foster their improvement. Some hotels are operating without
a licence, which makes the situation more difficult. Add to that the large
number of short‑term tourist rentals (such as Airbnb) that are being offered
in Rhodes, including in the historic centre. These are largely unregulated
and that raises questions of quality. Short‑term tourist rentals are also one
of several causes of a declining resident population in the historic centre.
Valletta
For anyone visiting Malta, Valletta is a must‑see attraction. It contains
the island’s more important attractions all within walking distance of
each other. Valletta offers diverse and interesting urban spaces, giving
visitors ample scope to explore and discover. Moreover, it has numerous
museums, churches, and visitor attractions, all set in a historic context.
The gardens at the periphery of the city provide quiet enclaves where
people can relax and enjoy the open views.
The number of tourists visiting Malta doubled in just eight years, from
1.33 million in 2010 to 2.59 million in 2018.27 It is estimated that nine out of
ten tourists to Malta visit Valletta, which means that an estimated 2.3 mil‑
lion international tourists visited Valletta last year. Add to that thousands
of cruise passengers28 who visit Valletta for a few hours, as the cruise
passenger terminal is within walking distance of Valletta centre.
The tourism attractiveness of Valletta inevitably results in demand
for accommodation. Until a decade ago, tourism accommodation in or
near Valletta was very limited. The situation has changed in recent years

26 National Statistics Authority of Greece, “Records of Hotels in Rhodes,” 2017, https://
www.statistics.gr/statistics/-/publication/STO12 (access: 2 December 2019).
27 Lino Briguglio and Marie Avellino, “Has Overtourism Reached the Maltese Islands?,”
[in:] Occasional Papers on Islands and Small States, no. 1 (2019), pp. 1–27, https://www.
um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/42767 (access: 2 December 2019).
28 For statistical purposes, cruise passengers are not considered as tourists because they
do not stay overnight in Malta. The figures for the number of cruise passengers that
visit Valletta are not available.
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with the increased provision of boutique hotels and tourism rentals for
tourists (for example Airbnb).
A rich urban heritage, more and better visitor attractions, increased
tourism accommodation, a busy events calendar, and revitalised evening
activity are all factors that generate higher levels of tourism activity in
Valletta. Global changes in the way the tourism industry operates im‑
pacted on the nature and dynamics of Malta’s tourism industry. Low‑cost
airlines, independent internet booking, and shared accommodation have
made travelling easier and cheaper, resulting in a more diversified and
less seasonal industry.
Conclusion
Although more than a thousand kilometres apart, these two towns have
been irrevocably linked by history. Valletta and Rhodes Town are located
on small islands in the Mediterranean, Malta and Rhodes respectively.
They both possess a rich architectural legacy that was left by the Order
of the Knights of St John. Both were, for a period of time, the home of the
Order and as such played a central role in Mediterranean tensions and
conflicts at different times in history.
In this article we have seen how the two historic towns are both resi‑
dential and, at the same time, subject to significant pressures because of
tourism and leisure activity. The predominant role of the Knights of St
John is a common feature in their histories. Commonalities in their his‑
tory gave rise to commonalities in their cultural identity. They are both
historic areas with significant levels of tourism activity, thus making
them subject to similar threats. For both historic towns, urban conserva‑
tion efforts have been ongoing for decades. This came about because of
an increased awareness of the authorities and of the wider public of the
importance of conserving the urban heritage. In spite of this awareness,
there is an ongoing tension between conservation and the need to com‑
mercialise to generate an income, not least to finance the conservation
of the historic buildings. The main difference is that Valetta is the capital
city of a sovereign state and this gives it a different functional character
compared with Rhodes that is mainly a tourism attractor.
The article focuses on the sectors of residence, mobility, public ur‑
ban spaces, and tourism in order to reveal similarities and differences
between the two case studies. The analysis shows that the two historic
cities share many common problems caused by the common activity that
is developing in most historic sites: tourism.
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In both case studies, the demand for tourism has led to some resi‑
dents relocating away from the historic areas. Noise pollution, parking
demand, and accessibility difficulties are common problems that reduce
liveability. In both cases, the conservation of the historic urban fabric is
problematic. Commercial pressures increase property prices and fuel the
trend of conversion of residences to non‑residential uses. Public spaces
are often taken up with tables and chairs of cafés and restaurants, and
sometimes also with the wares and signage of shops.
There are differences in the management in the two case studies.
These are connected with the different economic conditions and spatial
planning systems that guide the areas conservation. In Rhodes the eco‑
nomic crisis of the recent years and the deficiency of the planning system
to define precise restrictions, on the one hand, have led to the lack of
public regeneration projects, and on the other hand, caused too many
interventions guided by market forces that are taking advantage of the
lack of restrictions.
In Valletta public regeneration programmes have incentivised the pri‑
vate sector to invest in the rehabilitation of historic properties, mostly
for commercial use. Public spaces are now greatly improved as compared
to the situation approximately twenty years ago and the area’s cultural
identity has been enhanced. These improvements, however, are under
threat because of the increased use of public spaces for restaurant tables
and chairs, coupled with poor enforcement.
A decisive factor in both cases is political will. In Malta important
conservation tools were a series of projects funded by the state, which
in turn incentivised many smaller, privately funded restoration works.
In contrast, Rhodes is characterised by the lack of private funding and
public regeneration projects due to the Greek economic crisis. So, in both
cases, political and economic conditions were decisive factors for urban
conservation. In this framework political will and a stronger planning
regime are needed to ensure that urban conservation efforts will result
in the effective maintenance and upkeep of the urban heritage of these
two important historic towns.
Partnerships between the public and the private sectors are required
for the conservation of historic areas. Planning and conservation should
not be limited to improving the aesthetics of an area so that people can
better appreciate its history. Planning and conservation should seek to
create liveable zones that function as cells of the city in a constant dia‑
logue between the old and the new.

Towards an Aesthetics of Interface:
A Preliminary Study1
Kristína Jamrichová
Masaryk University, Brno (The Czech Republic)

That child in us that was repressively made incapable is the pure
embodiment of our political and historical helplessness in a blissful
world of post‑communism, which, in a fit of epoch‑making megalo‑
mania, considers itself to be the fulfilment of all human dreams of
freedom. The only possible way out of this self‑inflicted incompetence
is to oppose such a world and to resist it.
Boris Buden2
Introduction
These revolutionary words end the second chapter of Boris Buden’s
The End of Post‑communism. In this significant book Buden uses the meta‑
phor of a newborn child to reveal the complex experienced by the former
communist countries, then freshly liberated. This child, born at the very
end of socialism, has to learn a lot and carefully imitate her experienced
siblings from the West to catch up with them and to be like them. As
one of these newborns, Slovakia is still searching for a way to approach
the Western model, which it has been eagerly emulating for more than
three decades.
Veľký Krtíš, a small town located in the south‑east of Slovakia, is pre‑
cisely such a child of post‑communism if we translate this metaphor to

1

This text is included in the research activities of “Realistic Utopia Veľký Krtíš,” a plat‑
form for interdisciplinary research and forensic practice. The author is a member of
the platform.

2

Boris Buden, Konec postkomunismu: Od společnosti bez naděje k naději bez společnosti,
Praha 2013, p. 51. (My translation.)
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the local scale. This article has no ambition to analyse the urban problems
of a small peripheral locality from the viewpoint of the post‑Socialist dis‑
course.3 However, there is a need to put into context the present situation
of the locality and its current dynamics, outlining its possible futures,
which is when the question of post‑socialism inevitably arises. A small
town can be assumed to be a suitable and felicitous mirror of this new era
full of “childhood diseases,” which have to be treated with even stronger
doses of imitation.4 Some of these diseases will be discussed below.
It does not seem easy to write about a small town today. Almost all
the significant contributions to the research on present urban space pub‑
lished since the 1990s, of which there are plenty, deal with large cities
and urban agglomerations.5 By contrast, we find a wide range of studies,
approaches, and theories concerning this topic, beginning with sociology,
through social geography, (urban) anthropology, and architecture, up to
contemporary art and design.
Yet within the local academia the continuously published studies are
(obviously) mostly a matter of the local‑scale6 towns instead of big cities.
In this text, however, I chose to apply some of the contemporary theories

3

For this see e.g.: Petra Lupták Burzová, Okouzleni pohledem na dav: principy uzavření
a meze postsocialistické slovenské identifikace, Praha 2014; Alexandra Bitušíková, “Konti‑
nuita a zmena v urbánnom kontexte,” [in:] Banská Bystrica – premeny mesta a spoločnosti,
Jolana Darulová (ed.), Banská Bystrica 1999, pp. 6–59; Alexandra Bitušíková, “Post‑So‑
cialist City on the Way to Diversity: The Case of Banska Bystrica,” [in:] Sustainable
Cities: Diversity, Economic Growth and Social Cohesion, Maddy Janssens et al. (eds.), Chel‑
tenham – Northampton 2009, pp. 108–121; Slavomíra Ferenčuhová, Sociologie města
20. a 21. století, Praha 2013.

4

Ondřej Slačálek, “Vykročit z předepsaného dětství,” [in:] Advojka, vol. 10 (2013), https://
www.advojka.cz/archiv/2013/10/vykrocit‑z‑predepsaneho‑detstvi (access: 2 May
2020).

5

Albeit some deal also with the problems of small localities. See e.g.: Paul L. Knox and
Heike Mayer, Small Town Sustainability: Economic, Social, and Environmental Innovation,
Basel 2013.

6

This refers to Slovak and Czech contexts. See e.g.: Slavomíra Ferenčuhová et al. (eds.),
Československé město včera a dnes: každodennost – reprezentace – výzkum, Červený Kost‑
elec 2010; Barbora Vacková, Lucie Galčanová Batista, and Slavomíra Ferenčuhová
(eds.), Třetí město, Červený Kostelec 2011; eadem, Sociologie…, op. cit.; Ľubomír Lupták
(ed.), Neoliberalismus a marginalita: studie z českého reálkapitalismu, Brno 2013; Blanka
Soukupová, Daniel Luther, and Peter Salner (eds.), Mýtus – “realita” – identita: social‑
istické metropole v zápasech o novou přítomnost a vizi šťastné budoucnosti, Praha 2014;
Blanka Soukupová and Magdalena Myslivcová (eds.), Mýty a “realita” středoevropských
metropolí při utváření národních a nadnárodních identit (1918–2016), Praha 2017.
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on design dealing precisely with large‑scale cities and global areas – not
for the thrill of combining two incomparable things, but rather because
these outlooks allow me to inspect a present‑day small Central European
town from angles different than those provided by the classical urbanis‑
tic and social‑scientific approaches.
Veľký Krtíš received the city status in 1968. The normalisation in the
1970s brought on building investments and solutions of “political‑eco‑
nomic tasks,” which were supposed to “lead the surrounding county out
of economic backwardness” – the label that the town had received during
the previous decade and has been practically suffering for it to this day.
Those solutions consisted primarily in development of the industry – the
“economic base of the county.”7
In a socialist town (and city), investments were flowing mainly into
peripheral parts and into the construction of prefabricated housing es‑
tates. The centres did not receive any special attention.8 The centre of
Veľký Krtíš was not even built. Veľký Krtíš was established as a mining
settlement. Thanks to progressive building of residential and commer‑
cial units the so‑called sídlisko9 was created, which gradually merged
with the original village due to further construction in the early 1950s.
Today, the original part is called “Old Krtíš.”10 However, the former gov‑
erning force knew that brown coal extracted in the area was of poor
quality and that the mining as such would not bring miraculous results
for the region. The town’s location away from important traffic routes did
not contribute to the development of the territory either. Thus, from the
very beginning, Veľký Krtíš was intended as a periphery, an edge. In the
socialist country, however, the periphery also had its place and it was not
understood as something reactionary.11

7

Jaroslava Michalová and Pavel Michal, Geografia okresu Veľký Krtíš, Martin 1980.

8

Michal Růžička, “Urbanizace chudoby a etnicity v (post)socialistickém městě,”
[in:] Československé město včera a dnes: každodennost‑reprezentace‑výzkum, Barbora
Vacková, Slavomíra Ferenčuhová, and Lucie Galčanová Batista (eds.), Brno 2010,
p. 143 (137–157).

9

The type of housing called sídlisko [housing estate] was intensively built in Czechoslo‑
vakia during the socialist era.

10 See: Program hospodárskeho a sociálneho rozvoja 2016–2023, https://www.velky‑krtis.sk/
download_file_f.php?id=658108 (access: 10 May 2020).
11 See also: Martina Růžičková and Kristína Jamrichová, “Veľký Krtíš, a Small Town:
An Infrastructure Space Filled with Stories,” [in:] Estetika centra a periférie: Centrum
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Coal mining in the area reached its peak in the 1980s. From the 1990s
on the extraction was gradually decreasing. By 2015 it was definitely over
and the town ended up as a place with hardly any identity.
Infrastructure space vs urban space
The spatial organisation and form of production are interconnected is‑
sues, so the return to capitalism and the reality of post‑socialism have
fundamentally changed the character of urban space. The city has adapt‑
ed to market economy conditions. In the turbulent 1990s, when the unem‑
ployment rate in Slovakia reached almost 20% (19.2% in 1999), the town
of Veľký Krtíš and the neighbouring region were once again given the
negative label of an underdeveloped area, which apparently has stuck to
the present date. In 2015 the county of Veľký Krtíš was on the list of the
least developed counties (NRO).12 Unemployment, which was the main
reason for the listing, has fallen considerably since then, but the infra‑
structural isolation, which ostensibly discourages any foreign investor,
or so the locals say, persists. Until now, the county has not been able to
cast off its reputation of a poor region.13
On one hand, the location of Veľký Krtíš is actually very favourable,
particularly regarding the closeness of Budapest. On the other hand, its
infrastructural disconnection is also objective; in fact, the generally des‑
perate condition of the roads within the county and the poor connection
of the locality with the surrounding larger towns and cities (especially
Banská Bystrica and the capital of the country, Bratislava) disadvantage
the location considerably. The question remains, however: what is the
disadvantage about? Is it about the poor expectations of the arrival of
foreign capital? This is, of course, the expected answer.
Nevertheless, it can be argued that this is only a question of scale. It
needs to be said that Veľký Krtíš is de facto not situated on the highway,
unlike, for example, the town of Sereď, located in the south‑west of the
country. The latter location – slightly bigger in terms of population though
of comparable acreage – was in 2017 selected by the US technology giant

a periféria estetiky, Michaela Paštéková and Martin Brezňan (eds.), Bratislava 2020,
pp. 35–42.
12 See also: Podpora najmenej rozvinutých okresov a regionálny rozvoj, https://www.nro.vi‑
cepremier.gov.sk (access: 12 May 2020).
13 See also: Martina Růžičková and Kristína Jamrichová, “Veľký Krtíš…,” op. cit.
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Amazon as a site suitable for the building of its largest reverse logistics
centre in Europe.14 Amazon would probably never choose a location like
Veľký Krtíš, primarily due to its (already mentioned) poor accessibility.
Notwithstanding the above considerations, it does not mean that foreign
companies do not come to the town. On the contrary. In the end, the
biggest employers15 in the town are actually foreign companies: mainly
Italian, German, Turkish, Belgian, and Danish.
Also for this reason, it would be more useful to put aside the mantra of
the “godforsaken region” and to look at Veľký Krtíš as a space that mani‑
fests attributes of a real planetary venue. Despite the story of isolation, let
us think about Veľký Krtíš with the architect Keller Easterling as a space
that does evince the features of a so‑called “infrastructure space,” which
is perhaps quite paradoxical given its scale and apparent slight global sig‑
nificance. Nevertheless, it is worth examining. According to Easterling, it
is shared standards, reproducible patterns, generic architectures and ur‑
banisms, and ideologies transferable across national borders that are the
typical features of all areas of infrastructure. Due to this portability, in‑
frastructure spaces are able to establish their controlling power.16 Veľký
Krtíš as a whole could be seen as (part of) an infrastructure‑space‑like
spot. It is completely networked in today’s planetary technologies – it has
no censored internet, and we suppose most local Internet users select
Google as their default web browser. In consequence, the town is not so
isolated from this point of view.17
Such an imaginary might let us see the town’s genuine global condi‑
tion and its involvement in an imagined network of infrastructure spaces
precisely as a source of the ongoing lethargy in which the locality has

14 In 2017 Amazon opened its new logistics centre near Sereď, creating more than
1,000 permanent jobs. The 64,000-m 2 logistics centre offers working with the latest
cutting‑edge technology to assess returned items for repair, recycling, or reuse. See
also: Amazon Jobs, Sered, Slovakia, https://www.amazon.jobs/en/locations/sered‑slo‑
vakia (access: 12 May 2020).
15 The rough estimate is around 1,200 jobs. Two of the Italian companies are even ranked
in the list of the biggest employers in the region. See also: European Commission: La‑
bour Market Information, Slovakia – Banskobystrický kraj, https://ec.europa.eu/eures/
main.jsp?countryId=SK&acro=lmi&showRegion=true&lang=en&mode=text&region
Id=SK0&nuts2Code=null&nuts3Code=null&catId=2807 (access: 26 March 2020).
16 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft: The Power of Infrastructure Space, London 2014,
pp. 11–23.
17 See also: Martina Růžičková and Kristína Jamrichová, “Veľký Krtíš…,” op. cit.
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been slumping since its establishment some fifty years ago. Yet, just be‑
cause of its low commercial attractiveness (again mainly based on its in‑
accessibility), it maintains its stigma of periphery, while in fact potential
investors could benefit from, for example, cheaper labour force. And here
is where the essence of that lethargy rests – in the ambivalent position of
Veľký Krtíš as, in a sense, an “inappropriate”18 periphery.
Thus, instead of isolation, it may be useful to start talking about its op‑
posite: the active participation of Veľký Krtíš in the tangle of infrastruc‑
ture space. The problem, however, lies in the very core of this participation
in the global processes from which its actors are generally alienated. In
effect – here we would agree with the municipal authorities – the problem
is not so much the unemployment, but rather the consequences of some
of the abovementioned characteristics defining the infrastructure space,
mainly the dominance of foreign ownership, lean economies, cheap la‑
bour, precarious working conditions, deregulation of labour, among
others.19 What at first glance seems to be a solution for a poor region
becomes in fact the cause of its persisting underdevelopment.
So the alienation of the actors from their ethos20 occurs for various
reasons and it is asserted at different levels of urban space use. However,
there are in fact two levels of that estrangement that eventually fuse
into one. The first level is the global one and it has to do with the nature
itself of the infrastructure space. The medium of infrastructure space
distribution enables some things and prohibits others; in other words, it
can be either very useful or very destructive.21
The second level deals with an incentive which is more urban‑specific,
but still potentially offering a more universal account; in fact, not all
city or town users are endowed with the same conditions for moving
over and across – not all of them have the same opportunities for mobil‑
ity, equal access to basic services and potential for the enforcement of
their citizen rights. The urban space, regardless of its scale, is a notably

18 See: Trinh Minh‑Ha, “She: the Inappropriate/d Other,” [in:] Discourse: Journal for Theo‑
retical Studies in Media and Culture, vol. 8 (1986/1987), pp. 7–37.
19 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…, op. cit., pp. 33–34.
20 See: Jacques Rancière’s explanation of “dissensus” as “both: the dwelling and the way
of being, or lifestyle, that corresponds to this dwelling.” Jacques Rancière, Dissensus:
On Politics and Aesthetics, London 2010, p. 184.
21 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…, op. cit., p. 14.
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selective place. We can now observe the fusion of both levels or dynamics
causing asymmetries in the urban space. The point is that the essence of
the infrastructure space finds its application precisely within the urban
space. This is where the global (or planetary) meets the local, showing
this encounter to be considerably miscellaneous. Quite often it is seized
by diverse interest groups defined by intransparent practices. As East‑
erling writes, “[i]t is not a declared content but rather a content manager
dictating the rules of the game in the urban milieu.”22
Marxist economic geographer David Harvey, for instance, sees the
roots of all those awful asymmetries that now dominate the cities all
over the world in the surplus absorption through urban transformation.
To have a surplus product is not necessarily a bad thing, Harvey says:
throughout capitalist history, in social democratic phases, tax regula‑
tions of some of the surplus value rose significantly, putting much of the
surplus under state control. But the whole neoliberal project over the last
thirty years has been oriented reversely, namely, towards privatisation
of surplus control. What Harvey calls for is “[…] the greater democratic
control over the production and use of the surplus. Since the urban pro‑
cess is a major channel of use, then the right to the city is constituted by
establishing democratic control over the deployment of the surpluses
through urbanization.”23 And what about Veľký Krtíš?
Whereas in the early post‑socialism the capital shifted back to urban
centres,24 in the course of at least the last decade (or, in some areas, over
the last two decades) a contrary trend can be observed; the capital flows
again to the edges of towns. It is mainly industrial areas emerging.25 Ap‑
parently, the reasons behind this interest are similar to those of the so‑
cialist era – it is all about development. However, it is necessary to take
a closer look at who is developing what and how. The town has gotten rid
of almost all its land plots in the last two decades. These have fallen into
the hands of private owners. Nowadays the municipality is developing, as
it were, mainly visually: for instance, by constructing new roundabouts
and sidewalks, as well as creating new parking places. The municipality

22 Ibidem.
23 David Harvey, “The Right to the City,” [in:] New Left Review, vol. 53 (2008), https://
newleftreview.org/issues/ii53 (access: 26 March 2020).
24 Michal Růžička, “Urbanizace…,” op. cit., pp. 148–149.
25 The industrial area is situated southward of Veľký Krtíš, along a watercourse.
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handed over many of its competencies and opportunities to influence
spatial and urban planning. Instead, it is now a designer of stories. It cre‑
ates, manages, disseminates, or conceals stories about development by
increasing, occupying, and expanding. These are intensively spread in
the virtual space. Drone shots of new roundabouts, larger parking lots,
happy people sunbathing at the public swimming pool, or the mayor
himself talking directly to the citizens in a regular self‑promo video
Coffee with Your Mayor spread in social media and on municipal websites.
A new roundabout without a proper story would be like a pie without fruit.
The topic of stories is explored further in the article.
Extra‑matrix staff
The geographies in which we live are not merely flat backgrounds or a neu‑
tral physical stage for the human drama; rather, they are filled with mate‑
rial and imagined forces that affect events and experiences – forces that can
hurt us or help us in nearly everything we do, individually and collective‑
ly.26 But these human geographies are part of a much wider (infra)structure
than the discernible horizon, or the space offered to us in the foreground.
In fact, there are some tools helping us to imagine these broader structures.
The title of this section refers to Easterling’s book Extrastatecraft,27
which deals with all these contemporary processes pursued beyond or
opposing the conventional flows and outside the nation states. Theorist of
design Benjamin Bratton28 similarly talks about platform sovereignties
of other transurban and transcontinental communities, configurations,
and allegiances away from formal state jurisdiction, while sociologist
Saskia Sassen29 discusses the example of cities as contemporary war
fronts, showing how urbanity often resists transnational War on Terror.
Another author cited in this text is Jacques Rancière. Although he does
not talk about urban space, he nonetheless does contribute to this discus‑
sion with his accounts on “political” in terms of community.30 Similarly,

26 Edward W. Soja, Seeking Spatial Justice, Minneapolis 2013, p. 13.
27 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…, op. cit.
28 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty, Cambridge 2016.
29 Saskia Sassen, “Beyond Differences of Race, Religion, Class: Making Urban Subjects,”
[in:] Ethics of the Urban: The City and the Spaces of the Political, Mohsen Mostafavi (ed.),
Zurich 2017, pp. 35–46.
30 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus, op. cit., pp. 97–105 and 184–205.
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Rancière follows trajectories to release the makings of subjects from the
rigidity of state functions and other ossified policies. Still, this attention
towards the “extra-” occurs on two different levels.
First, it is observed as an inherent feature of the space of infrastruc‑
ture, understood as an overt point of contact and access between us
all – the rules governing the everyday life regardless of one’s location;
second, the “extra-” is put forward as a tool to hack, intervene, or infil‑
trate into the dominant structures, no matter whether it is a corporation
or a state. As Easterling puts it, “[a]ll the active forms31 that shape spatial
products, free zones, broadband technoscapes, and other networks – the
multipliers, remotes, interdependencies, or topological adjustments – are
both the markers of a disposition and the means to tune or alter it.”32
The question of availability itself, mentioned in the previous section,
is a separate problem; nevertheless, it takes on a new dimension within
the urban context. This results from the disposition33 of the urban space,
which is being continuously redesigned and reshaped not only by local
authorities or private proprietors, but also by the dynamics of the infra‑
structure space. It seems that the “urban” itself – understood as a specific
and complex material and space–time conglomerate – is endowed with
a certain agency, and thus capable of independent action. Sassen, how‑
ever, talks about today’s turning of the city order into a purely visual one,
deprived of its role of producing the so‑called urban entities.
Sassen suggests that an (emancipated) urban space is provided by
“the capacity to generate norms and subjects that can escape the con‑
straints of dominant power systems – such as the nation‑state, the War
on Terror, the growing weight of racism in a national political culture,”34
and also, possibly, the power of the infrastructure space. Sassen claims
that in today’s city the creation of urban identity belongs to the middle

31 Different from the object form of, for example, buildings, active forms are “markers
of disposition and disposition is the character of an organization that results from
the circulation of these active forms within it” (Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…,
op. cit., p. 73). Since the social and technical factors interact with one another, then
an active form can be not only organisational, like a multiplier, a remote, a switch, or
a governor, but also a social story as a carrier channelling a flow of meanings. See:
Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…, op. cit., pp. 71–93.
32 Ibidem, p. 214.
33 See the meaning of the word “disposition.” Ibidem, pp. 71–93.
34 Saskia Sassen, “Beyond Differences…,” op. cit., p. 35.
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class.35 The risk she perceives in this responsibility consists of the defen‑
sive attitudes of the middle class related to the growing economic inse‑
curity and political inability. But the role of an emancipated urban entity,
distinct from the ethnic, confessional, or racial one, is not to destroy all
power crops, but to reposition them. This relocation will take different
forms and include different spaces, depending on the city’s trajectory.36
Nonetheless, such an urbanity must first turn “political” to create
a potential space for a change to be possible. It does not issue from
the mere urban space as such. Furthermore, there is also a crucial gap
between the potential of a city and that of a small town, which must be
taken into account. The question is what implications can all these re‑
flections on “political urbanity” entail within the space of a small town?
The principles that determine the movements of the users (not only
human ones) over the urban space (or city layer, as Bratton suggests)37 are
provided by nodes among the urban flow,38 which are persuasive and rhe‑
torical. Bratton calls them “interfaces.” The original meaning of the term
(derived from computation) is preserved even in its expanded form, as
Bratton understands it: “An interface is any point of contact between two
complex systems that governs the conditions of exchange between those
systems. We need,” Bratton adds, “to think of interfaces not only in terms
of the GUI39 (as ‘buttons with words on them’) but as a more generic struc‑
turing of links and boundaries within a given field. Borders between
countries are, for instance, interfaces between sovereign polities.”40
The interfaces both link and partition society itself, as belief systems,
ballots, and borders, and they do so by offering a kind of protocol:41
“What is open for me, may be closed for you, and so our vectors are made

35 Ibidem, p. 35.
36 Veľký Krtíš is, as it were, dominated by the lower middle class.
37 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., pp. 147–191.
38 McKenzie Wark, “The Stack to Come: On Benjamin Bratton’s The Stack,” [in:] Public
Seminar, 28 December 2016, https://publicseminar.org/2016/12/stack/ (access: 2 May
2020).
39 Graphical user interface.
40 “The conditioning of exchange that any interface provides could be variously promis‑
cuous or prophylactic, physical or virtual, accelerating or decelerating, signifying or
asignifying, symmetrical or asymmetrical, territorializing or deterritorializing.” See:
Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., p. 220.
41 McKenzie Wark, “The Stack…,” op. cit.
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divergent.”42 We probe our interfacial condition, since we are trained
through repetition.43 When speaking of protocols44 – conventions or
standards according to which communication and data transfer between
two endpoints are pursued – we observe that the metaphor of the in‑
terface shifted even further in terms of reasserting its significance of
the imagination of the city or town as selective, disciplinary, and frag‑
mented. Interfaces work as ports providing protocols that are packages of
conventions and standards, privileging ones and disadvantaging others.
Moreover, they are not just static gates, but they work dialectically: “Such
points of contact, everywhere at once, are not just our interfaces to the
world, but also the world’s channels to us.”45 As long as the interfaces are
thresholds that connect and disconnect, they have much in common with
what Jacques Rancière calls “distribution (or partage) of the sensible.”46
“[The word partage] should be understood here in the double sense of
the term: as community and as separation. It is the relationship between
these that defines a division of the perceptible, and it is this relationship
that is at play in the ‘double sense’ of the apologia: the sense it implies
and the sense required to understand it.”47 “The interface could be a line
that links two things together into one, or a line that cleaves them apart;”
it works actually as partage.48
In the following chapter, the example of a municipal tenement building
will be used to demonstrate who can and who cannot become a political ac‑
tor, not only in the case of a long‑neglected apartment building. The building
will be presented as a place of the so‑called “incommensurability of injus‑
tice,” or simply a “wrong,”49 a rift that arises between the useful and the just.

42 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., p. 222.
43 McKenzie Wark, “The Stack…,” op. cit.
44 “Protocol, in computer science, is a set of rules or procedures for transmitting data
between electronic devices, such as computers. In order for computers to exchange
information, there must be a pre‑existing agreement as to how the information will
be structured and how each side will send and receive it.” Encyclopaedia Britannica,
Protocol (computer science), https://www.britannica.com/technology/protocol‑comput‑
er‑science (access: 2 May 2020).
45 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., p. 222.
46 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, Minneapolis 1999, p. 28.
47 Ibidem, p. 26.
48 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., p. 220.
49 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit.
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The power of one
“Nation‑states may or not claim to accommodate diversity but at the local
level social and cultural mixing is frequently resisted. There are endur‑
ing images of ‘other’ people and ‘other’ places which are combined in the
construction of geographies of belonging and exclusion, from the global
to the local.”50
The block of flats colloquially called Žlťák 51 located in Veľký Krtíš
finds itself in disastrous technical condition unworthy of its inhabitants.
It embodies all the characteristics of the so‑called “socially excluded
locality” as described in the social science discourse. In this regard,
Michal Růžička52 talks about the concentration of socially and economi‑
cally underprivileged people in the so‑called “other spaces,” referring
to Foucault’s concept.53 By these “other spaces” he means immovables
remaining mostly in public (i.e. municipal) ownership, in a bad techni‑
cal condition, and located somewhere on the edge of a town or village,
where “they are not too visible.”54 Such an attitude of the local authori‑
ties, motivated by the desire to get rid of the “unadaptable” citizens at a
low cost, weakens the effectiveness of formal and informal social control,
as well as encourages and reproduces pathological social phenomena.
Very often the poor Roma population is moved to these areas due to
sustained ethno‑racial stigma on the part of both the authorities and
neighbourhoods.
However, is this paradigm of socio‑spatial exclusion really the only
possible explanation for these processes of “getting rid of ’’ or “not car‑
ing”? Žlťák is a municipal property, but still it remains in an exceptionally
bad condition. Let us put aside the paradigm of exclusion and ask once
more why Žlťák withers away and receives unflattering attributes. Why is

50 David Sibley, Geographies of Exclusion: Society and Difference in the West, London – New
York 1995, p. 69.
51 The name means “yellow [building]” and alludes to its yellowish, ochre, and orange
hue.
52 Michal Růžička, “Geografie sociální exkluze,” [in:] Sociální studia, vol. 3 no. 2 (2006),
pp. 117–132, https://journals.muni.cz/socialni_studia/article/view/5539 (access: 1 May
2020).
53 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” trans. Jay Miskowiec, [in:] Diacritics, vol. 16 no. 1
(1986), pp. 22–27. https://www.jstor.org/stable/464648?origin=crossref&seq=1 (access:
2 May 2020).
54 Michal Růžička, Geografie sociální exkluze…, op. cit., p. 120.
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the life in the building ruthless and humiliating and why do the authori‑
ties maintain it in this “exceptional” condition?
From Žlťák it takes less than five minutes to get to the “town centre,”
which means that its location is by no means peripheral; on the contrary,
it is a genuine micro‑inner city. As a municipal tenement building, it
surprisingly does not have the status of social housing. High housing
costs as compared to the living standard indicate that it is definitely not
social housing, although many people imagine otherwise. Rent rates for
individual flats vary depending on the number of tenants per household
and on the size of the flat, but they are definitely not low.
Whereas for the tenants maintaining the demeaning condition of
the building means extreme uncertainty, for the local authorities it
seems to be a comfortable situation, both economically and symbolically.
The municipality has not been interested in improving the block of flats
for a long time, which is both apparent and evidenced in the people’s
recounting the history of the building. The authorities only perform
the most urgent repairs. From time to time, the neighbours from the
surrounding blocks invite a municipal council deputy to housing board
meetings organised by private flat owners (in those buildings most resi‑
dents are non‑Roma). The deputy usually responds to the neighbours’
complaints by saying that, unfortunately, nothing can be done about
the problematic block at the moment.
As far as the needs, objections, requests, or demands of the tenants
of Žlťák are concerned, these are usually dismissed either by ignoring
them or by endless delaying. Most tenants are in need of economic
assistance and they are attached to the mechanism of social politics
called osobitný príjemca [special beneficiary], which serves as a tool for
the municipal politicians (or policy, as Rancière would say) to control
the rental payment discipline of the tenants dwelling in the munici‑
pal flats. In practice it works as follows: the municipality itself man‑
ages the payment of the rent by deducting the amount directly from
the state benefit of registered receivers, which is naturally paid out
monthly.55

55 See: Ministerstvo Práce, Sociálnych Vecí a Rodiny Slovenskej Republiky, Osobitný
príjemca, https://www.employment.gov.sk/sk/rodina‑socialna‑pomoc/podpora‑rodi‑
nam‑detmi/penazna‑pomoc/pridavok‑dieta/osobitny‑prijemca.html (access: 25 April
2020).
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As a result, the municipality does not accommodate defaulters, as one
could easily believe. Nevertheless, the administration of fees is not trans‑
parent at all; on the contrary, it is highly confusing. The tenants often do
not know what they are paying for. That is why Žlťák can be assumed to be
explicitly advantageous for the municipality, both in terms of pretending
to take care of its own property and receiving a regular monthly income.
The care of the property and of people living there is continuously illu‑
sory or presented as futile – according to the authorities, it is always the
dwellers who destroy the building, so there is no point in better mainte‑
nance and service. The municipality is a smart designer of stories.
Žlťák’s exceptional aura always reaffirms the stigma of “otherness”
attributed to the tenants and to the building itself. The radius of this
aura is not limited to the building alone, but extends to the neighbour‑
ing well‑tended blocks, where flats are said to decrease in value due to
their proximity to Žlťák. The “otherness” of the tenants, of the building
itself, and of its immediate surroundings is therefore rooted not only in
ethno‑racial, but also in class stigma. Each body that ends up in Žlťák,
regardless of whether it is a human or inhuman, Roma or non‑Roma, is
automatically marked. The stories circulating around people, animals,
and things continually nourish these stigmas.
Žlťák is a landmark, a point of reference not only for the people who
live there, but also for the neighbours, for the owners of flats across the
street, and for the dwellers in the allotments on the outskirts of the town.
Many of them used to live in Žlťák or see it (only) as another way of sur‑
vival comparable with their shelters: while they have no water or sewage,
there are cockroaches in Žlťák; moreover, the tenants are controlled by
the municipal authorities. Thus, they either voluntarily refuse such hous‑
ing or, on the contrary, do not even attempt to apply for it.
In any case, for its inhabitants, the building remains fundamentally
ambivalent: on the one hand, it entails ascribing the negative label to its
inhabitants and others (a person gets easily ashamed when, for example,
looking for a job she has to reveal her address of residence), but on the
other hand, it is in fact a shelter for the inhabitants – a protection against
or rescue from homelessness. It is a reminder of the simultaneous sharing
and dividing that merge with one another in the word partage.
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Political vs ethical
There was actually an “initial conflict that produces a dispute about the
deduction of the community of the just and the unjust from the capacity
of any speaking being whatsoever.”56 In this ambiguous configuration
of the sensible, two different logics of human being‑together must be
recognised. These are generally confused with politics, whereas political
activity is none other than the activity that parcels them out.
The first logic means the set of procedures whereby “the aggrega‑
tion and consent of collectivities is achieved, the organization of powers,
the distribution of places and roles, and the systems for legitimizing this
distribution take place.”57 Rancière proposes to call this distribution “po‑
lice” instead of “politics.”58 Policing is not so much the “disciplining” of
bodies, but rather a rule governing their appearance, a configuration
of occupations, and the properties of the spaces where these occupations
are distributed.
The police is thus first an order of bodies that defines the allocation of
ways of doing, ways of being, and ways of saying, and sees that those
bodies are assigned by name to a particular place and task; it is an or‑
der of the visible and the sayable that sees that a particular activity is
visible and another is not, that this speech is understood as discourse
and another as noise.59
On the contrary, the political activity, as a second logic, is “whatever
shifts a body from the place assigned to it or changes a place’s destination.
It makes visible what had no business being seen, and makes heard a dis‑
course where once there was only place for noise; it makes understood as
discourse what was once only heard as noise.”60
Based on this dichotomy between “politics” and “police,” Rancière
distinguishes the “political community” from the “ethical” one.61 To try
to explain this difference I will use an illustration from the field. Some

56 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 28.
57 Ibidem, p. 29.
58 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, London 2010, pp. 27–45.
59 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 29.
60 Ibidem, p. 30.
61 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus, op. cit., pp. 97–105 and 184–205.
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years ago, while interviewing the mayor of Veľký Krtíš, I heard that he
was very happy with the status quo of the town as far as the population
is concerned and that he would never desire any new people coming to
live in his pretty little town. At the same time, he practically ignored the
next question concerning the significant outflow of young people from
the town.
What is my point here? The imaginary “one” community in which
everybody is formally included and there is no such thing as (subjective)
lack of political rights coming from one side or another is in fact shady
and dubious. It is actually very complicated in such an atmosphere to
speak and assume, beside the animal voices, also “the privileges of the
Logos which allow the just to be recognized.”62
Rancière would call this a falsely utopian community, proclaimed
as integrated, an “ethical community.” And this is precisely the point.
“Ethical community” is a community that gathers together a single people
in which everyone is supposed to be included. The attribute “ethical” is
linked with the so‑called “ethical turn,” based on the fusion of fact and
law. The suppression of this old division implied by morality has been
given, according to Rancière, the name of “consensus,” one of the catch‑
words of our time.63 In fact, consensus
defines a name for symbolic structuration of the community that
evacuates the political core constituting it, namely dissensus. A po‑
litical community is in effect a community that is structurally divided,
not between divergent groups and opinions, but divided in relation
to itself. A political “people” is never the same thing as the sum of
a population. It is always a form of supplementary symbolization in
relation to any counting of the population and its parts. And this form
of symbolization is always a litigious one.64
Bratton mentions consensus in relation to “ecological cosmopolitics”
and to his proposed geodesign, yet making a similar comment to Ran‑
cière’s: “Too often, notions of ecological cosmopolitics rely on rhetorical
criteria of consensus, whether as a lifeboat ethics – that we are all in

62 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 22.
63 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus…, op. cit., p. 188.
64 Ibidem, pp. 188–189.
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this together – or the supposed self‑evidence of Earth’s archive seen as
a single space that can be made more communitarian.”65 However, while
drawing on an ethics of rationality, the geodesign endorsed by Bratton
does not perceive “dissensus as an exception to the norm but as matter
of fact (nor does it see it as only and necessarily ‘political’).”66
Dissensus, as Rancière understands it, is the essence of politics. It is
not a confrontation between interests or opinions. “It is a demonstration
of a gap in the sensible itself. Political demonstration makes visible that
which had no reason to be seen; it places one world in another – the world
where workers speak, and speak about the community, in that where
their voices are mere cries expressing pain.”67 Thus Rancière’s formula‑
tion begins to make sense: “In so far as it strives to reduce the people to
the population, consensus in fact strives to reduce right to fact.”68 Thus
consensus “is the reduction of these various peoples into a single people
identical with the count of a population and its parts, of the interests of
the global community and its parts.”69
It seems that Bratton’s geodesign (in terms of the Stack) also sees dis‑
sensus as preserving the driving inner conflict of plurality: “[the] pro‑
ductive dissensus will remain open as long as the political architectures
of The Stack can situate multiple jurisdictional claims and generate new
jurisdictional strata where none existed, such that no single combina‑
tion can finally resolve into a consensus sovereignty of last instance (or
last resort).”70
On the contrary, Veľký Krtíš seems precisely close to such an ethical
community, even though the boundary between the ethical and the po‑
litical cannot be in fact so strictly demarcated and thus there will always
be deflections from this differentiation. Anyway, there is indeed a body
of evidence that this designation truly fits. It is related to Žlťák, which
will serve as a good example.
First, the population of Žlťák is treated exclusively in the framework
of the tenement; it is seen almost exclusively as Roma tenants in a “house

65 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., p. 306.
66 Ibidem, p. 306.
67 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus…, op. cit., p. 38.
68 Ibidem, p. 189.
69 Ibidem.
70 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack…, op. cit., p. 250.
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of fear.” The aura that Žlťák radiates is the reference for others to explain
everything related to the inhabitants – involving all the actors related to
the building, including animals, things, and stories. These are described
as if they had no other aspects, only those related to the tenement, and
are consequently stigmatised by other inhabitants of the city and the
authorities alike.
Meanwhile, the authorities sell to the public an image of themselves as
caring landlords, saving people from homelessness as housing providers.
In consequence, hardly anyone would inquire into the conditions of such
housing. This is how the “inclusion” of all the bodies into the great whole
of the local population is being performed by the municipal authorities.
This performance is in effect implicitly represented by the popular
term “unadaptables.” It implies that the apparent failure in terms of in‑
clusion is not to be blamed on the authorities; rather, it is the residents
of Žlťák who are “unadaptable.” The argument about the authorities’ lack
of involvement in repairs is typically silenced by claiming that it is the
tenants who destroy the building.
As it seems, the apparent effort towards inclusion is in fact nothing
more than a reaffirmation of the dwellers’ stigmatisation as “radical
others,” irreconcilable with the rest of the population. The inclusion
will not be real unless it entails a radical abolition of inequality between
the included and the including. Until then, inclusivity remains purely
declarative, while no real efforts are taken to promote exclusion.
However, exclusion can mean two very different things, as Rancière
reminds us. In the political community the excluded is a conflictual actor,
an actor who includes themselves as a supplementary political subject,
carrying a right not yet recognised or witnessing the injustice inherent
in the status quo. In an ethical community, however, this is no longer sup‑
posed to occur, since everyone is included. As a result, there is no status
for the excluded in the community. On the one hand, “the excluded is
merely the one who accidentally falls outside the great equality of all –
the sick, the retarded or the forsaken to whom the community must ex‑
tend a hand in order to re‑establish the ‘social bond.’” On the other hand,
the excluded becomes the “radical other,” the one who is separated from
the community for the mere fact of not sharing “the identity that binds
each to all, and of threatening the community in each of us.”71

71 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus…, op. cit., p. 189.
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The people from Žlťák are the radical others, which in fact means
that they are “the part of those who have no part.”72 The authorities will
always disclaim the existence of this category.73 This is evident, for in‑
stance, in yet another statement from the mayor: “I do not have any prob‑
lems with the Roma; they live in any way they want to live.”
The problem of the part of those who have no part lies in the fact that
they cannot really speak because of “the ‘phonic’ nature of the sounds
that come out of their mouths.” They are not people of speech – on the
contrary, their voice only expresses pleasure, pain, or resistance. And
this is precisely what sets the wrong or injustice.
The problem here is that the “discussion” of wrongs is not an ex‑
change – not even a violent one – between constituent partners. It con‑
cerns the speech situation itself and its performers. Politics does not exist
because people, through the privilege of speech, place their interests in
common. Politics exists because those who have no right to be counted
as speaking beings make themselves heard in some ways. In other words,
speech is never just speech – it is also about one’s speech being taken into
consideration.74 Therefore, it is a matter of emancipation or the promise
of equality of the speaking beings.
However, the “[e]quality is not a given that politics then presses into
service, an essence embodied in the law or a goal polit ics sets itself the
task of attaining. It is a mere assumption that needs to be discerned
within the practices implementing it.”75 The promise of emancipation
and equality has its origin in a necessarily unequal relationship: equality
operates, so to speak, in the intervals of the dominant world, in addition
to the “normal” – hierarchical – course of the world.76
Equality is thus just a presupposition: to teach the plebeians their
place, the patricians must assume they understand what they are
saying.77

72 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 30.
73 Ibidem, p. 30.
74 Ibidem, p. 23.
75 Ibidem, p. 33.
76 Jacques Rancière, “Democracy, Equality, Emancipation in a Changing World,”
[in:] Verso Blog, 13 September 2017, https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/3395‑democ‑
racy‑equality‑emancipation‑in‑a‑changing‑world (access: 1 May 2020).
77 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 30.

Heritage and Environment

245

Veľký Krtíš, a small town
As for our quasi‑urban space of a small town, the distribution of the sen‑
sible and the consequent discussion of the equalitarian logic is a crucial
topic. Though Rancière obviously would not understand the term “distri‑
bution” literally, as referring to spatial arrangement, such understanding
applies very well to my purpose.
According to David Harvey, the city as a spatial unit often maintains
and intensifies various forms of disadvantage and injustice. Harvey in‑
sists that injustice is so deeply ingrained in the capitalist system that any
attempt at a just city, a city for all, is doomed to failure in capitalism.78 Ad‑
ditionally, “Harvey argues that the problem for planners is not the philo‑
sophical definition of justice, but rather the specific historical analysis of
the neo‑liberal phase of capitalism which today is responsible for obvious
and manifold injustices.”79 In the present article, using Rancière’s theses
about politics and injustice, I obviously disagree with Harvey’s claim.
Despite the awareness that capitalism is a colossus which reaffirms
itself with each new crisis,80 it is worth acknowledging that it is full of
historical coincidences. David Harvey, besides others, shows capitalism
as a coherent whole, but such analyses, as Anna Tsing argues, “miss the
open‑ended processes in which historical contingencies are awkwardly
woven into capitalism. These contingencies (re)produce not only busi‑
ness as usual, but also the excesses, nightmares, and vulnerabilities
critics need to grasp if we want to engage with capitalism as something
more than an object of contemplation or refusal.”81 Easterling puts it
similarly: “[w]ell‑rehearsed theories, like those related to Capital or neo‑
liberalism continue to send us to the same places to search for dangers
while other concentrations of authoritarian power escape scrutiny.”82
This is an argument for refusing these well‑known procedures ex‑
plaining everything in terms of capitalism or neoliberalism, whether

78 Peter Marcuse, “Spatial Justice: Derivative but Causal of Social Injustice”, trans. Sonia
Lehman‑Frisch, [in:] Justice spatiale / Spatial Justice, no. 1 (2009), pp. 1–6, https://www.
jssj.org/wp‑content/uploads/2012/12/JSSJ1‑4en2.pdf (acces: 20 April 2020).
79 Ibidem, p. 1.
80 Slavoj Žižek, Demanding the Impossible, Cambridge 2013.
81 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, “Sorting Out Commodities: How Capitalist Value Is Made
through Gifts,” [in:] HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, vol. 3 no. 1 (2013), p. 39 (21–43).
82 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…, op. cit., p. 22.
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they work as stable tools of analysis or as omnipotent structures. In fact,
it is necessary to emphasise how these coincidences and vulnerabilities
(of capitalism) are collectively practiced and not unilaterally enforced.83
But what exactly needs to be a coincidence collectively practiced and
what does it need to become political?
Unlike Harvey, who demands heterogeneous social movements
to unify for more democracy in the distribution of surpluses through
urbanisation,84 for Sassen the productive power lies precisely in urban
injustices; she actually argues that today the “disadvantaged, especially
in global cities, can gain ‘presence’ in their engagement with power but
also vis‑à-vis each other.”85
This distinguishes, Sassen continues, the present era from the 1950s–
1970s period in the US, “when white flight and the significant departure
of major corporate headquarters left cities hollowed out and subjected
the disadvantaged to abandonment. Today,” according to Sassen, “the
localization of the most powerful global actors in these cities creates a set
of objective conditions for engagement.”86
The difference between the city and the (Central European post‑com‑
munist) town seems to consist in the (in)capability to engage. While in
the city there is a potentiality of politics (in the sense delineated by Ran‑
cière) to arise, the condition of the small town is considerably different.
There, on a small scale, the community is made an ethical community
where everybody is supposed to be included and if not, they must be radi‑
cally others. Formally, there is no such a thing as wrong in Veľký Krtíš,
because fact and law have fused into one.
In a small town, not only the idea of a demonstration or strike in de‑
mand for better work conditions is very foggy, but the politics as such has
an incomparably different and more difficult starting position. In a small
town, human relations, personal life, and work are mutually intertwined
and it is often unimaginable to redistribute them.

83 Luděk Brož and Tereza Stöckelová, “The Promises and Difficulties of Symmetry:
Through the Looking‑glass and What Social Sciences Found There,” [in:] Cargo,
vol. 1 no. 2 (2015), p. 24 (5–33).
84 David Harvey, “The Right…,” pp. 36–39.
85 Saskia Sassen, “Beyond Differences…,” op. cit., p. 37.
86 Ibidem, p. 37.
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Conclusion
Let us return to the duality of the word partage. This duality is the es‑
sence of the inner conflict of the aisthése, in other words – of the partage
of the sensible. Subsequently, this dimension of politics that consists
precisely in the warping, disturbing, and equalising the hitherto stable
hierarchies and therefore also the rules of “representation” is, as Ran‑
cière claims, the aesthetic dimension. Therefore, politics always con‑
tains an aesthetic dimension, as long as we understand the aesthetics as
a “transcendental” concept – a reconfiguration of social roles in the name
of abolishing restrictive regulations and “injustice.”87
For politics to occur, there must be a meeting point between police
logic and egalitarian logic which potentially could encourage the re‑dis‑
tribution of the sensible.88 Where can this meeting point be found? In or‑
der for their speech to be taken into account, the people from Žlťák must
produce sensible evidence that they speak. It follows that this sensible
evidence constitutes the aesthetic ground of politics.
However, there is actually a paradox between aesthetics as an egali‑
tarian pursuit and one that inherently establishes hierarchies89 – just
as speech which brings politics into existence is the same that gauges
the very gap between speech and its account. The aisthesis that shows
itself through speech reveals the very conflict over the constitution of
the aisthesis, over this partition of the perceptible through which bodies
find themselves in community.90
Thus, on the one hand, there is a municipality with its modes of story
telling, which constitute an aesthetic activity per se. Easterling, inspired
by Latour, uses the logic of theatrical performance as a model for the
ways the stories can influence social‑technical networks. This is the
first side of aesthetic activity. Easterling puts it as follows: “[j]ust as the
powers that be in infrastructure space are usually offering persuasive
stories that are decoupled from what their organizations are actually
doing, performers are accustomed to the idea that action is a carrier of

87 Jacques Rancière, Le partage du sensible: Esthétique et politique, Paris 2000.
88 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 32.
89 Mark Foster Gage, “Politics Equals Aesthetics: A Conversation between Jacques
Rancière and Mark Foster Gage,” [in:] Aesthetics Equals Politics: New Discourses across Art,
Architecture, and Philosophy, Mark Foster Gage (ed.), Cambridge 2019 [Kindle edition].
90 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 26.
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information that may be discrepant from the stated text.”91 This is pre‑
cisely how the municipal authorities distribute the sensible within the
location of Veľký Krtíš – performing the statements (about development
or inclusion) to reaffirm the asymmetry and, usually, to thwart any at‑
tempt to negotiation.
Yet there is another dimension of aesthetics: the aesthetics of politics.
Aesthetics, as Rancière puts it, is not about art; it is about the fact of shar‑
ing a common sensible world. For Rancière, politics is thus aesthetics in
itself. “It is in politics that the aesthetic question was raised for the first
time under the form: ‘who has the capacity to be a political subject and
what form of sensible experience produces or forbids that capacity?’”92
Again, it is evident that for their speech to be taken into account, the
people from Žlťák must produce sensible evidence of it. The question re‑
mains, how to do that?
According to Rancière, political wrong is never‑ending and it cannot
be settled, not even through the objectivity of lawsuit as a compromise
between the parties. It can, however, be treated – through the mecha‑
nisms of subjectification that give it substance as an adjustable relation‑
ship between the parties.93
It passes through the constitution of specific subjects that take the
wrong upon themselves, give it shape, invent new forms and names
for it, and conduct its processing in a specific montage of proofs: “logi‑
cal” arguments that are at the same time a way of reshaping the rela‑
tionship between speech and its account […].94
The sensible evidence is actually about a shift in the playing field,
where further demonstrations would become visible; it is about inscrip‑
tions of equality within liberty.95

91 Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft…, op. cit., p. 91.
92 Mark Foster Gage, “Politics Equals Aesthetics…,” op. cit., Kindle location 284.
93 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement…, op. cit., p. 39.
94 Ibidem, p. 39.
95 Ibidem, pp. 39–42.
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Introduction
The unparalleled scale of the recent growth in tourism – the rise of
the number of temporary visitors – could not have emerged without the
impact on other socio‑economic aspects, namely, a change on the part of
the destinations. Especially historic city centres are vulnerable to such
an impact that could be manifested through diverse transformations of
public space usage, housing market economics, availability of services,
employment market, cultural heritage management, and everyday life
of ordinary residents. Those processes may be indicated as the so‑called
“touristification” – the kind of gentrification caused by the uncontrollable
growth of the tourism economy.1 Therefore, together with the latest erup‑
tion of the short‑term rental market, identified with the foundation of
the peer‑to‑peer Airbnb platform, those processes seem to accelerate and
lead to the state of saturation known as “overtourism.” And as such, the on‑
going touristification should be positioned in the very centre of urban tour‑
ism studies – the intersection of tourism studies and wider understand
urban studies – becoming a fundamental issue for the future of the globe.
Despite the significance of these changes, it is still very hard to
grasp and measure the impact of growth in tourism. In fact, it seems to
be almost impossible to follow it with the typical tourism flow research
methodology. But paradoxically, together with the eruption of Airbnb,
the new possibility of such measurement occurred. Therefore, the goal
of this article is to follow the dynamic of the ongoing touristification of

1

Agustin Cocola‑Gant, “Tourism Gentrification,” [in:] Handbook of Gentrification Studies,
Loretta Lees and Martin Phillips (eds.), Cheltenham 2018, pp. 281–293.

Heritage and Environment

251

17 selected Italian historic city centres. Due to the recognition of AirDNA
data – the extensive and easily accessible 3‑year longitudinal dataset – it
is possible to conduct the study based on quantitative economic data that
bind together a market dimension of the growth in tourism and the com‑
munity aspect of an urban change caused by its impact. Therefore, only
seemingly reduced to their economic character, the Airbnb active list‑
ings constitute a perfect indicator for measuring the socio‑economic im‑
pact caused by the constant growth in tourism. Consequently, it should
be useful not only in the case of the real estate market studies but also
for tourism studies, and enable a wider understanding in urban studies –
including sociology, urban conservation, and heritage studies.
This article presents the preliminary results of research conducted
at Istituto per i Beni Artistici, Culturali e Naturali della Regione Emilia
‑Romagna in Bologna (Italy) between 2017–2020 as a part of the Innova‑
tive Training Network entitled “CHEurope – Critical Heritage Studies and
Future of Europe,” which received funding from the European Union’s
Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation programme under the Marie
Skłodowska‑Curie Grant Agreement No. 722416. Although the presented
material was elaborated before the COVID‑19 outbreak, it could be easily
replicated at any moment and for any sample of cities.2
Urban tourism studies
According to Gregory Ashworth, the significance of urban tourism stud‑
ies is rooted in the fact that cities are both the origin and the destination
of most of the tourists.3 At the same time, there is a fundamental imbal‑
ance in research on the intersections between tourism studies and other
urban studies – “those studying tourism neglected cities while those
studying cities neglected tourism.”4 The existence of such a gap b
 etween
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Łukasz Bugalski, “The Undisrupted Growth of the Airbnb Phenomenon between
2014–2020. The Touristification of European Cities before the COVID‑19 Outbreak,”
[in:] Sustainability, vol. 23 no. 12 (2020), pp. 1–20.
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idem, “Urban Tourism: Still an Imbalance in Attention?,” [in:] Classic Reviews in Tourism,
Chris Cooper (ed.), Clevedon 2003, pp. 143–163; idem, “Questioning the Urban in Urban
Tourism,” [in:] Enhancing the City: New Perspectives for Tourism and Leisure, Giovanni
Maciocco and Silvia Serreli (eds.), London 2009, pp. 207–220.

4

Gregory Ashworth, “Urban Tourism…,” op. cit.
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those disciplines has been ultimately indicated by Ashworth and Ste‑
phen J. Page,5 and significantly changed and directed the whole urban
tourism studies for the subsequent decade.6 Therefore, urban tourism
studies, understood as a relatively new scientific discipline, still appears
to be in its formative period – seeking the proper study approach di‑
vided between the growth of tourism flow and the impact it causes, even
though nowadays it seems obvious that to recognise the significance of
the growth in tourism impact it is crucial to stress its fundamental role
in shaping the future of the urban environment.
In the same article, Ashworth and Page indicate another weakness
of tourism studies that might be identified due to “many forms of tour‑
ism research that remain case‑study driven and implicitly descriptive in
manner.”7 Consequently, “tourism impact upon cities in general is almost
certainly overestimated and extrapolated from a few well‑known and
often overpublicized cases.”8 Indeed, it seems undeniable that not only
most research on tourism is based on the case studies methodology, but
also it is repeatedly focused on the same group of examples. However, it
is not so evident that proper tourism impact estimation on the city‑scale
is even possible. Not only none of the singular case studies is capable
of facing such a general phenomenon, but also there is no proper tool
to measure it. In fact, many different indicators are suited exclusively
for tourism studies. However, most of them are focused on the “tourism
flow” – temporary visitors with their travels and stays – measuring tour‑
ists activities both at the demand‑and‑supply side of the phenomenon,9
unrelated to the impact of growth in tourism on the city level.
It is not possible to grasp and measure the impact of growth in tour‑
ism through the usage of a typical methodology focused on the tourism
flow. Therefore, urban tourism studies urgently require some other tools

5

Gregory Ashworth and Stephen J. Page, “Urban Tourism Research: Recent Progress
and Current Paradoxes,” [in:] Tourism Management, vol. 32 no. 1 (2011), pp. 1–15.

6

Nicola Bellini and Cecilia Pasquinelli, Tourism in the City: Towards an Integrative Agenda
on Urban Tourism, London 2017; Noam Shoval, “Urban Planning and Tourism in Euro‑
pean Cities,” [in:] Tourism Geographies, vol. 20 no. 3 (2018), pp. 371–376.

7

Gregory Ashworth and Stephen J. Page, “Urban Tourism Research…,” op. cit.

8

Ibidem.

9

Diana Pérez‐Dacal, Yolanda Pena‐Boquete, and Melchor Fernández, “A Measuring
Tourism Specialization: A Composite Indicator for the Spanish Regions,” [in:] Journal
of Tourism, Culture and Territorial Development, vol. 9 (2014), pp. 35–73.
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to follow a change over time and conduct the comparative evaluation of
such a phenomenon. Paradoxically, the next step of ongoing touristi‑
fication – the Airbnb eruption – offers a new possibility of such recali‑
bration of urban tourism studies. Indeed, through the measurement of
the Airbnb active listings, positioned on the supply side of the phenom‑
enon, there is a possibility to follow the socio‑economic impact caused
by the dynamic of the growth in tourism and to create a common ground
between tourism studies and urban studies.
The potential of the Airbnb data
Founded in mid‑2008, Airbnb emerged as an innovation unfettered by
almost any regulations and in just a few years erupted on a worldwide
scale.10 In the beginning, Airbnb was identified as a part of a broader
sharing economy phenomenon rooted in the ongoing digital revolu‑
tion. However, in consequence of the financial crisis in the United
States (2007–2008) and subsequent European debt crisis (2009–2014),
it has transformed into an essential branch of the neoliberal economy,
whose buy‑to‑let investment model is fuelled by international funds
managing global investment capital.11 And precisely that evolution of
the short‑term rental market – from sharing economy to buy‑to‑let in‑
vestments – is crucial to understand the specific dynamic of any Airbnb
dataset. Therefore, Airbnb has to be recognised as a so‑called “disruptive
innovation” – a newly emerged product that is able to successfully trans‑
form a market to the point that it may challenge previously dominant
companies.12 Indeed, just after several years, it not only transformed
the whole tourism accommodation market, but also has become one of
the most popular options for any short‑term booking.13
In parallel to the growth in tourism, Airbnb becomes a phenomenon
that transformed the rental market on a global scale. Deeply rooted in

10 Javier Gutiérrez et al., “The Eruption of Airbnb in Tourist Cities: Comparing Spatial
Patterns of Hotels and Peer‑to‑peer Accommodation in Barcelona,” [in:] Tourism Man‑
agement, vol. 62 (2017), pp. 278–291.
11 Agustin Cocola‑Gant and Ana Gago, “Airbnb, Buy‑to‑let Investment and Tourism‑driven
Displacement: A Case Study in Lisbon,” [in:] EPA: Economy and Space, no. 7 (2019), pp. 1–18.
12 Clayton M. Christensen, Michael Raynor, and Rory McDonald, “What Is Disruptive
Innovation?,” [in:] Harvard Business Review, no. 12 (2015), pp. 44–53.
13 Daniel Guttentag, “Airbnb: Disruptive Innovation and the Rise of an Informal Tourism
Accommodation Sector,” [in:] Current Issues in Tourism, vol. 18 no. 12 (2015), pp. 1192–1217.
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the digital revolution, Airbnb produces daily a dataset which is enormous
in its size and diversity, rather typically for any big data source. Unfor‑
tunately, Airbnb does not publish or share any data related to its activity.
Therefore, a short‑term rental market data collection is both an auspi‑
cious opportunity and a fundamental obstacle for any research based
on its results. The dataset preparation for a more extensive long‑term
study requires systematic and regular data collection that should be ini‑
tiated well in advance. In consequence, most of the current research on
the short‑term rental market refuses to face such a challenge and narrow
itself to a form of a snapshot – presenting data just for an exact moment.
Consequently, it is crucial to note that the majority of it has a form of de‑
tailed case studies – not so different from the form contested by Ashworth
and Page14 – that presents absolute numbers limited to a single destination.
Few current studies focus on a comparative evaluation of Airbnb
data between different research objects. To list the best known: the study
of active listings spatial concentration made between the cross‑sections
of three Italian cities of Rome, Milan, and Florence;15 the overview of
the active listings in the context of fourteen large European cities
based on a descriptive statistics study;16 the overall study of the ac‑
tive listings spatial distribution in Spain looking for some patterns and
determinants;17 a brief overview of the whole short‑term rental mar‑
ket supply on the European scale;18 and a big data study conducted on
the global scale between 10 out of 217 countries that have the highest
number of active listings.19 Although each of the abovementioned studies

14 Gregory Ashworth and Stephen J. Page, “Urban Tourism Research…,” op. cit.
15 Stefano Picascia, Antonello Romano, and Michela Teobaldi, “The Airification of Cit‑
ies: Making Sense of the Impact of Peer to Peer Short Term Letting on Urban Func‑
tions and Economy,” [in:] Proceedings of the Annual Congress of the Association of European
Schools of Planning, Lisbon 2017.
16 Diane Coyle and Timothy Yu‑Cheong Yeung, “Understanding AirBnB in Fourteen Eu‑
ropean Cities,” [in:] The Jean‑Jacques Laffont Digital Chair Working Papers, vol. 7088 (2016),
pp. 1–33.
17 Czesław Adamiak et al., “Airbnb Offer in Spain: Spatial Analysis of the Pattern and
Determinants of Its Distribution,” [in:] ISPRS International Journal of Geo‑information,
vol. 8 no. 3 (2019), n.p.
18 Czesław Adamiak, “Mapping Airbnb Supply in European Cities,” [in:] Annals of Tourism
Research, vol. 71 no. 2 (2018), pp. 67–71.
19 Moloud Abdar and Neil Y. Yen, “Understanding Regional Characteristics through
Crowd Preference and Confidence Mining in P2P Accommodation Rental Service,”
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has been developed on the comparative potential of Airbnb data, none
of them takes full advantage of the opportunities posed by the eruption
and further spreading of this phenomenon.
An alternative solution for the fundamental limitation of the Airbnb
data collection is the usage of the data already gathered and shared by
AirDNA – a private venture established in 2015 that specialises in provid‑
ing very complex data about the short‑term rental market to property
managers.20 AirDNA collects data that enable research focused on di‑
verse features of the phenomenon. However, again, such a big data com‑
plexity is relevant to a singular case study rather than to more overall
research. To follow the dynamic of the ongoing touristification a basic
indicator is needed that would enable conducting comparative evalua‑
tion over a longer period and for a wider spectrum of research objects.
Although the AirDNA database can only be accessed by paid subscription,
a limited overview is available in open access that includes the quarterly
growth of Airbnb active listings (together with HomeAway data included
in the overall counting around mid‑2017, which in the case of this article
constitutes only a few percent of the whole sum). This indicator seems to
be a perfect data source for such needs, for the following reasons:
1. It is easy to collect for almost every possible destination worldwide, al‑
though data for some destinations are not available because of its very
low significance.
2. It covers not only the current state of the short‑term rental market (the
snapshot) but also its full history for the 3‑year period (exactly 13 latest
quarters).
3. Its economic origin positions it on the intersection of tourism and urban
studies, binding together a market dimension of the growth in tourism
and community aspect of an urban change caused by its impact.
Consequently, there are almost unlimited possibilities of research on
ongoing touristification as well as the creation of a universal indicator
for its comparative evaluation. However, to conduct a proper elabora‑
tion of such data – only seemingly reduced to its economic character –
there is a need for the introduction of a novel method rooted in its
comparative potential that would present a change over time of ongoing

[in:] Library Hi Tech, vol. 35 no. 6 (2017), n.p.
20 AirDNA, The AI that Fuels AirDNA, 2018, https://www.airdna.co/blog/short‑term‑rent‑
al‑data‑methodology/ (access: 19 July 2019).
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touristification. Consequently, there are required tools – similar to
the primary indicators of tourism flow – whose character should not go
beyond some simplicity that enables basic comparison between count‑
less destinations. Although absolute numbers are not an efficient solution
for a juxtaposition of a number of more diverse examples, they are also
a crucial scope to portray the concentration character of the Airbnb data
distribution (Fig. 1). Indeed, the absolute numbers presented through
mapping successfully depict the spatial distribution of the short‑term
rental market (Fig. 2a) as well as draw through a linear graph an actual
dynamic of its change over time (Fig. 2b). Moreover, the relation between
the active listings and the city scale measured by its resident popula‑
tion (Fig. 3) has been presented. This is, however, just the first attempt
at further elaboration of the new method necessary for a proper usage
of the recognised data source.
The touristification of Italian historic cities
Although the Airbnb eruption and its further spreading affect a global
range of destinations, it is the most perceptible in the case of the dense
network of European historic cities with their high accessibility and
well‑developed infrastructure. However, to reduce fundamental diffi‑
culties related to many differences across the whole continent it is crucial
to concentrate on a more limited territorial area. Indeed, the European
perspective with its diverse multi‑national character is too complex for
any basic study. Therefore, to omit a long description of the study context,
it is crucial to select a well‑known sample of data delimited by one na‑
tional frame, which includes a number of tourist destinations embedded
in the most uniform spatial and socio‑economic context possible. Italy
seems to be the perfect choice: an outstanding example of the spatial
distribution of tourist destinations in Europe,21 it is often considered as
a laboratory for the rest of the continent. Indeed, it is not only the iconic
object of many urban heritage studies, but also one of the areas most vul‑
nerable to touristification, including the well‑known examples of Venice,
Florence, Lucca, Rome, Milan, or Naples.

21 Filipe Batista e Silva et al., “Analysing Spatiotemporal Patterns of Tourism in Europe
at High‑resolution with Conventional and Big Data Sources,” [in:] Tourism Management,
vol. 68 (2018), pp. 101–115.
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Eurostat provides data for 92 Italian cities, together with further two
greater urban areas.22 In turn, ISTAT has listed as many as 144 such cities
(Italian: comuni) with a population of over 50,000 residents.23 However,
it is the 2017 ANCSA report which is the most interesting selection of
109 Italian historic cities – not only listing them, but also presenting
a very complex study on their current condition. Therefore, the pre‑
sented study based on the preliminary dataset gathered for this sample
would have a more supplemental character to an already created con‑
textual perspective.24 Furthermore, the active listings data have been
gathered twice at a half‑a‑year interval – in March and November 2019 –
to double‑check AirDNA data quality and assure its unambiguousness.
Although some discrepancy has been observed between both datasets,
its negligible scale confirms its irrelevance. In consequence of the dou‑
ble‑checking, the results range of the present study has a wider spectrum
of data than typical 13 quarters; nevertheless, the final study focuses on
the annual change in the period between Q3 of 2016 and 2019 based on
the November sample (only 4 points of comparison are still available).
The Airbnb data – similarly to the growth in tourism – is character‑
ised by its logarithmic distribution and concentration. Although the sam‑
ple’s specific focus on the historic city centres is already reflecting its
concentration character, it is also crucial to represent its logarithmic
distribution. Figure 1 presents the active listings of the top half (50 out
of 109 in total) of Italian historic cities, while the remaining examples
from the second half (57 cities), tending to zero, become irrelevant for
further study. Furthermore, the concentration and logarithmic distribu‑
tion character of the preliminary sample is very clearly perceived, espe‑
cially through mapping in Fig. 2a. Although data distribution seems to
be strictly related to the urban character of Italy, it is also very different
from its actual urbanisation. The impact of touristification is especially
perceptible in northern Italy – representing the traditional (north‑south)
territorial divisions of the country.25 However, the significant position

22 Eurostat, 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/ (access: 14 January 2020).
23 ISTAT, 2019, https://www.istat.it/en/ (access: 14 January 2020).
24 ANCSA, “Centri storici e futuro del paese: Indagine nazionale sulla situazione dei Cen‑
tri Storici,” 2017, http://www.ancsa.org/admin/contents/it/archivio/news‑e‑inizia‑
tive/95_doc.pdf (access: 5 August 2019).
25 John Foot, The Archipelago: Italy Since 1945, London 2018.
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Fig. 1. The logarithmic distribution of the top half (50 out of 109 in total) of cities which
make up the preliminary dataset. On the diagram, 3rd quarters for 2016 and 2019 are
marked. The figure based on data provided by AirDNA: http://airdna.co

of Sicilian cities, as well as the extraordinary scale of the recent growth
of Naples cannot remain unnoticed.
However, through the juxtaposition of the annual change in active
listings between the Q3 of 2016 and 2019, Fig. 1 and 2a are equally effective
in depicting the ongoing growth in tourism. Although Fig. 2a, showing
the scale of active listings in Rome, Milan, Florence, and Venice – the cit‑
ies with the highest numbers – suggests that these destinations over‑
whelm all the other cities, it is the growth of the latter that is the most
interesting issue, as it anticipates the further spreading of this phenom‑
enon. In fact, more and more cities are reaching a significant number of
active listings – regardless of where the border for such significance is set.
However, the actual study cannot concentrate on the whole spectrum of
the preliminary sample, ranging from the national capital to some rather
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small towns. Therefore, it is essential to limit the preliminary sample of
data to those destinations where the ongoing touristification is the most
perceptible. And the most efficient tool to carry out such sampling would
be Fig. 1.
Indeed, it is not so obvious what the limit of active listings (act) should
be to provide a proper final sample of destinations. According to Fig. 1, only
the top 32 cities exceed 1,000 act with the sum of around 160,000 act in
Q3 2019. At the same time, the sum of the other 77 cities exceeds around
20,000 act. Consequently, the top 17 cities exceed 2,000 act with the sum
of around 140,000 act, when the sum of the subsequent 15 cities exceeds
20,000 act. Furthermore, the top 5 cities are responsible for over 50% of
the whole preliminary sample act, while Rome alone – already in Q4 2015 –
has more than 20,000 act (a number similar to the already mentioned
sums of 77 cities with less than 1,000 act and 15 cities with act between
1,000 and 2,000). Only Milan was able to exceed that number in a 2019 peak,
when Rome was able to exceed 35,000 act, which is equal with the sum of
the 88 bottom cities. Therefore, from the perspective of logarithmic distribu‑
tion, the final sample should omit the majority of those remote destinations –
consequently avoiding too large a piston that would lead to overplotting on
the presented figures – and focus on the most relevant examples.
This is why the final sample has been limited to a group of just 17 out of
109 cities that exceeded at least 2,000 act during the last 3 years. The more
detailed image of the ongoing growth dynamic of this final sample has
been presented on the linear graph (Fig. 2b). Due to the double‑checking
of AirDNA data quality, the dataset ranges from Q4 2015 to Q3 2019. Such
extension enables the observation of the characteristic inception of
the Airbnb phenomenon in several cases. Indeed, the active listings data
of Syracuse, Catania, Verona, Lucca, La Spezia, Lecce, and Cagliari were
not even recorded in Q4 2015, and although in Q1 2016 there is already
the first record – insignificant in its numbers – in Q2 2016 there is a sud‑
den boost of even a dozen or so hundreds of active listings. Without any
doubt, this dataset recorded the apparent emergence of the short‑term
rental market phenomenon. However, such an eruption cannot be inter‑
preted as a consequence of the resource shift from the long‑term market.
It is rather an effect of transfer from one platform to another.
After the initial boost of active listings, the growth lines strive for
stability with every further year, as characterised by the yearly ampli‑
tude with the recurrent summer peak in Q3. Although it might not be
very well visible at first, it is noticeable thanks to Q4 and Q1 recurrent
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slowdown or drop. Only in the case of Milan the growth line seems to be
much more susceptible to this annual amplitude. However, in this case
the peak is not related with Q3 but the Q2. In turn, after the initial stage of
rapid growth, the salient slowdown occurred in the case of Rome – from
mid‑2017 to the beginning of 2019 – that may suggest reaching the natural
limits of the Airbnb phenomenon. However, given its next increase, and
considering the enormous scale of overall growth – exceeding 11,000 new
active listings during the last 3 years – the occurrence of such a limi‑
tation in near future seems doubtful. At the same time, it may also be
the best illustration of the recent evolution of the specific dynamic of
the short‑term rental market, with its shift from sharing economy to
buy‑to‑let investments.
Although there are some outlying examples like Rome and Milan,
there is also a clear – almost sisterly – similarity between the growth
lines of Florence, Venice, and Palermo, as well as many further exam‑
ples. This similarity seems to suggest the existence of general patterns
of ongoing growth. Another interesting case is the line growth of Na‑
ples, which seems to increase much faster than adjacent lines. Starting
from the level of Torino in Q4 2015, it crosses the lines with Palermo in
Q3 2016, and after the long run, it is very close to reaching the growth
line of Venice. Although the rest of the cities constitute the peloton, they
also differ significantly in their population level. The next three cities:
Torino, Bologna, and Syracuse, vary from about 900,000 to 400,000, and
125,000 inhabitants respectively. Therefore, it may be hard to compare
them to one another, and a more detailed discussion should be presented,
relating active listings to the cities’ population.
However, it also worth to present the relation between the active list‑
ings and the city scale measured by its resident population. It has been
visualised in Fig. 3, where the horizontal axis represents the adopted
number of the selected city population (in the assumption of its constant
value), and the vertical axis represents the change of active listings over
time (from Q3 2016 to Q3 2019). Moreover, in the middle of the diagram,
there is a highlighted diagonal line which should be indicated as the pri‑
mary reference for the whole study. This line refers to 10 active listings
for every 1,000 residents and only those cities which are outstanding
on the left side of the diagram (beneath the diagonal line) may repre‑
sent the really high state of the ongoing touristification, while the value
of those on the opposite side – representing the most populous global
cities – is almost flat. Due to such a juxtaposition of absolute numbers,
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Fig. 2a. Airbnb active listings growth between the 3rd quarters of 2016 and 2019. A map
visualisation of a group of 109 Italian historic cities (red circle for Q3 2016 and orange
circle for Q3 2019).

an interesting relative comparison of the value of the final dataset has
been enabled. However, to keep it readable, only a very small number of
cities could be juxtaposed like that.
The specific character of Fig. 3 is positioning it somewhere between
absolute numbers of active listings and relative numbers – presenting
the value of the Airbnb intensity, whose comparative evaluation po‑
tential became a subject of my further studies. Indeed, it depicts both
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Fig. 2b. Airbnb active listings growth between the 3rd quarters of 2016 and 2019. A linear
graph of the selected 17 cities that exceed 2,000 active listings. The figures are based on
data provided by AirDNA: www.airdna.co

information sets: the outlying character of overtouristificated cities
like Florence, Venice, Lucca, and Syracuse, as well as the extraordinary
numbers of Rome and Milan. Consequently, regardless of the difference
in the city scale, the information about the concentration of the Airbnb
phenomenon has been depicted. Based on such a study, it is possible not
only to follow the current growth of the Airbnb phenomenon, but also to
compare its scale between limitless examples. Still, for any further usage
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Fig. 3. Temporal change in the relation between Airbnb active listings and city popula‑
tion of 17 selected cities. The figure is based on data provided by AirDNA: www.airdna.co

of the AirDNA data it is essential to select samples with more precision and
attention to their character and size. Indeed, it is clear that for an effec‑
tive comparison, global cities like Rome should be measured separately in
their category; likewise, smaller cities should be analysed on their own. Of
course, such sampling has to suit research needs and cannot be imposed
from above.
Conclusions
The rapid growth in tourism is most perceptible at the city level, where it
leads to a significant transformation of the current urban environment
on both social and urban levels – a process of touristification. Therefore,
the need for its management should be positioned in the very centre of
urban tourism studies. Furthermore, together with the recent eruption
and further growth of the short‑term rental market – mainly identified
with the peer‑to‑peer Airbnb platform – there emerged a new possibility
of the comparative evaluation of this phenomenon. Rooted in the digital
revolution and viewed as a disruptive innovation, the economic origin
of Airbnb positions it on the intersection of tourism studies and urban
studies, binding together a market dimension of the growth in tourism
and the community aspect of urban change caused by its impact. This is
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why the Airbnb data – on the face of it reduced to its economic character –
seems to be the perfect source of information about the socio‑economic
impact caused by the constant growth in tourism.
Due to the usage of the extensive and easily accessible 3‑year longitu‑
dinal dataset (range of 13 quarters) gathered by the AirDNA platform, it is
possible to follow and compare the temporal change of an almost limitless
number of examples varying in terms of size. Moreover, in relation to
the concentration and logarithmic distribution character of active listings
data, there is a specific dual possibility of its further elaboration. On the one
hand, the descriptive statistic enables the supplementation of the cur‑
rently most popular case study methodology, giving it a much‑needed
contextual scope. On the other hand, the potential of the big data study
enables a much more in‑depth study of general patterns and dynamics
of a broader phenomenon. Altogether with the second option, it becomes
possible to learn a lesson about the Airbnb eruption for Central Europe.
Indeed, it is very difficult to conduct any comparative study on the scale
of touristification in Central Europe, since few singular cases could be
detected in several countries – like Prague, Kraków, Gdańsk, Vilnius, Bu‑
dapest, or Lviv. At the same time, in Italy tourism economy has become
an important part of the country’s national economic growth. Therefore,
it is much easier to understand the very nature of this phenomenon, as
well as its future growth (or diminishing), in relation to such a country.
Finally, from the perspective of Central Europe, it is important to
observe actual trends – especially nowadays, after the sudden shock re‑
lated to the COVID‑19 outbreak and its potential recurrence – to construct
a proper policy for our cities. At the same time, it is almost impossible to
deal with these challenges on the national level, where any new policy
concerns a limited number of destinations. Therefore, it is crucial to
consider them in the context of the wider phenomenon and its current
dynamic. It is my contention that currently the short‑term rental market
may be a very helpful source of data for such studies.
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Protection of Culture in Conflict:
Heritage in a Militarised
Environment
Tobias Strahl
Technische Universität Dresden (Germany)

Es gibt heute Blumen, Bäume, Wälder, Moore, Häuser, Dörfer, Städ‑
te und Menschen, auf denen ein museales Tabu ruht, und auch die
kühnste Phantasie wird nicht das Ziel ermessen, das diesem Drange,
solche Massen von lebenden und toten Dingen ins Unantastbare zu
ziehen, doch vorschweben muss. Merkwürdig ist auch das unmit‑
telbare Nebeneinander dieser unter Glasglocken gezogenen Welt mit
einer anderen, in der die wilde Grausamkeit und der Umfang der Zer‑
störung kaum Grenzen mehr kennt.
(Ernst Jünger, Das abenteuerliche Herz, Zweite Fassung)

On the current situation
If we take a closer look, we have to realise with great dismay that the first
quarter of the 21st century marks a period of unprecedented destruction of
cultural heritage. Roughly 30 years of armed conflicts have inflicted an im‑
measurable damage on the cultural memory of the world. Afghanistan,1 Iraq,2

1

Juliette Van Krieken‑Pieters (ed.), Art and Archeology of Afghanistan: Its Fall and Survival.
A Multi‑disciplinary Approach, Leiden 2006; Michael Falser, “Die Buddhas von Bamiyan,
performativer Ikonoklasmus und das ‘Image’ von Kulturerbe,” [in:] Kultur und Terror:
Zeitschrift für Kulturwissenschaft, vol. 1 (2010), pp. 82–93; Jamal J. Elias, “Götzendäm‑
merung: Moderner Ikonoklasmus in der muslimischen Welt,” [in:] Zeitschrift für Ideen‑
geschichte, vol. 9 (2015), pp. 33–48.

2

Peter G. Stone and Joanne Farchakh Bajjaly (eds.), The Destruction of Cultural Heritage
in Iraq, Woodbridge 2008; Lawrence Rothfield (ed.), Cultural Heritage Protection after
the Iraq War, Lanham 2008; Lawrence Rothfield, The Rape of Mesopotamia / Behind the
Looting of the Iraq Museum, Chicago 2009.
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Syria,3 Mali 4 – in retrospective, the destruction wreaked by the Yugoslav
Wars5 at the closing of the 20th century appears to have set the paradigm.
Meanwhile, most comprehensive scientific analyses of the destruc‑
tion consensually state a profound failure of the internationally agreed
legislation and mechanisms for the protection of culture in conflict.
However, these analyses only involve the scenarios conforming to the
common notion of war and conflict. The continuing attacks on culture in
Western Africa, for instance, especially in Nigeria,6 the most populous
state on the African continent, over the course of latent conflicts, un‑
controlled urbanisation, and merciless exploitation of resources barely
attract attention at the global level. One of the most urging problems
here reveals itself already at the first sight of potential sources: there
is a marked shortage of necessary texts, both in Western Africa, whose
archives and libraries are, if existing at all, in a deplorable state, and in
the well‑endowed institutions of the so-called “West.”
Yet another development seems to have escaped the recognition
of national and international institutions for the protection of culture
and preservation of monuments. As the British urban researcher and
geographer Stephan Graham points out, it is becoming increasingly dif‑
ficult to distinguish between militarised and civil environments at all.
The common notions of war and peace in spatial and temporal separation
become blurred in an omnipresent global scenario of conflict with a mul‑
titude of showplaces where various factions permanently besiege one
another. Public security, economy, daily life, and indeed even popular
culture become increasingly militarised.7 Suddenly, the cultural her‑

3

Michael Greenhalgh, Syria’s Monuments: Their Survival and Destruction, Leiden – Bos‑
ton 2017; Thorsten Holzer, “Der internationale Kulturgüterschutz in Kriegszeiten am
Beispiel Syriens,” [in:] Journal für Rechtspolitik, vol. 25 no. 2 (2017), pp. 102–107.

4

International Criminal Court (ICC), The Office of the Prosecutor (ed.), Situation in Mali:
Article 53(1) Report (2013), https://www.icc‑cpi.int/itemsDocuments/SASMaliArticle
53_1PublicReportENG16Jan2013.pdf. (access: 23 April 2020).

5
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itage situated far from the so-called “war zones” finds itself located in
a militarised environment and in the centre of ever more intense, fre‑
quently violent conflicts. Suffice it to mention, among others, Ayodhya
in India,8 Skopje in North Macedonia,9 and even the city of Dresden in
the East of Germany.10
Not to mention the events in which monuments in European urban
centres served as the stage or backdrop for acts of violence which could
be located within the framework of global conflicts or were at least linked
to it. The forty‑year‑old Algerian Farid Ikke, who on 6 June 2017 attacked
policemen in front of the Notre-Dame cathedral in Paris with a hammer,
declared himself a supporter of the terrorist network Islamic State of Iraq
and Syria (ISIS). Before he was gunned down by the police, he report‑
edly exclaimed, “This is for Syria!”11 Similarly, the twenty‑nine‑year‑old
Egyptian Abdullah Reda al‑Hamahmy who attacked soldiers with a ma‑
chete in front of the Louvre museum in Paris on 3 February 2017 is said to
have shouted “Allahu Akbar!” [God is the greatest]. During his interroga‑
tion by the police in the aftermath of the attack he went on record as say‑
ing to have wanted to damage paintings in the Louvre with colour spray
to “take revenge for the people of Syria.”12 Another example, the French
Karim Cheurfi, reportedly a member of ISIS, chose the Champs‑Élysées

8

Ram Sharan Sharma, “The Ayodhya Issue,” [in:] Destruction and Conservation of Cul‑
tural Property, Robert Layton, Peter G. Stone and Julian Thomas (eds.), New York 2011,
pp. 127–138.

9
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Negotiating History and Culture, Maria Couroucli and Tchavdar Marinov (eds.), London
– New York 2016, pp. 111–130.

10 Autor_innenkollektiv “Dissonanz” (eds.), Gedenken abschaffen / Kritik am Diskurs zur
Bombardierung Dresdens 1945, Berlin 2013; Karl‑Siegbert Rehberg and Matthias Neu‑
tzner, “The Dresden Frauenkirche as a Contested Symbol: The Architecture of Remem‑
brance After War,” [in:] War and Cultural Heritage / Biographies of Place, Marie Louise
Stig Sørensen and Dacia Viejo‑Rose (eds.), Cambridge 2015, pp. 98–127; Tobias Strahl,
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Kusek and Jacek Purchla (eds.), Krakow 2019, pp. 115–139.
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in Paris for the site of his terrorist attack on the grounds of its status as
a cultural heritage icon of the so called “Western World.” On 20 April
2017 he opened fire with an assault rifle on a police patrol, killing one
officer and leaving others heavily wounded.13
The military perspective is without doubt of crucial importance re‑
garding armed conflict since in most cases military personnel is amongst
the first representatives of third parties in war zones. No other insti‑
tution active in these regions can draw back – at least potentially – on
comparable resources as well as means of violence to protect cultural
assets and monuments effectively. Nevertheless, the military point of
view represents only one way of looking at a highly complex problem.
The experience deriving from the operations on the Balkans, in the
Middle East, and in South‑East Asia has sensitised the military of NATO
countries towards cultural issues. By the end of the first decade of the
21st century cultural assets and monuments became part of the opera‑
tional planning in multinational headquarters. This shift was marked by
the highly ambitious Counterinsurgency Field Manual of the United States
Army, drafted and realised under the aegis of the United States Four Star
General David Petraeus. The concept of culture unfolded in the famous
Field Manual 3–24 is less developed with regard to the targeted audience;
instead, it is directed towards infantrymen and members of the United
States Marine Corps: “Social structure can be thought of as a skeleton,
with culture being the muscle on the bones.”14 Nevertheless, the manual
contains 16 paragraphs which decidedly ask for cultural structures to be
taken into account while planning military operations.
And here as well the line between military and civil structures
becomes increasingly blurred. Laurie Rush, American anthropologist
and archaeologist, according to her own information, for eleven years
was a civilian employee of the US armed forces at Fort Drum, New York,
where she was responsible for cultural education. In 2010 Rush edited
a volume of articles on the protection of cultural assets in armed conflict.
Nine of the 20 authors were or are representatives of high rank military

13 Der Spiegel, “Attentäter nach Todesschüssen auf Champs‑Élysées identifiziert,”
[in:] Der Spiegel, 21 April 2017, https://www.spiegel.de/panorama/justiz/par‑
is‑schiesserei‑auf‑champs‑elysees‑mindestens‑ein‑polizist‑getoetet‑a‑1144151.html
(access: 23 April 2020).
14 United States Dept. of the Army, The U.S. Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field
Manual: U.S. Army Field Manual no. 3–24, Chicago 2007, p. 89.
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personnel.15 Another volume in the same series was edited a year later by
the British prehistorian Peter Stone. Here again three of the authors (Lau‑
rie Rush, Derek Suchard, and Lieutenant General Barney White‑Spunner)
are members of the military or have worked for the military.16
One must not ignore these endeavours but neither should we expect
them to be particularly effective when it comes to the protection of cul‑
tural heritage in conflict. A similar endeavour had already been under‑
taken by the German art historian Paul Clemen in 1919, immediately after
World War I. The two volumes of Clemen’s Kunstschutz im Krieg17 [Protec‑
tion of art in war] comprise 25 papers by different authors drawing on
similar subjects, and yet a hundred years later we find ourselves once
more confronted by a similar problem.
While the Österreichisches Bundesheer [Austrian Armed Forces] were
engaged in developing a systematic approach towards the protection of
cultural assets in conflict18 as early as in the 1980s, during the operations
on the Balkan Peninsula in Croatia, Bosnia and Hercegovina, and Kosovo
heritage protection values were crucial for the Bundeswehr [German
Federal Forces]. As part of the multinational Kosovo‑Force (KFOR), the
Landeskundliche Beratergruppe [Advisory group regarding history, cul‑
ture, geography of the host region] became active for the first time in advis‑
ing the commander of the German detachment of the KFOR. With a series of
instructions issued by the Bundesministeriums der Verteidigung [Federal
Ministry of Defence], from the middle of the first decade of the 21st century
onwards several institutions were established within the German Federal
Forces which aimed at the improvement of the intercultural competencies
of the forces. In future cultural assets are intended to form a separate area
of analysis in the two centres of Interkultureller Einsatzberatung [Inter‑
cultural advisory in deployment] in the garrisons of Mayen and Potsdam.19

15 Laurie Rush (ed.), Archeology, Cultural Property, and the Military, Woodbrigde 2010.
16 Peter G. Stone (ed.), Cultural Heritage, Ethics and the Military, Woodbridge 2011.
17 Paul Clemen, Kunstschutz im Kriege, Leipzig 1919.
18 Franz Schuller, “Der Kulturgüterschutz im Österreichischen Bundesheer,” [in:] Kul‑
turgüterschutz: Ein Aufruf zu Transnationaler Aktion, Österreichische Gesellschaft für
Kulturgüterschutz (ed.), Wien 1995, pp. 51–63.
19 Arno Tappe, “Aspekte zur Geschichte und zum Aufbau der Interkulturellen Einsatz‑
beratung und Ausbildung für die Auslandseinsätze der Bundeswehr,” [in:] Am Hindu‑
kusch – und weiter? Die Bundeswehr im Auslandseinsatz: Erfahrungen, Bilanzen, Ausblicke,
Rainer L. Glatz and Rolf Tophoven (eds.), Wien 1995, pp. 156–172.
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Anachronisms in the concepts of culture and heritage
The initiatives of the military for the protection of cultural assets in
conflict or post‑conflict areas barely surpass mere drafts and thus are
far from providing a functional framework of action in actual scenarios.
However, we have to ask ourselves how we want to deal with the in‑
creasing merging of the civil and military environment as described by
Stephen Graham. How do we want to protect monuments and other cul‑
tural heritage assets against their political, indeed extremist staging and
instrumentalisation, even up to their damage or destruction? And what
about ourselves? What about the social groups for which these objects
are meaningful? Can we afford to hire security personnel to guard every
relevant object around the clock? And even if we possessed the necessary
resources – would we really want to live in such an increasingly milita‑
rised environment? Wouldn’t that imply an affirmation of the logics of
militarisation of the civil environment?
It seems we cannot gain any ground here by conventional means.
Instead, we have to ask ourselves how over a century of international
legislation for the protection of cultural assets and monuments in armed
conflicts – from the first Hague Laws and Customs of War on Land in
1899 until present – the destruction of culture could continue to grow in
intensity and extent, to now reach the point of transcending to the civil
environment.
The first and quite obvious reason is the discrepancy between the
supranational legislation, claiming universal validity, and exclusive
national interests. In such cases as this, history teaches us, exclusive
interests usually prevail. A law, however, is effective only when it can
be enforced, which means that violations must be effectively sanc‑
tioned. If the 20th century, following the experience of two devastating
wars, can be regarded as the century of universal projects – starting
with the establishment of the United Nations (1945), the Universal Dec‑
laration of Human Rights (1948), the attempt, henceforth, to establish
an ethical, just global economy, the passage, furthermore, of the World
Heritage Convention of the UNESCO (1972) and, if you will, the political
superstructure of the European Union (1951) – the 21st century can be
regarded as the period of failure of these projects, or at least their latent
imperilment.
Another reason is the asymmetric structure of conflict in the 21st cen‑
tury. Beside or in place of regular forces, bound at least de jure by the in‑
ternational laws of war, conflicts involve a multitude of different groups
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of non‑state actors, not committed to any binding set of rules.20 Here
again the Yugoslav Wars with their enormous number of paramilitary
gangs21 created a precedent.22 From that point, marking the dispersion
of the monopoly on violence, results the biggest danger in the merging
of the civil and militarised environment, including even – or especially –
areas situated far from the “war zones” in the strict sense.
The third and by far more complex reason is the combination of the
terms “culture” and “heritage” in the determinative compound “cultural
heritage,” as Western societies understand this concept. The problem can
be illustrated by reference to the assessment of cultural assets in a mili‑
tarised environment.
In the years between 1991 and 1997 the Canadian cultural heritage
specialist Colin Kaiser evaluated cultural assets affected by the wars in
Croatia and Bosnia on behalf of both the Council of Europe and UNESCO.
Already in the first of his ten reports Kaiser pointed out the dilemma
which would permanently accompany his further work: the definition
of cultural heritage. The extent of the destruction was enormous. But
the vast majority of the affected objects did not meet with the exclusive
criteria of Kaiser’s employers – UNESCO and the Council of Europe – for
an inclusion in the list of damaged or destroyed cultural heritage. For
their registration, not to speak about safeguarding, there were no re‑
sources available – neither in terms of time and personnel, nor in terms
of funds. However, these objects were of crucial existential importance
for the local population:
An Orthodox church built in the 1870s or a mosque built in the 1890s
may be judged mediocre in terms of aesthetics or originality, but they
are focal points of cultural identity. […] Widespread destruction has
the painful virtue of enlarging notions of the heritage to all objects

20 For asymmetric warfare see: William Banks, Counterinsurgency Law: New Directions in
Asymmetric Warfare, Oxford 2013.
21 The United Nations Security Council reported 83 different identified paramilitary
groups operating in former Yugoslavia throughout the wars in Croatia and Bosnia:
United Nations Security Council (ed.), Final Report of the United Nations Commission
of Experts Established Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 780 (1992), New York 1995,
vol. 1, Annex III.A, p. 11.
22 Tobias Strahl, Kultur…, op. cit., pp. 219ff.

Heritage and Environment

275

in which people see carried the values of their culture, however new
or old, however outstanding or run‑of‑the‑mill these objects are.23
We are encountering a basic and unaltered volatile problem concern‑
ing the protection of cultural assets in conflict, if not monument protec‑
tion in general. Colin Kaiser addresses it with the juxtaposition of built
structures which he describes as “outstanding” on the one hand and
ordinary (“run of the mill”) on the other. With our orientation towards
the concept of the universal World Heritage as represented by UNESCO,
the vast majority of destruction of cultural assets in conflict escapes
our attention. Likewise, we regularly underestimate the extraordi‑
nary social relevance of the objects which do not meet the criterion of
the “outstanding universal value.” Yet objects which comply with the
outstanding value standard for an abstract international society can
be utterly meaningless for a specific local community, while other ob‑
jects with no perspective of ever belonging to the exclusive canon of the
World Heritage, or indeed cannot even be considered monuments after
professional criteria, can be of vital importance for the stability of these
communities. To disregard this correlation in the times of global migra‑
tion flows and the merging of the civil and militarised environment can
be of severe consequences.
The British archaeologist Henry Cleere addressed the dissent in
the World Heritage Convention in an elaborated paper already in 2001.
Disregarding the difficulty to unequivocally define the criterion of the
“outstanding universal value,” UNESCO’s World Heritage List displayed
a significant imbalance in the representation of the cultural heritage
of different parts of the world. In 2001 60% of the world heritage sites
were situated in Europe, North America, and Canada. The unjust fo‑
cus on the Western culture “deriving from largely European aesthetic
notions relating to monumental cultures” misses the vast majority of
cultural achievements worldwide. Admittedly, Cleere noted already back
then a trend “to interpret the criterion of ‘outstanding universal value’

23 Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (ed.), Information Report on the De‑
struction by War of the Cultural Heritage in Croatia and Bosnia‑Herzegovina Presented by
the Committee on Culture and Education. Doc. 6756. Appendix B. War Damage to the Cultural
Heritage in Croatia and Bosnia‑Herzegovina: Report by Mr Colin Kaiser, Consultant Expert,
Strasbourg 1993, p. 13.
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in a more holistic manner;”24 nevertheless, still today 47% of world heri
tage sites are located in Europe and North America, while merely 8.5%
are to be found in Africa.25 A similarly critical attitude to that of Henry
Cleere was expressed by others, for instance in the papers delivered by
the Austrian art historian and conservationist Wilfrid Lipp26 and his
compatriot, the architect Friedrich Achleitner.27
The claim of the so called “West” for the universal validity of its per‑
spective on culture, non‑reflexive and verging on congealing in the illu‑
sion of its own totality, was recently addressed by the French philosopher
and sinologist François Jullien in his Essay Il n’y a pas d’identité culturelle
[There is not such a thing as cultural identity]:
One thing by all means is certain: with a particular form of the uni‑
versal one cannot reach any further, namely that of totalisation and
completeness. If one believes to have reached the universal, one does
not know anymore what this universal lacks. […] It rests itself in its
positivity and sees no cause anymore to advance any further. It does
not set anything in motion anymore but is rather satisfied with itself.
In this sense one had spoken for over a century of a universal suffrage
without realizing that women were excluded from it. In other words:
it is necessary to set the universal against the universalism which
forces its hegemony upon others and believes it can claim universal‑
ity for itself.28
The claim for universality, caught in the false imagination of its own
totality, would have been the fate of Goethe’s Faust in his contract with
Mephisto, if the former had not been aware of the danger – and, therefore,
added the most crucial clause:

24 Henry Cleere, “The Uneasy Bedfellows: Universality and Cultural Heritage,” [in:] De‑
struction…, Robert Layton et al., op. cit., pp. 22–29.
25 UNESCO (ed.), World Heritage List Statistics, https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/stat (access:
28 April 2020).
26 Wilfried Lipp, “Welt‑Kultur‑Erbe: Im Konflikt der Interessen,” [in:] Kulturerbe als soz‑
iokulturelle Praxis, Moritz Csáky and Monika Sommer (eds.), Innsbruck – Wien – Bozen
2005, pp. 19–30.
27 Friedrich Achleitner, “Das Erbe und die Erben: Weltkulturerbe – Unbehagen an einem
Begriff oder: einige Fragen,” [in:] Kulturerbe…, Moritz Csáky et al., op. cit., pp. 13–17.
28 François Jullien, Es gibt keine kulturelle Identität, Berlin 2017, pp. 29ff (own translation).
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When on an idler’s bed I stretch myself in quiet. / There let, at once,
my record end! / Canst thou with lying flattery rule me, / Until,
self‑pleased, myself I see,— / Canst thou with rich enjoyment fool
me, / Let that day be the last for me! / The bet I offer. / […] And heart‑
ily! / When thus I hail the Moment flying: / “Ah, still delay – thou art
so fair!” / Then bind me in thy bonds undying, / My final ruin then
declare! / Then let the death‑bell chime the token. / Then art thou
from thy service free! / The clock may stop, the hand be broken, / Then
Time be finished unto me!29
To fully understand the predicament in which we find ourselves
here we have to visualise the history of the concept of culture and
recognise that presently its different historical meanings coexist in
a seeming asynchronicity and are equally valid for different social
groups. It seems impossible to oblige all the social groups worldwide
proposing the same concept of culture – not to mention that the concept
of culture itself is an occidental invention. If the institutions of monu‑
ment conservation as well as other entities for the protection of cultural
assets on the national and international level fail to take into account
the transformation of the concept of culture and its ambivalent utili‑
sations, they won’t be capable of taking action when confronted with
cultural heritage in a militarised environment. Their discourse in itself
will then miss its subject matter.
Let us for once leave aside the origins of the term “culture” from the
Latin verb colere and its application, for example, in Cicero’s Tusculanae
disputationes,30 focusing instead on its meaning in the so-called “modern
era.” The probably most influential connotation of the concept of culture
has its roots, like monument protection,31 in historicism and enlight‑
enment. It was the proponents of the enlightenment, such as Samuel
von Pufendorf and Immanuel Kant, who coined the normative concept
of culture, in which culture becomes the guiding value and the highest

29 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: A Tragedy. Translated, in the original metres, with
copious notes, by Bayard Taylor, London – New York – Melbourne 1890, p. 48.
30 Andreas Reckwitz, Die Transformation der Kulturtheorien, Weilerswist 2000, p. 66;
Stephan Moebius, Kultur, Bielefeld 2009, p. 15.
31 Norbert Huse, Denkmalpflege: Deutsche Texte aus drei Jahrhunderten, München 2006,
p. 11.
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expression of morality and ethics. Art, and especially the aisthesis (aes‑
thetic intuition) was the chief subject of this paradigm. However, in his
Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit [Ideas on a philosophy
of the history of mankind, 1784–1791] Johann Gottfried Herder developed
a totality‑oriented concept of culture, in which culture describes the spe‑
cific Lebensform of a social entity, a nation, ethnicity, or community. Based
on this thought, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel developed the idea of
Volksgeist (national character) in his Die Vernunft in der Geschichte [Reason
in history, 1837].32
Contemporary cultural theory has started to move away from the
normative and the totality‑oriented concepts of culture already in the
1960s. Nevertheless, in national and international institutions of monu‑
ment protection and the protection of cultural assets, as well as among
the public at large, a combination of both these viewpoints is still very
influential, if not prevailing. It is addressed when prominent writers and
conservationists argue for the “extension of the notion of monuments,”
speaking of “high culture” and the difficulty to move beyond this per‑
ception.33 The notion of high culture as a combination of a normative
and a totality‑oriented concept of culture has congealed in the first and
most important article of the UNESCO World Heritage Convention (which
claims universal validity):
For the purpose of this Convention, the following shall be considered
as “cultural heritage:” monuments […] groups of buildings […] sites
[…] which are of outstanding universal value from the historical, aes‑
thetic, ethnological or anthropological point of view.34
Similar approach is reflected in the last Operational Guidelines to the
Convention:

32 On the history of the concept of culture and its transformation: Tschunkel Lee, Kultur
als Widerstand und Befreiung, Frankfurt am Main 1993; Andreas Reckwitz, Die Trans‑
formation…, op. cit.; Peter M. Heil, “Kultur,” [in:] Metzler Lexikon Literatur- und Kultur‑
theorie, Ansgar Nünning (ed.), Stuttgart – Weimar 2004, pp. 357–358; Stephan Moebius,
Kultur…, op. cit.
33 Thomas Will, Kunst des Bewahrens: Denkmalpflege, Architektur und Stadt, Berlin 2020,
p. 246.
34 UNESCO (ed.), Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural Heritage and
Natural Heritage, Paris 1972, Art. 1.
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Outstanding universal value means cultural and/or natural signifi‑
cance which is so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries
and to be of common importance for present and future generations
of all humanity.35
Based on this notion of culture and cultural heritage,36 the vast ma‑
jority of the socially important cultural assets in conflict and milita‑
rised environments cannot be protected, let alone captured, since these
objects are, as Colin Kaiser has noted, “run‑of‑the‑mill.” In the 21st cen‑
tury, however, both these scenarios (conflict and militarised environ‑
ment) are increasingly often perceived as ordinary, for both heritage
and heirs.
In this regard, it appears more appropriate to apply a “meaning- and
knowledge‑oriented concept of culture,” as the structural and interpre‑
tative cultural theories have developed with the so called “cultural turn”
from the 1960s onwards.37 Culture here is the symbolic order, the system
of meaning and knowledge of a social entity. Every perceived object is,
therewith, an object of culture – its form and utilisation are determined
by cultural means. Both form and utilisation are, moreover, passed on
and transformed from generation to generation; they are, therewith,
a cultural heritage. Recent attempts to approach the concept of cultural
heritage and its content take this development within cultural theory
into account.38
Cultural net, cultural fingerprint
If we want to protect cultural heritage on a global level in an increas‑
ingly militarised environment, we must depend on the meaning- and
knowledge‑oriented concept of culture in contemporary cultural theory
and move away from the normative and totality‑oriented concepts. We

35 UNESCO (ed.), Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Conven‑
tion (WHC.19/01), Paris 2019, Art. 49.
36 A profound critique of the amalgamation of a normative and totality‑oriented concept
of culture claiming universal validity was drafted by the Austrian historian Heide‑
marie Uhl in 2005: Heidemarie Uhl, “Zwischen Pathosformel und Baustelle: Kultur
und europäische Identität,” [in:] Moritz Csáky et al., Kulturerbe…, op. cit., pp. 129–146.
37 Andreas Reckwitz, Die Transformation…, op. cit., pp. 84ff.
38 Stefan Willer, Sigrid Weidel, and Bernhard Jussen, Erbe: Übertragungskonzepte zwischen
Natur und Kultur, Berlin 2013; Markus Tauschek, Kulturerbe, Berlin 2013.

280 Tobias Strahl

also have to give up the biggest part of our universal claims – whether
we like it or not. Let me illustrate this with an example.
Let us imagine a fictional character in Sarajevo, in the Yugoslavia
of the late 1980s. In this character we find an intersection of individual
and collective cultural values and meanings, which constitute, signify,
determine, and stabilise one another. Our character is 30 years old, has
parents and grandparents, and is a Muslim married to a woman from
a Christian‑orthodox family, with whom he has two children. In Bos‑
nia in the 1980s marriages between Muslims and Christians were not
uncommon anymore. Since the 1960s the number of interethnic and
inter‑confessional marriages was – with the exceptions of Kosovo and
Macedonia – steadily increasing. Regarding inter‑confessional mar‑
riages, Bosnia was actually leading the statistics.39
The different members of the family of our fictional character have
social functions, whose precise conditions and configurations are cul‑
turally mediated and partly determined by old traditions. Our character
is in possession of a small collection of books and vinyl records – both
of great significance in the Yugoslav society, since the combination of
certain books and records would not only be seen as a status symbol but
also as a political statement. Moreover, our character studied classical
languages and has just taken up a position at the renowned Oriental In‑
stitute in the city – a position he most likely got also because his mother
is distantly related to the director of the Institute.
He buys his groceries and daily goods at the city’s old oriental bazar,
the Baščaršija. As a Muslim he attends the Friday prayer at the Ferhadija
Mosque, erected in the 16th century; on Christmas Eve, however, like
many other Sarajlija [citizens of Sarajevo], he participates in the Catholic
service in the Cathedral of the Heart of Jesus, built in the late 19th century.
After his religious duties he meets up with friends in one of the kafanas,
small coffee houses of the city, where he drinks a typical Bosnian coffee
or even rakija [traditional fruit brandy – again, nothing uncommon for
a Yugoslav Muslim], or plays a game of chess in the square with the stelae
of the famous Yugoslav writers in front of the Orthodox cathedral. With
his wife’s Christian‑Orthodox family he celebrates the patron saints of

39 Dorothea Kiefer, “Eine Übersicht in Zahlen: Nationale Mischehen in Jugoslawien,”
[in:] Wissenschaftlicher Dienst Südosteuropa: Quellen und Berichte über Staat, Verwal‑
tung, Recht, Bevölkerung, Wirtschaft, Wissenschaft und Veröffentlichungen in Südosteuropa,
vol. 6/7 (1980), pp. 162–164.
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his family, the Slava, as well as Easter and Christmas. With the Muslim
family of his parents and siblings, in turn, he observes the Ramadan and
celebrates Eid al‑Adha.
The above example – from love to liquor – outlines a tiny extract from
a highly complex constellation of objects whose wholeness we want to
designate as the cultural net of the Bosnian society.
In this context, the Egyptologist, religious- and cultural scientist Jan
Assmann speaks of the “cultural formation” of a society.40 In a certain
sense it is similar to what Michel Foucault has discussed in his theory
of the dispositif [dispositive].41 The social frames of memory (Les Cadres
sociaux de la mémoire), as the French sociologist and philosopher Maurice
Halbwachs has delineated them for the first time in 1925, are also made of
similar cultural items.42 According to François Jullien, in turn, cultural
objects related to each other in this way form the “cultural resources” of
a society.43
I have chosen the term “cultural net,” because it appropriately il‑
lustrates the complex interdependencies of a variety of objects and
serves better our purpose to depict the consequences of ripping this net.
The specific constellation of cultural objects and their particular signifi‑
cance for our character shall be designated as his “cultural fingerprint.”
Admittedly, none of the abovementioned objects is exclusively significant
for our character; instead, their specific constellation is as unique and
specific as his fingerprint – there is no other like it. Needless to mention,
all arts and humanities, poetic intensification, and philosophical reflec‑
tion likewise, originate at the intersection of cultural nets and cultural
fingerprints.
From 1992 until 1996 a gory war sweeps over Bosnia and Hercegovina.
Our character loses his parents in a massacre. One of his two children
is killed by one of the 329 grenades hitting the city of Sarajevo on a daily

40 Jan Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis, München 2013, pp. 139ff.
41 Daniel Defert and François Ewald (eds.), Michel Foucalt: Schriften in vier Bänden. Dicts
et Ecrits, vol. 3, Frankfurt am Main 2003, p. 392; Achim Landwehr, Historische Dis‑
kursanalyse, Frankfurt am Main 2008, p. 77; Siegfried Jäger, Kritische Diskursanalyse,
Münster 2009, p. 22; Tanja Gnosa, Im Dispositiv: Zur reziproken Genese von Wissen, Macht
und Medien, Bielefeld 2018.
42 Maurice Halbwachs, Das Gedächtnis und seine sozialen Bedingungen, Frankfurt am Main
2016.
43 François Jullien, Es gibt keine…, op. cit., pp. 53ff.
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basis. 1,500 children altogether face violent death during the four years’
siege of the city, while 10–15,000 suffer injuries; 39% of all children have
to witness a family member getting killed, 19% bear witness of a massa‑
cre; every new day brings eight new casualties on average.44 The Ferhadi‑
ja Mosque and the Cathedral of the Heart of Jesus are badly damaged; the
Oriental Institute with all its collections is entirely destroyed. The ori‑
ental market is burned down completely.45 Two of our character’s three
best friends die in the war. The books and the vinyl records have to be
exchanged for firewood during the harsh winter of 1992/1993.
Within four years’ time, the cultural net of our character’s society
as well as the vast part of his cultural fingerprint are torn; the largest
part of the social frame of his memories (Halbwachs) is destroyed, the
cultural formation (Assmann) of his community annihilated, the cul‑
tural resources (Jullien) of his society obliterated; the dispositive of the
discourses he was involved in (Foucault) is wrecked. There were thou‑
sands such stories caused by the Yugoslav Wars. In the conflicts of the
21st century there are millions.
One of the most severe consequences of the traumatic destruction of
cultural nets and fingerprints is migration. The Yugoslav Wars triggered
an enormous flow of migration from Croatia, Bosnia and Hercegovina,
and Kosovo to other parts of Europe and the US, which continues un‑
til today, respectively, two and three decades after the wars. In Bosnia
alone approximately two million people were displaced.46 In 2013 still
170,000 Bosnian Muslims – 5% of the total population of the country –
were regarded as refugees.47 The horrors of war, as we can see, are ap‑
parently not the only reason why people would leave their homes and
familiar environment, often never to return – 30 years after the war
there is still not enough cultural net for many people to identify with,
no structure to which they could connect, no fabric which could replace
the one that was torn apart.

44 United Nations Security Council, Final Report…, op. cit., vol. 2, Annex VI, p. 8.
45 Helen Walasek, Bosnia and the Destruction…, op. cit.; Tobias Strahl, Kultur…, op. cit.
46 Noel Malcolm, Bosnia: A Short History, London 2002, p. 252; Zoran Terzić, Kunst des
Nationalismus: Kultur, Konflikt, (jugoslawischer) Zerfall, Berlin 2007, p. 126; Valery Perry,
“Cultural Heritage Protection in Post‑conflict Bosnia‑Herzegovina: Annex 8 of the Day‑
ton Agreement,” [in:] Bosnia and the Destruction…, Helen Walasek et al., op. cit., p. 186.
47 Aid Smajić, “Bosnia and Herzegovina,” [in:] Yearbook of Muslims in Europe, vol. 5, Jørgen
S. Nielsen et al. (eds.), Leiden – Boston 2013, p. 124, (123–141).
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Every cultural net and every cultural fingerprint are subject to con‑
tinuous transformation. The books we read change, our beliefs alter
within a lifespan; the music we listen to, the museums and temples we
visit, the games we play all replace one another. The social frames of
memory, to quote Maurice Halbwachs once more, grow in extent and
number – new ones emerge, others vanish, sometimes they break apart.
This is an ordinary cultural process of the transformation of meaning
and as such is rarely traumatic.
The violent destruction of a cultural net and of cultural fingerprints,
however, is indeed a traumatic event which unfolds the devastating
power of a social hydrogen bomb. If culture is destroyed in the sense of
contemporary cultural theory, if the cultural system of meaning, order,
and knowledge of a social entity is destroyed – the entity itself is des
troyed, even if most of its individuals survive. Without hold and orien
tation, without structure and bonds, people become “free radicals” in
the global society.
The priority of the international community placed on the reconstruc‑
tion of infrastructure in (post)conflict areas and to treat cultural assets
as secondary48 in this regard represents a grave misjudgement of the
significance of cultural nets.
Nevertheless, war and conflict make only one scenario in which cul‑
tural nets and fingerprints are destroyed. Making the reconstruction of
infrastructure the sole priority is only one of many reactions meriting
criticism. However, the horrors of the Yugoslav Wars usually overshadow
the fact that the society of Yugoslavia, as most societies in (post)social‑
ist countries, had to cope with a profound cultural and political change
from the 1990s onwards. This change of cultural and political paradigms
caused a severe damage to, if not destruction of, the cultural nets in

48 Helen Walasek, Bosnia and the Destruction…, op. cit.; Emily Gunzburger‑Makaš, Rep‑
resenting Competing Identities: Building and Rebuilding in Postwar Mostar, Bosnia‑Herce‑
govina, New York 2007; Paul Harris, “Urbicide Sarajevo,” [in:] The Architectural Review,
vol. 4 (1994), pp. 11–13. After the war in Kosovo the European Commission installed the
International Management Group (IMG), which was supposed to evaluate the damages
of the infrastructure of the former Yugoslav province. The IMG had planned to publish
six reports of which, however, only five were actually issued between 1999 and 2000.
The subjects of these studies were: “Housing and Local/Village Infrastructure,” “Rail‑
ways Assessment,” “Roads,” “Transport Assessment,” and “Kosovo Telecommunica‑
tion Assessment.” The sixth study (“Cultural Heritage”) was in fact planned as well but
never released. See: European Commission/International Management Group (eds.),
Kosovo / Emergency assessment, Strasbourg 1999, p. 4.
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Poland and the Eastern part of Germany, to name but two examples –
with consequences palpable until the present.
To close these thoughts with an example from outside of Europe, it
is worth mentioning the destruction of the traditional structures and
hierarchies within the autochthone groups of the African continent –
representing centuries‑old cultural heritage – as a result of globalisa‑
tion, exploitation, and impoverishment of the indigenous population.
The repercussions of this process are devastating and, indeed, already
palpable, the evergrowing migration being only one of the consequences.
Topologic discourse analysis and cultural assets
in a militarised environment
The differentiation between the Denkmalbegriff [monument concept] and
cultural heritage was paramount for the German art historian and con‑
servationist Tilmann Breuer. Already in 1981 he warned against the drift
to simplification resulting from the ever-increasing amalgamation of the
two concepts. The distinction seemed crucial: “Monuments exist only
within a profile of values.”49
With a strong sense of the social relevance of monuments and mani‑
fold interrelations between different objects, Breuer, referring to the
writings of Max Dvořák, developed the concept of the Denkmallandschaft
[landscape of monuments] as early as in 1983. In Breuer’s concept, the
Denkmallandschaft forms a part of the Kulturlandschaftsgefüge [structure
of the cultural landscape]:
If, in addition, it should be possible to recognise certain patterns
within the structure of the cultural landscape described as “the
earth’s surface” which could be depicted and valued as landscapes
of monumental character, then one should speak of landscapes of
monuments.50
In that sense, the monument and the landscape of monuments are
characterised by a particular profile of values and, therefore, constitute

49 Tilmann Breuer, “Baudenkmalkunde: Versuch einer Systematik,” [in:] Arbeitshefte des
Bayerischen Landesamtes für Denkmalpflege, vol. 9 (1981), p. 6 (6–11).
50 Tilmann Breuer, “Denkmallandschaft: Ein Grenzbegriff und seine Grenze,” [in:] Öster‑
reichische Zeitschrift für Denkmalpflege, vol. 27 (1983), p. 76 (75–82).
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a special part of the cultural heritage – which brings us back to the nor‑
mative concept of culture of the European enlightenment. Every example
of cultural heritage, admittedly, refers to certain values, but conversely
to the monuments, these values do not have to be imperative nor norma‑
tive. However, Breuer’s concept of monuments is not exhausted with this
observation. He makes an almost visionary comment, stressing the im‑
portance of the connections within the landscape of monuments, which
are forming a net‑like structure:
The most subtle weave of connections it constitutes is extremely vul‑
nerable, most often already disturbed […]. To conserve landscapes of
monuments, therefore, would mean to strengthen these connections.51
No less important for our concern to protect culture in militarised
environments is Breuer’s draft for description and analysis of the land‑
scape of monuments. Thereto, Breuer differentiated between the topog‑
raphy of monuments (the place where they are located), the typology of
monuments (their type), and the topology of monuments (their meaning).
A register after this model, led over years and decades, Breuer argued,
would provide us with information about what object under which cir‑
cumstances and of which meaning could be a monument. What Breuer
suggested in the early 1980s was a complex order of monuments, includ‑
ing not only the diachronic and synchronic level, but also the semantic
one.52
From this foundation, supplemented with two further additions, we
can develop the basic framework of what we call a “topologic discourse
analysis in conflict,” in which cultural heritage and monuments respec‑
tively become analytical tools which allow us to protect culture in conflict
and in a militarised environment.
In his approach to registering monuments Breuer still focused on the
“monographic display,”53 i.e. the discourse of experts. Admittedly, he ad‑
dressed the social perspective briefly but did not elaborate. Conversely,
we want to strengthen the social perspective and at least equate it with
the experts’ discourse.

51 Ibidem, p. 81.
52 Tilmann Breuer, “Baudenkmalkunde…,” op. cit.
53 Ibidem, p. 10.
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For the second addition to Breuer’s model let us use the example of the
fictional character Libripeta from Leon Battista Alberti’s Dinner Pieces
(Intercenales, 1440) as an example. In the dialogue Somnium [A dream]
Libripeta returns from a sewer which, as he informs his conversation‑
al partner, the cynic Lepidus, forms the entrance to a hidden realm of
dreams. In this realm of dreams Libripeta rediscovered all the things
the world had lost from its consciousness and memory.
On the other side, there are mountain valleys where lost things are
preserved […] you’ll find there everything that has been lost. In the
middle of those fields, there are the ancient empires of nations we
read about, as well as reputations, favors, loves, riches, and all such
things that never return, once they are lost.54
The sewer in Alberti’s satirical dialog Somnium, virtually, forms a dia‑
metrical reflection, provides the negativity to the positivity of the city
on the surface. In the sewer land we find all the things which are of no
use anymore, or are not wanted any longer – but remain an inextricable
part of the city.55 The (mostly invisible) negativity of the city defines the
city – its essence – to the same extent as its visible positivity. What is left
out is just as decisive as what is taken in.
The situation is not any different in the case of cultural heritage, in
which the landscape of monuments plays a particular role. Cultural heri
tage also has a diametrical reflection, a sewer, amassing all the forgotten
or unwanted objects, writings, and meanings, thus forming the nega‑
tivity of the cultural heritage.56 We want to use it to protect culture in
conflict and militarised environment.
As the scientific analysis of the Yugoslav Wars has shown, the social
meaning of various cultural heritage objects and monuments was pre‑
served in text which would never find its way into the lavishly styled
monographies on art and culture. The reason is quite simple: this text

54 Leon Battista Alberti, Dinner Pieces: A Translation of the Intercenales, David Marsh
(trans.), Binghampton – New York 1987, p. 67.
55 Mark Jarzombek, “Das Enigma von Leon Battista Albertis ‘dissimulation’,” [in:] Theorie
der Praxis: Leon Battista Alberti als Humanist und Theoretiker der bildenden Künste, Kurt
W. Forster and Hubert Locher (eds.), Berlin 1999, p. 210 (203–216).
56 David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, Cambridge 1998.
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was mostly colportage, rumours, and hearsay. However, these “unofficial”
meanings, albeit not approved and rubber‑stamped by the community of
scholars, circulated within the different social groups of the region al‑
ready at the end of the 19th century, only to become the factor behind the
damage and destruction of cultural assets at the end of the 20th century.
If in the 1980s we had analysed this particular text, which was mainly em‑
bedded in the nationalist discourse and passed on orally, not only would
we have been able to predict accurately which objects, monuments, ar‑
chives, and other cultural assets would be especially endangered in the
case of conflict, but also we could have come up with a plausible explana‑
tion why the objects which were thought to be especially endangered were
not touched at all throughout the war, while other objects, not known to
the experts but of extreme importance for the local communities, were
entirely destroyed or heavily damaged.57 Moreover, we would have been
able to avoid the heavy mistakes which were made in the reconstruction
in the aftermath of the wars.58 We would have realised that the dense
accumulation of sites and objects of the Orthodox, Catholic, and Islamic
faiths in places such as Sarajevo is not quite the expression of peaceful
coexistence, as it is claimed frequently in romantic projections.59 Instead,
we would recognise the negativity of culture like Alberti’s Libripeta, ap‑
preciating its virtue and capability of serving as a reservoir of sublimated
conflict. We would perceive the outlines of a society like the contour lines
on a topographical map – with monuments as their manifest expression.
By this means we could save heritage. To refer to another example –
had we been aware in 1999 of the particular endangerment of the Bud‑
dhist statues in Afghanistan,60 we could have, with some political will,
saved them, thus making a major contribution to the stabilisation of the
local communities.
Knowing this, we could cultivate awareness that every project of
assistance to the developing countries, with main focus on the African

57 Tobias Strahl, Kultur…, op. cit., pp. 192ff.
58 Helen Walasek, Bosnia and the Destruction…, op. cit.; Emily Gunzburger‑Makaš, Rep‑
resenting…, op. cit.
59 Nijazija Koštović, Sarajevo: European Jerusalem, Sarajevo 2001; András Riedlmayer,
“From the Ashes: The Past and Future of Bosnia’s Cultural Heritage,” [in:] Islam and
Bosnia: Conflict Resolution and Foreign Policy in Multi‑ethnic States, Maya Schatzmiller
(ed.), Montreal 2002, p. 103 (98–135).
60 Jamal J. Elias, “Götzendämmerung…,” op. cit.
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continent and aiming to curb the migration flow to Europe and North
America, is doomed to failure if it does not include extensive programmes
for the protection and preservation of cultural assets.
Conclusion
Topologic discourse analysis in conflict on the basis of cultural heritage
and monuments is conductible in every society, or community. It prom‑
ises a gain of knowledge in the conflict zones in South‑East Asia, the
Middle East, and Africa, as well as in Western cities.
Instead of an abstract world society with a paradigm of memory de‑
signed after Western criteria and the World Heritage List at its centre,
topologic discourse analysis serves specific social communities in situ,
making their stabilisation its chief concern. It is important to realise
that such approach is of global interest in the increasingly militarised
environment of the 21st century, in the face of conflicts and evergrowing
migrations flows.
Topologic discourse analysis in conflict asks perhaps not for the
abandoning, but for the relativisation of normative and totality‑oriented
demands on culture. It does so by shifting the focus towards the social
function of cultural assets. It explicitly does not ask for the levelling of
profiles of values. It asks merely for the abandoning of the claim for uni‑
versality regarding an exclusive profile of values. To understand culture
as an ordered symbolic system, as a system of meaning and knowledge,
with the cultural net as a stabilising coefficient for social entities is the
necessary precondition for the topologic discourse analysis on the basis
of cultural heritage and monuments.
The preservation of monuments could thus be given a new task – pro‑
vided that the parties involved are ready to join the effort. They would
then have to take into account the entirety of the discourses on the ob‑
jects which they have previously viewed almost exclusively from the
perspective of history and aesthetics, of architecture and innovation
value. To achieve this, the preservation of monuments would have to
open up – not least with regard to its staff. The protection and preserva‑
tion of monuments as the classic domain of art historians and architects
would in future also have to provide a home for sociologists, psycholo‑
gists, anthropologists, political scientists, and, likewise, military person‑
nel. The preservation of monuments has to become a task for society as
a whole.
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Introduction
With the imperative of sustainability, holistic approach, and participa‑
tory policy, a common ground of thinking has emerged for conservators,
planners, and architects. This offers a good potential for reducing tra‑
ditional tensions between the usually opposing camps of conservators
and architects.
In 2018, the European Year of Cultural Heritage, high‑level events
gathered architects and conservators around the common table. The
meeting of European ministers of culture in Davos adopted the declara‑
tion “Towards a European Vision of High‑quality Baukultur.” It stated:
Cultural heritage and contemporary works form a single entity, in
which cultural heritage must be protected and preserved, and the
historical buildings, infrastructure and public space taken as a ref‑
erence point for continuous spatial transformation and progress.1
It was also said that “high‑quality Baukultur can only be achieved if
all relevant disciplines are involved in an interdisciplinary discourse.”2
In the same year the Architecture Council of Europe (ACE) confer‑
ence in Leeuwarden adopted the declaration “Adaptive Re‑use of the

1

“Towards a European Vision of High‑quality Baukultur,” declaration adopted at the
meeting of European ministers of culture in Davos, 20–22 January 2018, p. 2, https://
davosdeclaration2018.ch/media/Brochure_Declaration‑de‑Davos‑2018_WEB_2.pdf
(access: 11 March 2019).

2

Ibidem, p. 4.
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Built Heritage: Preserving and Enhancing the Values of Our Built Heri
tage for Future Generations,” which outlined the future perspective of
cooperation between architects and conservators. The declaration was
prepared by ACE in cooperation with heritage organisations Europa Nos‑
tra, the European Federation of Fortified Sites (EFFORTS), the European
Route of Industrial Heritage (ERIH), and Future for Religious Heritage
(FRH).3 The extra importance of the Leeuwarden declaration was that
it was a common effort on behalf of both sides – architects and preser‑
vationists. The dialogue between the past, present, and future emerged
naturally in the context of adaptive reuse projects.
The heritage community repeatedly addressed the issue of contem‑
porary architecture in various declarations long before that. Among
the most important documents in this aspect were: the UNESCO Vienna
Memorandum: World Heritage and Contemporary Architecture (2005),
the ICOMOS Quebec Declaration (2008), the UNESCO Recommendation
on the Historic Urban Landscapes (2011), the European Cultural Herit‑
age Strategy for the 21st Century (the Namur Strategy, 2017), and many
others. In the Vienna Memorandum the concept of Historic Urban Land‑
scapes (HUL) was introduced, stressing the need for cooperation between
all involved sectors:
The future of our historic urban landscape calls for mutual under‑
standing between policy makers, urban planners, city developers, ar‑
chitects, conservationists, property owners, investors and concerned
citizens, working together to preserve the urban heritage while con‑
sidering the modernization and development of society in a cultur‑
ally and historic sensitive manner, strengthening identity and social
cohesion.4
The ICOMOS Quebec Declaration (2008), calling to preserve the spirit
of place, raised an argument for sensitivity on the part of contemporary

3

Adaptive Re‑use of the Built Heritage: Preserving and Enhancing the Values of Our Built
Heritage for Future Generations, adopted in Leeuwarden on 23 November 2018, https://
www.ace‑cae.eu/uploads/tx_jidocumentsview/LEEUWARDEN_STATEMENT_FINAL_
EN‑NEW.pdf (access: 11 March 2019).

4

UNESCO, Vienna Memorandum on World Heritage and Contemporary Architecture: Man‑
aging the Historic Urban Landscape, Paris 2005, http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2005/
whc05‑15ga‑inf7e.pdf (access: 15 April 2017).
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architects working in historical places; it also stressed the need for par‑
ticipatory practices.5 The concept of heritage was expanded to include
intangible heritage, living heritage, and others. The UNESCO Recommen‑
dation on the Historic Urban Landscapes (2011) broadened the heritage
concept to include the landscape approach.6 The European Cultural Heri
tage Strategy for the 21st Century (Namur Strategy)7 promoted good gov‑
ernance and social participation in cultural heritage.
The aspect of heritage in European policies
on contemporary architecture
When European architects’ associations started to formulate national
architecture policies, it was not always obvious that heritage and con‑
temporary architecture should be considered as a holistic entity. Euro‑
pean countries began to adopt state policies on architecture in the 1970s,
starting from France (1977), but the majority of countries followed in
the 1990s, among them the Netherlands (1991), Denmark (1994), Ireland
(1996), and Finland (1998). The main objective of state architecture poli‑
cies of that time was the architectural quality of the newly built environ‑
ment. As a recent study on the heritage aspect in European architecture
policy documents has revealed, the architecture policy documents of
the 1990s addressed neither heritage protection nor close cooperation
with the heritage sector, with the exception of those countries where
architectural heritage has historically constituted an important part
of national identity, such as Ireland or Finland.8 The Finnish architec‑
tural policy document (1997, adopted 1998) argued for the necessity to
formulate a national strategy not only for new architecture but also for
the protection of architectural heritage:

5

ICOMOS, Québec City Declaration on the Preservation of the Spirit of Place, Québec 2008,
http://orcp.hustoj.com/2016/06/26/quebec‑city‑declaration‑on‑the‑preservation‑
of‑the‑spirit‑of‑place‑2008/ (access: 26 April 2018).

6

UNESCO, Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscapes, 2011, https://whc.unesco.
org/uploads/activities/documents/activity‑638‑98.pdf (access: 2 April 2019).

7

Council of Europe, European Cultural Heritage Strategy for the 21st Century, 2017,
http://www.coe.int/en/web/culture‑and‑heritage/strategy‑21https://rm.coe.
int/16806a89ae (access: 16 March 2019).

8

Karin Hallas‑Murula, Arhitektuuripärandi kaitse Euroopa ja Eesti arhitektuuripoliitika
dokumentides [The aspect of heritage in European architecture policy documents],
Research report 7–9/13–2 (2018), Tallinn 2019.
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The core of national and local culture is the built environment, where
buildings of different ages complement each other and are adapted
to the natural surroundings. Thus is the cultural landscape born and
thus develops a good built environment – remaining good also in
the future. […] At its best, architecture is a combination of existing
achievements and an on‑going creative process.9
The goal was implemented with the adoption of the Finnish Heritage
Strategy in 2001.
In Ireland’s Government Policy on Architecture 2009–2015 heritage
was mentioned in all three of its key objectives: (1) To provide a policy,
legislative and administrative framework to protect architectural heri
tage as a national resource; (2) to promote increased public awareness
and appreciation of architecture and our national built heritage, (3) to
ensure the sustainable management of our built heritage resources.10
Similarly, in Scotland the issue of heritage has been widely addressed in
architecture policy documents.11
In many countries earlier architecture policy documents concentrated
mainly on the design of contemporary architecture and the quality of new
buildings and spaces. After that, state architecture policy documents start‑
ed to be regularly revised in many countries, especially in the Netherlands,
where a series of documents was issued: “Space for Architecture” (1991),
“The Architecture of Space” (1996), “Shaping the Netherlands 2001–2004”
(2001), “Architecture and Belvedere Policy” (2005), “Culture of Design”
(2008), “Building on the Strength of Design” (2013), “Working Together on
the Strength of Design: Action Agenda for Spatial Design 2017–2020” (2017).
The Netherlands has been a European leader in terms of continuously
developing architecture policy. It can also be seen as exemplary in terms
of gradual integrating architecture policy and heritage. The immanent

9

The Finnish Architectural Policy: Government’s Architectural Policy Programme, 17 Decem‑
ber 1998, Helsinki 1999.

10 Government Policy on Architecture 2009–2015: Towards a Sustainable Future. Delivering
Quality within the Built Environment, Dublin 2009, https://www.ace‑ae.eu/fileadmin/
New_Upload/6._Architecture_in_Europe/EU_Policy/IE‑2‑gov‑policy‑on‑arch.pdf
(access: 6 June 2018).
11 A Policy on Architecture for Scotland (2001); Building our Legacy: Statement on Scotland’s
Architecture Policy (2007); Scotland. Creating Places: A Policy Statement on Architecture and
Place for Scotland (2013).
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conflict between traditionally opposing sides is mostly avoided by the fact
that Dutch state architect Rijiksbouwmeester is responsible for both the de‑
velopment of contemporary architecture and planning, as well as heritage
preservation. From 2005 State Architect has three advisors: the Govern‑
ment Advisor on Landscape, the Government Advisor on Infrastructure,
and the Government Advisor on Cultural Heritage. All four form the Col‑
lege of Government Advisors.
The Dutch experience is instructive: significant results can be
achieved with respect to the integration of heritage protection, modern
architecture, and spatial planning, provided these are seen conceptually
as an inseparable holistic continuum. An important decision was to in‑
terconnect the heritage policy (Belvedere Policy Document, 2000–2009)
and the architecture policy programs. Under the motto “Conservation
through Development” the Belvedere policy fostered a development‑ori‑
ented approach that increased the prospects of maintaining the cultural
heritage while enabling spatial planning to benefit from it.
The integration of Dutch heritage protection into architectural policy
does not prevent the field of heritage protection from being governed
by its own laws. In 2016 a new Heritage Protection Act was adopted in
the Netherlands, compiling former isolated regulations and orders. Most
heritage protection provisions were also integrated into the Environmen‑
tal and Planning Act. Thus, the field of heritage started to be regulated
by two main laws: the Heritage Protection Act and the Environment and
Planning Act.
Also in France, the United Kingdom, Germany, Austria, Denmark,
Sweden, Norway, and other countries the main architectural policy
documents were repeatedly renewed 12 in accordance with the strate‑
gy and development documents issued by the UN, UNESCO, and the EU.
The sustainable imperative, participatory thinking, and culture‑centred
approach have been considerably deepened in most of the policies, which
is reflected in their titles. In Denmark the first architecture policy docu‑
ment “Dansk Arkitekturpolitik” (1994) was concentrated on the contem‑
porary architectural quality and architecture profession, while heritage
was largely overlooked. Twenty years later the Danish architecture policy

12 See: European Forum for Architectural Policies, 2015, http://www.efap‑fepa.org/ (ac‑
cess: 10 December 2019).
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of 2014 was titled “Putting People First.” In this context architectural her‑
itage has also become more important:
[…] the cultural heritage is a valuable resource, because the majority
of Danes see the solid heritage as something they appreciate. There‑
fore, the Danish government has focused on advising and inspiring
municipalities in their efforts to ensure existing conservation values
and use cultural heritage prospectively as development potential.13
Swedish first architecture policy, proclaimed in 1998, was titled
“Forms for the Future” and focused on architecture as a profession and de‑
sign. In 2015 the third Swedish architecture policy document expressed
a much wider view under the title “The Designed Environment.”
Environmental concerns and landscape approach have reinforced
the concept of connecting environment and architecture. The concept
of Baukultur, developed in German and Austrian architectural policies,
considers the “culture of building” as an organic whole consisting of the
environment, historic and new architecture, and all forms of human
impact on nature. In the Davos Declaration it was adopted in its original
form as a basic term:
Baukultur, as an aspect of cultural identity and diversity, holistically
embraces every human activity that changes the built environment,
including every built and designed asset that is embedded in and re‑
lates to the natural environment. Baukultur calls for contemporary
creation and the existing buildings, infrastructure and public space,
including, but not limited to, monuments of cultural heritage, to be
understood as a single entity.14
The integration of architectural heritage into architectural policies has
been accompanied by an emphasis on the need for research and training:
when operating in a historical environment, an architect needs to become

13 Danish Architectural Policy “Putting People First,” 2014, p. 37, https://english.kum.dk/
fileadmin/KUM/Documents/Publikationer/2014/Danish%20architectural%20policy_
putting%20people%20first.pdf (access: 2 December 2018).
14 Davos Declaration: Context, 2018, p. 9, https://davosdeclaration2018.ch/media/Con‑
text‑document‑en.pdf (access: 12 May 2020).
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an expert on the historical past of the environment and its buildings.
A positive example from the Netherlands is the introduction of joint uni‑
versity curricula in architecture and heritage protection at three univer‑
sities. The need for a strategic transformation of architectural education
has been also emphasised by the British PLACE programme, and others.
When creating architectural policies, the circle of participants in
formulating new tasks and goals has been continuously expanding. In
Denmark, ten ministries participated in the preparation of the 2014 ar‑
chitecture policy document, while twenty years before, in 1994, there
were only three.15 Ministries are complemented by a wide network of
institutions at various levels (national, regional, local). Administrative
networking has been seen not as a weakness and dissemination of the
subject between the ministries, but on the contrary, as something posi‑
tive, bringing together different aspects and sharing values. The inclu‑
sion of many views and factors promotes cross‑sectoral cooperation and
cross‑sectoral horizontality. Clearly, architectural policy documents are
now seen not as a top‑down obligation generated by one department/
institution for all others, but as a cross‑sectoral agreement.
The heritage aspect has been more successfully integrated into the
architecture policies of the countries where heritage departments were
closely involved in formulating architecture policy strategies, namely
France (General Direction of Heritage), Germany (Protection of the Ar‑
chitectural Urban Heritage, unit Baukultur), Ireland (DoAHG: Built Heri
tage and Architectural Policy section in the Department of Arts, Heritage,
and the Gaeltacht), Sweden (Division for Cultural Heritage).
In 2012 the first generalising study on European architecture politics
documents was initiated by the ACE. As a result, three common archi‑
tecture policies’ directions were outlined: (1) promoting knowledge and
awareness, (2) improving public building policies, and (3) encouraging sus‑
tainable development.16 When the same was done five years later, the list of

15 Jesper Dahl and Rikke Lequick Larsen, “The New Danish Architectural Policy 2014,”
paper delivered at the conference Architectural Policies 2.0: Rethinking Built Envi‑
ronment Policy Making in Europe, Luxembourg, 12–13 November 2015, http://www.
architecturalpolicies.eu//wp‑content/uploads/sites/16408/2015/12/Danish_Architec‑
tural_Policy.pdf (access: 2 December 2018).
16 Survey on Architectural Policies in Europe: European Forum for Architectural Policies, 2012,
http://www.efap‑fepa.org/docs/EFAP_Survey_Book_2012. pdf., p. 49 (access: 2 De‑
cember 2018).
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architecture policies’ target areas was longer and more detailed, includ‑
ing internationalisation of architecture, urban planning, awareness and
knowledge, architectural heritage, sustainability and resilience, and lead‑
ing by example.17 In our context, it is important that heritage is included.
Estonian architectural policy documents and heritage
The Dutch example has inspired many European countries. Estonia has
been among them.
In Estonia the State Architecture policy document was approved in
2002.18 It was initiated by the Estonian Architects’ Association and its
priority was to promote the quality of contemporary architecture. In the
initial version the heritage aspect was overlooked, except for two sen‑
tences added in the last section.
Following the example of the Dutch Rijksbouwmeester, the establishment
of the post of the State Architect was proposed. This has been discussed
in Estonia almost twelve years now, but so far without success. While the
Dutch Rijksbouwmeester is also in charge of heritage protection, the Estonian
State architect would have no duties concerning architectural heritage.
Another important model for Estonia was Finland, but again the ideas
were taken quite selectively. National heritage strategy (similarly to Fin‑
land) was not included in the Estonian architecture policy objectives.
The implementation of Estonian architectural policy has not been very
successful. The document (2002) and the Action Plan (2004–2008) were not
properly monitored and very few steps have been taken, such as the estab‑
lishment of the post of the architecture advisor in the Ministry of Culture.
The strategic institutions – the Architectural Foundation of the Cultural
Endowment and the Museum of Estonian Architecture – were established
already in the 1990s, long before the architectural policy was formed.
Fifteen years later, in 2017, a body of experts on spatial development
was put together at the State Chancellery with the task to monitor the
architecture sector. In 2018 the expert group published their final re‑
port (in Estonian: Ruumiloome ekspertrühma lõpparuanne), which aimed
to be the continuation of the state architecture policy. The concept of

17 João Ferreira Bento, Architectural Policies Developments across Europe, 2017, p. 63, https://
wwwkul.rik.ee/sites/kulminn/files/joao_bento.pdf (access: 26 August 2018).
18 The Architectural Policy of Estonia, 2002, http://www.arhliit.ee/uploads/files/the_ar‑
chitectural_policy_of_estonia.pdf (access: 17 April 2017).
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“architecture” was replaced with the wider concept of “space,” reflecting
the growing ambition of the architecture sector.
The report defined space as “physical space, which includes both
built and natural space, both exterior and interior.”19 The limitation of
space to its physical quantities may seem rather incomprehensible in
the context of wider concepts of intangible heritage, holistic landscape
approach, and culture‑centred approach. For comparison, note the fol‑
lowing excerpt from the ACE document “Architecture and Quality of
Life” (2004):
The Impact of Architecture on Society also covers cultural aspects
such as identity, life and cultural heritage, all three of which are ad‑
dressed in the built environment projects. […] Therefore, all construc‑
tion projects should take into account factors such as local culture,
cultural heritage and the spatial dimension of belonging to a group
or location.20
On a similar note, the Davos Declaration states:
High‑quality Baukultur can only be achieved if all relevant disciplines
are involved in an interdisciplinary discourse. In particular, the soci‑
ology and psychology of space, as well as health implications, must be
given considerable weight in planning and construction processes.21
Similarly to the earlier Architecture Policy document (2002), the
 inal Report stressed the need to create the position of the State ar‑
F
chitect. Concentrating on this issue, the later European developments
were overlooked again, including the clear tendency to move towards
cross‑cutting cooperation between the ministries, institutions, and or‑
ganisations, which has been considered as vital in dealing with this im‑
manently transdisciplinary area. In Estonia, however, this characteristic

19 Ruumiloome ekspertrühm: Lõpparuanne [Spatial Development Expert Group: Final re‑
port], 2018, https://www.riigikantselei.ee/sites/default/files/riigikantselei/stratee‑
giaburoo/ruumiloome_lopparuanne_.pdf (access: 9 December 2018).
20 Architects Council of Europe, Architecture and the Quality of Life, 2004, p. 14, https://
www.ace‑cae.eu/uploads/tx_jidocumentsview/polbook.pdf (access: 9 December 2018).
21 Davos Declaration: Context, op. cit., p. 11.
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has been perceived as the fragmentation of the discipline between min‑
istries and institutions and therefore evaluated as a weakness.
Although a heritage protection specialist was invited to the expert
group, the Heritage Protection Agency was not among partner institu‑
tions. While other heritage specialists contributed to the work of various
subgroups, the postulates of the heritage community were not reflected
in the final report. The reason for this is that the heritage sector is not
seen as an equal partner in the state architecture policy. Nevertheless,
the argument that the heritage sector is regulated by its own institutions
and special law does not hold, for while some regulative functions cer‑
tainly are in operation, there is a notable lack of future‑oriented strate‑
gies on a par with those present in the architecture sector. Once more,
the Finnish example might offer a relevant reference: it was the Finnish
architecture policy document that first expressed the need for the state
heritage strategy and ultimately such strategy was implemented.
The final report of the Estonian spatial policy expert group also pro‑
posed the establishment of a permanent working group dealing with
space politics in the Ministry of Finance or in the Ministry of Economic
Affairs and Communications.
The formation of the spatial creation team complements the state‑lev‑
el spatial competence with new specialists and brings together the
competence in the fields of spatial planning, architecture, interior
architecture, landscape architecture, and design as a so‑called spatial
creation competence centre.22
Again, heritage has been left out, even though the working group is
aiming to give professional advice on matters concerning, among others,
heritage.23
The idea to create a new administrative body was met with criticism
by several organisations. The written opinion of the Estonian Association
of Towns and Municipalities states:
We continue to believe that the improvement of the quality of
space cannot be achieved by amplifying the creation of additional

22 Ruumiloome ekspertrühm, op. cit., p. 16.
23 Ibidem, pp. 17–18.
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administrative structures at ministries or the State Chancellery, but
through practical daily steps, including systematic development of
expert networking, improvement of competence requirements for
officials. Added to this is, of course, the need to support civil society
initiatives.24
The Ministry of Finance is also opposed to the creation of the new unit,
offering many counterarguments concerning other aspects outlined in
the Final Report.25 Still, it is essential to understand that whatever to‑
day’s policies, including space policy, the change will not occur following
an instruction in the top‑bottom manner (from the state to the people).
Instead, it must result from a mutually accepted agreement, not based on
declaring and obliging, but motivating to take voluntary responsibility.
Despite the expert group’s good intentions to increase the agency of
architects, the Final Report overlooked international documents that
were calling for the cooperation of conservators, architects, and many
other specialists. As it was said in the Davos declaration:
High‑quality Baukultur can only arise [...] through multilevel and
cross‑sectoral cooperation between policy‑makers, competent au‑
thorities and professionals. Since it encompasses creative, functional
and social aspects, all relevant disciplines and professionals must take
part on an equal footing.26
Unfortunately, such equal footing was not the case in Estonia. The Fi‑
nal Report fails to reflect yet another important all‑European document,
namely the European Landscape Convention (2000),27 where the holistic
concept of landscape, embracing both nature and the built environment,
was developed. It has to be added that Estonia was the last EU country to
ratify the European Landscape Convention in 2018.

24 EVLV kiri [Letter from Estonian Association of Towns and Municipalities], 26 Septem‑
ber 2018, no. 1–7/215, [in:] Ruumiloome ekspertrühm, op. cit., Lisa/Attachment 1.
25 Rahandusministeeriumi kiri [Letter from the Ministry of Finances of Estonia] 22 Octo‑
ber 2018, no. 1.1–11/7567–2, [in:] Ruumiloome ekspertrühm, op. cit., Lisa/Attachment 3.
26 Davos Declaration: Context, op. cit., p. 12.
27 Council of Europe, European Landscape Convention, Florence 2000, https://www.coe.
int/en/web/conventions/full‑list/-/conventions/treaty/176 (access: 10 December 2019).
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Yet despite all this, environmental thinking has been spreading in
Estonia. The propagators of the landscape approach were not architects,
but people with links to the heritage sector. Already in 2001 the environ‑
mentally valuable areas in Tallinn were listed (e.g. Kalamaja, Kassisaba,
Pelgulinn, Süda‑Tatari, Kadriorg). In 2003 the definition of the “environ‑
mentally valuable area” was included in the Estonian urban planning
law. The year 2009 marked the beginning of thematic planning of the
environmentally valuable milieus in Tallinn. Milieu protection activity
grew while heritage management in Estonia was moving towards land‑
scape approach. The new Estonian Heritage Law (2019) is also based on
the landscape approach. Due to the long international cooperation, dat‑
ing back to the Soviet era,28 the Estonian heritage sector has been more
effective in keeping track of international developments, compared to
that of Estonian architects who started international institutional coop‑
eration as late as in the 1990s, joining the ACE and other organisations.
In 2017 the conference of the European Forum for Architectural Poli‑
cies (EFAP) took place in Estonia. Many architects dealing with archi‑
tecture policies in European countries were invited, among them Leo
van Broeck, the Flemish Government Architect. Presenting the situation
in Belgium, he made a joke: “What is the difference between a heritage
consultant and a terrorist? With the terrorist, you can still consult.”29
A ripple of laughter ran around the room full of architects, revealing their
continuously problematic attitude towards heritage specialists. The ques‑
tion remains: are architects and conservators enemies forever?
Conclusion
Since 1990s European architecture policies have made a remarkable de‑
velopment in terms of content, witnessing the adoption of sustainability
imperative, environmental thinking, and participatory policies.
Looking at the Estonian architectural policy in the context of Eu‑
ropean architectural policies, it should be admitted that there is more
to be done with view to integrate architects and heritage protection in

28 The first ICOMOS conference with the participation of Estonians was in Budapest
in 1972. Since then the Estonian heritage community have continued to participate
in international heritage conferences and events.
29 Leo van Broeck, “Overpopulation, Land‑Use and Growthism”, paper delivered at the
Conference on EU architectural policies, Tallinn, 21–22 September 2017, author’s notes.
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Estonia. Administratively, the fields are developed separately and little
mutually enriching strategic cooperation can be observed. There seems
to be a need for a more comprehensive, holistic approach to the built
environment in Estonia.
European experience shows that architectural heritage, as a key
component of a high‑quality built environment, should be given much
more prominence in general architectural policy, and even more so when
broadly conceptualised as spatial policy.
It is clear that policy documents will not automatically bring along
such changes. But gathering around one table, envisaging common goals,
formulating mutually beneficial strategies and documenting them would
surely contribute to the improvement of agreed positions and encourage
a more fruitful cooperation of conservators and architects. This is clearly
essential in Estonia – a small country with a rich architectural heritage
and strong sense of identity.

Cultural Nationalisms and
Heritage Discourses in a Contested
Borderland: The Case of the Upper
Silesian Wooden Church
Jerzy Gorzelik
University of Silesia in Katowice (Poland)

Introduction
Two key terms used in the title of this article have fallen victim to their
own popularity. Both cultural nationalism and heritage can mean so
many different things that it has become difficult to operate these
concepts. According to Joep Leerssen, “all nationalism is cultural
nationalism”1 and in David Lowenthal’s opinion, the overuse of the
notion “heritage” “reduces the term to cant.”2 In order to avoid confu‑
sion caused by this inflation of meanings, it is necessary to clarify how
the terms are defined for the purposes of this study. Cultural national‑
ism will be further understood as a form of nationalism that formulates
cultural goals as ends unto themselves, constructs the image of a nation
with emphasis placed on its moral community rather than political or‑
ganisation, and tries to convey a vision of a group’s identity, history,
and destiny.3 Contrary to Kohn’s classification,4 the phenomenon de‑
fined in this way is not a reactionary ideology, but, according to John
Hutchinson,5 it is closely linked to the idea of progress. The search in
the past for the “golden ages” and values considered fundamental for

1

Joep Leerssen, The Cultivation of Culture: Towards a Definition of Romantic Nationalism in
Europe, Amsterdam 2005, pp. 5–11.

2

David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, Cambridge 1998, p. 94.

3

Eric Taylor Woods, “Cultural Nationalism,” [in:] The SAGE Handbook of Cultural Sociology,
David Inglis and Anna‑Mari Almila (eds.), London 2016, pp. 429–441.

4

Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism: A Study in Its Origins and Background, New York 1960,
p. 391.

5

John Hutchinson, “Re‑interpreting Cultural Nationalism,” [in:] Australian Journal of
Politics and History, vol. 45 no. 3 (1999), p. 404 (392–409).
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a given community is not intended to reverse the course of history, but
to restore social ideals on the higher level of historical development.
The role of imagined pasts and of symbols, myths, and historiosophi‑
cal concepts used to construct them determines the close relationship
between cultural nationalism and heritage, seen as “cultural and social
process which engages with acts of remembering that work to create
ways to understand and engage with the present” and “an act of com‑
munication and meaning making.”6 Even if this proces, as David Harvey
insists,7 can be traced back to premodern times, cultural nationalism
born at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries gave it an unprecedented
intensity, eagerly reinterpreting previous cultural resources and in‑
venting traditions.
The mutual relationship between cultural nationalisms and heritage
discourses will be analysed in this article on the example of wooden sa‑
cred architecture in the contested borderland of Upper Silesia. How was
the wooden church incorporated into competitive nationalist narratives?
What was the cultural background of the elites who created them and
how did they try to disseminate their ideas among the general public?
What do these heritage practices tell us about the relationship between
nationalism and traditional religion?
Prussian (Upper) Silesia: the making of Heimat
In 1815, as part of the Silesian Province, the Regierungsbezirk Oppeln was
established, which in the Prussian state was identified with Upper Sile‑
sia, although it also included lands previously belonging to the Lower
Silesian principalities. According to the 1910 census, 53% of the region’s
inhabitants were Polish speakers, 40% spoke German, and 4% were bi‑
lingual.8 Catholics constituted 90.6% of the population. The religious
revival, which began in the 1850s, led to the formation, under the aus‑
pices of the Church, of the first enduring mass social network covering

6

Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, London – New York 2006, pp. 1–2.

7

David Harvey, “Heritage Pasts and Heritage Presents: Temporality, Meaning and
the Scope of Heritage Studies,” [in:] International Journal of Heritage Studies, vol. 7
no. 4 (2001), pp. 319–338.

8

Gemeindelexikon: Auf Grund der Ergebnisse der Volkszählung vom 1. Dezember 1910 und
anderer ӓmtlichen Quellen bearbeitet vom Königlich Preußischen Statistischen Landesamte,
Heft VI, Regierungsbezirk Oppeln, Berlin 1912, pp. 104–105.
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the whole region and crossing linguistic borders.9 Its territorial isolation
from other centres of Catholicism in the German countries favoured the
internal consolidation of the local Catholic milieu and the founding of
the regional identity on a confessional basis. The sense of commonality
was strengthened as the growth of liberal tendencies, reaching its peak
after the German Empire had been established in Kulturkampf, threat‑
ened the position of the Church. Local resistance to Bismarck’s policy
resulted in the domination of the Centre party – defending Catholic in‑
terests and the linguistic rights of the bilingual population.
Parallel to the formation of a mass society, other modernisation pro‑
cesses were in progress. The eastern part of the region became home to
one of the largest industrial basins in continental Europe. The population,
under one million in 1849, doubled by the beginning of the 20th century.
Urbanisation was progressing, but the changes also affected the Upper
Silesian village. Increasing numbers of the faithful in rural parishes ne‑
cessitated the erection of new, larger churches, which, unlike most of the
old ones, were made of brick or stone. Log structures, often accompanied
by post‑and‑beam towers, now deprived of their liturgical function, were
usually dismantled. When, at the end of the 19th century, a commission
for the monuments preservation and a provincial conservator office as
its executive body were established in the Silesian Province, the ongoing
destruction of wooden churches was defined as one of the most serious
challenges.10
The wooden churches of Upper Silesia owed their “discovery” to the
articles published since the 1850s by Carl Cuno, an architect from R
 atibor
(Pol. Racibórz), and Hermann Luchs, an art historian and teacher born in
Beuthen (Pol. Bytom), the custodian of the Museum Schlesischer Alter‑
tümer in Wrocław.11 At the turn of the century, the provincial conserva‑
tors – Hans Lutsch and Ludwig Burgemeister – devoted their attention

9

Brendan Karch, Nation and Loyality in a German−Polish Borderland: Upper Silesia,
1848–1960, Cambridge – New York 2018, pp. 37–45.

10 Jerzy Gorzelik, “Ideowe uwarunkowania translokacji górnośląskich kościołów drew
nianych w Prusach w początkach XX wieku,” [in:] Quart, no. 1 (2020), pp. 50, 53 (49–62).
11 Carl Cuno, “Zu den Skizzen von den alten Holzkirchen in Syrin, Lubom und Bosatz
(bei Ratibor),” [in:] Zeitschrift für Bauwesen, vol. 2 no. 5/6 (1852), p. 212; Hans Luchs, “Die
Oberschlesischen Holzkirchen und Verwandtes,”[in:] Schlesische Provinzial − Blätter,
vol. 10 (1871), pp. 109–121.
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to the wooden churches in their publications.12 Among the popularis‑
ers of these monuments was also Paul Knötel, an art historian, teacher,
publisher of the Oberschlesien monthly, and head of the Kattowitz (Pol.
Katowice) branch of the nationalist Deutscher Ostmarkenverein.13 Their
particularly emphasised values were picturesqueness, which can be
seen not only as an aesthetic category, but also as an ethical one – asso‑
ciated with the interpenetration of nature and culture, and “authentic‑
ity,” understood as an expression of the unspoiled spirit of the people.
Less frequent references were made to features such as functionality
and simplicity, and their compatibility with contemporary architectural
trends.14 Even then, however, it was stressed that the wooden church
was an example of a true Heimatkunst, which must be appreciated in the
face of the threat of the “cosmopolitan flattening” of art.15 Thus, when
pointing to folk art as a potential source of artistic rejuvanation, this was
usually motivated by a moral obligation to the nation.
The ethical aspect ascribed to vernacular art and its protection – which
at the turn of the century resulted in the extension of the notion of a monu
ment to objects which were not attributed great artistic value, but were
recognised for their significance for a regional or local community – was
connected with intensive nation‑building in the spirit of cultural nation‑
alism, stemming from Herderian ideas. A key role in this process was
played by the concept of Heimat, a space with both physical and spiritual
dimensions, which linked its inhabitants to the German Vaterland.16 This
construct became the primary point of reference for cultural national‑
ists and their associational activities known as Heimatschutzbewegung, in
which experts in monument protection also actively participated.
The making of the Heimat, which would fit into the boundaries of the
Silesian Province, involved primarily the representatives of Bildungs

12 Hans Lutsch, Verzeichnis der Kunstdenkmäler der Provinz Schlesien, Bd. IV, Die Kunstden
kmäler des Reg.-Bezirks Oppeln, Breslau 1894, p. 200; Ludwig Burgemeister and Ernst
Wiggert, Die Holzkirchen und Holztürme der preussischen Ostprovinzen, Berlin 1905.
13 Paul Knötel, “Die Holzkirchen Oberschlesiens,” [in:] Oberschlesien, vol. 1 no. 4 (1902/1903),
pp. 249–261.
14 Ludwig Burgemeister and Ernst Wiggert, Die Holzkirchen…, op. cit., p. 4.
15 Bericht des Provinzial‑Konservators der Kunstdenkmäler der Provinz Schlesien über die
Tätigkeit vom 1. Januar 1900 bis 31. Dezember 1902 erstattet an die Provinzial‑Kommission
zur Erhaltung und Erforschung der Denkmäler Schlesiens, Breslau 1903, p. 7.
16 Celia Applegate, A Nation of Provincials: The German Idea of Heimat, Berkeley 1990.
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bürgertum, mainly Protestants, supporting Bismarck’s modernisation
project. This did not prevent the use of resources associated with the
culture of Upper Silesian Catholic Slavophones. When in 1904 in the au‑
ditorium of the Baugewerkschule in Katowice a painted image of Silesian
Heimat was created, the four objects representing the architectural tradi‑
tions of the province included a wooden church from Mikulczyce. At this
time, the monument was already in the city park in Bytom, where it was
moved in 1901 due to the efforts of the provincial conservator and support
of the magistrate. Another transfer – from Kędzierzyn to Wrocław – took
place twelve years later on the initiative of the Silesian branch of Bund
für Heimatschutz and thanks to the financial support of the doctor and
owner of the tuberculosis sanatorium Adolf Weickert.17 The church was
incorporated in the Cemetery Art Exhibiton, promoting the traditional
tombstone craftsmanship.
Both transfers, inspired, as declared by the provincial conservators,
by contemporary Scandinavian achievements, were presented as suc‑
cessful measures and an appropriate solution to the problem of devasta‑
tion of wooden churches. In the new sites, the immediate surroundings of
the objects were shaped in such a way as to preserve the picturesqueness
inherent in their original location, but little importance was attached to
restoring their liturgical functions. It is also significant that the reloca‑
tion of wooden churches between rural parishes was accompanied by
much less interest on the part of the public and the conservators them‑
selves. This shows that the cultural nationalists of the Bildungsbürgertum
circles, in their role as heritage producers, mainly targeted their own
urban milieu as consumers of the constructed past.
Why did the supporters of Bismarck’s national project attribute such
importance to the protection of monuments identified as Slavic and as‑
sociated mainly with the Catholic traditions of Upper Silesia? For cul‑
tural nationalists, wooden churches, being an example of fossilisation
of ancient building practices and crafts, were a tool for perpetuating the
stereotype of the backward Slav.18 The research on the culture of the Up‑
per Silesian village can be compared in this respect to the practice of eth‑
nography and anthropology in colonial states, which used the acquired
knowledge to control the conquered peoples. The meanings assigned to

17 Jerzy Gorzelik, “Ideowe uwarunkowania…,” op. cit., p. 54.
18 Ludwig Burgemeister and Ernst Wiggert, Die Holzkirchen…, op. cit., p. 2.
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the Upper Silesian wooden church were part of the narrative of German
superiority. Above all, however, this superiority was to manifest itself in
the very act of protection of the works of “savages,” who were fluent in the
art of woodworking, but unable to care for the legacy of their ancestors,
and permeated by the spirit “alienating from Heimat.”19 To engage with
monuments protection reaffirmed one’s belonging to the Kulturnation
and its enlightened middle class.
Heimat, as seen in this way, became, like heritage itself, a social process,
in other words, a form of heritage specific to German cultural nationalism.
Nevertheless, this authorised heritage discourse and the values associ‑
ated with it met with misunderstanding of a significant part of the Upper
Silesian community. Rural parishes did not want to get involved in the
protection of monuments under conditions defined by bourgeois elites.
This did not mean giving up the creation of Heimat; still, Upper Silesian
Catholics did it in their own way, using the performative power of Catholi‑
cism and symbolic capital accumulated by the Church. For them, the act of
heritage was to be seen in the participation in a pilgrimage, not a visit to
a museum; in building a new church, rather than preserving an old one.
It was in these undertakings, framed by the theology of good works, that
the community was reproduced.
Practices rooted in centuries‑old tradition were adapted to the needs
of constructing modern group identities by promoting the cult of saints
dedicated to these groups – protectors of the region and popular profes‑
sions – and places of worship attracting believers from all Upper Silesia.
Taking part in the construction and decoration of a church was not only
a merit before God, but also an opportunity to manifest one’s place in the
local community – which is indicated by the foundation inscriptions on
numerous stained‑glass windows. The old age of a building, although it
may have aroused affection, was secondary not only to utility reasons,
such as capacity, but also to other symbolic aspects resulting from the
relationship between the church and its surroundings. Modest timber
structures erected at the time when wood was the only building material
used in the Upper Silesian village lost, due to the progressing modernisa‑
tion, their important function as main landmarks. The persisting need

19 Hans Lutsch, “Die Dorfkirche,” [in:] Kunst auf dem Lande: Ein Wegweiser für die Pflege
des Schönen und des Heimatsinnes im deutschen Dorfe, Heinrich Sohnrey (ed.), Bielefeld –
Leipzig – Berlin 1905, p. 22 (21–46).

310

Jerzy Gorzelik

to proclaim the role of religion as an axis of society is evidenced by the
powerful church towers in industrial settlements – the construction of
the church in Rheine in Westphalia was accompanied by the motto “Hoch
die Schlote, höher die Kirchtürme!,” in which the local parish priest ex‑
pressed his affirmative attitude to industrialisation and his conviction
that it could be reconciled with the dominant position of Catholicism.20
Thus, at the outbreak of the Great War, two main – in many respects
competitive –heritage discourses existed in the Opole district, determin‑
ing the way wooden churches were dealt with. The first one, growing out
of cultural nationalism, served to consolidate the position of the German
educated middle class, using expert knowledge to universalise and natu‑
ralise the values professed, considered immanently present in the works
of vernacular architecture. The second, developing under the auspices
of the Church and based on the repetition of traditional practices, now
adapted to the function of constructing and reproducing the bilingual
community of Upper Silesian Catholics, did not emphasise the necessity
of anchoring its values in material objects. The dispute between these
discourses was a dispute about the shape of Upper Silesian modernity.
The mortal combat of heritage discourses
Before World War I the wooden church did not play any important role
in the story of the past told by the Polish national camp in Upper Silesia.
At the same time, however, “affective ethnography,” as David Crowley
puts it,21 was developed in the Polish lands – especially in Galicia, look‑
ing for an authentic expression of the national spirit in rural culture.
This elevation of the vernacular manifested itself clearly in the so‑called
Zakopane style, whose enthusiasts in the folk culture of the Tatra re‑
gion saw a relic of ancient traditions, once cultivated in all Polish lands.
In Polish cultural nationalism, a special role was played by artists who,
over time, received support from academic circles. The enthusiasm of the
former and the expert knowledge of the latter were combined in efforts
to construct the national heritage.

20 Rudolf Breuing, Die Basilika in Rheine, München – Zürich 1988, pp. 2–3.
21 David Crowley, “The Aesthetics and Politics of the Vernacular Revival in Central Eu‑
rope around 1900,” [in:] Arts and Politics: The Proceedings of the Third Joint Conference
of Polish and English Art Historians, Warsaw, September 1996, Francis Ames‑Lewis and
Piotr Paszkiewicz (eds.), Warsaw 1999, p. 118 (114–125).
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When in 1922, after a plebiscite and armed German–Polish confron‑
tation, the eastern part of Prussian Upper Silesia was incorporated – as
the main part of the autonomous Silesian Voivodeship – into the newly
formed Polish nation state, the aforementioned experience in the heriti‑
sation of the vernacular was transplanted on the ground prepared, para
doxically, by the Germans themselves. The thesis on the Slavic origin of
the log structure, appearing in the works of Lutsch, Burgemeister, and
others, was eagerly picked up by the new Polish elite of the region, com‑
ing mainly from Lesser Poland and from the Cieszyn area of the former
Austrian Silesia. Thus, German cultural nationalists, paraphrasing
Lenin’s words about capitalists, sold their Polish counterparts the rope
with which they tried to hang them.
The authors of the studies on the Upper Silesian wooden church
often combined historical interests with political commitment. Jerzy
Dobrzycki, an art historian and employee of the Ethnographic Museum
in Kraków, during the Great War served in the Polish legions, and in
1920 and 1921 took part in the Polish uprisings in Upper Silesia. Father
Józef Londzin was the leader of Catholic Polish nationalists in Cieszyn
Silesia. Tadeusz Dobrowolski, like his countryman from Lesser Poland
Dobrzycki, a former soldier of the legions and art historian, as the di‑
rector of the Silesian Museum in Katowice and district conservator was
the main architect of the cultural policy launched by the radically na‑
tionalist Voivode Michał Grażyński, who took up his post after Marshal
Józef Piłsudski’s coup d’état in 1926. The first of them presented the Up‑
per Silesian wooden church as a proof of “the uniformity of efforts in
the field of art in Poland and in Silesia,” representing “the indigenous
artistic traditions, directly stemming from the soul of the nation thou‑
sands of years ago,” which “have been maintained by a strange tribal
atavism in Silesia almost until now, despite the cutting off of this land
from the native Polish trunk a few centuries ago.”22 For Dobrowolski
the forms of the “Silesian‑Polish wooden church” resulted from the
fusion of “traditional Slavic construction” with “a system of one‑nave,
elongated Christian church.”23 Londzin, on the other hand, taking for
granted the Polishness of wooden sacral architecture in Cieszyn Silesia,

22 Jerzy Dobrzycki, Kościoły drewniane na Górnym Śląsku, Kraków 1926, pp. 5–6.
23 Tadeusz Dobrowolski, Sztuka województwa śląskiego, Katowice 1933, p. 109.
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claimed that its artistic quality is superior to that of German or Scan‑
dinavian buildings.24
With unprecedented intensity, the image of the Upper Silesian wood‑
en church was promoted in the visual culture – both in the voivodeship
and nationwide. It appeared in the decoration of the regional parliament
building in Katowice, where it represented the rural part of the province,
on a poster commissioned by the Polish State Railways, on numerous pho‑
tographs in the volume Śląsk [Silesia] from the exclusive series Cuda Polski
[Wonders of Poland], in the book Na Śląsku Opolskim [In Opole Silesia]
published on the initiative of the Polish minority in Germany to prove the
Polishness of the part of Upper Silesia remaining within German borders,
in the masthead of a weekly magazine issued by the diocese of Katowice,
and finally on one of the banknotes of the National Bank of Poland. Next
to the industrial landscape, it became the identifier of the smallest and
richest of the Polish provinces.25
The most spectacular undertakings, initiated by the district conserva‑
tor, included the relocation of two rural churches to the largest cities of
the voivodeship, Katowice and Chorzów, whose urban fabric was mostly
of Prussian and German origin and where the German community en‑
joyed great support. The reconsecration of the objects which were re‑
stored to their liturgical functions was an opportunity to manifest the
cooperation between the Church and the public authorities, represent‑
ing the Józef Piłsudski’s camp, unpopular among the Upper Silesians.
The speeches emphasised the role of monuments as a testimony of the
region’s eternal Polishness and its Catholic character. The transfer to the
Katowice city park was planned as a nucleus of the open‑air museum,
which was intended to acquire several more buildings of this kind.26
Such an intensive use of the wooden church by the elites thinking in
terms of cultural nationalism was in conflict with the attitude of local

24 Józef Londzin, “Kościoły drewniane na Śląsku Cieszyńskim,” [in:] Roczniki Towa
rzystwa Przyjaciół Nauk na Śląsku, vol. 1 (1929), pp. 19–20 (19–35).
25 Jerzy Gorzelik, “Drewniany kościół na Górnym Śląsku jako miejsce pamięci (do
1945 roku),” [in:] Studia Śląskie, vol. 81 (2017), pp. 58–59 (49–64).
26 Jerzy Gorzelik, “‘Zrodzone z duszy ludu:’ Ochrona sakralnej architektury drewnianej
na międzywojennym Górnym Śląsku a polsko‑niemiecki spór o narodowy charakter
regionu,” / “‘Born of the Soul of a People:’ Protection of Religious Wooden Architec‑
ture and the Polish−German Dispute over the National Character of the Region,” [in:]
Wiadomości Konserwatorskie / Journal of Heritage Conservation, vol. 62 (2020), p. 36.
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communities and parsons, even those involved in the Polish national
movement. In Gierałtowice, a village close to the Polish−German border,
due to the construction of a new place of worship, the church board asked
the district conservator for the permission to demolish the old wooden
building. The local priest, known as a radical Pole, did not seem con‑
vinced by Dobrowolski’s arguments about the necessity of preserving
the monument to “Silesian‑Polish art,” which he perceived mainly as
a financial burden for the parish, although he took care of incorporating
national motifs in the new brick temple. In the letter to the conservator
an argument was made based on the practice adopted in Germany, where
churches were dismantled in similar situations. This misunderstand‑
ing of moral obligations towards the national legacy was reproached by
Dobrowolski. Because no place was found where the object could be re‑
located, it remained in Gierałtowice until the 1970s.27
The fortunes of the Gierałtowice monument illustrate the resistance
to the expert discourse of heritage conducted by the new elite in East
Upper Silesia and the problems with establishing permanent national
loyalties among the Upper Silesians. Polish nationalists, accepting the
primordialist concept of nation, perceived the local Slavophones as Poles
who should be made aware of their nationality. The “Slavic” log struc‑
tures thus gained a meaning similar to that ascribed to language. On the
German side of the border the situation during the Weimar Republic was
different. A significant part of the regional political elite and the clergy
supporting the Centre party defined the nation in different categories,
recognising that the Upper Silesian Slavs became part of the German
community as a result of acculturation and their own choices. The path
to their full inclusion was to lead by making them aware not of the roots
but of the benefits. In this situation, the meanings attributed to the wood‑
en church could not be a mirror image of the Polish practices. When in
1926 the monument from Zębowice was moved to the Central Cemetery
in Gliwice, it was not presented as a testimony of ancient German culture.
However, a trace of the recent, painful past was preserved in one of the
beams – a fragment of a Polish shrapnel from 1921, reminding of events
perceived as acts of aggression and terror.28

27 Ibidem, p. 35.
28 Ibidem, p. 34.
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The values of the wooden church, most frequently accentuated in the
German part of Upper Silesia, since 1919 forming a separate Prussian
province, were, as in the previous period, picturesqueness and organic
connection with the surroundings. Attempts were made to protect these
qualities by negotiating with rural parishes, similarly as in the Polish
part of the region reluctant to maintain old buildings, a further use of
the monuments even at the price of their significant expansion, funda‑
mentally changing the space effect. In the statements of local researchers
and popularisers, including Fr Alfred Hadelt (conservator of monuments
in the Upper Silesian Province since 1925), the importance of wooden
churches for the region was emphasised, and the negotiations conducted
to maintain them were reported in a factual tone.29 However, the theses
about the origin of the log structure were not given much attention.
Authors from outside of Upper Silesia adopted a twofold stance to‑
wards Polish claims. Günther Grundmann, an art history professor born
in Hirschberg (Pol. Jelenia Góra) in Lower Silesia, and Fritz Wiedermann,
an architect from Wrocław, depreciated the log structure in publications
of all‑German significance as “lacking all active forces,” and treating
wood as a “dead material,” which they contrasted with the tectonic force
of the “Germanic” timber framing.30 Grundmann gave to this opposi‑
tion a confessional dimension, linking the transition from one way of
building to another with the need for more internal space brought by the
Reformation. In turn, the influential Berlin ethnologist Robert Mielke,
a co‑founder of the Bund für Heimatschutz who was close to Volkist ideas,
tried to demonstrate the Germanic character of the log churches, at the
same time convincing that Germanic tribes were present in Upper Silesia
long before Slavs.31 These views – related, as in the case of the narra‑
tives of Polish cultural nationalists, to a radically primordialist vision of
the nation – gained the status of the binding doctrine in the Third Reich.
Grundmann, who took up the post of conservator of the Lower Silesian
Province in 1932, and during the war also performed this function for

29 Alfred Hadelt (ed.), Deutsche Kulturdenkmäler in Oberschlesien: Jahrbuch der oberschlesis
chen Denkmalpflege nebst dem Bericht des Provinzialkonservators, Breslau 1934, pp. 172–208.
30 Günther Grundmann and Konrad Hahm, Deutsche Volkskunst, Bd. VIII, Schlesien, Wei‑
mar 1926, p. 20; Fritz Wiedermann, “Studien über oberschlesische Holzkirchen,”
[in:] Die Christliche Kunst, vol. 28 (1931/1932), p. 130 (129–139).
31 Robert Mielke, “Die oberschlesische Dorfkirche, ein Denkmal altgermanischer Bau
kunst,” [in:] Der Oberschlesier, vol 11 no. 5 (1929), pp. 295–299.
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Upper Silesia, got rid of his earlier prejudices against log structures and
presented them as works of the German spirit.32 A similar transformation
was experienced by Wiedermann, who in April 1933 in the periodical Volk
und Rasse spoke highly of Upper Silesian monuments and tried to prove
their connections with “Germanic building ideas.”33 The new perception
of the log church in German Upper Silesia was reflected in the way the
building in the city park in Bytom was transformed. Till then serving as
an exhibition space for the collections of sacred art of the local museum, it
was turned into the place of commemoration of the fallen in the Great War.
Inside, symbols connecting old imperial and new Nazi Germany were
displayed, while outside, on the Führer’s birthday, two oaks, named Hitler
and Hindenburg, were planted.34 The former space of Christian worship
became a place of celebration of the nation renewed by the blood of the
fallen, and the cultivation of Upper Silesian specificity was replaced by
the staging of the Volk, united around the leader. The symbol of Heimat
was appropriated for the purpose of a new vision of the community and
Heimat itself was transformed into Grenzland – as it was written with ref‑
erence to the Bytom monument in 1936: “Old wooden churches, made of
hard dark wood, belong to the Silesian Volkstum of the border.”35
In this way, the two authorised heritage discourses, which stemmed
from German and Polish cultural nationalisms, achieved full symmetry
with regard to the Upper Silesian wooden church. Although they marked
the poles of a sharp ideological dispute, certain overarching values, ideas,
and practices were common to both of them. They involved experts from
outside the region who gave the protection of monuments a universal
dimension and the character of a moral obligation, and identified the “au‑
thentic” expression of Upper Silesian culture in the objects presented as
an example of petrified traditions, thus “orientalising” the native people.
The Catholic elite of the German part of the region, which played a major
role in the regional politics till the Nazis came to power, avoided a po‑
larising interpretation of the wooden church, which would threat with
disintegration of local communities, and the conservation practice in the

32 Günther Grundmann, Deutsche Kunst im befreiten Schlesien, Breslau 1944, pp. 32–42.
33 Fritz Wiedermann, “Sind die oberschlesischen Schrotholzkirchen Reste germanis‑
chen Kulturgutes?,” [in:] Volk und Rasse, vol. 2 no. 8 (1933), pp. 68–73.
34 Jerzy Gorzelik, “Zrodzone…,” op. cit., p. 32.
35 Heinz Rogmann, Schlesiens Ostgrenze im Bild, Breslau 1936, p. 34.
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Upper Silesian Province was characterised by flexibility, expressed in
concessions to the parishes’ needs resulting from the liturgical function
of the monuments. This attitude shows how the concept of Heimat was
understood in different political and intellectual milieus of the Weimar
Republic: while for the circles associated with the Centre, although they
were not insusceptible to the influences of German nationalism and an‑
ti‑Polish revisionism, it meant cultivating the Upper Silesian Eigenart and
cultural pluralism, among the supporters of the Volkist ideas it implied
homogenisation on the basis of the primordialist concept of the nation.
The sign of national and social liberation
The incorporation of almost the entire area of the pre‑war Upper Silesian
Province into the Polish state in 1945 and the establishment of the com‑
munist rule set a new framework for the heritage discourse in the region.
The new authorities aimed to give the land a uniform national face, by
expelling Germans and Polonising the nationally indifferent population.
The state propaganda presented the Upper Silesians as Poles – a recovered
people inhabiting a recovered territory. These assumptions determined
the politics of memory, which drew upon resources developed on the
basis of cultural nationalism in the interwar period. Among them, the
meanings ascribed to the material culture of the Upper Silesian village,
or in fact its carefully selected elements – including wooden buildings –
played a significant role. The previous layers of heritage were overlapped
by others, related to the idea of class struggle and to the depreciation of
religion. Especially the second thread could not remain without influ‑
ence on the use of the wooden church.
In the two voivodeships covering Upper Silesia since 1950 it was decided
to establish open‑air museums. In both cases the preparatory conceptual
work was carried out in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the institutions
were officially established in the early 1960s.36 The concepts of the muse‑
ums in Chorzów and Opole‑Bierkowice were developed following discus‑
sions among experts as well as dialogue between specialists and political
decisionmakers on the local and regional level. The primus motor of the
second undertaking was Stanisław Bronicz, born in 1904 in the eastern

36 Piotr Rygus, “Muzeum na wolnym powietrzu w Katowicach (1929–1955): Idee, plany i re‑
alizacja,” [in:] Rocznik: Muzeum Górnośląski Park Etnograficzny w Chorzowie, vol. 1 (2013),
p. 97 (83–98); Elżbieta Oficjalska, “Założenia programowe Muzeum Wsi Opolskiej,”
[in:] Notatnik Skansenowski: Rocznik Muzeum Wsi Opolskiej, vol. 1 (2011), pp. 11–30.
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part of the region, incorporated into Poland in 1922, during World War II
a soldier of the Polish armed forces in France.37 After the war Bronicz
graduated in ethnography in Kraków, took part in field research in his na‑
tive Upper Silesia, and became employed in the District Museum in Opole.
As a member of the Culture Committee of the Municipal National Council
he had the opportunity to promote the idea of an open‑air museum among
the local political elite. In the documents he drafted Bronicz developed
the basic ideological assumptions: the organisation of the museum was to
contribute to the “re-Polonisation” of about 500,000 autochthons and to
“integration and assimilation” of a similar number of settlers from outside
Upper Silesia.38 In this way the institution was to promote social cohesion,
uniting the two groups of the province’s inhabitants on the basis of an im‑
age of a common past, created by ethnographers, or in fact inherited from
the previous generations of Polish cultural nationalists.
A novelty was the ideological function stressed by Bronicz, who accen‑
tuated “class stratification of the traditional village” and “backwardness
of the capitalist period.”39 The open‑air museum programes in Poland
generally ignored the evidence of the modernisation of rural areas in the
19th and 20th centuries. Although, according to the research of Polish
geographers carried out in the interwar period, in the territories pre‑
viously belonging to Prussia 75% of all village buildings were made of
brick, there is hardly any evidence of them in the Upper Silesian ethno‑
graphic museums.40 This exclusion corresponds to the image of the past,
prepared by experts to demonstrate the Polishness of the region and to
depreciate the old economic relations.
From the beginning, both Upper Silesian open‑air museums were
planned to house monuments of sacred architecture. Although the

37 Elżbieta Oficjalska, “Stanisław Bronicz: Dyrektor Muzeum Wsi Opolskiej w Opolu
w latach 1961–1965,” [in:] Notatnik Skansenowski: Rocznik Muzeum Wsi Opolskiej, vol. 1
(2011), pp. 153–154.
38 Archive of the Opole Village Museum, f. Pisma i notatki, 1958–1971, no. 305/4. Stanisław
Bronicz, Założenia dyskusyjne do zagadnienia funkcji planowanego Muzeum Bu‑
downictwa Ludowego na Śląsku Opolskim, 11–12 October 1960.
39 Archive of the Opole Village Museum, f. Pisma i notatki, 1958–1971, no. 305/4. Stanisław
Bronicz, Materiały do założeń projektowych MBL w Opolu, October 1960.
40 Antoni Pelczyk, “Budownictwo murowane – czyli problem z autentycznością,
technologią, stereotypami w polskich muzeach na wolnym powietrzu,” [in:] Studia
Lednickie, vol. 9 (2000), pp. 134–136 (133–143).
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communist authorities perceived religion as an ideologically hostile el‑
ement imposed on the people by the ruling classes, it would be difficult to
achieve an effect of authenticity by creating a picture of a village lacking
a centrally situated church. However, it proved to be difficult to bring
in the objects selected by experts. The clergy, as in the pre‑war Silesian
Voivodeship, insisted that the monuments should perform liturgical
functions in the new context, which the authorities could not accept.
From their perspective, the buildings were to be a testimony to the mas‑
tery of folk artists, not to the vivid religiosity. As a result, an abandoned
building owned by the state treasury was transferred to Opole and it
was not moved to Chorzów until the 1990s, when – following the political
transformation – the relations between the Catholic hierarchy and the
state changed significantly. During the consecration of the building the
“Polishness” of the monument was not emphasised as much as during
similar ceremonies in the interwar period. This does not mean that the
narrative rooted in the tradition of cultural nationalism has disappeared.
In 2005 the National Centre for Research and Documentation of Monu‑
ments, an institution subordinate to the Ministry of Culture, published
a book under the significant title Drewniane kościoły, najbardziej polskie…
[Wooden churches, the most Polish…]. The author – an architect and pub‑
licist – clearly expresses his deep faith in the national character of the
monuments: “[…] it seems that despite the undeniable Polish character
of wooden churches in Silesia, their share in the development of the […]
‘national’ character of wooden sacral architecture was not as significant
as in the case of objects from Lesser Poland or Greater Poland.”41
However, similar views are no longer authorised by a wide range of
experts. New perspectives have emerged in constructing the meanings
of wooden churches. These monuments have been used as a tourist prod‑
uct within the framework of cultural routes established by the regional
authorities. Concern for their preservation has become an impulse for
unprecedented grassroots mobilisation. In Żernica near Gliwice the lo‑
cal community convinced the parish priest to engage in an expensive
and long‑term renovation of a mid‑17th‑century building neglected by
the conservation services, which meant postponing the construction
of a new place of worship – a surprising reversal of roles from several
decades ago.

41 Roman Mirowski, Kościoły drewniane, najbardziej polskie…, Warszawa 2005, pp. 9–10.
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Conclusions
The “discovery” and elevated status of the Upper Silesian wooden church
are tightly connected with the concept of cultural nationalism – that is
a foregone conclusion. What determined the dynamics of meaning mak‑
ing is the peripheral location of the region and the mixed ethnic structure
of its population, predisposing Upper Silesia to the role of internal colony
and contested borderland. Satisfying the need for material mediation be‑
tween the community being constructed and the intangible image of its
past, representatives of the educated middle class “invented” a wooden
church as the purest expression of the spirit of the bilingual community
of Upper Silesian Catholics. For the Bildungsbürgertum, the protection of
vernacular architectural monuments combined with the essentialist
concept of tradition became an act of confirmation of belonging to Sile‑
sia, Germany, and the social class, and of domination over the peripehry
dwellers, not mature enough to take responsibility for their historical
heritage. The latter, adapting to modernity, embraced a different under‑
standing of Heimat, focusing on cultural pluralism and the cultivation of
Catholic traditions, which gained a regional – Upper Silesian rather than
Silesian – dimension. In this grassroots narrative, the wooden church
remained primarily a place of worship, undergoing transformations to
meet the needs arising from its function.
In the interwar period another voice joined in – Polish nationalists,
using their own experience in the “affective ethnography” and the mean‑
ings previously developed by the participants of the Heimatschutzbewe
gung, elevated the wooden church to the most important, next to Slavic
dialects, proof of the region’s “eternal Polishness.” This discourse gained
partial support of the Catholic hierarchy, but at the local level the result‑
ing conservation demands were received without understanding. In the
newly created German Upper Silesian Province, where the political elite,
mostly from the Centre party, came to the fore, the wooden church was
presented mainly as a significant symbol of the regional Eigenart; how‑
ever, a compromise between the religious and historical functions was
worked out in the field of monument protection. The situation changed
after the Nazis came into power, when, together with the triumph of the
Volkist ideas already articulated in the Weimar Republic, these monu‑
ments became a symbol of Germanic persistence on the borderland
threatened by Slavic expansion.
In postwar Poland, the ideas of Polish cultural nationalism, using the
primordialist concept of the nation, returned. The wooden church – now
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viewed as one of many objects of folk architecture – was to legitimise
Polish rule in Upper Silesia and contribute to social integration. The auto
chthones were to be instructed in open‑air museums about their past,
which was interpreted as shared with newcomers from other regions of
Poland. At the same time, the image of the Upper Silesian village, cre‑
ated by experts in cooperation with the authorities and excluding the
testimonies of progressing modernisation in the Prussian and German
states, was to show the backwardness of the capitalist times.
In the light of the analysed examples, it seems unjustified to contrast,
as Gregory Ashworth did, the heritage paradigm serving to support de‑
velopment and the paradigm of monument protection related to the will
to prevent change.42 Cultural nationalists did not look back with an un‑
productive nostalgia, nor did they lead a selfless crusade in defense of the
monuments of the past for their universal value. As expressed by one of
them, Georg Dehio: “We preserve a monument not because we consider
it beautiful, but because it is part of our national existence.”43 Search‑
ing through imagined pasts for patterns for future development, they
promoted social change and cohesion, legitimised territorial claims or
distribution of power. Deliberatly or not, they used the Rieglian “univer‑
sal” age‑value as a smokescreen, while imposing on society their vision
of a new social order and hierarchies.
The success of these efforts was limited. For decades, Upper Silesian
parish communities showed indifference or resistance to authorised her‑
itage discourses. It was only at the turn of the millennium that grassroots
initatives undertaken to protect wooden churches could be noticed, with
participants emphasising the monuments’ importance for local or re‑
gional identity. These actions can be seen in the context of the “Upper
Silesian revival,” which is a label attributed by some journalists to the
claims of distinct Upper Silesian identity raised in the region. By creating
their own heritage discourse, fitting into the matrix of cultural national‑
ism, the representatives of the subaltern group applied the well‑known
AHD strategies. Stressing their affinity with the Western world and

42 Gregory Ashworth, “Preservation, Conservation and Heritage: Approaches to the
Past in the Present through the Built Environment,” [in:] Asian Anthropology, vol. 10
no. 1 (2011), pp. 1–18.
43 Winfried Speitkamp, Die Verwaltung der Geschichte: Denkmalpflege und Staat in Deutsch
land 1871–1933, Göttingen 1996, p. 90.
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attachment to its values, they cited their adversaries’ alleged lack of re‑
spect for material relics of the regional past as evidence of their cultural
inferiority, discrediting the political center. Taking care of monuments
became an important act of heritage – part of the process of the reimag‑
ining of Heimat.
The case study of the Upper Silesian wooden church also shows the
complex relationship between nationalism and traditional religion.44
The secularising dimension of the former is revealed in the marginali‑
sation of meanings connected with the Catholic cult, yielding impor‑
tance to monuments as documents of national past. The compromise
between these values occurs where a national movement or state needs
the support of the Church – religion is then instrumentalised in order
to legitimise nationalist claims, as in the interwar Silesian Voivodeship.
The heritage rituals, in which the wooden church was at the centre, re‑
flect the idea of nationalism as a political religion. Transfers of monu‑
ments are equivalent to Catholic elevatio and translatio of relics; open‑air
museums become new sanctuaries and visiting them is presented as akin
to pilgrimage. The meanings of the objects established by the experts
are dogmatised in the course of a nationalist catechesis – presented as
universal, natural, and immanent.
Postmodernity has not brought about a paradigm shift, but a gradual
“desacralisation” of heritage. Social constructivism, which has been influ‑
encing scientific reflection since the 1960s, sets a theoretical framework
for long‑standing multivocality and undermines claims to the monopoly
of meanings constructed within dominant discourses. However, heritage
is still about power.

44 See: Anthony D. Smith, Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Identity, Oxford 2003.

Synagogues in Post‑Soviet
Belarus and the Region:
Overcoming Abandonment
through Appropriation
Stsiapan Stureika
European Humanities University, Vilnius (Lithuania)

In Belarus there are entire categories of monuments recognised as cul
tural heritage and even included in the National List of Historical and
Cultural Values, while at the same time excluded from the modern life
and often abandoned. Along with rural manors and ancient mills, the
former synagogues represent probably the largest group of such heri
tage objects. This is especially characteristic for the territory of Western
Belarus, where their number is much higher.
After the tragedy of the Holocaust these striking achievements of Jew
ish culture were nationalised and handed over to the local enterprises
or executive authorities. Most of them were adapted to new, previously
uncharacteristic functions, serving as residential buildings, warehous
es, rural houses of culture, workshops, shops, etc. Their interiors were
transformed in accordance with the needs and aesthetic tastes of the
new owners. It turned out, however, that maintaining these facilities is
rather difficult. Designed for a completely different function, they be
came expensive and inefficient in operation. The buildings deteriorated
due to the poor economic situation, which did not allow investments in
the old facilities. As a result, after the buildings were brought to deplor
able condition, many of them were finally abandoned.
According to researchers from the Center for Jewish Art at the He
brew University of Jerusalem,1 in today’s Belarus only 66 buildings out of
124 former historical synagogues are in satisfactory technical condition
and continue to function. The remaining 58 are either abandoned (many

1

Foundation for Jewish Heritage, Historic Synagogues of Europe, 2018, http://historic
synagogueseurope.org (access: 2 April 2020).
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are already in ruins) or will soon be discontinued as public utilities due
to high depreciation.
The situation around them raises many questions for cultural heritage
professionals. Are we really facing a legacy worth conservation effort for
all these buildings? Who should make such efforts and how effective this
could be given the almost total absence of Jewish religious communities
in the country? And finally, what new functions are the most suitable for
former synagogues?
The discussion on these issues reveals a large number of problems.
Any reflection is impossible without addressing modern heritage philoso
phy. But more importantly, the usage of proper analytical optics lays bare
the general mechanics of the modern heritage process, which has already
shifted away from the pure technological task of preserving artefacts
towards a dynamic communicative act with multiple actors interacting
according to still unclear rules. Also, I’d like to believe that the case of
these synagogues may become a trigger for reformatting approaches to
heritage in Belarus.
The purpose of this article is to divide this complex situation into
theoretical levels and to identify the key issues relevant to the develop
ment of heritage thinking in Eastern Europe. The article is a generalised
reflection stemming from two editions of the project implemented by the
ICOMOS‑Belarus National Committee in cooperation with the European
Humanities University in Vilnius.2 Both editions of the project involved
research action which allowed us to place abstract heritage ideas in
a practical context. The first edition was called “Developing a Communi
ty‑oriented Conservation Concept for the Former Ašmiany Synagogue”
(2018); during the second (2019) we were focusing on the synagogues in
Viciebsk, Zhaludok, and Izabelin.
During the project, eight events were conducted, including both ex
pert meetings and creative sessions with the representatives of local ini
tiatives interested in preserving the former synagogues. The project team
managed to attract more than 50 people. An important specificity of both
editions was the appeal to the Lithuanian and Polish experience of han
dling similar heritage – firstly, through two educational trips to already

2

Grant no. P2019‑Vb‑Ba‑06 of the Central Project Management Agency of the Minis
try of Foreign Affairs of Lithuania “Developing a Community‑oriented Conservation
Concepts for Former Synagogues in Belarus.”
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restored synagogues in Lithuania, and secondly, through the attraction
of Lithuanian and Polish heritage experts.
The first level: heritage or not?
The question whether the former synagogues are cultural heritage sites
is not so simple. On the one hand, since we put them in the context of
culture and memory dialogue, they immediately become heritage. On the
other hand, who is actually authorised to qualify them as such and is this
general vision relevant for the local communities and property owners?
To answer these questions, let us first examine how cultural heritage
is defined in terms of law. The Belarusian Codex of Culture gives the fol
lowing chain of definitions:
▶ The historical and cultural heritage is a combination of the most distinc
tive results and evidence of the historical, cultural, and spiritual growth
of the people of Belarus, embodied in historical and cultural values;
▶ Historical and cultural value: cultural value which has distinctive spir
itual, artistic, and (or) documentary merits and which has been ascribed
historical and cultural value;
▶ Cultural value: a material object created or transformed by people or
closely related to their activity; an intangible manifestation of people’s
creativity that has historical, artistic, scientific, or other significance.3
It turns out that cultural heritage is something that was given such
status pursuant to an expert assessment and thus protected by the state.
The act of protection – namely, the inscription of a building into the State
List of Historical and Cultural Values of the Republic of Belarus – is con
ducted by the Council of Ministers based on the recommendation of ex
pert bodies of the Ministry of Culture and regional councils.
What, then, is the situation with the former synagogues? Few histori
cal synagogues are inscribed in the current national heritage list. The fol
lowing table provides a complete list of buildings included precisely as
synagogues (cheders and yeshivas also appear in the table as parts of
religious Jewish culture, and they are listed in italics).
In addition, a small number of former synagogues are listed and pro
tected, but not indicated as part of Jewish culture. A striking example
is the building of the Russian Drama Theatre in Minsk, inscribed as

3

Кодэкс Рэспублікі Беларусь аб культуры [Republic of Belarus, Codex on Culture],

20 July 2016, art. 82.1, 1.1.3, 1.1.8.
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Table 1
Brest region

Kobryn (2002)
Pinsk [a] (2010)
Pinsk [b] (2010)
Ruzhany (2002)
Stolin (2002)

Viciebsk region

Luzhki (2010)
Viciebsk (2002)

Homel region

Chechersk (2002)

Hrodna region

Ashmyany (2002)
Hrodna (2002)
Hrodna (2007)
Slonim (2002)
Valozhyn (1998)

Minsk region

Kletsk (2000)

Mahileu region

Bykhau (2002)
Mahileu (1998)
Shklou (2002)

“The building from the early 20th ct., 1902–1906, 1930s, 1950–1970s.” It
was listed in 2001.4
Also note the dates of inscription (in parentheses). These dates result
from bureaucratic reorganisations of the list and do not necessarily re
flect the actual time of registration of the property as heritage (Fig. 1).
Firstly, some of them (e.g. Bykhau synagogue) were classified as ar
chitectural monuments already in the Soviet times and included in the
Code of Historical and Cultural Monuments of Belarus (an academic ref
erence publication prepared for each Belarusian region by the Institute
of Art, Ethnography and Folklore of the Academy of Sciences of the BSSR
in 1984–1987).5 The presence in the Code meant buildings are valuable – it
became a semi‑formal list of protected heritage in Belarus.

4

Будынак Нацыянальнага драматычнага тэатра імя М .Горкага // Дзяржаўны
спiс г iсторыка‑культурных каштоўнасцей Рэспубл i к i Беларусь [The Building of

Maxim Gorky National Theatre // The state list of historical and cultural values of the
Republic of Belarus], http://gosspisok.gov.by (access 01.04.2021).

5

Сяргей Марцэлеў (ed.), Збор помнікаў гісторыі і культуры Беларусі: Кн.3. Магілёўская
вобласць [A Scope of monuments of history and culture of Belarus: book 3. The Mahi
leu region], Мінск 1986, p. 132.
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Fig. 1. Years of inscription

Secondly, the year 2002, predominating in the table, is explained by
the decision of the Council of Ministers of Belarus of 19 September 2001,
which introduced a new list, thereby cancelling the previous one. At the
beginning of 2002, only 497 buildings and sites were included in the new
national list.6 Thus, it was urgent to make new entries quickly.
If we compare the data of the national list with the list of 124 histori
cal synagogues from the Center for Jewish Art at the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem (the same number appears in the book Синагоги Беларуси:
Каталог существующих зданий [Synagogues of Belarus: A catalogue
of existing buildings]),7 only 14% of the buildings are considered as valu
able. There is another informal list – Andrei Dybovsky’s project “Globe
of Belarus.”7 He counted 111 former synagogues. The percentage of syna
gogues inscribed in the national list is 16%.
Why so few? Does this mean the remaining majority of buildings have
no cultural value? Not at all. They are already included in other, informal
lists, and educational activities are organised around them: cultural pro
jects (e.g. Belarus Shtetl or Brest Stories Guide), tours, books publishing.

6

Леанід Несцярчук , Ахова гісторыка–культурнай спадчыны Беларусі [Preservation
of the historical and cultural heritage of Belarus], Мінск 2003, pp. 145–146.

7

Алексей Еременко and Мордехай Райхинштейн (comp.), Синагоги Беларуси:
Каталог существующих зданий [Synagogues of Belarus: A catalogue of existing
buildings], Иерусалим 2019.
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Should all the synagogues end up on the national list? Not necessarily.
In the current preservation system, the share of responsibility over heri
tage sites between

the owner and public bodies is assumed only at the
level of restoration decisions. At the level of financial and operational
responsibility the difference between buildings protected and not pro
tected does not exist. Being on the list only means that any damage is
unacceptable and that special permissions for repair, reconstruction,
and restoration are required. The issue of the effectiveness of the list as
the main tool for preserving heritage in Belarus is still under discussion.
What is happening today with the former synagogues omitted from
the list? Their preservation becomes the sole responsibility of the owner.
Indeed, they are authorised to decide on demolition. However, in reality
demolitions are rare. In most cases vacant communal property buildings
slowly decline and remain in ruins for decades.
On the contrary, there are (rare) cases when former synagogues are
treated as heritage sites without any interference from the state bodies.
For example, in 2018 businessmen Pavel Padkarytau and Andrei Kolas
purchased the former synagogue building in the Izabelin village from
the Regional Consumer Society for USD 1,500. The previous owner was
going to demolish it. The purchase was not accompanied by any condi
tions for preservation. At the moment, the synagogue belongs to the pri
vate tourist enterprise “Majontak Padarosk” [Padarosk Manor]. The new
owner Pavel Padkarytau is ready to hand the building over to a public
organisation experienced in restoration. The object is seen as one of the
attractions of the tourist cluster Vaukavysk−Padarosk−Ruzhan, the centre
of volunteer activities, as well as a multicultural centre demonstrating
the past diversity of the region. There are plans to carry out engineering
and technical works in the synagogue building, to determine the condi
tion of its structures and develop a concept for restoration in near future.8
Also in Babruisk, on the crossroad of Chongarskaya and Bakharov
streets, the dilapidated walls of the old synagogue were standing for
decades. In the spring of 2018 the initiative of the local Jewish com
munity began the project “The Old Synagogue – Historical Museum.” It
was intended to revitalise the municipal territory, conserve the ruins,
and launch an educational exhibition on the site. The project included

8

Глобус Беларуси [Globe of Belarus], project by Andrei Dybovsky, www.globus.tut.by

(access: 2 April 2020).
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cleaning the ruin and the installation of a fence and benches. The area
received a pedestrian zone, a gazebo, and a small parking lot. During
the next and final stage of the project, the community is going to place
graphic installations in the windows to see the synagogue interiors while
observing the building from outside, and to see the street full of Jewish
life when you look from inside the ruin. In total, the work cost about
USD 30,000. The money was collected in 2016 through crowdfunding
from both Babruisk residents and foreign donators.9
The third example of non‑listed heritage: an authentic ruin of a stone
synagogue near the Marc Chagall Museum in Viciebsk. It is believed
Chagall himself may have attended that synagogue together with his
father. Today only the walls and facade with parts of decorative ele
ments have survived. The issue of conservation was repeatedly raised in
the 2000s, however works never begun. In the summer of 2019 the ruins
drew public attention again. The initiative was made by the Marc Chagall
Museum and local NGO “Vitebsk4.me.” On 7 July a volunteer cleaning was
held in the synagogue’s courtyard. Participants also installed an infor
mation board: “It is an unusual monument of antiquity standing next to
us” with photographs of the synagogue from 1931 and 1980, a picture of
its stamp, and modern photo projection.10 In September 2019 a designer
poster was installed into one of the windows on the ground floor, mani
festing the building’s identity.
All the three cases above are examples of non‑listed buildings, with
out any official protection as heritage. Nevertheless, the owners and local
initiatives interpret these synagogues precisely as a cultural heritage. It
turns out that the role of state regulation in determining the heritage
status is gradually fading, and the expert‑oriented model of heritage
is being replaced by a more autonomous one, in which owners or com
munities themselves takes responsibility for the cultural property. This
responsibility can also be realised through conservation and restoration.

9

Алена Кавальчук , “ Тут ёсць геній месца: Як расійскі бізнесмен з беларускімі
каранямі ажыўляе мястэчка Падароск” [There’s a genius loci here: How Russian

businessman with Belarusian roots revives the town of Padarosk], [in:] Hrodna Life,
https://hrodna.life/articles/padarosk (access: 2 April 2020).

10 Мария Маслова, “На развалинах старой синагоги начались восстановительные
работы” [Restoration work began on the ruins of the old synagogue], [in:] Бобруйский
курьер, 15 May 2018, http://babruysk.by/na‑razvalinax‑staroj‑sinagogi‑nachalis‑voss
tanovitelnye‑raboty (access: 2 April 2020).
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Thus, the present legal definition of heritage in Belarus, like in other
Eastern European countries, covers only the scope of citizen‑state interac
tion regarding heritage. If we talk about citizen‑to‑citizen interaction (and
this is the majority of cases), the definition of heritage should be adjusted.
Accordingly, there is a need for developing new tools to work with it.
The second level: whose heritage?
The modern theory of cultural heritage has a communicative bias. Ar
chitectural heritage is increasingly less often defined as conserved mate
rial artefacts, incidentally survived till the present. Instead, heritage is
viewed as a dynamic communicative structure, and thus, conservation
and restoration become secondary to the role that monuments play for
the community today.11
Firstly, heritage is more than a material object. Although antiquity,
uniqueness, and authenticity are important factors, none of them deter
mines the value until the object acquires its social role. Material char
acteristics of objects are in the background. An ugly industrial building,
a death camp, or an object with no aesthetic value may become respected
heritage. The cultural landscape cannot be preserved separately from the
culture which created it. Any tradition without interpretation remains
a mechanical repetition, and a pile of stones – just stones.
Secondly, heritage is not identical with history. David Lowenthal’s
book The Past Is a Foreign Country analyses people’s desire to romanticise
the past and their attempts to follow behavioural patterns from other
times without realising that the idea of this foreign country is actually
made up of their own projections that have little in common with histori
cal truth.12 Therefore, the history of heritage objects should not be pre
sented as a series of renovation acts, but rather as the history of societal
interrelations, and even more accurately – the history of the struggle for
control over the meanings that heritage contains.
Most important: the crucial characteristic of heritage is appropria
tion. Heritage always belongs to someone. Despite Hannah Arendt’s

11 Светлана Васильева, “На синагоге в Витебске установили уникальную памятную
табличку ” [A unique commemorative plaque was installed at the synagogue in
Viciebsk], [in:] Витебский курьер, 22 August 2019, https://vkurier.by/181653 (access:
2 April 2020).
12 Krzysztof Kowalski, O istocie dziedzictwa europejskiego – rozważania, Kraków 2013,
p. 100.
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favourite aphorism: “Our heritage has been handed over to us without
a testament,”13 nothing can be yours if you do not appropriate it. Each
consuming society redesigns heritage based on its own intellectual re
sources (i.e. memory, knowledge, affiliation).14 It is impossible to “sell”
heritage to someone who is not able to value it through personal experi
ence. Only “our own” will be successful.
The core of heritage is a message related to both the present and fu
ture. Heritage can be thought of as a culturally driven communicative
practice and a way of sharing history.15 But it is not necessarily about the
past. Communities use their retrospective memory to shape the image of
the future.16 Therefore, heritage is a model for reality.
Heritage can be considered as a collectively experienced illusion,
a point of relative agreement in time and space. This is why we have this
constant need to demonstrate it to tourists and citizens alike.17 The desire
to show historical artefacts is nothing more than a masked intention
to broadcast our message. And so, the real sense of getting to know the
monument is not to learn something, but to become someone.
The buildings of the former synagogues in Belarus, especially if there
are no Jewish communities in the area, inevitably fall into the “friend or
foe” and “faraway−nearby” dichotomy. This is due to the historical ambiva
lence of the Jewish communities in Central and Eastern Europe. Though
organically included in urban life, they remained quite closed, with sepa
rate temples and cultural codes and with their own agenda for public life.
An excellent illustration of this duality is the location of the Ašmiany
synagogue. According to the “Regulations on the Jews” of the Tsarist Rus
sia, a synagogue could only be built at a certain distance from an Ortho
dox church.18 And so it happened. However, if today we try to estimate
the actual distance, we will learn that in fact they are quite close. What

13 David Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Country, Cambridge 1985, p. 219.
14 Ханна Арендт, Между прошлым и будущим: Восемь упражнений в политической
мысли [Between the past and the future: Eight exercises in political thought], Москва
2014, p. 9.
15 Gregory Ashworth, Planowanie dziedzictwa, Kraków 2015, p. 35.
16 Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, New York 2006, p. 45.
17 David Harvey, “The History of Heritage,” [in:] The Ashgate Research Companion to Heri
tage and Identity, Brian Graham and Peter Howard (eds.), New York 2008, p. 22.
18 Krzysztof Kowalski, O istocie…, op. cit., p. 101.
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was assessed at the beginning of the century as “far” turns out to be un
expectedly close today. The subjectivity of this space seems to be based
on mental distance.
But even today synagogues are perceived as alien places, filled with
a foreign religious meaning, interesting mostly to aliens (tourists). In
2005 in Loeu (Homel region) the municipal service demolished the last
former synagogue. It is quite telling that not a single (!) photograph of this
building has survived. Even more symptomatic is the situation with the
distribution of funds for the renovation of public spaces and individual
architectural monuments due to the preparation for the National festival
Dazhynki, which was celebrated in Belarus from 1996 to 2014.19 During
that period, with more than 10 cities completely renovated and numer
ous cultural heritage sites conserved or revitalised, not a single former
synagogue was restored.20
Synagogues, even those on the heritage list, are not perceived by our
own. “Our heritage has been handed over to us without a testament.” The
most often discussed conservation model for them so far is to become
museums of Jewish culture, created at the expense of Israeli or Ameri
can Jews for Jewish tourists. For who else could be interested in such
heritage?
To challenge this way of thinking, a truly modern conservation pro
jects initiated for these former synagogues must transform the percep
tion of the synagogues from being exclusively Jewish heritage to the
category of local heritage, important for the present Belarusian citizens.
A local community, with the assistance of heritage experts, must develop
its own attitudes and ideas about Jewish culture and urban history be
fore, during, and after the Holocaust. Heritage, therefore, must be up
dated and appropriated. A creative use and reinforcing the importance
of former synagogues in modern life must replace pure museumification.
Examples of such projects already exist. At the moment, developing new
meanings for these buildings is more important than finding funds for

19 Ивонн Кляйнманн, “Камни преткновения: Хоральные синагоги в столицах”
[Stumbling blocks: Choral synagogues in capitals], [in:] Лехаим, 16 September 2019,
https://lechaim.ru/academy/kamni‑pretknoveniya‑horalnye‑sinagogi‑v‑stolitsah
(access: 2 April 2020).
20 Stsiapan Stureika, “The Dažynki Harvest Festival as a Tool for the Transformation of
Historical Centres in Belarusian Towns,” [in:] Heritage and the City, Robert Kusek and
Jacek Purchla (eds.), Krakow 2017, pp. 139–151.
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their conservation. Sociocultural projects implemented around syna
gogues should be prioritised over reconstruction.
The third level: what can and what cannot be done
with a synagogue?
In 2018, during the study trip to see the conserved former synagogues in
Lithuania, a group of Belarusian heritage experts visited the Pakruojis
synagogue, converted in 2017 to the main hall of the local library – a beau
tiful wooden building with blue interiors and restored wall paintings.
The library’s employee showed us a drawing of a train with a steam loco
motive on the ceiling panel. The drawing looked naive, as if it came from
a children’s book. It turned out that the restorers had recreated the his
torical painting of 1885. According to the painting, the train was intended
to travel to Palestine. It is noteworthy that a real railway appeared in
the district shortly before the painting was created. Thus, in 1885 artists
were at the peak of modernity, painting the most advanced technological
achievement. Can we imagine a modern sacred building with paintings
of flying boards or the hyperloop? Or will we give preference to tradi
tional plots, especially when dealing with historical architecture?
In other words, while turning into heritage, why should a building
that owes its outstanding quality to its aspiration for the future and ap
plication of the most advanced technologies and solutions immediately
be seen as archaic and clashing with modernity? The public becomes
furious about a double‑glazed window, an elevator, and other modern
additions installed in historical buildings. On the other hand, no one
seems to question the addition of electricity or comfortable toilets. What
are, then, the limits of permissible modernity inside the architectural
heritage? Who can become the legitimate conductor of modernity and
who may reject it?
Most Lithuanian cases of former synagogues’ readaptation follow the
traditional path of conservation. Synagogues are restored according to
historical sources and museumified. It must also be said that restoration
and reconstruction are done mainly with Lithuanian, EU, and Scandi
navian money. For example, the White and Red Synagogues complexes
located in Joniškis were restored and museumified in 2011 and 2017 as
part of programmes of the Ministry of Culture. Their new furniture and
modern appliances create good conditions for hosting all kinds of cul
tural events. Both synagogues hold exhibitions presenting the history
of the city and local Jewish community.
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In Kedainiai the baroque New Synagogue was restored in 2002 and
converted into the Intercultural Centre, a branch of the Regional Mu
seum with an excellent cultural programme. In 2004 the nearby Old
Synagogue opened the doors as a children’s art school.
The restoration of the synagogue in the town of Žiežmariai is ongoing
right now. According to the initiators, the building will become a muse
um of Jewish life. In Alytus the reconstruction of the old stone synagogue
is in full swing. There will also be a branch of the local history museum.
A museum or a public cultural institution located in a reconstructed
synagogue usually do not provoke any resistance from heritage experts.
However, how sustainable is this new function, especially when small
town populations decrease? Are synagogues turning into real centres
of the local cultural life (in other words, are they appropriated by the
community), or do they continue to attract strangers (as Jews in the syna
gogues were replaced with tourists)?
The Polish experience in reconstructing former synagogues provides
far fewer clear‑cut examples. In the town of Biłgoraj in south‑eastern Po
land, a new “Miasteczko Kresowe” [Borderland town] district was built,
stylised as a multicultural relic of pre‑war Poland. It is a combination
of historical romance and business calculation. “Miasteczko Kresowe”
should become a real residential area: with apartments, shops, offices, in
stitutions, cafés, and museums. One museum will be opened in a replica
of the synagogue from the Belarusian village Voupa, rebuilt in Biłgoraj
from old photographs. The town’s original 18th‑century synagogue was
destroyed either during the war, or in 1947. The project came under harsh
criticism from heritage experts.21 It is noteworthy, however, that the re
construction of the building in a completely new place managed to attract
additional funding from the European Union – about EUR 400,000.
The synagogue in Inowłódz was founded at the beginning of the 19th
century. At that time Jews made up to one third of the local population.
After the war the synagogue became a warehouse, and then a library.
Later the building was returned to the Jewish community and sold after
wards. Twelve years ago the synagogue became a grocery store. This is
probably the strangest such store in Poland. Above the shelves with toilet

21 Наталля Агарэлышава, “Спіс фактычных пераўтварэнняў, здзейсненых падчас
падрыхтоўкі да рэспубліканскіх ‘Дажынак’ у 1996–2012 гг.” [The list of actual trans
formations made during the preparation for the Republican Dazhynki in 1996–2012],
[in:] ARCHE, no. 4 (2014), pp. 225–234.
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paper, beer, and canned goods, one can see murals with inscriptions in
Hebrew and Russian. There is a huge chandelier under the ceiling. Since
the building is a monument protected by the Voivodeship conservator, all
conservation works were subject to approval. The local commune office
boasts with a landmark on the entry table.22
The last example is the Kraków Prayer House “Hevra Tehilim” in the
Kazimierz district, built in 1896. Until 2006 it served as a dance hall. In
2013 the building was included in the list of monuments and in 2016 it
was converted into a restaurant, for which an additional entrance was
punched in place of the Aron‑Kadesh. Also, the old frescoes with images
of Jerusalem were revealed. And here is the most interesting part: despite
the protest from Jewish activists, the actual owner of the building – the
Jewish community (!) – not only agreed on the changes, but also helped
the tenant to implement the project.23
So, is a restaurant possible in a former synagogue? The critics of this
approach usually refer to the sacred nature of the building. Yes, a syna
gogue is a place where community gathers for prayer. But it would be
wrong to identify it with a church. A synagogue is not a temple. Moreover,
it does not constitute a “branch” of a large religious institution, as syna
gogues are independent. Historically, not only religious functions were
attached to the synagogue. There were schools to study the Torah. There
was a custom to give lectures on the topics of the Torah’s weekly chapters
on Saturdays and holidays. According to tradition, the synagogue could
serve as a library, a venue for meetings, gatherings, and celebrations, and
sometimes as a rabbinical court. Also, the synagogue board has funds to
help those in need and provide loans.
It turns out that a large range of functions may continue the tradition.
However, once again – how prepared are the Jewish communities, city
activists, historians, and heritage experts themselves for the instances of

22 Kinga Migalska, “Rekonstrukcja drewnianej synagogi z Wołpy w Biłgoraju w kontek
ście ochrony i stanu wiedzy na temat dziedzic twa żydowskiego w Polsce,” [in:] Stresz
czenia wystąpień: III Międzynarodowy Kongres Naukowy “Stan badań nad wielokulturowym
dziedzictwem dawnej Rzeczypospolitej,” Wojciech Walczak and Karol Łopatecki (eds.),
Białystok 2015. pp. 76–77.
23 Bartosz Józefiak, “Biblioteka, spożywczak, magazyn okien: Drugie życie synagog
niewiele ma wspólnego z duchowością,” [in:] Gazeta.pl, http://weekend.gazeta.pl/wee
kend/1,152121,21625241,biblioteka‑spozywczak‑magazyn‑okien‑drugie‑zycie‑synagog.
html (access: 2 April 2020).
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such unusual repurposing? How should the new heritage thinking trans
form to combine the overcoming of technological problems in providing
buildings with a new function, preserving their valuable attributes, and
exhibiting historical layers? In my opinion, the novelty of restoration
approaches and the sustainability of the buildings’ new functions are
the core elements in ensuring modernity and providing continuity of
this heritage.
Practical outcomes and general conclusions
The ICOMOS‑Belarus National Committee team faced the full scope of the
discussed issues during the development of the conservation concept for
the former Ašmiany synagogue. Built in the early 20th century, in the
postwar period the synagogue was closed and transformed into a ware
house. Since 2012 it has been under the jurisdiction of the Department
of Ideological Work, Culture, and Youth Affairs of the Ašmiany District
Executive Committee, and is managed by the Ašmiany Local History
Museum, with which ICOMOS has already implemented several projects,
including the creation of a permanent exhibition.24 We put the conser
vation of the synagogue in the context of the museum development and
considered the need to enhance the cultural life of the whole city, a re
gional centre.
For now, the constructions of the Soviet era inside the synagogue
have been dismantled, the interior has been cleaned, a lighting system
has been installed, and some other preparatory work has been carried
out. However, the synagogue needs a large amount of work to be con
served and function.
In 2018 a number of events were organised: two workshops in Ašmiany,
a seminar, and a study tour for the representatives of the local community
and Belarusian restorers to Lithuania. Our project was intended to solve
two interconnected goals: communicative (most important) and conser
vationist. The task was to launch the process of heritage appropriation, to
shift the synagogue from being exclusively Jewish heritage to the category
of local heritage. To do this, we made a separate seminar for community
leaders (leaders of cultural and educational institutions, representatives

24 Stsiapan Stureika, “Overcoming Soviet Regimes of Memory: The Case of Ašmiany,”
[in:] New Eastern Europe, no. 2 (2015), pp. 168–175.
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of the District executive committee and local enterprises).25 During the
seminar, we were answering three questions:
1. What are the current cultural needs of Ašmiany?
2. How relevant is addressing the Jewish heritage today?
3. What is the ideal image of the synagogue in ten and twenty years?
The workshop outcomes were presented to the local authorities. Fi
nally, on 27 September 2018 the National Historical Museum in Minsk
hosted a presentation of the developed conservation concept.26 Despite
the work that has already been done, the conservation is still waiting to
be implemented due to the lack of funds.
Thus, the preservation of synagogues is a task that must be solved
simultaneously at (at least!) three levels: of legal regulation, of intensive
communication with local communities, and of conservation methodol
ogy. All this is impossible without the development of a new heritage
language that stems out of modern theoretical concepts.
The discussion about former synagogues is always about the choice
between valuable and unnecessary, possible and unacceptable. That is
why it is interesting. In my view, when the implementation of the first
stage of conservation works in Ašmiany begins, new discussions shall
arise. The cultural heritage of former synagogues will continue to be
a field of debates.
Finally, it is also a question of the right for loss. Should we aim to pre
serve all buildings, even if nobody needs them? Should we, as experts,
“guide” local communities and initiatives to the very end, or it is theirs, and
not our responsibility? The modern heritage philosophy is not dogmatic.
It tries to reflect on all the situations arising when people take decisions on
heritage. In this sense, former synagogues are a great example of a com
plex problem with many possible answers, and we continue our search.

25 Алина Санюк, “В Ошмянах прошел семинар ‘Разработка концепции использо
вания здания бывшей Ошмянской синагоги’” [The workshop “Development of the
concept of conservation of the building of former Ašmiany synagogue” was held in
Ašmiany], [in:] Ашмянскі веснік, 5 September 2018, http://www.osh.by/?p=46340, (ac
cess: 2 April 2020).
26 Вольф Рубинчик , “Как ‘освоить’ ошмянскую синагогу ?” [How to appropri
ate Ašmiany synagogue?], [in:] belisrael.info, 27 November 2018, https://belisrael.
info/?p=17260 (access: 2 April 2020).
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Introduction
Each architectural object that emerges in a protected area requires
unconventional solutions, professional understanding, and a sense of
architectural, sociocultural, and historical context, as well as quality
realisation. There are four UNESCO World Heritage sites in Lithuania. In
the Vilnius Historic Centre and the Curonian Spit construction is per‑
missible and regulated. Due to its archaeological and historical value the
third UNESCO World Heritage site Kernavė Archaeological Site (Cultural
Reserve of Kernavė) has the highest protection status, and no new con‑
struction is planned in the territory. The fourth site, Struve Geodetic Arc,
is a chain of survey triangulations used for measuring the meridian, and
it only has station points as objects.1
Even though construction in the Vilnius Historic Centre and the Cu‑
ronian Spit is permitted, there are numerous requirements not only for
constructors and architects, but also for lawyers and experts of heritage
protection. Both sites have cultural and nature‑related value and are
protected on a global scale. Since national heritage protection and the
World Heritage Convention regulations are applied in these territories,
the sites are gaining significance in the context of Lithuanian heritage.
The Vilnius Historic Centre was added to the UNESCO World Heritage List
in 1994, followed by the Curonian Spit in 2000; however, the criteria for

1

F. G. W. Struve’s research (1816–1855) helped to establish the exact size and shape of the
planet. It was an important step in the development of geoscience and topographical
cartography. Lithuanian national commission for UNESCO, https://www.unesco.lt/
tangible‑cultural‑heritage/struve‑geodetic‑arc (access: 10 September 2019).
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including the sites on the list were different from those currently applied
to similar sites.
Since the addition of these cultural sites to the World Heritage List
many new buildings have been constructed and even more buildings
have been reconstructed. Through the analysis of architectural objects
in Vilnius and the Curonian Spit, the article will provide a brief review
of the major aesthetic tendencies of new architecture, human scale, and
site identity.
The diversity of Vilnius
If we try to understand the real cultural and nature‑related identity and
the specificity of the protected area from a contemporary perspective,
we cannot deny the fact that the Vilnius Historic Centre is more than
just a territory with medieval characteristics. Its urban structure has
changed considerably. It has gained architecturally significant modern
inserts, some of which are included in the national Register of Cultural
Property and protected as archaeological or architectural objects. Build‑
ings with such features of the late modern period have a sense of urban
contextuality. They are incorporated into the surroundings by creat‑
ing the spacial‑volumetric composition that takes into account, among
others, the nearby buildings, visual angles, or staying within the lines
of the perimeter block,2 all of which are incorporated harmoniously into
the whole. These are several exceptional examples that became land‑
marks in their own right, blending into the context: Contemporary Art
Centre (arch. V. E. Čekanauskas), the building of the Ministry of Health
of the Republic of Lithuania (arch. J. Šeibokas), the building of the Minis‑
try of National Defence of the Republic of Lithuania (arch. E. N. Bučiūtė).
One of the main requirements for new architectural objects is unity
with the surroundings, the sense of genius loci.3 And if we look at the
protected historical city centre from a broader point of view, fulfilling
this requirement becomes a challenge when navigating and searching
for the best spot for a new architectural object. “Vilniaus miesto centro
nekilnojamojo kultūros vertybių registro pasiūlymų sąrašo ekspertizės

2

Martynas Mankus, Postmodernizmo idėjų raiška XXa. pab. – XXI a. pr. Lietuvos archi
tektūroje [doctoral dissertation] Vilnius 2018, p. 57.

3

Christian Norberg‑Schulz, Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture, New
York 1979.
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brėžinys” [The blueprint of Vilnius city centre cultural real estate regis‑
ter proposal list expertise]4 reveals that buildings of the mid‑20th cen‑
tury and later periods strongly influence the entire territory. Thus, late
modernist buildings and even buildings with hints of the postmodernist
period located in the Old Town gain prominence in the landscape and
considerably influence developments in this territory.
One example could be the quarter in front of the Church of St Nicholas,
which is one of the oldest churches in Vilnius. The aesthetic expression
of the office building which is being completed in the intersection of Ly‑
dos Street and St Mikalojaus Street echoes the existing diverse context.
Pale plaster with rough texture pays tribute to the nearby kindergarten
Krivulė, which was built in the Soviet times, or to the apartment building
further down in St Mikalojaus Street with its postmodern manifestations
and its “abundance of various elements of historical imitation: triangu‑
lar bay window, a niche below it, various pediments above the cornice,
base decorated with rustic masonry, etc.”5 Moreover, the new building,
which completes the intersection draft, reacts to the previous archi‑
tecture. The volume of the building is accentuated and visually divided
with horizontal lines of sparse rustic masonry, as if trying to conform to
the qualities of historical buildings. As the philosopher Roger Scruton
claims, every period has to convey its identification message, its form
of expression; therefore, the expression of contemporary architecture
conveys a cultural message.6 One can consider architecture not only in
its economical or practical sense. Rather, the implied historical, social,
nature‑related, etc. layers pose certain obstacles to architects.
The marks that time has imprinted on architecture, both outward
and inward, together with what came to be the protected historical
environment, is regarded as heritage – which, to some extent, is then
identify as authentic, according to the broad definition included in the
Nara Document on Authenticity. In order to comprehend the cultural
messages of the earlier times through buildings and the entire protected
territory, which becomes a seamless heritage object, a detailed historical

4

Vilniaus miesto centro nekilnojamojo kultūros vertybių registro pasiūlymų sąrašo ekspertizės
brėžinys, 2003.

5

“Daugiabutis namas Šv. Mikalojaus g.,” [in:] Vilniaus Architektūros gidas, Marija
Drėmaitė et al. (eds.), Vilnius 2016, p. 202.

6

Roger Scruton, The Aesthetics of Architecture, Princeton 1979, p. 13.

Heritage and Environment

341

Building at the intersection of Lydos Street and St Mikalojaus Street, Vilnius.
© Dalia Traškinaitė

and sociocultural familiarity is required. Heritage is a phenomenon or
an object that has three characteristics: realistic duality (the ability to
refer to a different reality, for example, the past), social relevancy, and
reality (authenticity).7
When we look at the historical centre of Vilnius, we observe it from
today’s point of view; therefore, the image of the past is inevitably dis‑
torted. We do not have the opportunity to see it any other way, and be‑
cause of that we cannot fully achieve pure or primordial authenticity when
restoring buildings. Instead, we can manage to preserve only a certain
visual form. In terms of multilayered structure, all objects that carry the
cultural message of their time become truly essential. Scientific validity
based on sources becomes an important dimension in the work related
to heritage objects when restoring, repurposing, or reconstructing. It is
crucial for any change to mark its time of modification.
The hotel Pacai, situated in one of the busiest streets of the Old
Town (Didžioji Street), is an excellent example of function attribution.

7

Salvijus Kulevičius, “Kultūros paveldo autentiškumo beieškant,” [in:] Pažangi
architektūros paveldo apsauga: misija (ne)įmanoma? (2017), p. 16 (15−26).
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Extensive architectural and archaeological research was carried out
prior to reconstruction. The former volume of the structure was re‑es‑
tablished using modern materials, which suggests the building’s new
presence in the architectural composition. This approach of coordinating
and demonstrating both sides in a controlled and harmless way, taken
by the architectural studio Forma in 2018, was positively received by
the local professional community. A different approach was chosen for
the reconstruction of Pliaterių rūmai [Pliateriai palace], undertaken by
architectural studio Archivoltas. Site research revealed the previous lo‑
cation and foundations of the palace; however, the sources were insuf‑
ficient and lacked accuracy. The architects had no choice but to guess
what the palace could have looked like. The approach towards the recon‑
struction simplifies the choice and hints at imitation. Although historical
representation and its authenticity are becoming equally important in
contemporary heritage protection (The Nara Document on Authenticity
came into effect, and the significance of heritage‑related issues shifted
from professional opinion towards public needs [The Faro Convention]),
source‑based authenticity retains its significance.8 More than 10 years
before the completion of the aforementioned complex, the architects
Henrikas Štaudė and Jurgis Leskevičius restored the historical artisan
neighbourhood of three houses downhill from the complex. In this case
the urban structure was maintained, and architectural expression re‑
flects contemporary architecture. Still, some time needs to pass in order
to determine whether the project was an interpretation or a reconstruc‑
tion of the neighbourhood.
An ethical architect understands the influence his or her building has
on the well‑being of the community as well as on the cultural identity
and memory. They become more socially involved in the local commu‑
nity and try to respond to its needs. This enables architects to convey
a specific cultural message. Unfortunately, sometimes the message is left
unfulfilled.
The analysis of the buildings constructed in the historical centre of
Vilnius after its inclusion in the UNESCO Heritage List revealed several
clear tendencies. The majority of the buildings are residential, and they

8

World Heritage Centre, Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Her
itage Convention, 2005‑02‑02, WHC. 05/2, a. 79–86, http://whc.unesco.org/archive/
opguide05‑en.pdf (access: 6 September 2019).
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all vary in terms of architectural composition and the way they reflect
the context can be categorised into two prevalent groups: buildings that
imitate and buildings that interpret earlier historical architecture. In
the case of imitation, the objective of the buildings that are woven into
the historical‑urban context is to replicate a former decayed building.
Often there are not enough reliable sources to perform accurate resto‑
ration. In some cases, there is the same intention to imitate a historical
building, but with the common lapse of enlarging the windows. Usually
the buildings that belong to this group fit into the surrounding context
in terms of their scale and volume. Pranciškonų parkas (built in 2018),
located near the previously mentioned office building, exemplifies this
group of buildings. It forms a perimeter block and lies next to the former
Franciscan monastery and the Tiškevičiai palace complex, as if complet‑
ing the former quarter. When observed from Kėdainių Street and Lydos
Street, the building exhibits the metre of the composition consisting of
large window apertures, laconic and simple façade composition. On the
other hand, the overwhelming abundance of details and materials in
the courtyard distracts the eye, impedes comprehension of the whole,
and prevents the viewer from seeing the consistency of the composition.
The other group of residential buildings interprets historical architec‑
ture. These buildings are characterised by clear elements of composition,
especially by the use of contrasting materials. The elements emphasise
the epoch of contemporary architecture as well as the established fea‑
tures of the natural surroundings, such as articulated façades and the
compositions of repeated elements. They echo historical architecture
not through imitation, but rather through the retrieval of typical ele‑
ments. The apartment building Subačiaus namai, designed by the ar‑
chitectural studio A4architektai, displays a clear pattern of apertures.
The depth of the apertures as well as the materials themselves empha‑
sise its rhythm. The building is located in Subačius Street, near the bas‑
tion of the Vilnius defensive wall and a much talked about architectural
object Misionierių sodai (architectural studio DO ARCHITECTS), which
is still under construction. The architect Alvidas Songaila (2020) took
a different approach toward the interpretation of the residential build‑
ing at 18 Vilnius Street. The reconstruction of the former bank building
with postmodern features relied on the vivid rhythmic composition of
the windows. This time, however, the examination of the façade reveals
the domination of densely packed window apertures. In order to visually
de-emphasise their prominence on the façade, the windows are split into
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Building at the intersection of Lydos Street and St Mikalojaus Street, Vilnius.
© Dalia Traškinaitė

smaller sections. However, this makes the façade of the building overly
detailed, thus the composition becomes incoherent. The building suffers
from the surpluss of details, such as small elements next to the cornices
and pediments above bay windows. In fact, bay windows can be seen in
the neighbouring buildings as well, but there they are handled more pro‑
fessionally. The building replaced a postmodernist object and completely
abandoned the characteristics of postmodern architecture.
During the analysed period, besides the already discussed residential
buildings, two museum projects were also completed in Vilnius: MO, the
museum of modern art, and the Lithuanian art centre TARTLE. The latter
consists of two historical blocks joined by a contemporary one, where‑
as MO does not adjoin any historical buildings. Because the purpose of
a museum requires a proper scale, finding harmony with the environ‑
ment becomes a much greater challenge than in the case of residential
buildings. Even though the total area taken up by each of the museums
is rather small, the spectator experiences their sense of scale differently.
The texture of plaster, the interpretation of the rustic, and the way the
building adheres to the line of the perimeter block do not make up for the
scale of MO and its sense of rigid volume. The white colour used for mini‑
malistic purposes only emphasises the monolithic quality of the museum,
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which is rather unusual for the architecture of Vilnius Historic Centre.9
On the other hand, TARTLE is more susceptible to the context, and its
scale does not conflict with the surroundings. By maintaining distance
from other buildings, MO exhibits its idiosyncrasy and emphasises Dan‑
iel Libeskind’s signature style rather than adheres to the context of the
historical surroundings. This raises the question whether this type of
architectural object was designed according to the features of its sur‑
roundings. Famous architects often create buildings that make people
want to see them for themselves. Those buildings stand out and even
become iconic in terms of their surroundings, but the designs rarely “add
any unity and harmonious interaction between buildings in particular
urban area.”10 A new museum in Rome designed by Richard Meier raised
similar questions – the discussion about the controversial nature of the
museum is still ongoing and it will probably continue in the future.
Everlasting reconstruction in the Curonian Spit
The Curonian Spit has an exceptional cultural and nature‑related iden‑
tity; therefore, it is important to understand its urban structure through‑
out time. The Curonian Spit is a sand dune peninsula separating the Baltic
Sea from the Curonian Lagoon. The northern portion of the Curonian Spit
belongs to Lithuania, and its nature and four remaining fishing settle‑
ments are protected by the Kursiu Nerija National Park. The Curonian
Spit is an outstanding example of cultural and natural landscape “that
is under constant threat from natural forces (wind and tide). After dis‑
astrous human interventions that menaced its survival the Spit was re‑
claimed by massive protection and stabilization works begun in the 19th
century and still continuing to the present day.”11 According to the WHC
Nomination Documentation, the expressive panoramic views and the
settlements along the coast of the Curonian Lagoon are also amongst the
most valuable features of the Curonian Spit. Due to the fact that the terri‑
tory is protected by the Kursiu Nerija National Park, recommendations for
new construction as well as reconstruction apply. The recommendations

9

Almantas Samalavičius, “The Ambiguities of Iconic Design: Mo Modern Art Museum
by Daniel Libeskind,” [in:] Journal of Architectural Design and Urbanism, vol 2 no. 1 (2019),
p. 18 (13−21).

10 Ibidem, p. 19.
11 UNESCO, UNESCO World Heritage Nomination, Curonian Spit, 1999, p. 4.
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on shapes, proportions, materials, colours, etc. are characteristic of
a fisherman’s house; therefore, the architecture is expected to allude to
its prototype, which is associated with an ethnographic house. At this
point architects as well as researches face a multifaceted problem: which
ethnographic house prototype of a certain time period should be selected
and used as the reference point for future developments in the area?
Currently Kursiu Nerija National Park provides guidelines for eth‑
nographic house prototype from the second half of the 19th century due
to the largest amount of available information on the latest architecture.
Most of the inhabitants of the peninsula used to be fishermen; however,
due to the fact that throughout the history the peninsula was governed
by different countries, the people’s lifestyle, population size, and politics
changed. The research conducted by Vasilijus Safronovas12 indicates that
during the World War II the locals were evacuated to Germany, and after
the war, in the years 1945–1948, only 13% of the former inhabitants re‑
turned to their homes; due to an agreement of 1958 between the USSR and
FRG the number decreased even more. The Curonian Spit became a part
of the coastal boarder with restricted access. The territory was packed
with soldiers, and the majority of new inhabitants were industrial fishing
workers, such as fishermen and mechanics. The territory was scarcely
populated and hard to access; therefore, it was considered more as a farm
rather than a potential summer vacation destination.
The recreational potential was identified in the 1950s when the con‑
cept and the project for recreational exploitation were created.13 Even
before that, in the 19th century, Nida and Juodkrantė already had resort
status.14 In the 19th century the establishment of amber excavation com‑
pany promoted the expansion in Juodkrantė and eventually turned it
into a health resort. Numerous holiday villas emerged right next to the
factory; today, that flock of villas still remains in the northern part of
the town. As a result, new buildings engage with the context of the vil‑
las. Also, the recommendations by the national park specify that the new

12 Vasilijus Safronovas, Migrantai ir pabėgėliai Kuršių nerijoje XX amžiaus viduryje, Vilnius
2018, p. 65.
13 Marija Drėmaitė, “Nuo žvejų kolūkių iki prestižinio kurorto,” [in:] NERINGA:
Architektūros gidas, Vilnius 2019, p. 96.
14 Rimas Adomaitis, “Rekomendacijos pastatų tvarkymui, projektinių pasiūlymų
rengimui,” [in:] Kuršių nerijos tradicinė architektūra, Kęstutis Demereckas (ed.),
Klaipėda 2011, p. 532 (526−549).
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buildings may reflect the old villas in urbanised territories beyond the
borders of cultural reserves.15 Thus, an interpretation of a fisherman’s
house is simply unimaginable. One of the most striking examples of
the new buildings in Juodkrantė is the reconstructed villa “Jūra. Smėlis.
Vėjas,” built in 2008. The scale and the silhouette of the object as well as
its loftiness allow it to merge with its urban environment rather harmo‑
niously. Its architectural elements, especially the original façade carv‑
ings by Marius Jonutis, present a contemporary link with the location as
well as leave an imprint of this age in the architectural expression.
Nida and Juodkrantė are the largest settlements in the Curonian Spit,
thus their urban structures (mixed and linear plan) are more complex
than those of Pervalka and Preila, both of which have architectural ob‑
jects of divergent functions, volume, and scale. Juodkrantė is possibly
the best example of a village that gradually evolved into a resort char‑
acterised by a variety of wooden villas with architectural compositions
that should be taken into account when designing new buildings. The ar‑
chitecture of the settlements witnessed a major change after 1960 with
the appearance of buildings other than permanent residencies, mak‑
ing the territory a place of resort settlements with many larger objects.
At first, former fishermen’s houses in Neringa Municipality settlements
and forests were repurposed into small recreational houses capable of
accommodating several families. At the same time began the recon‑
structions that expanded those houses in order to fulfil newly emerging
needs. During the time between 1961–1967 attention was also drawn to
architectural quality. It was decided that every new structure should
be individual and distinct, while remaining subtle, reserved, and har‑
monious with the landscape.16 With the increasing number of visitors
and their growing needs, larger resort complexes were being developed.
Some of them were constructed further from towns in order to mini‑
mise the distance from the accommodation to the sea. At the same time,
besides new modernist buildings, several ethnographic objects were
renovated and preserved. If we look at the vicinity as a whole, a dual
nature of the territory, i.e. new, modernist, recreational, and old, eth‑
nographic, can be recognised. The passing time has transformed the

15 Kuršių nerijos nacionalinio parko tvarkymo planas, Teisės aktų registras 2012 (redakcija
2019), p. 2.
16 Marija Drėmaitė, “Nuo žvejų kolūkių…,” op. cit., p. 106.
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place from the former fishermen settlements into resorts. Consequently,
the direction of development in the Curonian Spit became a subject of
debate, which could also be felt in the project of Nida’s cultural, commer‑
cial, and administrative centre by the architect Liuda Mažeikienė (1963).
The town centre was divided into zones, one of which was indicated
as ethnographic. The approach towards the old homesteads and their
protection was superficial; nonetheless, there has been some considera‑
tions of modernist as well as ethnographic directions.17 The challenges
brought by the everchanging identity have undoubtable influence on
present‑day architectural changes; and musings on these approaches
remain relevant.
The wave of regionalism that swept over the Curonian Spit after
1967 started numerous attempts of designing new buildings with eth‑
nographic elements, resulting in obvious overdoing. For example, in or‑
der to emphasise the original character and ethnography of the place,
buildings were overly decorated with uncharacteristic details. Around
1980–1990 modernist buildings were undergoing a new phase of recon‑
struction, which aimed to regionalise them. Gable roofs and extra floors
were added to apartment buildings in Taikos Street in Nida. In the last
decade of the 20th century the same buildings underwent another re‑
construction. Unfortunately, it did not elevate the aesthetics of the struc‑
tures but rather left them chaotic in terms of their composition, colours,
and apertures.
This reconstruction trend, which was supposed to fix the mistakes of
the previous reconstructions, was mostly visible in the two biggest towns
of the Curonian Spit, namely Nida and Juodkrantė. Some of the larger
complexes were changed according to regionalism ideas, often more
than once. The examples in Nida include the resorts of Nidus, Linėja, and
Auksinės kopos. There are several homesteads that truly resemble the
primordial identity; however, they are outnumbered by modernist town
elements. Not all modernist buildings blend into the urban and natural
landscape. To add to that, during the Soviet times the sand dunes and the
landscape framework in Nida became endangered due to construction
works in the pine forests. Once the pines that protected the sand dunes
were removed, the possibility of sand being blown off increased; there‑
fore, the current national park regulations do not allow new construction

17 Ibidem, pp. 102–103.

Heritage and Environment 349

to threaten the pine forests.18 Further away from the villas, in the south‑
ern part of Juodkrantė, right next to a Lutheran church stands a massive
relaxation resort Ąžuolynas (built in 1984). From the urbanistic point
of view, the three blocks set perpendicularly to the street connect the
complex with the urban structure of the location and at the same time
visually reduce its size if observed from the street. The remaining part
of the complex lies behind the three blocks. In the last 30 years the vol‑
ume of these blocks grew immensely due to reconstruction; the façades
with features of regionalism were changed, the roof inclinations were
altered, and an attic was added. The aforementioned elements distorted
the balance of the composition, and consequently the structure lost its
original form. Today its dominance is determined by its great volume and
uncontrollable architectural forms.
Garage reconstruction is another independently evolving tendency
that should not be overlooked. Unfortunately, the resorts did not escape
this phenomenon that became especially popular during the Soviet times.
It seems that this relic should have disappeared from a place with such
an important status, especially since in Lithuania these garage parks
are gradually vanishing. In 1980 a garage park was built next to the Hill
of Witches (est. 1979). Today the garages are still being transformed into
residential boxes with garages on the ground floor and living spaces
above them. Nida even has an entire quarter of such garages, which are
being reconstructed into apartment blocks. In the early years of Lithu‑
anian independence attempts were made for the reconstructed garages
to incorporate motifs of ethnographic fisherman homesteads. In current
conversions there are more attempts to use local materials and abstract
details, integrate vertical and horizontal elements in order to visually
divide and minimise massive façades, as well as to provide an orderly
and clear‑cut compositional structure. Not all garages have been recon‑
structed, although more reconstructions are planned.
Similar reconstructions have also taken place in military objects by
the sea. Nida Art Colony is one of the most notable examples. The Vilnius
Academy of Art initiated the project and reconstructed a former ware‑
house into a meeting space, whose exterior elevates the surrounding
landscape. This object can be functionally tied with Nida’s past as a fa‑
vourite destination of artists who used to come to Nida in the first half of

18 Jurgis Bučas, Kuršių nerijos nacionalinis parkas, Vilnius 2001, p. 32.
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the 20th century.19 The building’s volume is massive, yet its expression is
minimalistic. Its striped galleries, both opened and closed, create a sense
of a new type of quality in a former utility zone. The nearby buildings are
also under reconstruction in an attempt to visually divide the volume
of the former warehouses. This is achieved with gable roof rhythm and
minimalistic wooden plank décor that maintain compositional balance
and steer away from kitsch. This shows how Nida Art Colony set the bar
for future conversions.
Interpretations as well as straightforward imitations of fishermen
homesteads are also prevalent in the new and reconstructed buildings
of the Curonian Spit settlements. Fishermen houses are also being re‑
constructed, some of which are simply rebuilt on old foundations. Two
residential houses/villas, named “Smėlis ir Jūra” and “Pilėja” (architects:
Gintaras Prikockis, Asta Prikockienė), are amongst the most expres‑
sive and meticulous objects in Preila. The buildings combine contem‑
porary and ethnic architectural features by matching the scale of the
buildings with the context, although the scale is still a little larger than
that of a former fisherman’s house. The Soviet era buildings expanded
the human scale of all the buildings in Preila; therefore, the size of the
aforementioned villas does not get in the way. On the other side of the
spectrum there are a few instances of architecture of imitation, and
the social housing complex in Nida (built in 2015) is one of such examples.
The volume of the complex is larger than that of a fisherman’s house, but
its aesthetic expression reiterates the ethnographic uniqueness of the
Curonians, colour combinations being the only major difference. The ex‑
ample presents one of the possibilities suggested by the State Service for
Protected Areas under the Ministry of Environment. The organisation
provides catalogues for each ethnographic region.20 In this case, the pub‑
lication Kaimo statyba: Mažoji Lietuva [Developments in the countryside:
Lithuania Minor] presents traditional buildings and typical elements, as
if proposing a specific aesthetic expression.
If we keep in mind the currently established identity and genius loci,
every time a new project and its fit in the overall structure are considered
we cannot avoid the following question: is the singular image of a fish‑
erman’s house still relevant to the overall aesthetics of the territory? In

19 Roberta Mizgeraitė, “Nidos meno kolonija,” [in:] Archiforma, no. 3–4 (2011), pp. 14–21.
20 Martynas Mankus, Postmodernizmo…, op. cit., pp. 100–101.
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Social housing quarter in Nida. © Dalia Traškinaitė

this protected area there are buildings from different time periods, and
some of those objects are rather new; therefore, due to the changes in the
historical context the imitation of historical image without modern‑day
interpretation seems rather suspicious. If we look at the new buildings in
the Curonian Spit, we can easily notice that the majority of these objects
reiterate the volumetric composition of a fisherman’s house and thus fit
into the overall context. Recreational complexes from the Soviet times as
well as other larger apartment buildings usually undergo reconstruction
that involve the change of a flat roof into a gable roof, but the changes of
aesthetic elements in façades provide more details that divide the volume
of the building. Consequently, the aesthetic object is more comprehensi‑
ble because the observer can more easily grasp its human scale, which is
associated with the human themselves. The overview of the changes in
recreational buildings, apartment buildings, and hotels in a rather short
time also indicates shifts in the point of view and the attempts to reflect
them in older buildings with the help of more than one reconstruction.
Unfortunately, often the overall balance of the composition is lost. In
order to improve the quality of architecture the territory is constantly
undergoing reconstruction. Fortunately, more and more successful pro‑
jects emerge.
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Conclusion
The structures that were built after the Vilnius Historic Centre and the
Curonian Spit were added to the World Heritage List are mostly new
buildings that imitate historical images. Despite the fact that the build‑
ings are located in different places, similar tendencies can be observed.
They reiterate historical forms and volumes rather than interpret histori‑
cal‑architectural structure. In terms of their human scale, new buildings
usually blend better into the overall urban and natural context when this
approach is taken. In order to find the best solutions for a new design, cer‑
tain crucial elements from the previously mentioned aesthetic features
should be taken into account. Both of the protected sites have features
not only of the earlier times but also of the later, modern period. However,
the influence of the diverse nature of heritage sites and the way they are
perceived when designing new objects remains open for discussion.

Multi‑layered Significance
of Heritage: Mapping Castles,
Their Functions, and Environment
in Post‑World War II Slovenia
Barbara Vodopivec
Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Ljubljana (Slovenia)

Introduction
As some of the most significant elements and values of cultural landscape,
historical buildings are vitally associated with environmental protection
and spatial planning, which are both defined by sustainable development.1
Concurrent scientific discourse in the field of heritage conservation is in‑
troducing a holistic integrated approach, which aims to harmonise the
economic, environmental, and social dimensions of heritage preservation
and thus involves both humanities and social sciences, as well as natu‑
ral sciences and engineering. The profound importance of architectural
heritage for identity as well as the increasing role of heritage as a driver
of development, especially in relation to cultural tourism, represent ad‑
ditional arguments for its integrated and sustainable preservation.2
Yet conservation interventions, preventive maintenance, integral
preservation, revitalisation, and management of heritage must first and

1

The article was written in May 2020 and represents state of the art and discusses the
data, obtained before that date. Nevertheless, I would like to point out that castles
Turjak and Rihemberk have recently been reopened to the public.

2

The multilayered importance of heritage also represents the basis of the Slovenian
Cultural Heritage Strategy: “The basis of the strategy is the principle of the integrated
conservation of heritage as fundamental of national identity, Slovenia’s cultural di‑
versity (which goes hand in hand with its exceptional landscape diversity and biodi‑
versity), its attractiveness as a place to live, education, development, the arts, tourism,
and other economic activities. It provides a foundation for Slovenia’s contemporary
creativity and defines its profile in the international community.” Ministry of Culture
of the Republic of Slovenia, Strategija kulturne dediščine 2020–2023 [Cultural heritage
strategy 2020–2023], Ljubljana 2019, p. 2, https://www.gov.si/assets/ministrstva/
MK/DEDISCINA/STRAT_KD_2019.pdf (access: 20 April 2020).
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foremost derive from the thorough knowledge of each particular monu‑
ment: its historical, art‑historical, social, cultural, economic, and en‑
vironmental value, as well as the conservation status of the materials,
structure, assessment of injuries and risks/hazards, and interventions
regarding the monument over time. To this end, reliable data, supported
by documentation methodology that integrates all of the aforementioned
monument information and aspects, acquired based on the scientific
and technical work of various sciences and disciplines while taking into
account the specifics of each individual discipline, is essential, especially
when the resources are limited.3 Due to a variety of methods, techniques,
tools, and interpretations of these sciences as well as because of diverse
interests (from political to professional) and a range of institutions and
groups that participate in the process of preservation, this is a complicat‑
ed, multifaceted, and therefore very demanding and challenging process.
One of the most far‑reaching and crucial consequences of the more or
less successful tackling of these challenges are heritage buildings with or
without suitable functions. It is precisely the function – namely, the con‑
tents that give a building its meaning – which, while appropriately main‑
tained, importantly contributes to, and in the ideal circumstances even
allows for, the life and continued survival of an individual monument.
Case study: castles in Slovenia
In the article, I will present examples of castle heritage in Slovenia4 and
explore the importance of function for the buildings’ state of preserva‑
tion as well as highlight the castles’ environmental or landscape value. In
fact, as parts of the environment for over a millenium, castles in Slovenia
are inseparable elements of the landscape to which their picturesqueness

3

The definition of the multiple‑criteria method for determining the priorities of the
restoration interventions with limited resources with reference to castle heritage
is explored in: Barbara Vodopivec, Interdisciplinarna opredelitev trajnostnega pristopa
k varstvu okolja na primeru grajske dediščine [Interdisciplinary definition of a sustain‑
able approach to the environmental protection with reference to castle heritage,
doctoral thesis], Ljubljana 2015.

4

For the architectural‑typological designation of castle buildings, the terms grad [cas‑
tle] and dvorec [mansion] are used for the entire Slovenian territory. The term castle
is used to denote the fortified medieval residences of a feudal lord in naturally or
artificially protected locations. In the 16th century medieval castles lost their sig‑
nificance due to social changes and the introduction of firearms. A new type of castle
buildings, built between the 16th and 19th centuries, was established, for which the
term mansion is used. Compared to castles, they had a more accessible location and
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lends a particular charm. Furthermore, castles attest to the humani‑
sation of the environment and, interpreted by the historical and other
sciences, they also testify to the importance and development of the sur‑
roundings of which they are a part.
Initially, I thus propose two hypotheses: there is a strong correlation
between an undefined function and the degree to which a castle is threat‑
ened; moreover, a significant environmental or landscape value of a cas‑
tle (more concretely, a park, garden, region, cultural landscape, cityscape,
ambience) increases the probability that the function of the building will
be successfully defined. Verifying these two starting points will con‑
tribute to the considerations of the effective planning and management
of the castle heritage in Slovenia. Despite the extraordinary potential
of this type of heritage – particularly for cultural tourism which will be
discussed further – nowadays castles represent a heavy burden for their
owners due to their costly restoration and management. In Slovenia the
restoration and maintenance of castles is largely financed with public
funds, which are rather limited. Meanwhile, alternative models of castle
management that involve the participation of other sources of financing
are still in the initial stages.5 Based on the overview of the more recent
literature regarding the issues involved in castle heritage, the state of
preservation of castles in Slovenia can be assessed as relatively poor,6

were more comfortable in terms of living conditions. See: Igor Sapač, “Kaj je grad?
Problematika terminološke oznake in temeljne definicije” [What is a castle? Problems
of terminological designation and basic definitions], [in:] Razumeti grad: vloga in pomen
gradov v slovenski zgodovini, scientific symposium papers, Ljubljana, 23–24 November
2011, pp. 3–5.
5

Ivan Stopar, Gradovi na Slovenskem [Castles in Slovenia], Ljubljana 1986; Dami‑
jan Prelovšek, “Slovenski gradovi” [Slovenian castles], [in:] Umetnostna kronika,
no. 38 (2013), pp. 46–50; Barbara Vodopivec, Interdisciplinarna opredelitev…, op. cit.,
pp. 20–28; Alenka Kuševič, Upravljanje s kulturnimi spomeniki v lasti Republike Slovenije
[Management of cultural monuments owned by the Republic of Slovenia, MA thesis],
Ljubljana 2016.

6

Damjana Pečnik, “Gradovi in dvorci: mogočni pričevalci časa, kulture in umetnosti”
[Castles and mansions: the mighty witnesses of time, culture, and art], [in:] Umetnostna kronika, no. 15 (2007), pp. 8–11; Ivan Stopar, “Slovenski gradovi: prezrta dediščina”
[Slovenian castles: the overlooked heritage], [in:] Razumeti grad…, op. cit., pp. 1–2;
Miha Preinfalk (ed.), “Iz zgodovine slovenskih gradov” [From the history of Slove‑
nian castles], [in:] Kronika, časopis za slovensko krajevno zgodovino, vol. 60 no. 3 (2012),
pp. 369–832; Miha Preinfalk and Igor Sapač, “Grajska dediščina na Slovenskem: Nekaj
misli z okrogle mize Gradovi na Slovenskem danes in jutri – usoda, načrti, perspective”
[Castle heritage in Slovenia: A few thoughts from the round table castles in Slovenia
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despite some successful renovations, which will be discussed later on.
As I will demonstrate further, the function and management of castles
in a manner that allows for their regular maintenance and restoration is
one of the major challenges, if not the toughest problem related to castles
and their long‑term survival. In comparison with certain other European
countries, the issue of the castles’ function is especially pressing in Slove‑
nia – also because during and after World War II the castles were subject
to looting and destruction to the degree where the buildings that are still
preserved today “lack any furnishings” 7 (with few exceptions). After 1945
many of these buildings were devalued with inappropriate contents, for
example, used as orphanages, prisons, and apartments for the socially
endangered. Due to the abandonment or inappropriate use in the decades
after 1945, the state of the Slovenian castle heritage is significantly differ‑
ent from the state of preservation of similar buildings in Germany and
Austria, as well as in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, where castles have
mostly been preserved along with their original function.8
Apart from their state of preservation, the selection of the castle case
studies has been determined by the historical developments in the Slo‑
venian territory and by the fact that castles, particularly those that are
still surrounded with parks and gardens, allow – from the viewpoint
of revitalisation – for a potentially efficient heritage interpretation that
brings together the natural and cultural heritage. Abroad, such an in‑
tegral approach has already proved its effectiveness. For example, the

today and tomorrow – fate, plans, perspectives], [in:] Umetnostna kronika, no. 37 (2012),
pp. 34–40; Damijan Prelovšek, Slovenski gradovi…, op. cit.; Igor Sapač, “Apel Ministrst‑
vu za kulturo Republike Slovenije” [Appeal to the Ministry of Culture of the Republic
of Slovenia], [in:] Umetnostna kronika, no. 46 (2015), pp. 40–45; Barbara Vodopivec, Interdisciplinarna opredelitev…, op. cit., pp. 27–29; eadem, “‘Odnos do kulturne dediščine
vselej odlično zrcali splošno stanje duha v določenem prostoru:’ Pogovor z arhitektom
in umetnostnim zgodovinarjem dr. Igorjem Sapačem” [“The attitude towards cultural
heritage is always a superb reflection of the general state of mind in a specific place:”
A conversation with the architect and art historian Dr Igor Sapač], [in:] Umetnostna
kronika, no. 59 (2018), pp. 18–48.
7

Franci Lazarini, “Ne poznam države, kjer bi se do ključnih grajskih arhitektur obnašali
tako neodgovorno: Pogovor z dr. Ivanom Stoparjem” [I do not know of a country with
a more irresponsible attitude towards its key castle architecture: A conversation with
Dr Ivan Stopar], [in:] Umetnostna kronika, no. 17 (2017), p. 19 (17–20).

8

Marjeta Ciglenečki, “Prenova gradov v Avstriji in v Sloveniji: Schlosshof in Dornava”
[Castle renovation in Austria and Slovenia: Schlosshof and Dornava], [in:] Umetnostna
kronika, no. 9 (2005), pp. 19–23.
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Bavarian Administration of Palaces, Gardens, and Lakes (Die Bayerische
Verwaltung der staatlichen Schlösser, Gärten und Seen)9 is, as its very
name indicates, responsible for castle buildings as well as castle and
court gardens, parks, ponds, and lakes.
The phenomenon of castles in Slovenia is closely related to the estab‑
lishment of early urban settlements and the political reality at the end of
the first millennium.10 At this time, the Slovenian territory was on the
periphery of the Frankish sphere of influence. As such, it assumed the
defence of the entire south‑eastern border of the Empire, and to this end,
numerous castles and forts were constructed. Due to its location, the Slo‑
venian territory was also the most convenient transition area between
continental Europe and the Mediterranean.11 As such, it was subject to
migrations and invasions of various tribes, for example the Slavs in the
5th, 6th, and 7th century, Hungarians in the 9th and 10th century, and
Turks as of the 15th century. The large‑scale Turkish incursions in the
second half of the 15th century represented the last reason for the crea‑
tion of fortified cities enclosed in walls as well as for the fortification of
the older strongholds and defensive castles.12 Due to the changes in com‑
bat techniques and demands for a more comfortable life, the period of
medieval castles ended by the end of the 16th century.
The period of medieval castles had a long‑term impact on the Slovenian
territory. With the first castles, the feudal socio‑economic system start‑
ed to assert itself in Slovenia, and the process simultaneously involved

9

Die Bayerische Verwaltung der staatlichen Schlösser, Gärten und Seen [The Bavarian Ad‑
ministration of Palaces, Gardens, and Lakes], https://www.schloesser.bayern.de/
englisch/aboutus/index.htm (access: 21 April 2020).

10 Miha Kosi, Zgodnja zgodovina srednjeveških mest na Slovenskem: Primerjalna študija o
neagrarnih naselbinskih središčih od zgodnjega srednjega veka do 13. stoletja [The early his‑
tory of medieval towns in Slovenia: A comparative study of non‑agrarian settlement
centres from the early Middle Ages to the 13th century], Ljubljana 2009, p. 41.
11 Peter Štih, “Strukture današnjega slovenskega prostora v zgodnjem srednjem veku”
[The structures of the today’s Slovenian territory in the Early Middle Ages], [in:] Situla:
Razprave Narodnega muzeja Slovenije. Slovenija in sosednje dežele med antiko in karolinško
dobo: začetki slovenske etnogeneze, Rajko Bratož (ed.), Ljubljana 2000, p. 355 (355–386).
12 Ivan Stopar, Razvoj srednjeveške grajske arhitekture na Slovenskem Štajerskem [The devel‑
opment of medieval castle architecture in Slovenian Styria], Ljubljana 1977; Vasko
Simoniti, Turki so v deželi že: turški vpadi na slovensko ozemlje v 15. in 16. stoletju [Turks are
already in the country: Turkish incursions into Slovenian territory in the 15th and 16th
century], Celje 1990; Vasko Simoniti, Vojaška organizacija na Slovenskem v 16. stoletju
[Military organisation in the Slovenian lands in the 16th century], Ljubljana 1991.
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the consolidation of Christianity in the territory. For almost a millen‑
nium, this development placed the Slovenian territory within the West
European sphere of influence.13 This was also the time of the historical
processes of colonisation, Germanisation, assimilation of the indigenous
populations, and feudalisation of society on all levels. These processes
took place within the land holdings that were shaped especially in the
second half of the 10th and in the 11th century, and represented the basic
feudal economic and administrative units. As the centres of land hold‑
ings and self‑sufficient economic units, castles, together with all of their
real estate, represented the administrative, judicial, and military centres,
as well as the cultural, educational, and developmental foci of the indi‑
vidual areas.14 The abolishment of serfdom in 1848 deprived the castles of
their hinterlands and thus their means of survival, triggering the search
for their new functions that has still not been completed to date. From
the historical point of view, castles therefore allowed for the integration
of the Slovenian territory into the Central European development trends
and were the protagonists of feudalism. Even though they, on the one
hand, brought progress in certain areas (introduction of new farming
techniques, libraries, schools, etc.), they were, on the other hand, also
centres and later symbols of exploitation and profound social differences.
Nowadays the actions of castle owners, which mostly come from
the public sector, make a twofold impression. On the declarative level,
there is no doubt that the preservation of castles is a priority, while in
practice, many of them are decaying or their function remains undefined.
The historical reasons for this situation are to be found particularly in
the year 1848, when the castles lost their hinterlands and could therefore
no longer survive economically, as well as in the period after 1945, when
many castles were, as we have already mentioned, assigned completely
inappropriate functions.15 Only a few of them managed to survive in their
new roles – for example Brdo Castle, which had a protocol function, or

13 Peter Štih and Vasko Simoniti, Na stičišču svetov: Slovenska zgodovina od prazgodovinskih
kultur do konca 18. stoletja [At the intersection of the worlds: Slovenian history from
prehistoric cultures to the end of the 18th century], Ljubljana 2009.
14 Ibidem, p. 79.
15 Drago Komelj, “Vprašanje naših gradov” [The question of our castles], [in:] Varstvo
spomenikov, no. 4 (1951–1952), pp. 44–49; Ivan Komelj, “Leto 1945 in varstvo kulturnih
spomenikov na Slovenskem” [The year 1945 in the history of our cultural monument
conservation], [in:] Varstvo spomenikov, no. 20 (1976), pp. 5–53.
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Fig. 1. Jama Castle, a monument of national importance, owned by the state and managed
by a private company, is nowadays a museum. Due to its extraordinary popularity among
tourists, it is one of the few castles in Slovenia that makes a profit from rent. © Barbara
Vodopivec

the castles Bled and Jama (Fig. 1), which survive on tourism. However,
a comprehensive study of the fundamental turning points that affected
the altered role of castles, the motives behind the treatment of castles and
their reception in the 19th and 20th century in Slovenia, remains a de‑
sideratum. A study that would also carry out an in‑depth and systematic
analysis of the castles’ functions would ensure a profound insight into the
fate of the castles in the last two centuries while simultaneously provid‑
ing rich scientifically founded contents, applicable to the planning of the
castles’ further purpose.
Generally speaking, castles in Slovenia have been relatively well re‑
searched in the available literature. The topography, completed between
1990 and 2011 by Ivan Stopar (book 1–16, 1990–2004) and Igor Sapač (from
book 17, 2005), presents more than 1300 castle heritage buildings. In his
monograph Gradovi na Slovenskem [Castles in Slovenia, 1986], Ivan Stopar
presents 90 castles and mansions as the representative preserved build‑
ings of this kind in Slovenia. In 1974 50 of these were declared as first
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Function of castles according to ownership, percentage, N = 40
Function
State

67%

Municipality

67%

Private owner

0%

No function
State

33%

Municipality

33%

Private owner

100%

Function of castles according to management, percentage, N = 40
Function
State
Municipality

18%
0%
100%

Public institution
43%

Private owner

No function
State

82%

Municipality
Public institution

100%
0%

Private owner

57%

Fig. 2. The graph reveals the defined or undefined function of the castles that have been
pronounced as monuments of national importance (N=40) in view of their ownership (up)
and manager (down). © Barbara Vodopivec

362

Barbara Vodopivec

category monuments16 by the contemporaneous Slovenian monument
service, which exceeds the number of castles proclaimed as monuments
of national importance nowadays. In their study dedicated to the eco‑
nomic and administrative aspects of the Slovenian castles, Tanja Mihalič
and co‑authors drew up a list of castle buildings that included 1182 units,
of which 47 were classified as a representative sample of preserved
castles.17 The materials related to the case studies of individual castles,
created in the academic year 1990/1991 at the Faculty of Architecture,
University of Ljubljana and stored in the Archives of the Republic of Slo‑
venia, represent another rich source of information.18 Many aspects rel‑
evant for understanding and researching the castle heritage have been
described in basic research projects carried out by historiographers,19
art historians,20 ethnologists, anthropologists,21 and other scientists.
The research focused on the management of the cultural monuments
owned by the Republic of Slovenia with the emphasis on the castles that
came into state ownership following the legislation of 1999 (43 monu‑
ments, of these 30 castles), is more recent.22

16 Ivan Stopar, Gradovi na Slovenskem…, op. cit.
17 Tanja Mihalič et al., Modeli financiranja, ekonomike varstva in upravljanja s kulturno
dediščino: Slovenski gradovi – financiranje, ekonomika, upravljanje [The models of financ‑
ing, economics of preservation, and governance of cultural heritage: Slovene castles –
financing, economics, governance], Ljubljana 2000.
18 Archives of the Republic of Slovenia – AS 2067, unit Korpus slovenske arhitekture, techni‑
cal unit 67.
19 Peter Štih, “Strukture…,”, op. cit.; Dušan Kos, Vitez in grad: vloga gradov v življenju plemstva na Kranjskem, slovenskem Štajerskem in slovenskem Koroškem do začetka 15. stoletja
[Knight and castle: The role of castles in the life of the nobility in Carniola, Slovene‑
Styr ia, and Slovene‑Carinthia until the early 15th century], Ljubljana 2005; Peter
Vodopivec, Od Pohlinove slovnice do samostojne države: Slovenska zgodovina od konca
18. stoletja do konca 20. stoletja [From Pohlin’s grammar to independent state: Slovene
history from the late 18th to the late 20th century], Ljubljana 2007; Miha Kosi, Zgodnja
zgodovina…, op. cit.; Peter Štih and Vasko Simoniti, Na stičišču svetov…, op. cit.
20 Ivan Stopar and Igor Sapač, Zbirka Grajske stavbe v Sloveniji [Collection castles in Slove‑
nia], Ljubljana 1990–2011.
21 Jože Hudales and Nataša Visočnik (eds.), Dediščina v očeh znanosti [Heritage in the
eyes of science], Ljubljana 2005; Jože Hudales and Nataša Visočnik (eds.), Dediščina v
rokah stroke [Heritage in the hands of experts], Ljubljana 2005; Božidar Jezernik (ed.),
Kulturna dediščina in identiteta [Cultural heritage and identity], Ljubljana 2010.
22 Alenka Kuševič, Upravljanje…, op. cit. From the legislative point of view, this group of
castles is explored in: Barbara Vodopivec, “‘Ni strategije ni vizije:’ Lastninjenje gradov

Heritage and Environment

363

Meanwhile, studies carried out in recent years have also focused
on the nobility’s castle collections and their provenance.23 The inter‑
disciplinary research, carried out with the purpose of establishing
scientifically‑based foundations to support the decision‑making process
regarding the allocation of public funds, is also quite recent. In the con‑
text of the case study of castles in Slovenia, the methodology of defining
the priorities of restoration measures when the number of buildings
in need of renovations exceeds the available resources has been devel‑
oped.24 The research results are crucial when it comes to defining the
function of the castles, as the findings of various scientists during the
analysis of the individual castles, in line with the proposed methodol‑
ogy, involve extensive materials regarding the values, significance, and
state of the castles under consideration, and indicate which values can
be ascribed a greater importance during the planning of their function
(while, naturally, always taking into account the specific circumstances
and factors). In recent years Kronika, časopis za slovensko krajevno zgodovino [Chronicle, a newspaper for the local history in Slovenia] has
published a number of topical issues dedicated to castle heritage. Fur‑
thermore, since September 2013 the Research Centre of the Slovenian
Academy of Sciences and Arts has been organising round tables with the
common title Gradovi na razpotju [Castles on the crossroads]. Thirteen
panel discussions have been organised to date, where experts and the

v devetdesetih letih 20. stoletja” [“No strategy, no vision:” Privatisation of castles in
the 1990s], [in:] Umetnostna kronika, no. 51 (2016), pp. 21–36.
23 Cf.: Anja Iskra et al., Kam so vse umetnine šle? Transferji in odtujitve predmetov kulturne
dediščine v Sloveniji med drugo svetovno vojno [Where have all the artworks gone? Trans‑
locations and dispossessions of cultural heritage items in Slovenia during World
War II], Ljubljana 2018; Renata Komić Marn, Strahlova zbirka v Stari Loki in njena usoda
po letu 1918 [Strahl’s collection at Stara Loka and its fate after 1918, doctoral thesis],
Ljubljana 2016; Renata Komić Marn and Tina Košak, “Zbirka Ladislava grofa Szapáryja
v Gradu Murska Sobota: izhodišča za nadaljnje raziskovanje [The collection of count
Ladislav Szapáry in the Murska Sobota castle: The bases for further investigation],
[in:] Umetnostna kronika, no. 58 (2018), pp. 13–19.
24 The course of the research is described in detail in: Barbara Vodopivec, Jana Šelih, and
Roko Žarnić, “Interdisciplinarna opredelitev prioritet obnove stavbne dediščine na
primeru gradov” [Interdisciplinary determination of architectural heritage restora‑
tion priorities on the case of castles], [in:] Annales: Series historia et sociologia, vol. 25
no. 1 (2015), pp. 1–18; Barbara Vodopivec et al., “Renovation Priority Ranking by Mul‑
ti‑criteria Assessment of Architectural Heritage: The Case of Castles,” [in:] International Journal of Strategic Property Management, vol. 18 no. 1 (2014), pp. 88–100.
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interested public have focused on the individual examples of neglected
castle heritage.25
The Cultural Heritage Registry (RKD), kept by the Ministry of Culture
of the Republic of Slovenia, includes 30,095 units of immovable cultural
heritage, 70% of these being buildings. One percent of the cultural heritage
entries or 324 units are monuments of national importance, 27% are monu‑
ments of local importance, while the rest are registered heritage. The en‑
tries include 16,050 buildings, of which 654 are described by the typological
headword “castle,” while 120 facilities are described as “buildings with
parks and gardens.” Due to the considerable number of these buildings, the
present contribution is restricted to the castles that have been indicated as
monuments of national importance. These are the most important monu‑
ments in Slovenia, and they are declared as such by the Government of the
Republic of Slovenia, based on the professional assessment by the Institute
of the Republic of Slovenia for the Protection of Cultural Heritage. The RKD
contains 40 such units, if we take into account national monuments of the
following types: “castle, secular heritage buildings,” “buildings with parks
and gardens,” “cultural landscape,” “parks and gardens,” and “archae
ological sites.” Monasteries, villas, homesteads, and other buildings not
categorised as castles have been excluded from this list.26
Of the 40 castles that will be explored later in the article, nine are
owned by the municipalities and four are privately owned, while the rest
are the property of the Republic of Slovenia.27 These castles are listed in
the table below, which also states the functions of the buildings defined
based on the national real estate registry data and the information re‑
garding the managers and owners. Strictly formally, the functions of the
buildings depend on their so‑called actual uses, as defined by the relevant
legislative bases.28 An individual building can have several functions

25 ZRC SAZU, the Milko Kos Historical Institute, “Gradovi na razpotju” [The castles on
the crossroads], https://zimk.zrc‑sazu.si/sl/strani/gradovi‑na‑razpotju‑ciklus‑okro‑
glih‑miz#v (access: 16 April 2020).
26 See the footnote 3.
27 Barbara Vodopivec, Interdisciplinarna opredelitev…, op. cit., pp. 4–14; Alenka Kuševič,
Upravljanje…, op. cit., p. 32.
28 Republic of Slovenia, Ministry of the Environment and Spatial Planning, The Survey‑
ing and Mapping Authority of the Republic of Slovenia, Portal Prostor [Spatial por‑
tal], https://www.e‑prostor.gov.si/access‑to‑geodetic‑data/ordering‑data/ (access:
21 April 2020).
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or uses. Occasionally, the function or use can deviate from the actual
situation, as the building managers, listed in the database, can confer
management responsibilities upon contractors that are not included in
the database. Differences arise especially in the case of the buildings that
are defined as empty or without a function. For example, in the registry,
the actual use of Rihemberk Castle is defined as “museum and library,”
while the building itself is closed due to its poor state of preservation
and the consequent danger for any visitors. The continued analysis thus
stems from the functions as determined based on the state described by
the most recent literature and the situation in the field.29 Therefore, the
category F13 has been added to the table, indicating that a certain build‑
ing is empty or without a function, notwithstanding any actual use that
has been defined.
Table 1 presents the Slovenian castles that have been proclaimed as
monuments of national importance (the column “Castle”) and lists the
areas of the castles that have been proclaimed as monuments of national
importance – including parks, gardens, and other monuments, related
to the environmental or landscape value (columns “Castle area” and
“Type”).30 The table also includes the information about the buildings’
owners and managers (column “Owner/Manager”)31 as well as about

29 See the works cited in the footnotes 4 and 5.
30 The data on the cultural heritage units based on the database: Republic of Slovenia,
Ministry of Culture, RKD, https://gisportal.gov.si/portal/apps/webappviewer/index.
html?id=df5b0c8a300145fda417eda6b0c2b52b (access: 14 April 2020). All units listed
under the typological headword castle, monument of national importance. The names
of the buildings and areas are harmonised with the entries in the RKD, although sim‑
plified; thus, the location of the buildings is not indicated. The unit Ljubljana – Park
Arrangement of the Castle Plateau (EŠD 22886) should actually be listed in the category
“Parks and gardens” and “Garden architectural heritage,” but it does not encompass the
castle, which is a monument of local importance (owned by the City of Ljubljana and
managed by the Ljubljana Castle Public Institute, while the building is managed by
the Festival Ljubljana Public Institute), which was proclaimed as such in the context
of the architect Jože Plečnik’s works in Ljubljana.
31 The data on the owners and managers as well as on the current functions is acquired
from the following database: the Republic of Slovenia, Ministry of the Environ‑
ment and Spatial Planning, The Surveying and Mapping Authority of the Repub‑
lic of Slovenia, Portal Prostor, Javni vpogled v podatke o nepremičninah [Spatial portal,
public insight into real estate data], http://prostor3.gov.si/javni/login.jsp?jezik=sl
(access: 13 April 2020). The current function is indicated on the basis of the clas‑
sification of use as defined in the “Pravilnik o vrstah dejanskih rab dela stavbe in
vrstah prostorov, ki pripadajo delu stavbe” [Rules on the types of actually utilised
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the buildings’ current function or use (column “Function”). The castles
revealed as empty or without a function based on the analysis of the
actual state, regardless of the use defined in the real estate registry, are
highlighted in grey (Table 1).
The table indicates that 16 of the 40 castles are empty and without any
function.32 Of these 16, all but one require thorough or partial renovation
and therefore represent the most endangered group of buildings, which,
at the same time, confirms the hypothesis of the significant correlation
between the buildings’ absence of function and poor state of preservation.
The reasons for this vary. Kuševič has established that the monuments
that came into state ownership in 1999 are in poor condition “due to unre‑
solved ownership and management relations.”33 The author emphasises
that in terms of management, the monuments governed by the state are
worse off. Among the reasons, she stresses the regulatory obstacles as
well as the deficiencies of the ministry responsible for cultural heritage
in terms of personnel and organisation, especially in comparison with
the way in which castles are managed abroad.34 Based on the analysis of
the monuments included in the research, Kuševič determines that the
castles managed by public institutions are in the best position. At the
same time, she states that the castles Jama and Socerb are the only cul‑
tural monuments that make profit from rent. The former is managed
by a public limited company, while the latter is managed by a private
entrepreneur – thus both of them are run by private ventures,35 which
indicates that other models of castle management may also be successful.
However, due to the relatively limited sample of analysed buildings, it is
currently not possible to confirm this.

parts of buildings and the types of premises belonging to a part of a building],
[in:] Official Gazette of the Republic of Slovenia, no. 22/19 and 46/19, http://www.pisrs.
si/Pis.web/pregledPredpisa?id=PRAV13721 (access: 13 April 2020).
32 Both ruins, Školj and Vodriž, are also included herein, although it is obvious that their
function may only be discussed under certain conditions.
33 Alenka Kuševič, Upravljanje…, op. cit., pp. 48, 59.
34 Ibidem, p. 76. In the research, the author also analyses all possible legal forms of
castle tenants or managers, or cultural monuments owned by the state, also from
a comparative international perspective; it would certainly be worthwhile to continue
such a study by expanding the corpus of monuments and international cases under
consideration.
35 Ibidem, p. 69.
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Polhov Gradec Castle

Ptuj Castle

Negova Castle

21

25

Lipica Castle

20

24

Lanthieri Mansion

19

Otočec Castle

Kostel Castle

18

Pišece Castle

Katzenstein (Begunje) Castle

16

17

23

Jama Castle

15

22

Idrija (Gewerkenegg) Castle

Jablje Castle

14

Gradac Castle

Hmeljnik Castle

Grad Castle

11

13

Dornava Mansion

10

12

Cekin Mansion

Celje Prince’s Mansion

8

7

9

Brdo pri Kranju Castle estate

Brežice Castle

6

Bogenšperk Castle

Borl Castle

Bled Castle

5

Bizeljsko Castle

2

3

4

Castle

Betnava Mansion

No.

1

Table 1

/

Castle park, Neptune fountain

Castle area

Castle park and area

/

Lipica stud farm

Castle park

Archaeological site

Castle park

/

Castle area

/

/

Castle park and area

/

Castle park

/

/

/

/

/

/

/

Castle area

Castle area, archaeological site

Castle Area

Type (T)

/

T2, T3

T2

T1, T2, T3

/

T4

T2, T3

T5

T2, T3

/

T4

/

/

T1, T2

T1

T1, T2

/

T1

/

T1

/

T1

/

/

T1, T2, T3, T5

Owner / Manager

State / Public institution

State / Public institution

State / State

State / Private company

State / Public institution

State / Public institution

Municipality / Public institution

Municipality / –

State / Public institution

State / Private company

State / Public institution

Municipality / Public institution

State / State

State / State

State / Public institution

State / State

Municipality / Public institution

State / Public institution

Municipality / Public institution

State / Public institution

State / State

Municipality / Public institution

State / Public institution

State / Private company

Private owner / –

Function (F)

F6, F7

F6

F8, F13

F7

F9

F6, F10

F3, F4, F10

F8, F13

F1, F6

F6

F4, F10

F6, F7, F11, F12

F4, F13

F6, F10, F13

F7, F6, F8

F5, F13

F5, F8, F12

F6

F6

F8

F7, F13

F6

F6

F4, F6, F10, F13

F6, F8, F13
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/

Castle area
/
Castle area
/

Rihemberk (Branik) Castle*

Školj, castle ruins

Slovenska Bistrica Castle

Snežnik Castle

Socerb Castle

Socka Mansion

Šrajbarski turn Castle

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

Castle park

Turnišče Castle

Viltuš Castle

Vodriž, castle ruins

38

39

40

/

Castle area

Private owner / –

State / State

Municipality / Municipality

State / State and private institution

State / Public institution

State / Public institution

State / State

Private owner / –

State / Private company

State / Public institution

State / Public institution

Private owner / –

Municipality / –

Municipality / Public institution

State / Public institution

F0, F13

F8, F13

F6, F10, F13

F6, F13 (partially)

F6

F8

F8, F13

F2, F13

F7

F6

F6, F8

F0, F13

F6, F13

F3

F10

F4 = Part of the building used for auxiliary agricultural activities
F5 = Casino, circus, ballroom, disco
F6 = Museum and library
F7 = Accommodation facility, catering facility
F8 = Business part of the building, public administration office space
F9 = Ruin
F10 = Apartment
F11 = School, kindergarten
F12 = Commercial section of the building
F13 = No function / empty object

/

T1, T2, T3

T1, T2, T3

T3, T4

T1

/

T2, T3

T1

T4, T5

T1

T2, T3

/

/

T2, T3

/

renovated. Based on the public tender, the state signed a lease agreement with the manager in early 2020 and in July 2020 the restored part of the castle
was reopened to the public. Yet, part of the castle is still awaiting renovation and remains without function. Notwithstanding the very positive achieve‑
ment described above, the Turjak Castle as a whole is still considered to be without function in the present analysis. Rihemberk Castle was reopened to
the public in early 2021.

* When the analysis was done, whose results are presented in this article (2019), Turjak Castle was without a function and about half of the building was

F0 = Not defined
F1 = Hospital, health centre
F2 = Part of the building used for education and scientific research
F3 = Part of the building used for culture and entertainment

Type and function legend
T1 = Buildings with parks and gardens
T2 = Parks and gardens
T3 = Garden architectural heritage
T4 = Cultural landscape
T5 = Archaeological site

Castle park

Turjak Castle*

37

/

Stara Loka (Strahl) Castle

Strmol Castle

35

36

Castle area

Castle park

Castle area
/

Rajhenburg (Brestanica)

27

/

Račji dvor Mansion

26

Of the buildings whose function is defined, the following actual
uses stand out: museums and libraries, accommodation and catering
facilities, and, to a lesser degree, also business or protocol functions. It
has therefore been confirmed that these three sorts of uses have the
greatest potential as castle functions. Additionally, based on the ana‑
lysed sample, conclusions can also be drawn regarding the potential
of the following actual uses: schools and kindergartens, commercial
buildings, hospitals and health centres, as well as accommodation and
catering facilities. The latter use calls for prudence, as it can also be
indicated for empty buildings. Naturally, all of these potential uses
must be seen in their broadest sense – for example, the hospital and
health centre function may also include health resorts, while schools
and kindergartens may include faculties, colleges, and other sorts of
educational institutions.
As far as the empty buildings are concerned, most of them are de‑
fined as museums and libraries, business buildings, and apartments,
while their actual use also includes the following functions: auxiliary
agricultural activities; accommodation and catering facility; casino, cir‑
cus, ballroom, disco; not defined; and education and scientific research
(in the case of one privately owned building). Once again, it needs to be
underlined that buildings may have several actual uses as well as func‑
tions. A comprehensive outlook reveals that the actual use as a museum
and library has the best track record, as 16 of the 24 buildings whose
function has been defined in this manner are also in fact used for such
activities in practice.
The table based on the information acquired during the analysis in‑
dicates that the question of whether the buildings are state- or mu‑
nicipality‑owned does not significantly affect the definition of their
function, as the percentages of buildings that have a function (67%)
and those without a function (33%) are the same in both cases. The ex‑
ample of private owners is different, as all the privately owned castles
are in the group of buildings without a function. In the case of manag‑
ers, the situation is a little more varied. Only 18% of the state‑managed
castles have a function, while the remaining 82% do not. As far as the
castles managed by the municipalities are concerned, this proportion
is entirely on the side of undefined functionality, while in the case of
private managers the function of a little under a half of the castles has
been defined (43%), but remains undefined for the rest (57%). Based
on the information contained in the table, it can be concluded that the
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castles managed by municipalities are in the worst position, though this
needs to be relativised, as the relevant share in the table relates to only
three castles – which, calculated against the entire sample of 40 castles,
amounts to only slightly over 7%. To confirm this conclusion, this sample
would therefore need to be expanded to include also the castles that have
been pronounced as monuments of local importance, as this category
is declared precisely by the municipalities themselves. The situation of
the state‑managed castles is only marginally better, while in the case of
private managers, the proportion is almost balanced. We can therefore
assume that management has a greater impact on the definition of func‑
tion than ownership.
As far as the environmental or landscape value and its relation to
defining the functions or contents of castles is concerned, the connection
is less evident. Table 1 indicates that 10 of the 24 castles whose functions
have been defined also possess declared castle areas or parks, and the
same is true about 10 of the 16 castles that are empty. In the case of empty
buildings, the share of castles with declared castle areas or parks thus
amounts to 64% (as opposed to 42% in the case of occupied buildings),
which suggests that the restoration and maintenance of buildings to
gether with their surroundings represent a greater burden for their own‑
ers and managers despite the potential of such heritage sites. Appropriate
solutions are therefore even more challenging to find. Simultaneously,
the potential of the larger heritage sites is demonstrated by the fact that
of the four castles that have also been declared as cultural landscapes,
only one has an undefined function.
As already mentioned, the definition of function must depend pri‑
marily on each individual case. When discussing the environmental or
landscape value and importance of parks, gardens, and tree avenues,
it should be mentioned that quite a few castles very successfully bring
together the qualities of natural and cultural heritage. Snežnik Castle
(Fig. 3) was thoroughly renovated between 2004 and 2006 with Europe‑
an resources. State‑owned and managed by the state public institution
National Museum of Slovenia, it operates as a museum. This castle is
one of the few that survived World War II with relatively intact original
interior. It is also special because it is surrounded by an untouched
natural environment featuring preserved structures of the historical
landscape: “The Snežnik Castle complex consists of a Renaissance castle,
a castle park, the springs of the Mali Obrh creek, and the hinterlands
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Fig. 3. Snežnik Castle, a monument of national importance, owned by the state and man‑
aged by a state public institution, is nowadays a museum. Source: Grad Snežnik v prenovljeni obleki [Renovated Snežnik Castle], Alenka Veber, https://sl.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Grad_Sne%C5%BEnik, © BY‑SA 2.5.
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consisting of unbroken forests and belts of agricultural land.”36 Socerb
Castle is located at an extraordinary vantage point on the karst Rim.
Due to its location, it used to have a significant strategic importance.
It is owned by the state and managed by a private leaseholder that oper‑
ates a restaurant facility. Together with its environment, Socerb Castle
has been declared a cultural landscape as well as an archaeological site,
as the plateau by the forest and the edge of the hill where the castle is
located contain multiple Karst caves. These were prehistoric dwellings,
and one of them was also the hideout of St Socerb,37 a Christian saint
that lived there as a hermit for a while, which is why the place was
named after him. Otočec Castle was torn down during World War II, but
restored in the decades after the war. It is owned by the state and man‑
aged by a corporate entity, the Krka, d.d. pharmaceutical company. It
operates as a hotel and restaurant facility. It is the only moated castle in
Slovenia with an exceedingly picturesque location: “The area of Otočec
Castle encompasses an island that the castle is located on, a park, and
the section of the river Krka that surrounds it, together with embank‑
ments and plains, smaller islets, and wooden bridges that connect the
castle island with the river banks.”38
These are only a few examples of castles whose environmental or land‑
scape value makes for a crucial element of the story that gives meaning
to the buildings’ contents. A number of castles that are currently empty
undoubtedly possess a similar potential. For example, Turjak Castle –
a partially restored and recently reopened monument of national impor‑
tance and state‑owned – is also characterised by tree avenues, the castle’s
linden trees, and the remains of a park where butcher’s broom grows;39
Šrajbarski turn Castle – also a monument of national importance, owned
and managed by the state – is surrounded by the “remains of a former
baroquised park,”40 being one of the few examples of author‑designed
parks in Slovenia; and Pišece Castle – a restored yet empty monument of

36 RKD, https://gisportal.gov.si/portal/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=df5b0c8a300
145fda417eda6b0c2b52b (access: 22 April 2020), Snežnik – Snežnik Castle Area, Unique
Reference Number (hereinafter, EŠD) 8765.
37 Ibidem, Socerb – Socerb Castle Area, EŠD 11170.
38 Ibidem, Otočec – Castle Area, EŠD 8759.
39 Ibidem, Turjak – Turjak Castle Area, EŠD 8774.
40 Ibidem, Leskovec pri Krškem – Šrajbarski turn Castle Area, EŠD 8772.
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national importance, owned and managed by the state – is surrounded
by “landscaped park surfaces, modelled after the examples of the English
landscaping style. The park features characteristic ancient exotic trees
like sequoias, sycamores, and copper beeches.”41
While discussing the castles’ potential, we certainly cannot ignore
the significance of these buildings for cultural tourism. The European
Commission assesses that cultural tourism accounts for 40% of all Euro‑
pean tourism; as many as four out of ten tourists choose their European
destinations based on their cultural offering.42 One of the stronger fea‑
tures of the Slovenian cultural tourism is the national castle heritage,
which represents an integral part of the historical city centres and the
countryside. The Operational Marketing Plan for Cultural Tourism in
Slovenia 2018–2020 (ONKULT)43 specifies seven iconic Slovenian sights –
namely, those that already represent the most recognisable and most
visited cultural tourism destinations. These include four castles in Bled,
Predjama, Ljubljana, and Celje, while the castles in Lipica and Ptuj are
indirectly represented. This means that only a single iconic destination
does not boast a castle.44 One of the four UNESCO locations in Slovenia
can also be associated with its castle heritage, namely the one in Idrija,
albeit in the context of declaring another sort of heritage.45
The ONKULT categorises castle heritage as a part of the “Cultural and
Historical Heritage” section, where 19 of the 45 listed locations are castles,
and 11 of these have been declared as monuments of national importance.46
In terms of the promotion of Slovenian tourism in general, the greatest

41 Ibidem, Pišece – Pišece Castle Area, EŠD 8763.
42 European Commission, Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs,
Cultural Tourism, https://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/tourism/offer/cultural_en
(access: 12 April 2020).
43 Operativni načrt trženja kulturnega turizma Slovenije 2018–2020 [Operational market‑
ing plan for cultural tourism in Slovenia], Ljubljana 2017, https://www.slovenia.info/
uploads/dokumenti/turisticni‑produkti/onkult_2018‑2020_web.pdf (access: 22 April
2020).
44 Ibidem, p. 24.
45 Ibidem, p. 25; UNESCO, World Heritage List, Heritage of Mercury: Almadén and Idrija,
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1313 (access: 14 April 2020).
46 This number does not include monasteries (e.g. Kostanjevica na Krki, Žiče, Olimje)
and castles taken into account in the section of city centres or in other sections (e.g.
Škofja Loka, Idrija, Kobilarna Lipica). Operativni načrt trženja…, op. cit., pp. 32–41.
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emphasis has been placed on Bled and Jama castles.47 Furthermore, castles
are well represented in the context of the “Medieval Stories” proposals. Of
the eight stories proposed in the plan, five are based on castles.48 The docu‑
ment also contains the results of the analysis of ratings and comments on
the Tripadvisor portal: four of the fifteen most popular sights in Slovenia
in the “Sights and Landmarks” section are castles, and of these, two are
listed among the top five notable sights.49 The section “Tripadvisor / Top
Attractions in Slovenia / Castles” (as of 1 April 2017, this list included 30 cas‑
tles), the following attractions have received the best rankings: Jama Castle,
Bled Castle, Ljubljana Castle, Ljubljana Castle Funicular (which is not a cas‑
tle, but the portal lists it as a separate attraction), Celje Castle, Škofja Loka
Castle, Štanjel Castle, Zemono Castle, Snežnik Castle, and Idrija Castle.50
The ONKULT also emphasises that in order to be included among compre‑
hensive tourist products and promotion, the attractions need to fulfil certain
criteria; for example, they must be entered into the registry as well as have
a management plan and interpretation. Furthermore, “the attraction must
have a known manager or caretaker that has at their disposal the resources
for regular maintenance and realisation of the programme.”51 The latter is,
of course, logical from the viewpoint of accessibility, but it is problematic
in the case of many castles, because, as this contribution demonstrates, the
function and management are precisely the weakest points regarding the
state of preservation, and thus also accessibility, of the Slovenian castle her‑
itage. To make use of the entire potential of the castle heritage for cultural
tourism, the conditions regarding the contents, functions, and appropriate
management must first be fulfilled.
Conclusion
The analysed sample of castles declared as monuments of national impor‑
tance confirms that there is a strong connection between the undefined
function of castles and their poor state of preservation. The analysis of

47 Ibidem, p. 48.
48 Ibidem, p. 50.
49 Ibidem, p. 80.
50 Ibidem, p. 83. These castles include five national monuments, assuming that in Škofja
Loka the authors refer to the Loka Castle and not the Stara Loka (Strahl) Castle, while
in Celje the authors refer to the Old Castle and not the Princely Palace.
51 Ibidem, p. 112.
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the castles with defined functions indicates that the following categories
are potentially the most successful: museum and library, accommodation
and catering facility, and business or protocol functions. The analysis has
revealed that the definitions of the castles’ functions are more affected
by the management than the ownership, while the conclusion reached
during the earlier research – that the buildings managed by public in‑
stitutions are in the best position – has been confirmed as well. In this
regard, it should be suggested that a broader sample of castles (which
would include, for example, also the monuments of local importance)
and a systematic introduction of other management models (especially
the ones connected with the private sector) could also reveal additional
ways of managing castles efficiently.
Based on the analysed sample it was impossible to confirm that the
environmental or landscape value always results in better possibilities
for defining the function. However, the analysis of the individual suc‑
cessful examples of the renovation and revitalisation of castles indicates
reliably enough that the environmental or landscape value represents
an important element or potential for determining a suitable function of
buildings, although the restoration and maintenance of comprehensive
heritage sites is also more challenging. This is most likely the reason why
the percentage of castles that include declared castle areas or parks and
gardens is greater among the empty buildings. To be able to decidedly
confirm the connection between the environmental or landscape value
of the castles and their function during the next stages of the analysis,
the sample should be extended to include castles from abroad. Still, it
should always be taken into account that there was a specific situation
regarding castles in Slovenia, conditioned by the way they were treated
after World War II, which resulted in burning issues of their postwar pre‑
dominantly inappropriate functions, as well as in total lack of possibili‑
ties to preserve them along with their original function. Analysis has also
confirmed the significant importance of castles for the development of
cultural tourism. The precondition for the inclusion of castle heritage into
either the cultural tourism or developmental programmes at the level of
the state, region, or the local environment is that every castle needs to
have a story, contents, and a related function and management. In this
regard, the decision makers can benefit from science, taking notice of
the basic research carried out within individual scientific disciplines as
well as the evaluation based on multiple criteria, and considering various
benchmarks or values as well as the materials required for planning the
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functions, which, in turn, ensures the foundations for further research
on the individual castles as well as castle heritage in general.
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Introduction
Heritage is a complex concept. Divided into different kinds of tangible
and intangible legacy, it could be seen as an act of choice1 or a process in
which “objects, events, sites, performances and personalities, derived
from the past, are transformed into experiences in and for the present.”2
On the other hand, heritage interpretation, which is an equally ambigu
ous and fluid term, could be defined as an educational activity through
which information about heritage is communicated or mediated. There
are three elements involved in this process: the addresser (the person
who creates the interpreted message), the receiver (the person who en
counters heritage and wants to discover its meaning), and the resource
(heritage in all its complexity).
Freeman Tilden’s theory of heritage interpretation reveals an inter
esting point of view. On the one hand, it demonstrates a specific ap
proach to heritage, which acknowledges its economic potential and
views it as an educational resource that could lead to the “enrichment of
the human mind and spirit.”3 On the other hand, it draws attention to
landscape and environment as key factors in defining holistic heritage.
What role could heritage interpretation play in landscape preservation?

1

Krzysztof Broński, Robert Kusek, and Joanna Sanetra‑Szeliga (eds.), Pamięć, wybór,
tożsamość: Szkice o mieście, Kraków 2016.

2

Gregory Ashworth, “Preservation, Conservation and Heritage: Approaches to the Past
in the Present through the Built Environment,” [in:] Asian Anthropology, vol. 10 (2011),
p. 2 (1–18).

3

Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage, Chapel Hill 1977, p. 8.
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It reminds us of our responsibility towards landscape and reveals its
beauty. It is through experiencing beauty that we have “the courage to
face the problems of life.”4
A brief history of heritage interpretation5
The roots of heritage interpretation date back to the 19th century – the
time when the first national parks were established in the United States
and modern awareness of the history and conservation of monuments
and works of art was born in Europe. The first person to use this term
in its contemporary meaning was John Muir – an American naturalist,
writer, and ecological thinker. In 1871 he wrote the famous words: “As
long as I live, I’ll hear waterfalls and birds and winds sing. I’ll interpret
the rocks, learn the language of flood, storm, and the avalanche. I’ll ac
quaint myself with the glaciers and wild gardens, and get as near the
heart of the world as I can.”6 This passage became fundamental for the
future development of the term heritage interpretation. Only a year later,
on 1 March 1872, the U. S. Congress decided that the area at the junction
of the states of Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho would be excluded from
settlement and land sales, and preserved as Yellowstone National Park
“for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.”7 Creating legally protected
natural areas was a federal response to the growing tourism demand;
however, the authorities’ intention was not to completely isolate such
attractions as Yellowstone or Mesa Verde. The visitors were to admire
the beauty of nature, whereas the management was to provide access to
it. All the activities which contributed to the better understanding of the
natural phenomena, such as meetings, chatting by the fire, tours, and
camping, were labelled as interpretation. It was natural and spontaneous,

4

Ibidem, p. 115.

5

The sections “A brief history of heritage interpretation” and “Tilden’s philosophy” are
a shortened version of the article: Michał Kępski, “Wprowadzenie,” [in:] Interpretacja
dziedzictwa, Freeman Tilden, Agnieszka Wilga (trans.), Poznań 2019, pp. 11–29.

6

Barry Mackintosh, Interpretation in The National Park Service: A Historical Perspective,
Washington 1986, www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/mackintosh2/index.htm
(access: 13 April 2019).

7

An Act to Set Apart a Certain Tract of Land Lying Near the Head‑waters of the Yellowstone
River as a Public Park, 1 March 1872. In 1903 the quoted inscription was placed on the
stone gate called the Roosevelt Arch that led to the Yellowstone National Park. This
structure is still standing and is one of the Park’s attractions.
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and allowed a growing number of tourists to commune with nature and
discover various aspects of this priceless heritage resource.
The idea of interpretation was born out of the need to protect nature
and natural landscape from economic utilisation and massive tourism.
However, over time its scope has expanded to encompass also cultural
heritage. It was the establishment of the National Park Service on 25 Sep
tember 1916 which created the institutional framework and introduced
key aspects to the definition of this term. The National Park Service was
(and still is) a special bureau that belongs to the United States Depart
ment of the Interior, which creates a unified federal management sys
tem for the national and state parks, as well as historical monuments
and a reas. Its main goal is to keep them “unimpaired for the enjoyment
of future generations.”8 What can be seen as symptomatic is the cor
responding wording of the legislation in the founding documents of the
first national parks and the National Park Service as well as other docu
ments from that time. According to all these documents, the objective of
heritage protection is not only to preserve heritage and keep it intact for
its own sake, but also as a source of benefit, pleasure, and national iden
tity for the future generations.9 Therefore, the National Park Service’s
programme consisted of two elements: the traditionally understood
conservation and preservation of heritage on the one hand, and tourist,
recreational, and educational activities on the other. The latter was to be
guaranteed by successful interpretation. Apart from the national parks,
the National Park Service is also responsible for the management of com
memorative sites and historical relics. Gathering such different bodies
under one agency facilitated management and ensured coherent commu
nication within one diverse historical narrative about the United States.
As a consequence of this decision, there was a shift in the approach to
commemorative sites as well as to tourism adopted by the national parks,
and similar means of interpretation were introduced in the areas of natu
ral and cultural heritage.
The year 1957 brought a great breakthrough for heritage interpreta
tion, marked by the publication of Freeman Tilden’s book Interpreting

8

An Act to Establish a National Park Service, and for Other Purposes, 25 September 1916.

9

Richard W. Sellars, “A Very Large Array: Early Federal Historic Preservation – The An
tiquities Act, Mesa Verde, and the National Park Service Act,” [in:] Natural Resources
Journal, vol. 47 (2007), pp. 267–328.
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Our Heritage. From that moment the term featured in the title has been
used to describe many of the activities in the national parks and com
memorative sites. Tilden defines heritage interpretation as an activity
based on communication and education that attempts to present “those
truths that lie behind what you are showing your visitor.”10 Although
some naturalist (like Enos Mils) made attempts to describe heritage in
terpretation before Tilden’s book, it was Tilden who made the term popu
lar and universal. The main reason for this was his proposed framework
of six principles, according to which efficient interpretation should be
based on that which is commonly known. In other words, the speaker/
writer’s message should be adjusted to the recipient (the first principle),
reveal the deepest meaning of the resource (the second principle), and
stimulate (provoke) thinking (the fourth principle). Moreover, Tilden
highlights the necessity to include artistry in any act of interpretation
(the third principle) and take a holistic approach – both towards the re
source that requires deep recognition and understanding, and towards
the recipient (the fifth principle). The final (sixth) important principle
pertains to a different, conscious approach towards interpretation aimed
at children. In Tilden’s view, it should acknowledge their subjectivity and
special needs, stemming from a different way of apprehending the sur
roundings. Sam H. Ham sums up these principles using the concept of
TORE, according to which interpretation should be thematic, organised,
relevant, and enjoyable.11
Tilden’s philosophy
Even though it was Freeman Tilden’s six principles of interpretation that
gained most fame and longevity, one of his main goals in writing Inter‑
preting Our Heritage was to describe the philosophy which is fundamental
to interpretation. This philosophy – to use Tilden’s term – should be seen
as focusing mainly on practical and ethical aspects. It is a description of
attitudes which allow us to put the principles into practice and a testi
mony to a specific way of perceiving reality.
The main reference point for Tilden’s concept of interpreting herit
age are the works of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), to whom he

10 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., p. 38.
11 Sam H. Ham, Environmental Interpretation: A Practical Guide for People with Big Ideas and
Small Budgets, Golden 1992.
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often refers. This philosopher, publicist, and preacher, called the “Sage
of Concord,” is an example of the 19th‑century romantic reaction to the
Enlightenment’s rationalism. His works reveal the need for metaphysics
and spiritual expression, which contributed to the creation of a specific
life philosophy described by many as American transcendentalism.12 It
was not a clear doctrine but rather a set of complementary ideas. Accord
ing to subjective metaphysical idealism lying at the heart of Emerson’s
thought, every soul has the ability to transcend its imposed limitations,
whereas “primeval reality is only gained by free and creative spirits that
can reach to the prime truths about themselves and about the world
thanks to acts of intuition, which is a form of comprehension of the
primary.”13
The faith in the abilities of an individual (especially of an individual
soul) is characteristic of Emerson’s philosophy. Its elements can be found
in the idea of self‑reliance, as well as in pragmatic approach to vital du
ties. This pragmatism involves mostly a call to action, since the world is
meant to be co‑created. Emerson repeats that we need to create our own
world and that “[n]ature is not fixed but fluid. Spirit alters, moulds, makes
it.”14 For Emerson, only such activity of the spirit offers an opportunity
for auto‑relation, directly linked with his idealistic and immaterial ap
proach to the sphere of beings. Assuming that real existence is limited
to spirits (God and individual immaterial spirits) and that the physical
world is only a form of illusion, he attributed the key role to nature. For
Emerson, nature is God’s language – a message that requires interpret
ing by the human soul. Even so, this belief does not carry even a hint
of determinism, because – according to Emerson – it is by nature that
God persuades minds to explore their creativity and freedom. Human
creativity is therefore seen in a cognitive sense (focusing on spiritual
contemplation of nature as a form of wholeness that, through such means,
aspires to discovering the truth) and in an ethical aspect (recognising
virtue and implementing it in action).
To some extent, cognitive optimism resulting from Emerson’s
thinking pervades Tilden’s heritage interpretation. His most famous

12 Piotr Gutowski, “Emerson i przesłanie wiary w siebie,” [in:] Natura: Amerykański uczo
ny, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Michał Filipczuk (trans.), Kraków 2005, pp. 85–94.
13 Ibidem, p. 85.
14 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature, Boston 1836, p. 93.
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principle (the fourth principle: “The chief aim of interpretation is not
instruction but provocation”),15 is directly derived from the Sage of
Concord’s work Divinity School Address:
whilst the doors of the temple stand open, night and day, before every
man, and the oracles of this truth cease never, it is guarded by one stern
condition; this, namely; It is an intuition. It cannot be received at second
hand. Truly speaking, it is not instruction, but provocation, that I can
receive from another soul.16
Referring to Emerson, Tilden formulates a principle that indicates
both the purpose and method of interpretation. Further in his text he
elaborates on this statement, emphasising that interpretation should
“provoke the listener to do something to himself.”17 The fact that Tilden
uses Emerson’s text in the wording of one of his most important princi
ples proves the extent of the influence of Emerson’s thought on the con
cept of heritage interpretation.
Apart from American transcendentalism, Tilden also drew a lot of
inspiration from the European Enlightenment, especially from the
concept of progressive education.18 This theory, present in the works of
Plato, John Locke, Jean‑Jacques Rousseau, and others, emphasises the
importance of the learner and calls for education based on the learner’s
real experience, in order to develop their ability to think indepen
dently and solve problems. The process of gaining knowledge is impor
tant and experience‑based. This also includes aspects of constructivist
psychology. In the context of heritage interpretation, concentration on
the active cognition of heritage and individual discovery of its mean
ings is a common denominator. In this process interpretation is a tool –
an intermediary that “leads directly toward the very preservation of
the treasure itself, whether it be a national park, a prehistoric ruin,

15 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., p. 9.
16 Ralph Waldo Emerson, An Address Delivered before the Senior Class in Divinity College,
Cambridge 1838, www.emersoncentral.com/texts/nature‑addresses‑lectures/ad
dresses/divinity‑school‑address (access: 14 May 2020).
17 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., p. 111.
18 James Carter, “It’s Educational, Jim, but Not as We Know It,” [in:] Digging Deeper: Explor‑
ing the Philosophical Roots of Heritage Interpretation, Partick Lehnes and James Carter,
Waldkrich – Alden Biesen 2016, pp. 8–9.
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an historic battlefield or a precious monument of our wise and heroic
ancestors.”19
Landscape and holistic heritage
Notwithstanding the abovementioned theoretical framework, the most
important and practical issue in Tilden’s philosophy is his vision of herit
age. For Tilden, and for the whole structure of the National Park Service,
heritage is limitless. It is present all around us, and a good interpreter
will always try to explain its complexity. Tilden’s theory does not include
a division of heritage into tangible and intangible, rural and urban, ar
tistic and post‑industrial, human‑made and natural. It is all rooted in
landscape, and this structure is the foundation of his heritage perception.
What we perceive is not an individual building, a work of art, or a natu
ral phenomenon, but the whole landscape – the whole scene of heritage
and today’s infrastructure. Landscape should not be divided. Such an ap
proach – which can be described as “holistic heritage” – plays a key role
in the National Park Service’s system of management. Regardless of the
distinct specificity of national parks and historic monuments and sites,
both resource categories are connected by their presence in the (cultural
and physical) landscape and their value for the national identity.
European national parks were established soon after those in America,
namely in the early 20th century. However, the main role in preserving
heritage is still performed by museums. How do they define landscape?
The concept of landscape appeared in the late 1970s, coinciding with the
beginnings of new museology and the emergence of the ecomusem con
cept. One of the most important definitions used today was coined by the
ICOM resolution (Milan 2016):
Museums have a particular responsibility towards the landscape that
surrounds them, urban or rural. This implies a dual duty: on the one
hand, the management and upkeep of heritage in a sustainable develop
ment perspective for the territory; on the other, attention given to imag
es and representations that identify and connote the landscape itself.20

19 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., p. 37.
20 The 31st General Assembly of ICOM, “The Responsibility of Museums Towards Land
scape: ICOM Resolution no. 1,” Milan, 9 July 2016, [in:] Extended Museum in Its Milieu,
Dorota Folga‑Januszewska (ed.), Kraków 2018, p. 13 (13–14).
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It emphasises the ethical duty to engage in preserving landscape and
sustainable development based on the holistic approach to heritage.
Conclusion
The concept of heritage interpretation, created in 1957 by Freeman Tilden,
seems to be based on the idealistic metaphysical rationale, which em
phasises the existence of the world of an object and of an idea, “a larger
truth that lies behind any statement of fact.”21 Tilden’s entire concept
is a collection of different thoughts derived from American transcen
dentalism, the philosophy of nature, and the ideas on education of the
European Enlightenment. On the other hand, the proposed principles
are an expression of individualism, as they refer to the human being
in their full complexity. They emphasise the author’s role in defining
interpretation, which for him is a creative act that should provide room
for the individual discovery of the meaning of heritage. The presented
cognitive optimism – in other words, the belief in the ability to perceive
“essential truths” – is associated with the elements of progressive educa
tion in which experience plays the main role.
An additional context important for the understanding of Tilden’s
principles and the recipient’s role in the process of interpretation was
introduced by Tilden after the publication of his book. In the early 1970s,
in response to the environmental crisis in America, Tilden drew atten
tion to ecological education. He asserted that interpretation was an in
strument suitable for discussing ethical issues and hence should be part
of ecological education.22 In his opinion, reflection on heritage should be
the foundation of any ecological activity. As a result, heritage interpreta
tion, as the art of communication and educational storytelling, becomes
an element of the art of choice, the co‑creation of meanings and values.
It represents heritage as a holistic structure involving resources, heritage
recipients, and interpreters.23
The power of landscapes, which defies the fragmentation of heritage,
could be the foundation of the holistic approach towards heritage. In that
sense, despite the cultural and institutional context of Freeman Tilden’s

21 Ibidem, p. 8.
22 Bruce R. Craig, “Introduction,” [in:] Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., p. 14.
23 Thorsten Ludwig, The Interpretive Guide: Sharing Heritage with People, Werleshausen
2015, p. 9.
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concept of heritage interpretation, it could become a universal model
used in the education on the importance of landscape and our responsi
bility towards it.
* * *
Many cultural institutions worldwide use heritage interpretation in edu
cational and protection activity. One of Polish examples is Porta Posnania,
heritage interpretation centre managed by Poznań Heritage Centre. Its
practical approach to heritage interpretation is described in this volume
by Anna Gruszka in the article “The Living River: A Practical Interpreta
tion of Heritage Trends.”

Inventory of Intangible Cultural
Heritage: the Example of Estonia1
Marju Kõivupuu
Senior Researcher, Tallinn University (Estonia)

Introduction: Cultural heritage as a base of identity
and shared memory
Cultural scholars define people as narrative beings who (re)create them‑
selves through storytelling and whose identities are based on the stories
told of themselves and to themselves. Characteristically, people identify
with the symbols or systems of symbols (e.g. language, music, religion,
folklore, mythology) that they express. The meanings of symbols and/or
systems of symbols may not be – and, indeed, often are not – reasonable
nor logical, but convey self‑definition: an image of oneself as an individual
or as a member of a collective. Cultural symbols and systems also include
intangible and material heritage – in other words, we believe (or we like
to believe) that such artefacts or activities are important to us and char‑
acterise us as a nation or a social group within which we tell Our Story.
Identity creation and self‑description are generally associated with
various external influences, such as ideological and cultural changes
in society. Identity as such is a variable – it changes over time, and eth‑
nic identity is largely based on traditional culture. Anthropologist Alan
Dundes (1934–2005) has noted that those nations or ethnic groups that
have been most concerned about their identity have also produced the
most active folklore and/or tradition researchers, and it cannot be a co‑
incidence that the most intense folklore researches have been conducted
in Ireland and Finland.2 We can boldly add Estonians to this list. If we
1
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Alan Dundes, Identiteedi määratlemine folkloori kaudu: Kes on rahvas? Valik esseid folkloristikast, Varrak 2002, p. 43.

Heritage and Environment

391

look back on the preservation of Estonian folklore (and in this field Es‑
tonians are still diligent collectors),3 we find that the increased interest
in traditional culture, its collection, and research, as well as (re)use or
revival took place during upheavals in the Estonian society: at the turn
of the 20th century with growing urbanisation and the birth of the in‑
dependent republic, and at the turn of the 21st century with regaining
the country’s independence. The latter period was also marked by Esto‑
nia’s entrance into the virtual world(s) and globalisation. In both cases,
major social changes prompted the inspection of national identity, also
through the collection, research, (re)construction, and interpretation of
traditional culture.
At the turn of the 21st century such new concepts as traditional cul‑
ture (pärimuskultuur) and cultural heritage (kultuuripärand) became en‑
trenched in the Estonian language and emerged as the umbrella terms
for various areas of the culture and social organisation of previous gener‑
ations, of which many have now become outdated and considered leisure
or professional activities (folk dance, folk music, handicrafts). Neverthe‑
less, the role of these activities in terms of culture creation cannot be
underestimated. During one of discussions at a training for cultural her‑
itage specialists the idea emerged that the first local history museum will
be established when people have a sufficient number of objects that have
long lost their practical significance, but retained their symbolic and/or
emotional value. In addition to the duration and continuity encoded in
cultural heritage, there has always been a feeling of transience as well as
romantic nostalgia for the mythological golden ages and, unfortunately,
the extinction of valuable cultural monuments due to the scarcity of
resources and/or ill‑considered decisions that may have an irreversibly
destructive impact on cultural heritage.
The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cul‑
tural Heritage was adopted in 2003.4 It aims to protect the intangible
cultural heritage; ensure respect for the intangible cultural herit age

3

For evidence, suffice it to mention the large number of operating cultural heritage
databases and e‑collections, see e.g.: the list of Estonian intangible cultural heritage
(http://www.rahvakultuur.ee/vkpnimistu/); Ajapaik (https://ajapaik.ee/?page=1);
South Estonia heritage portal (http://www.folklore.ee/lepp/); Radar (http://www.
folklore.ee/radar/).

4
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of communities, groups, and individuals; raise awareness of the im‑
portance of the intangible cultural heritage at local, national, and
international levels; and provide international cooperation and as‑
sistance. The Convention emphasises, inter alia, the importance of in‑
tangible cultural heritage as a driving force behind cultural diversity
and a protector of sustainable development, and recognises that glo‑
balisation and social change create favourable conditions for renewed
dialogue between communities; at the same time, it also points to in‑
tolerance, posing a serious risk of deterioration, degradation, or loss of
intangible heritage, in particular due to the lack of necessary means
to protect it. It is also emphasised that there is a need to raise young
people’s awareness of the importance of intangible cultural heritage,
the need to protect it, and the invaluable role of intangible cultural
heritage in bringing people together and understanding one another.
Thus, the concept of cultural heritage has broadened considerably in
the new millennium – the system of values has shifted from the oral
and material heritage inherited from the previous generations and in‑
dividual objects of heritage or nature protection to the preservation of
a sustainable cultural value and environment.
However, cultural heritage is always and everywhere a matter of both
ideological and political choices5 and is (re)constructed largely based
on current needs.6 Therefore, the concept of cultural heritage has been
criticised for its power‑dependent nature, which leads to the emergence
of national cultural policy driven actions, initiatives of individual en‑
thusiasts, and actions by non‑governmental organisations to collect and
preserve obsolete material, but also provokes disagreements over the
funding of different areas of cultural heritage.
“Community” and “heritage” are words as well as concepts that can be
seen in policy documents, academic texts, media, and everyday contexts.
“For many people community and heritage are comfortably self‑evident, de‑
fined by place and shared histories and often ethnicity and nationality,

5

We may ask if we are prepared to include the military heritage of the Soviet past to
our cultural heritage? Although a considerable part of our military heritage has been
built for defense purposes, be it ancient city hills, medieval fortresses, or city walls, it
is assessed that Estonia is still in possession of more than 1,500 military objects from
the former Soviet Union, in addition to the military facilities from Tsarist Russia.
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and redolent of shared values and their celebration.”7 It is difficult to say
who constitutes a community for a particular heritage as well as what is
understood as heritage by a community. Both “community” and “heri
tage” can be interpreted quite diversely by different people and in dif‑
ferent contexts.8
The new view of heritage appreciates the importance of communi‑
ty‑based heritage management in terms of sustainable development of
local cultures.9 Participatory heritage culture has also been supported
by the growing impact of digital technologies and social media. The role
of heritage curators and conservators is currently seen as “facilitators
rather than authoritative scripters and arbiters of authenticity and
significance.”10
Theme of the year: Cultural heritage in Estonia and Europe
In Estonia the years 2013 and 2018 have been proclaimed the Years of Cul‑
tural Heritage. What is the cultural heritage? How does it evolve? Who
does it belong to and how does it concern us? These are the questions to
which the Year of Cultural Heritage seeks answers. The motto of the Year
of Cultural Heritage – “There is no heritage without the heir” – refers to
the fact that we are both heirs and bequeathers. The aim of the thematic
year is to increase people’s awareness of cultural heritage in their sur‑
roundings and promote understanding that heritage should be protected
by our joint efforts. After all, cultural heritage is the foundation of our
identity.
In 2013 we asked whether cultural heritage is limited to what was once
part of people’s everyday lives and which is now only practiced profes‑
sionally or as a hobby, or whether cultural heritage also includes everyday

7

Laurajane Smith and Emma Waterton, Heritage, Communities and Archeology, London
2009.

8

Ester Bardone et al., “The Role of Communities in the Politics of Cultural Heritage:
Examples from Estonia,” [in:] Approaches to Culture Theory, Anu Kannike et al. (eds.),
Tartu 2020, pp. 252–278.

9

Sandra Van der Auwera, Azilis Vandesande, and Koen Van Bale, “A Recent History of
Heritage Community Involvement,” [in:] Community Involvement in Heritage, Koen Van
Balen and Azilis Vandesande (eds.), Antwerpen – Appeldoorn 2015, pp. 7–10 (7–21).

10 Neil Silbermann and Margaret Pulser, “Collective Memory as Affirmation: Peo‑
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Intangible cultural heritage is also communication between different cultures. © Marju
Kõivupuu

or entertainment activities that seize the community’s attention at cer‑
tain moments, e.g. preparing traditional holiday foods (aspic, blood sau‑
sage, or potato salad) performed together in village communities, sprat
sandwiches popularly consumed on national holidays, bringing flowers
to teachers on the first and last day of school, making a snowman dur‑
ing the first thaw of the season, watching the song competition Eesti laul
[Estonian song], the President’s annual reception, or the New Year’s Eve
TV programme and its criticism on social media (because a virtual com‑
munity is a community too) and in the press, as well as popular quotes
from major literary texts, film, music, and others?
The choice of 2018 as the year of cultural heritage was symbolic –
100 years passed from the end of World War I, which brought major
changes to the map of Europe, including the creation of several nation
states. In 2018 heritage was already considered in its entirety (mate‑
rial, spiritual, digital), with wide connections (cultural and linguistic
diversity, heritage as a source of modern creativity and innovation),
and between disciplines. Several different disciplines were included in
the conducting of the year: cultural heritage (national cultural monu‑
ments, heritage conservation areas), traditional culture/folk culture
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(appreciation of folk culture roots, such as traditional songs, dances,
handicrafts, etc.), intangible cultural heritage (so‑called “living heritage”,
i.e. customs, knowledge, and skills – a concept that is still unfamiliar to
the Estonians and needs to be domesticated), heritage culture (cultural
heritage under the administration of the Ministry of the Environment,
i.e. evidence of settlement and daily activities of the previous generations,
mainly on current forest lands), heritage of minorities, to name but a few.
In 2018 many events in Estonia were organised to highlight the coun‑
try’s diverse cultural heritage, spanning sites with archaeological value
and architectural monuments, medieval strongholds, folklore tradi‑
tions and artistic heritage, architecture, music, barn dwellings and man‑
ors, literature and landscape heritage. In the European Year of Cultural
Heritage, our goal was to acquaint the citizens with our local cultu
ral heritage as well as find links and points of contact within the larger
European cultural sphere.
Numerous legacy ambassadors – volunteer speakers and assistants –
were invited to introduce Estonia’s cultural heritage to the general pub‑
lic. The legacy ambassadors were chosen amongst recognised agents of
various disciplines, who, in addition to their daily work, had also been
invested in mediating knowledge about the importance of heritage that
is unique to Estonia. It was also the task of the legacy ambassadors to
introduce some events related to the legacy year on television and in the
press. With their public appearances, the ambassadors helped to under‑
stand why cultural heritage is necessary, who needs cultural heritage,
what the nature of heritage is, and why it is essential to preserve heritage.
The List of Estonian Intangible Cultural Heritage
In 2010 the website of the List of Estonian Intangible Cultural Heritage11
was launched, following the principles of UNESCO protection of intangi‑
ble cultural heritage. The website is managed by the Estonian Centre of
Folk Culture.12 The task of the Council for Intangible Cultural Heritage13

11 See: “Vaimse Kultuuripärandi Nimistu,” [in:] Eesti Rahvakultuuri Keskus, https://rah‑
vakultuur.ee/vkp/nimistu/ (access: 2 June 2020).
12 See: Anne Ummalas, “Valgetikandi tikkimine Rapla rahvarõivaste käistele,” [in:] Eesti
Rahvakultuuri Keskus, 2015, https://www.rahvakultuur.ee/?s=106 (access: 2 June 2020).
13 See: “Vaimse Kultuuripärandi Nõukogu,” [in:] Eesti Rahvakultuuri Keskus, https://rah‑
vakultuur.ee/vkp/ (access: 2 June 2020).
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is to advise both the Ministry of Culture and the Estonian Centre of Folk
Culture on issues related to intangible cultural heritage, to approve en‑
tries into the list, and to mediate and disseminate information concern‑
ing intangible cultural heritage.
The list of Estonian intangible cultural heritage is a means for all Es‑
tonian communities, regardless of their size, location, field of activity,
or origin, to present their living heritage. The focus is primarily on local
community culture – the knowledge, skills, customs, and practices to
be maintained and passed on in the community. The criterion for listing
an intangible heritage item is not its uniqueness or centuries‑old roots,
but the fact that such piece of knowledge, skill, custom, or practice is
specific and important to the community today. In order to compile the
entries, it is possible to apply for a scholarship from the corresponding
programme at the Estonian Ministry of Culture, providing trainings and
information for the prospective compilers. The Council of Intangible Cul‑
tural Heritage, established by the Ministry of Culture and approved by
a directive of the Minister of Culture,14 consists of leading specialist in
the field and is responsible for the assessment of quality of entries and
counselling of compilers. The practical activities based on the decisions
of the Council are coordinated by the Estonian Centre of Folk Culture.
The Council is responsible for the exchange and dissemination of in‑
formation concerning the preservation and enhancement of intangible
cultural heritage, the development of policies and protection measures
in the field of intangible cultural heritage, the submission of relevant
proposals to the Ministry of Culture and other executive bodies, advising
the Ministry of Culture, the Estonian Centre of Folk Culture, and other
institutions and organisations supporting the sustainability of intangi‑
ble cultural heritage, as well as approving entries in the List of Estonian
Intangible Cultural Heritage.
In Estonia, in the field of intangible cultural heritage, there are nu‑
merous institutions, associations, and individuals who are important
partners for both the Council and the Centre. In 2010 the first pilot en‑
tries were made from two unique cultural regions of Estonia – the island
of Hiiumaa and Võrumaa County.
It is known that the roots of the Estonian folk culture go back sev‑
eral thousand years, when the first settlers in the area began to cultivate

14 Ibidem.
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arable land and breed cattle. The serfdom imposed on the local peasants
by the medieval and early modern Baltic German landlords shaped the
cultural landscape into a mosaic of parishes – each parish had its own
language (dialect), wore traditional clothes unique to the area, and even
the customs were slightly different in each parish. Although cultural
differences began to vanish rapidly at the end of the 19th century, with
the peasants enjoying their liberation for several decades, and rural and
urban relations intensifying, the linguistic‑cultural differences between
the three major cultural regions (Western, Northern, and Southern Esto‑
nia) are still discernible today. These differences are more pronounced in
the border areas, especially in Southern Estonia and the islands, where
regional affiliation, local language, and customs are still an important
part the local identity. This was also the reason why Võrumaa County
was chosen for the pilot entry – despite the changes that took place in the
19th and 20th centuries, the area has managed to maintain its cultural
and linguistic identity and adjust it to modern times. The island of Hii‑
umaa, part of the cultural region of Western Estonia and the second larg‑
est island in Estonia, is a remarkable cultural space with a unique way of
life. Fishing has been an important activity, typically for an island; there
has also been a distinctive historical community of Estonian‑Swedish
people with their own subculture.
At the beginning of 2020 the List of Estonian Intangible Cultural Heri
tage contained 120 entries, which accounts for an average of 12 entries
per year. Among them were cultural spaces with very strong and unique
local identities, representing Estonia in the UNESCO List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage: Kihnu cultural space (included in the UNESCO List of
Intangible Heritage in 2003), Seto cultural space (Seto leelo [Seto tradi‑
tional folk song] was included in 2009), and Võrumaa (the practice of the
Võrumaa smoke sauna was added to the list in 2014). Communities living
in the territories of national parks have also been active in making en‑
tries, rather unsurprisingly, given that these areas have a well-preserved
way of life, firmly rooted in tradition.
The dugout boat is the symbol of the Soomaa National Park and the
so‑called “fifth season,” namely the spring and autumn floods. In the
lower reaches of the tributaries of the Pärnu River in Soomaa, known for
its wetlands and large floods, the dugout boat is still used as a means of
transport due to its efficiency during high water. Today, dugout boats are
no longer of direct practical importance in Soomaa, but the craft of their
making is still maintained. These light and mobile boats are mostly used
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for tourist excursions. At the same time, the dugout boat has become
a tourist attraction and the symbol of the Soomaa National Park, situated
on the border between the counties of Pärnu and Viljandi. The making of
the dugout boats has traditionally been a communal activity, performed
not only by master craftsmen, but also by apprentices and other mem‑
bers of the community. Dugout boat building was often accompanied by
the storytelling of boat building and their usage, providing an oppor‑
tunity for sharing traditional knowledge with the youngsters.15 The ac‑
tivity is still performed today and it will be performed for at least the
next 10 to 20 years, that is as long as the current craftsmen are still
active. However, this traditional activity might see a sharp decline in
the following years due to a variety of factors. Unless additional efforts
are made by the dugout boat masters, the local community, as well as
the Estonian society and the state in general, this should be considered
a probable scenario, which is why this culture is seriously endangered
and needs urgent protection. In 2019 the project “Preparation of the
Soomaa Dugout Boat Culture Nomination for the UNESCO List of Intan‑
gible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding” was launched.
In recent years the national minorities living in Estonia have increas‑
ingly begun to add entries to the List of Estonian Intangible Cultural
Heritage as a result of trainings and spreading information that the list
is open to all the communities living in Estonia (rather than just Esto‑
nians). In 2012 the first entry from a national minority was made by the
Ukrainian community living in Estonia – a tradition of decorating pysanky (Ukrainian Easter eggs), which is remarkable in terms of its reach
outside of Ukraine – during the Soviet era, the making of pysanky was
banned in Ukraine as a religious practice. The tradition was kept secretly
alive, however, and the study of Ukrainian folk art among the Ukrainian
emigrants in the USA and Canada intensified in the 1950s. The making
of pysanky was considered important and mastering the skill was rec‑
ognised as a part of Ukrainian cultural identity. The skill spread thanks
to Ukrainian emigrants around the world; at present, the tradition is
actively pursued in both North and South America. In today’s Ukrainian
community in Estonia, the making of pysanky is a lively and important

15 See: Aivar Ruukel et al., “Ühepuulootsiku ehitus ja kasutamine Soomaal,” [in:] Eesti
Rahvakultuuri Keskus, 2020, https://rahvakultuur.ee/2020/03/10/yhepuulootsiku‑eh‑
itamine‑ja‑kasutus‑soomaal/ (access: 2 June 2020).
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part of national handicraft, of which people are immensely proud.16
Another important entry from the national minorities in Estonia is the
fishing and eating of lampreys in the Estonian Russian communities of
Narva and Narva‑Jõesuu.17 Undoubtedly, the Estonian national minori‑
ties need more encouragement and persuasion to fully engage in storing
and researching their intangible cultural heritage.
The majority of entries in the List of Estonian Intangible Cultural Heri
tage is related to traditional dishes or harvesting food from the forests.
A very popular spring activity is the collection of birch sap. According
to the survey conducted in 2008 by a marketing research company Tu‑
ru‑uuringute AS, the amount of birch sap stockpiled in Estonia reached
629 tons, mostly collected for own consumption. Children are often part of
the process, as this is an exciting task for them. At the same time, today’s
selection of foods and drinks is so diverse that it is quite easy to discontin‑
ue this tradition.18 Furthermore, the preparation of some traditional foods
(e.g. homemade aspic and sausages) is nowadays problematic. As domestic
slaughter of animals is not allowed in Estonia, obtaining the ingredients
needed to make aspic and blood sausage is actually easier in the city than
in the countryside. Since 2015 a group of initiators (Reet Kokovkin, Reve
Lambur, Ülle Jukk, Katrin Kull, and others) allied with the Rural Econ‑
omy Research Centre and the NGO Hiiumaa Cooperation Network to get
the traditional aspic certified by the European Union under the scheme
“Traditional Speciality Guaranteed.” The group has conducted seminars
for producers and published an information leaflet “Traditional Estonian
Aspic.” The “Traditional Specialty Guaranteed” is a European Union qual‑
ity label awarded to foods produced using traditional methods or recipes.
On the one hand, the commercial spread of the traditional aspic selection
may popularise the consumption of aspic. On the other hand, as a result,

16 See: Marinne Medar, Anatoli Ljutjuk, and Bogdan Ljutjutk, “Põsanka (pysanka) li‑
havõttemunade kaunistamine ukraina kogukonnas,” [in:] Eesti Rahvakultuuri Keskus,
2013, https://rahvakultuur.ee/2020/03/20/pysanka‑ukraina‑kogukonnas/ (access:
2 June 2020).
17 See: Tiiu Toom, “Silmude püük Narva‑Jõesuus,” [in:] Eesti Rahvakultuuri Keskus, 2015,
https://rahvakultuur.ee/2020/03/23/silmude‑pyyk‑narva‑joesuus/ (access: 2 June
2020).
18 See: Külli Eichenbaum, “Kasemahla kogumine ja joogiks tarvitamine Vana‑Võro‑
maal,” [in:] Eesti Rahvakultuuri Keskus, 2012, https://rahvakultuur.ee/2020/03/17/
kasemahla‑kogumine‑ja‑tarvitamine‑vana‑voromaal/ (access: 2 June 2020).
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the domestic aspic production may recede, as the production becomes
entrusted to big manufacturers.19 At the same time, in recent years, the
interest of the younger generation in the making of traditional holiday
foods has increased. As the nutritional awareness among the population
has risen, food is increasingly often prepared at home and the interest in
traditional cooking is growing.
Many entries on the list are related to the traditional craftsmanship
of both women and men, especially the making of traditional clothing
and jewellery. The culture of traditional clothing is relatively viable in
Estonia and is clearly quite strongly connected with the song and dance
festival tradition included in the UNESCO List of Intangible Heritage in
2003, where wearing traditional clothing is obligatory. Numerous folk‑
lore events help to keep the traditional clothing culture alive, as tradi‑
tional garments are worn by folk groups and gladly put on for various
events of national importance.
There are also quite a few entries concerning local languages (dialects)
as part of local identity. It would be rather natural to pass on the local
language from one generation to the next. However, this transmission
is interrupted due to long‑term policies that do not favour regional lan‑
guages, especially the Soviet‑era education policy, putting pressure on
the parents to speak formal Estonian with their children. The viability
of local languages and their prestige is maintained, for instance, through
radio broadcasts, the press, fiction, and offering the opportunity to study
the language as an optional subject at school.
In the Estonian cultural space, (intangible) cultural heritage seems
to be usually more closely associated with farmstead folk culture, which
is sometimes called the “souvenir culture,” rather than identified as
an interdisciplinary phenomenon of the recent past or a source of con‑
temporary creative activity and innovation. It is often asked how many
generations of continuity are needed until we can talk about tradition, or
what we should consider as “old” nowadays, when changes in different
spheres of life are happening at breakneck speed. For today’s youth, the
practices and perceptions of the previous decades and/or generations
are moving away much faster than ever before, and the path to various

19 See: Epp Tamm and Margit Salmar, “Süldi valmistamine ja söömine Eestis,” [in:]
Eesti Rahvakultuuri Keskus, 2018, https://rahvakultuur.ee/2020/03/24/syldi‑valmis‑
tamine‑soomine/ (access: 2 June 2020).
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Traditional skills are also popular among young people. © Marju Kõivupuu
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phenomena of cultural heritage now often leads through training and
digitised databases or information retrieval.
Digital cultural heritage can be divided into two parts – one part is
the so‑called “digitally‑born” subject matter, and the other is made up of
digitised cultural heritage. In an increasingly digitised society, a growing
part of culture is born and spread digitally. In Estonia the modern Legal
Deposit Copy Act, organising the transfer and preservation of digital
datasets of books at the National Library, is in effect, but new dilemmas
are arising. For instance, how should the photo collection of the Estonian
National Museum be supplemented with records echoing everyday cul‑
ture and modern way of life, and how should the Museum of Literature
preserve contemporary folklore which is spread electronically? If the
material heritage stored in collections for centuries is to reach a broader
audience and continue to be valued and relevant, providing the basis for
new creations and services, it must also be digitised.
Conclusion
It has been argued that if a person is not able to learn the language and
culture of their (grand)parents as a child, in adulthood they may feel that
they have been irreversibly deprived of something because they lack the
inherited mythical Own Story, namely the sense of belonging through
which people are connected to the bloodstream of the previous genera‑
tions; moreover, it will probably be difficult, if not impossible, for them to
reconnect for themselves as well as for their children and grandchildren
in the future. The intangible cultural heritage recreates its Own Story
through familiar and important symbols from the past. Each subsequent
generation adds its own connotations and interpretations to the inherited
values a nd artefacts. This process is a necessary condition for the sustain‑
ability of cultural heritage.
The list of cultural heritage serves many different purposes, directly
and indirectly. But first and foremost, it teaches the community to notice
and value the sometimes self‑evident, simple but important activities, as
well as the skills and masters (who are often quite forgotten) needed to
perform these activities. The list of cultural heritage is of encyclopaedic
value – the entries are thoroughly written, the historical background
and genesis of phenomena are revealed, and attention is drawn to pos‑
sible problems that could endanger specific traditions. The list offers
an excellent teaching material that helps to familiarise oneself with the
intangible and material heritage.
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Ideally, the knowledge of cultural heritage of various areas would help
to create a shared communal identity and forge links between locals and
newcomers who have settled in these areas, as well as to arouse the inter‑
est of visitors and tourists. The latter often want to consume local prod‑
ucts and services, which in turn ensures a stable or seasonal income for
the local population.
Inevitably, the question arises whether the locals have any opportunity
to protect themselves and their heritage from the problems associated with
the tourism industry, and if yes, then how? The Estonian cultural spaces of
Kihnu and Seto, as well as other regions, are of international interest. Peo‑
ple come from all over the world to film the local way of life and introduce
it to a wider audience. On the one hand, it is good and necessary; on the
other hand, it forces us to ponder to what extent we should accommodate
the visitors’ wishes and demands in order to be attractive as a tourist area.
For example, can male tourists try on women’s traditional clothing and
film and photograph themselves in them? Or how to teach foreign guests to
behave properly in a smoke sauna and to follow the rules which are obvious
for the locals, but may not be equally obvious for the visitors? Is the cus‑
tomer indeed “always right” or are there certain situations in which a po‑
lite “no” should be said and local rules, customs, and practices enforced?
It is much easier to describe cultural heritage than to actually make
sense of its different areas. In order to preserve cultural heritage, the pre‑
dominant focus should be on supporting the processes that contribute to
heritage making. The creativity of the local population in the formation
and reproduction of cultural heritage (e.g. environmental value, heri
tage communities, artefacts) should be valued and emphasised above all
else. Although we are the heirs of the traditional culture of our ancestors,
we are also responsible for maintaining and creating heritage for future
generations. What and how we create, preserve, and value today will be
discovered, understood, and valued by future generations based on their
needs and perspectives.
Supporting the sustainability of intangible heritage is not limited to
applauding a folk music group when they finish their concert or cheering
a sententious speech at an important national event, but includes also
a reasonable allocation of resources, be it through national programmes
in Estonia that support cultural spaces, Cultural Endowment of Estonia,
or other channels. It is certainly worth taking local people’s opinions into
consideration when allocating grants – what officials or researchers de‑
fine as worthwhile intangible heritage may not coincide in all respects
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with cultural spaces or communities’ understanding of what is important
for them. On the other hand, funding does not guarantee the sustain‑
ability of intangible cultural heritage. True sustainability requires the
goodwill of the locals, which, in turn, is sustained by the moral support
and substantive interest of the general public.
Intangible heritage lives where people live. Sometimes it simply takes
a bystander’s eye to draw local people’s attention to the values they take
for granted, viewing things as mundane and therefore, unfortunately,
insignificant. And if feasible, we should do everything in our power to
ensure that the chain of transmission is not broken.

The Living River:
A Practical Interpretation
of Heritage Trends
Anna Gruszka
TRAKT Cultural Tourism Centre, Poznań (Poland)

This article is a collection of thoughts from the perspective of a heri
tage interpretation practitioner, not a scientist. Nevertheless, I believe
that different experiences of the people who work in the field of heri
tage interpretation can offer a valid contribution, adding to a holistic ap
proach to heritage. I represent Porta Posnania, which is the first heritage
interpretation centre in Poland, located in Poznań. I will present our
experience in heritage interpretation on the basis of the festival called
the Living River, which is rooted both in culture and nature. The festival
is dedicated to the heritage of the Cybina river in all its aspects, with
respectful and biocentric approach. As of 2019 we have been organising
it for four years, and for the last two I have had the pleasure to create
and produce it.
Porta Posnania opened five years ago. Its original area of inter
est and interpretation was the heritage and history of the Cathedral
Island in Poznań, but the scope subsequently expanded to include
the whole city, together with its extremely important natural heritage.
From the very beginning we have been following concepts developed
by Freeman Tilden, whose Interpreting Our Heritage,1 first published in
1957, is the essential textbook for the employees at our institution; we
firmly believe that this position is a must‑read for everyone interested
in herit age, nature, history, and anthropology. In 2019, over 60 years
after its original release in the United States, Porta Posnania published
the Polish translation of Tilden’s book.2 We hope that this will contrib

1

Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage, Chapel Hill 2007.

2

Freeman Tilden, Interpretacja dziedzictwa, trans. Agnieszka Wilga, Poznań 2019.
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ute to the popularisation of Tilden’s ideas in Poland – not only among
those working in the field of heritage or heritage interpretation, but also
among the general public.
In my article I will invoke Tilden’s six rules of interpretation, which
will provide a frame for presenting our activities. I will also refer to
the crucial ideas developed by Tilden concerning the role of interpreta
tion in heritage protection, particularly in the face of the current climate
crisis, of which we are not only witnesses, but also the main cause. Re
flection upon Tilden’s ideas on the role of heritage in nature protection is
one of the most valuable aspects of his legacy, which we are hoping to
pass down to our visitors.
Five years of experience, numerous debates, books we have read and
discussed, as well as reflections and projects which we have carried out
allow us to constantly analyse the role and meaning of heritage – not
only for us, but especially for our visitors. What helps us do this is also
the location of Porta Posnania, just by the Cybina riverbank. In our work
we try to perfect ourselves in the methods of interpretation as well as
bring heritage closer to the city inhabitants and tourists. Yet this is not
easy. Even the word “heritage” can be difficult to explain, since it can be
intimidating and associated mostly with high culture and issues distant
from our daily life. In our work, we try to change this perception of heri
tage and show how close it actually is to every human being.
The diversity of heritage, which includes natural, cultural, tangible,
and intangible heritage, encourages us to investigate the relationships
between various elements of heritage. Which of them are closer to us?
Does it make sense to separate them at all? Our experience teaches us
that heritage components are interrelated and depend on one another.
The environment in which we exist, namely a big city with all its histori
cal buildings, monuments, traditions, and history, but also with its people,
animals, and plants, shows us that we cannot think about these elements
of heritage separately. We live in one big interconnected system. The suc
cess of each element depends on the success of the whole. This, in turn,
makes us mindful of the fact that Porta Posnania is located in a space
where the accrued cultural and natural landscape creates the perfect
opportunity to tell stories and interpret heritage. It is the area between
Śródka, which is currently one of the smallest districts of Poznań (though
once it was an independent city with history almost as long as the his
tory of Poznań), with relatively wild (considering its central urban lo
cation) natural environment of the river valley, where the first human
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settlements were created over 10,000 years ago,3 and the Cathedral
I sland whose history marks the beginnings of not only Poznań, but also
Poland. It is here, in Śródka, that Porta Posnania was built.
Yet for all this political context, we cannot forget about the role of
the natural component – namely, the river – in the city’s history. It is
the river that gave rise to all these stories: the cathedral and the first
settlers who chose this place to live. It is the river which is home not only
to people but, most of all, to animals, plants, and fungi which had been
here before us and without which people would probably never have
come here. Finally, the river is not only a medium carrying ideas and
tradition, but also a threat – a natural element which the inhabitants liv
ing by its banks had to face many times. Following Tilden’s approach, we
are trying to explain all these aspects to our visitors through our work
and encourage them to look at all the elements of the landscape which
surrounds us as one big ecosystem where nature and culture blend to
gether and shape both us and our city.
The Living River festival focuses on the Cybina river. However, al
though the river is the main focus of the event, we use it as an inspiration
to talk about ourselves and our roots, as well as about the fact that nature
and the environment we know today may soon enough change unimagi
nably, and for the worse. While interpreting heritage, we rely on the idea
expressed in a textbook for American National Park Service employees
as quoted by Tilden: “Through interpretation, understanding; through
understanding, appreciation; through appreciation, protection.”4 For
the past four years we have been inviting our visitors to discover the lo
cal heritage, drawing their attention to the problem of heritage fragility
and to the changes which are taking place right in front of us. Similar ac
tions can be observed in heritage network; the ICOMOS website explains
that “[c]limate change has become one of the most significant and fastest
growing threats to people and their cultural heritage worldwide. ICOMOS
embraces a two‑pronged approach to the issue that emphasizes both re
sponding to the risks that climate change poses to cultural heritage and
also championing heritage as a source of resilience and an asset to climate

3

Jarmila Kaczmarek, “Zatopione w wodzie: Archeologia doliny Warty,” [in:] Kronika
miasta Poznania, no. 1 (2004), p. 10.

4

R. Bruce Craig, “Introduction,” [in:] Interpreting Our Heritage, Freeman Tilden, Chapel
Hill 2007, p. 8 (1–23).
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A view of the Cybina river in urban context. © Ł. Gdak / CTK TRAKT

action, whose potential is unlocked through better conservation and
management of the world’s tangible and intangible cultural resources.”5
We have also decided to join Climate Heritage Network to enhance our
understanding of heritage protection and inspire more meaningful ac
tion. We can clearly see that climate changes are extremely important
to heritage protection,6 and by learning about our heritage – including
anthropopressure and its effects – we can learn how to act wisely to pro
tect both climate and heritage.
The Living River concentrates on nature as the source of our human
heritage and culture. Almost all festival events take place by the river,
where we can connect with nature that surrounds us. This has proved
both a challenge and a blessing. On the one hand, we are at the mercy of
the weather and climate changes. For instance, a serious problem we have

5

“Climate Change,” ICOMOS, https://www.icomos.org/en/focus/climate‑change (ac
cess: 4 June 2020).

6

In Poznań research is conducted into the ways climate change affects cultural heritage
(especially historical buildings in the city centre) and natural heritage, also focusing
on the rivers of Poznań.
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had to address (which we could not foresee) is the water level. The river
completely disappears in summer, when the festival events take place,
which often disrupts the programme. On the other hand, it is also an op
portunity to raise awareness and educate. The fact that events take place
by the river creates an opportunity to pause for a while and appreciate
the importance of the surrounding nature as well as ponder our place in
it. According to Tilden, “[n]ature and man are inseparable companions:
they are one. If you vandalize a beautiful thing, you vandalize yourself.
And this is what true interpretation can inject into the consciousness.”7
I am going to demonstrate some examples of our work referring to
the six rules defined by Freeman Tilden, which are probably the most
iconic part of his concept. I will begin, however, with an observation:
Tilden’s text presents the specificity of American national parks, which
are supposed to be visited mainly by big groups and individual visitors
without the help of a heritage interpreter. This is how our exhibition on
the Cathedral Island also works. Other events organised by Porta Pos
nania, however, are of a more varied nature, being addressed to various
groups, and implement different ways of communicating with partici
pants, which is why some of Tilden’s rules can be modified depending
on the event. Some events are based on dialogue, whereas others do not
require the presence of a heritage interpreter. The events organised dur
ing the Living River festival fall into the latter category.
According to the first rule, stating that “any interpretation that does
not somehow relate what is being displayed or described to something
within the personality or experience of the visitor will be sterile,”8 we
can say that to achieve success in reaching out to our audience we need
to respond to their interests, refer to their personal experiences, and en
courage them to ask themselves questions such as: “What would I do in
these circumstances?” or “Could I live like my ancestors did?” In such situ
ations, discovering facts which our audience does not expect is of particu
lar value. For example, think about culinary heritage, which is becoming
increasingly popular, also in Poland. The participants of the workshops
on the vegan cuisine of the past, which took place during the Living
River, found it particularly interesting to discover that in the past Pol
ish cuisine was largely based on plants, including those which can be

7

Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., p. 67.

8

R. Bruce Craig, “Introduction,” op. cit., p. 18.
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The opening of Gosia Bartosik’s exhibition installed in the river. © Ł. Gdak / CTK TRAKT

found by the river. Of course, the remains of a mammoth which may have
been killed and eaten by our ancestors were also discovered here.9 But
due to the limitations imposed by religious fasting or the limited abili
ties of the hunter‑gatherer groups, we can say that vegan diet used to be
the dominant one.10 We interpret this heritage through experience, for
instance by organising workshops during which we cook together, as it is
an activity we know well and many of us feel passionate about. The pas
sion for cooking allows us to realise, in turn, that our culinary heritage
can help us fight against climate change, for instance through limiting
the amount of animal products we eat or becoming fully vegan.
The second rule of heritage interpretation says that “information, as
such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation based upon infor
mation. But they are entirely different things. However, all interpretation

9

Jarmila Kaczmarek, “Zatopione…,” op. cit., p. 10.

10 Polish culinary heritage is researched by Jarosław Dumanowski. See esp.: Jarosław
Dumanowski and Magdalena Kasprzyk‑Chevriaux, Kapłony i szczeżuje: Opowieści o
zapomnianej kuchni polskiej, Wołowiec 2018.
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includes information.”11 This is probably my favourite statement by Til
den. To put this into perspective, let us take a common plant growing on
the banks of the Cybina river: the nettle. The nettle is a relatively domes
ticated plant. Almost everyone can name it and knows at least that touch
ing it may cause itchy and stinging blisters. Most of us have experienced
this firsthand. If we were to merely convey information about this plant,
we would say that it grows in the river valley, it can be 1.5 metres tall, it
is a perennial plant, and the tiny hair covering it can sting us. Interpre
tation, however, would require that we show how our ancestors used it
as medicine, pigment, or food from the moment they settled in the area.
This way event participants will not only understand the potential of
the nettle (as well as that of other plants, including those which they had
never before been able to name, whereas now they have learnt how to
transform them into a delicious meal), but after spending an hour pick
ing plants for a small dish, they will also understand how much effort
it once took to find food for a whole family. And remember that we are
talking about the not‑so‑distant past. Even in the 20th century the nettle
was regularly eaten in the period before harvest and during the war – in
general, in times of poverty. In addition, the nettle can demonstrate what
is currently happening in nature. For the past two years we have been ob
serving that nettles growing one metre from the river tend to get dry and
wither as early as in July. We have been sharing these discoveries with
our visitors. This is a lesson on climate change and on the fading of our
heritage, particularly natural heritage. Usually, people who hear about
this, for example during workshops on wild cuisine, realise the extent
of the damage caused by the disappearance of any plant in the ecosys
tem – not only for us, given that today we do not rely on the nettle to such
an extent as our ancestors did, but also for the animals living in the city.
“Interpretation in an art, which combines many arts, whether the ma
terials presented are scientific, historical, or architectural. Any art is in
some degree teachable.”12 It is hard to disagree with Tilden that in order
to interpret heritage in an interesting way, one has to look for various
means to support one’s interpretation so that one may capture the audi
ence’s attention. “Sooner or later the interpreter must face the question
of whether he is dealing with a science or an art. Interpretation is one

11 R. Bruce Craig, “Introduction,” op. cit., p. 18.
12 Ibidem.
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or the other; it cannot be both. If it is an art, it can draw upon all science.
But if it is a science, it can have no patience with ‘the sweet insouciance
of letters ease.’”13 Tilden understands art as an ability which requires
both talent and hard work. For example, it is the art of telling stories in
a poetic way which engages the audience, arouses emotions, and stirs
the imagination. For this reason, we have selected art as the method
of interpretation which can satisfy all these conditions. Therefore, to
honour the river, we organise exhibitions about animals and plants of
the Cybina, concerts during which artists play on platforms on the river
or even in the river itself, and performances in which the river valley
becomes the stage and the setting. The first benefit of such events is
the reception of art in the natural surroundings – in this way, art is
associated with cultural heritage but also talks about nature and the re
lationship between nature and the human being, who is part of nature.
We are proving that the river valley and the river itself can be a gallery,
concert hall, or theatre stage, a place where art is made. It is available
for all the local inhabitants, including animals. This way of thinking
inspired us to create an exhibition of linoleum prints by a Poznań‑based
visual artist and painter, Gosia Bartosik, which was set up in the river.
The idea behind the exhibition was also to expand the audience, includ
ing the animals living in the valley. In fact, the ducks had the easiest
access to the exhibition. People had to make some effort to see the images
of traditional river gods of Poland represented on the linoleum sheets.
Through such a presentation of art, the anthropocentric view of the place
of the human being in nature is questioned. We are now in a biocentric
river valley, where not everything has to be tailored to the human needs.
“The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction but provocation.”14
Creating events for the Living River we do not want to present bare, de
tailed facts, which are hard to remember, especially when there are a lot
of them and one hears them for the first time. Instead, we focus more
on interpretation. We want to direct our message at a particular per
son in an innovative way which is suited to his or her needs. When it
comes to the events which connect culture and nature, we also do not
want to bore our audience stiff by dry lectures, especially if they are held
outside, in the bosom of nature, which, due to its richness, is capable of

13 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., pp. 53–58.
14 R. Bruce Craig, “Introduction,” op. cit., p. 18.
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Traditional dance held by the river. © Ł. Gdak / CTK TRAKT

turning the audience’s attention away from even the most interesting
presentation. In our work we always remember about our main task: to
show that everything we experience together on the banks of the river
is heritage, and to prove that heritage is an incredibly broad term that
each individual can explore for themselves. We simply give them certain
tools. The very words “this is our heritage” come to the surface every
time we organise events. We highlight something that is obvious for us
as interpreters, but it does not have to be the same for our visitors. Taking
part in a dancing party by the river, during which you can experience
the living musical tradition of the Greater Poland region and dance like
our ancestors may have danced generations before us, is a more valuable
lesson than any lecture on the Oberek sheet music.
“Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part and
must address itself to the whole man rather than any phase.”15 One of
the tenets of heritage interpretation developed by Tilden is creating
an opportunity for a person to leave a heritage event with an impression,
a memory – one which would convey the spirit of the place, the vision of

15 Ibidem.
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the whole. Tilden gives examples of such activities. They mainly pertain
to the practice of interpretation based on a story told by a guide during
tours through the national parks (with all their nature, buildings, and
tales of the military past of the place). The art of such interpretation,
which conveys a whole scope, is not based on flooding the participant
with detailed facts, which are hard to remember and which do not pre
sent any coherent message, but on telling a story or organising an event
in such a way as to allow the listener to understand the uniqueness of
the place and discover it anew. Of course, the situation is different de
pending on whether we deal with a guided tour or a sequence of cultural
events organised during a three‑month festival. We could even go as far
as to suggest that taking part in all the events provides one with the op
portunity to fully comprehend the place and its heritage. In reality, how
ever, it is impossible for one person to be interested in all the activities
on offer. Even Tilden admits that visitors have their limits – either when
it comes to time or the ability to focus on a topic.16 Therefore, during our
events we try to draw people’s attention to the place of the human being
in the ecosystem and their connection to the surroundings. Standing by
the river, we are immersed not only in nature, but also in what has been
built here over the scope of a millennium – namely, the cathedral which
dates back to the 11th century, Prussian fortifications, and the modernist
building of Porta Posnania, which presents this history. We can assume
that the visitor will take interest in only one issue relating to the place,
but they will not be able to separate it from other aspects.
“Interpretation addressed to children (say, up to the age of twelve)
should not be a dilution of the presentation to adults, but should fol
low a fundamentally different approach. To be at its best it will require
a separate program.”17 This rule formulated by Tilden has already be
come standard practice in the vast majority of museums and cultural
institutions. Trying to understand our youngest visitors, we offer spe
cial events for children; however, usually we invite them together with
their parents, carers, and grandparents in order to build relationships
and create shared heritage. This is particularly important nowadays in
the world which is a lot faster than when Tilden’s book was first pub
lished. We do this in order to provide young people with a room to gain

16 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., pp. 68–75.
17 R. Bruce Craig, “Introduction,” op. cit., p. 18.
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new experiences and create memories and traditions, which over time
will become their personal heritage. Children are sensitive, eager to learn
and discover, usually through all their senses, and without prejudice or
preconceived assumptions, which is what Tilden also highlighted.18 On
the other hand, they can be harsh critics and do not hesitate to openly
disagree with a guide or workshop facilitator. This is an ability we lose as
we become adults. We try to use this potential, sharing with children our
knowledge about the nature which surrounds us and teaching them re
spect towards it. Contemporary generations of children spends less and
less time outside. The sight of small children glued to the screens of mo
bile phones or tablets does not surprise anyone anymore. Thus, provid
ing them with opportunities to feel happiness through encounters with
nature is crucial. Only then can they appreciate nature and see the need
to protect it. During our events organised by the river we invite families
to engage in simple activities such as making wooden toys using simple
tools the way people used to in the past; or to take part in workshops on
zooarchaeology during which they pretend to be archaeologists and dig
out the remains of animals which used to live in this place long time ago;
or to take part in concerts and performances for the youngest – children
who do not fully understand certain concepts yet, but can communicate
with heritage through the sound of a clay whistle or an elder pipe. It is
worth noting here an important issue concerning adult education raised
by Tilden after the publication of Interpreting Our Heritage.
Tilden offered suggestions on what role the National Park Service
could and should play in the environmental crisis – or, as he charac
terized it, in this “web of crisis”. […] Tilden expressed support for for
malized environmental education (especially in the primary school
grades), but he argued that addressing the problem cannot wait for
another generation. “We must reach adults, by spoken and written
word” he wrote, and to that end, he advanced a “program of under
standing as we have never known… It is the field of morals.”19
This last thought is particularly meaningful considering the fact
that this last waking call to make us shape environmentally‑friendly

18 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting…, op. cit., pp. 76–85.
19 R. Bruce Craig, “Introduction,” op. cit., p. 13.
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behaviour aimed at protecting our heritage was uttered already in
the 1970s. Tilden did not want to wait for the next generations to be
educated. He was fully aware that losing the generations of people who
were already adults back then could have disastrous consequences. Since
then the ecological crisis has deepened so much that today we talk about
an imminent climate catastrophe rather than a crisis. All of this contin
ues to happen, despite growing education in this field. “Tilden began
openly advocating to interpreters that they needed to address the en
vironmental crisis in their public programs. He also wrote that ‘it has
always been my philosophy to protect first, and to interpret second,’ and
if the goals of protection and interpretation could be mutually achieved,
so much the better.”20
Following Tilden, we are trying to convey a very basic message: heri
tage that we are all part of does not belong only to us; it is a shared value
belonging to all creatures living in any given place. This heritage is com
plex, interconnected, and coexists with environment in a given area.
It creates a system which we know and are used to, but also to which we
feel connected. It does not matter whether we are talking about natural
or cultural heritage.
What is more, heritage is fragile and sensitive. Although cathedral
walls may seem to us difficult to reach, and the river valley, which has
been here since time immemorial, may seem impossible to destroy, we
have to realise that our actions may have a negative influence on their
survival. We encourage our visitors to understand that heritage is not
an addition to their everyday life; it is an indispensable part of every one
of us. Based on that way of thinking about heritage protection we have
decided to create a whole‑year programme called #HeritageForClimat,
including not only events, but also our functioning as an institution of
culture and heritage interpretation. We are also committed to the pro
gramme in our daily practices: saving water, stopping grass mowing,
cleaning river banks, and taking action whenever we see that the ecosys
tem is in danger. This year’s edition of the Living River festival will deal
with the issue of disappearing rivers, water shortage, and endangered
biodiversity in cities. We hope that the action we take will help fighting
the climate crisis in the spirit of Freeman Tilden’s concepts.

20 Ibidem, p. 8.

Transboundary European World
Heritage: The Chance and Challenge
of Building a European Identity
through Education1
Marie‑Theres Albert
Institute Heritage Studies, Berlin (Germany)

Introduction
The topic “Transboundary European World Heritage: Chance and Chal‑
lenge for Building a European Identity through Education” emerged dur‑
ing the European Year of Cultural Heritage (ECHY), when the Institute
Heritage Studies (IHS) at the International Academy Berlin (INA) – to‑
gether with the UNESCO schools network in the Czech Republic, Germany,
and Poland – developed ideas, goals, and content for cooperating with
the Transboundary World Heritage sites in these countries.2 The reason
behind this focus was that these transnational sites are representative
of how people in Europe have created their cultures and communities.
We wanted to initiate an intercultural dialogue among international stu‑
dents and teachers to encourage them to inspect their similarities and
differences.
The international community’s interest in conceptualising the so‑
called transboundary sites arose in the early 1990s, when the World Her‑
itage community recognised the imbalance in the inscriptions of sites in
Europe and the rest of the world. Already at this early stage of the imple‑

1

The information presented in this article is based predominantly on the following
sources: Marie‑Theres Albert, Francesco Bandarin, and Ana Pereira Roders (eds.),
Going Beyond: Perceptions of Sustainability in Heritage Studies, no. 2, Cham 2017; Ma‑
rie‑Theres Albert and Birgitta Ringbeck, 40 Years World Heritage Convention: Popu‑
larizing the Protection of Cultural and Natural Heritage, Berlin – Boston 2015; Institute
Heritage Studies, https://heritagestudies.eu/ (access: 19 April 2020). For a description
of the project “Transboundary European World Heritage”, please visit the website:
https://worldheritage‑education.eu (access: 19 April 2020).

2

Project website, Transboundary European World Heritage, https://worldheritage‑educa‑
tion.eu (access: 19 April 2020).
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mentation of the convention Europe dominated the list of World Heritage
sites with nearly 50% of all sites inscribed.3 The identification of trans‑
boundary sites was a measure taken within the framework of the Global
Strategy4 in the hope that the number of European sites could be reduced
since a transboundary site was counted as only one site.
Statistics and examples
As of June 2019 1121 sites have been inscribed worldwide. Out of these,
869 sites are cultural, 213 natural, and 39 are mixed cultural and natural
sites. However, with 529 sites inscribed in Europe,5 the regional disparity
between the number of inscribed sites in Europe and North America as
compared to the rest of the world still has not been resolved. When con‑
trasted with the Transboundary Sites, the results are similarly frustrat‑
ing. In 2019 there were 39 Transboundary Sites worldwide. Out of these
more than 20 sites were inscribed in Europe.6 Included in this list are: the
“Prehistoric Pile Dwellings around the Alps” in six countries, namely Aus‑
tria, France, Germany, Italy, Slovenia, and Switzerland, the “Frontiers of
the Roman Empire” in Germany and the UK; and the “Architectural Work
of Le Corbusier” in Argentina, Belgium, France, Switzerland; India, and
Japan. In Germany/Saxony and in Poland we have the “Muskauer Park/
Park Mużakowski,” and in the Czech Republic and German/Saxony the
“Erzgebirge/Krušnohoří Mining Region,” inscribed in June 2019.
Challenges of transboundary sites beyond statistics
The creation of Transboundary World Heritage Sites was intended to
address the regional imbalance of inscriptions of World Heritage sites.
Nevert heless, these sites present both an opportunity and a challenge as
they can emphasise the common experiences of the adjacent countries as
well as their distinct characteristics. Until now, this important compo‑
nent of creating a common understanding of the site and its history has
not been sufficiently considered in the nomination procedures, nor in the
transfer of knowledge in the implementation strategies.

3

UNESCO, World Heritage List Statistics, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/stat (access:
19 April 2020).

4

Marie‑Theres Albert and Birgitta Ringbeck, 40 Years…, op. cit., pp. 83ff.

5

UNESCO, World Heritage List Statistics, op. cit.

6

Ibidem.
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Border in Muskauer Park. © Institute Heritage Studies

For example, we can examine both common and respectively diverse
experiences of Polish and German people living in and around the area of
the “Muskauer Park/Park Mużakowski” before, during, and after World
War II. Such inquiries, in turn, have the potential to create better com‑
munication between the involved state parties regarding cross‑border
socio‑economic or socio‑technical development. The transboundary sites
were also established to strengthen intercultural dialogue with a view
to enhancing acceptance of cultural diversity, which in turn serves
UNESCO’s mission to create peace in the world. In other words, they were
created to rebuild a joint human identity of peoples and nations that had
been lost through various strategies of nationalism.
Considering factors such as the insufficient measures taken to sus‑
tainably protect the environment of sites in general and of transbound‑
ary sites in particular, the violation of human rights worldwide, the lack
of democracy and also at the revival of right‑wing movements, as well
as the European Parliament and its conflicts, it must be acknowledged
that the potential for creating a positive future based on the reflection
on the shared past is not so readily apparent. New strategies and their
persistent implementation are necessary to achieve the goals and imple‑
ment the founding principles defined by UNESCO in 1945. At the Institute
Heritage Studies we have long relied on the founding messages of UNESCO
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and the World Heritage Convention, hoping that we could find a way to
build upon these messages within Europe.7
With this goal in mind, in 2018 we initiated a project focused on the
themes of the European Year of Cultural Heritage (ECHY) in cooperation
with European countries and based on peace building measures of the
World Heritage Convention. Moreover, by integrating the intercultural
and peace‑building message of ECHY within the World Heritage Conven‑
tion, we wanted to extend the concept of heritage. World Heritage is over‑
whelmingly tangible, while ECHY consists of both tangible and intangible
heritage. Both are based on human rights and democracy, and both in‑
terpret heritage as an identity building paradigm. Protecting heritage is
a prerequisite for the establishment of a peaceful and sustainable future.
For this reason, we started with the question of why heritage is destroyed,
as described in the preamble of the Convention.
The educational mandate of the World Heritage Convention
and its implementation
Noting that the cultural heritage and the natural heritage are increas‑
ingly threatened with destruction not only by the traditional causes
of decay, but also by changing social and economic conditions which
aggravate the situation with even more formidable phenomena of
damage or destruction,
Considering that deterioration or disappearance of any item of the
cultural or natural heritage constitutes a harmful impoverishment
of the heritage of all the nations of the world, […]8
In the first paragraph, the Convention lays out the rational basis for men‑
tioning the threats towards humankind’s heritage and the consequences
for humanity, stating that “cultural and natural heritage are increasingly
threatened” and explaining that as heritage provides the foundation for
the development of human and communal identities, the destruction of
heritage invariably destroys and threatens identity. The second para‑
graph is related to the first, focusing on the international responsibility

7

See: UNESCO, Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Herit‑
age, https://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/ (access: 19 April 2020).

8

UNESCO, Convention…, op. cit.
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to protect shared heritage, because the “deterioration of any item of our
heritage constitutes a harmful impoverishment of the heritage of all the
nations of the world.” This means that the destruction of heritage has
multidimensional implications. The destruction of shared heritage af‑
flicts social identity. As a result, society becomes less conscious of its
affiliations. This explains the strategy applied by ISIS, Boko Haram, and
similar terrorist organisations in many Arab and African countries, con‑
sisting in unrelenting destruction of monuments, historic cities, and
other places of identity.
The authors of the World Heritage Convention saw education as the
primary strategy for addressing divisiveness and preventing heritage
destruction. For this purpose, they defined an educational mission, out‑
lined in Article 27 of the Convention, referring to the terms of content
and target groups:
1. The States Parties to this Convention shall endeavor by all appro‑
priate means, and in particular by educational and information pro‑
grammes, to strengthen appreciation and respect by their peoples
of the cultural and natural heritage defined in Articles 1 and 2 of the
Convention.
2. They shall undertake to keep the public broadly informed of the
dangers threatening this heritage and of the activities carried on in
pursuance of this Convention.9
Three programmes are in operation with a view to facilitate the general
implementation of World Heritage education. First, there is the “World
Heritage in Young Hands Kit.” Its objective is to involve young people
in the preservation and promotion of World Heritage. This kit was de‑
veloped at UNESCO’s headquarters in Paris and has been translated into
43 languages. It offers interesting information about World Heritage, but
it still needs to be broadened to encompass awareness raising concerning
the identity-building function of World Heritage.10
The second programme is called the “World Heritage Youth Forum”
and is essentially designed to foster intercultural learning and exchange

9

UNESCO, Convention…, op. cit.

10 UNESCO, The KIT: World Heritage in Young Hands, https://whc.unesco.org/en/educa‑
tionkit/ (access: 19 April 2020).
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by bringing together students and teachers from different parts of the
world. According to the UNESCO website, about 40 international and
regional Youth Forums have been held with an estimated 1,560 young
participants – a measurable outcome. Quantitatively, this programme
has been implemented rather successfully, but whether the participat‑
ing schoolchildren and teachers have learned anything about the sig‑
nificance of World Heritage for a sustainable future has not yet been
measured.
Similarly, on a quantitative basis, the third educational programme,
the “World Heritage Volunteers Project”, reports more than 3,500 vol‑
unteers participating in 359 youth camps in 61 countries. After 46 years
of implementing the Convention, the outcomes of the “World Heritage
Volunteers Project” suggest that there is still much scope for improve‑
ment, especially regarding the opportunities to develop intercultural
competencies based on people’s daily experiences.11
The European Year of Cultural Heritage
Such opportunities are offered within the framework of “European Year
of Cultural Heritage” (ECHY),12 embracing a different message and inten‑
tion than that of the World Heritage Convention. Its main focus is not the
safeguarding of tangible heritage, but rather the interpretation of heri
tage as a holistic phenomenon, including: tangible and intangible heri
tage, formally and non‑formally defined sites, a diversity of participating
institutions, as well as a diversity of stakeholders. Essentially, ECHY is
not dominated by the “authorised heritage discourse,”13 consisting of ex‑
perts appointed exclusively by institutions or often even self‑appointed.
Instead, successful outcomes are determined through the inclusion of
various target groups, thereby ensuring a diverse output.
The key reason behind our involvement in this programme was ECHY’s
active focus on young generations, enhancing their understanding and
perception of heritage as a source of human development that creates
sustainability. As mentioned before, an understanding of heritage as

11 UNESCO, World Heritage Volunteers Initiative, https://whc.unesco.org/en/whvolunteers/
(access: 19 April 2020).
12 European Union, European Year of Cultural Heritage, https://europa.eu/cultural‑herit‑
age/european‑year‑cultural‑heritage_en.html (access: 19 April 2020).
13 Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, New York 2006.
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an important factor in identity development needs to be transmitted
to current and future generations, and this is precisely the message of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).14 Consequently, our mission
should be to combine the concepts of the World Heritage Convention with
those of the European Cultural Heritage Year, and thereby apply general
objectives to the protection of heritage sites. In other words, the World
Heritage Convention specifies the regulations and ECHY offers the op‑
portunities of reaching young people. Of course, this current orientation
toward Europe presents us not only with the concept of cross‑border
World Heritage sites, but also with the sites themselves, located within
the parameters of our project.
The case studies
The Free State of Saxony was our project partner with a special inter‑
est in the project’s implementation envisioned for Saxony. As an Eastern
German Federal State, Saxony maintains close relations with the neigh‑
bouring countries of Poland and the Czech Republic. Their transnational
cooperation has been exceptionally good and mutually enriching, which
is reflected in the shared cultural heritage sites proposed and inscribed as
transnational sites. The transnational cultural and World Heritage sites
in Saxony are the Muskauer Park/Park Mużakowski and the Erzgebirge/
Krušnohoří Mining Region. Both are project partners with our Institute,
and together with the Polish, Czech, and German UNESCO School net‑
work we have created an international network of schools, students, and
teachers, and supported the cooperation between the managers of the
international sites themselves.
For example, the Muskauer Park/Park Mużakowski was directly
damaged as a result of World War II. During a seminar German and Pol‑
ish students were confronted with this chapter of history. They had to
realise that the park and its trees bear traces of European history: of
World War II, the European division, but also the unification of East and
West after 1989. The park also shows important facets of German‑Polish
history, therefore as a World Heritage site it can be seen as a testimony to
a historical process from the past into the present, envisioning a peace‑
ful future.

14 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs Sustainable Development, htt‑
ps://sdgs.un.org/ (access: 19 April 2020).
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Participants of the workshop in Bad Muskau. © Institute Heritage Studies

Concerning the future, the Muskauer Park is located in the area of
the Muskau Coal Crescent Geopark/Park Krajobrazowy Łuk Mużakowa.
Here innovative concepts have been developed and implemented for pre‑
serving a unique cultural landscape based on the relics of intensive hu‑
man activities. The Geopark presents a way of managing a former mining
landscape, today and in future, and demonstrates how people can enact
these concepts for themselves. Presented with the task to reflect upon
these themes and develop cooperation strategies for an intercultural un‑
derstanding, German and Polish students and teachers produced videos
and teaching materials.15 In the aftermath of the project, they have de‑
cided to pursue their cooperation further, which is precisely the kind of
a sustainable future‑oriented understanding we hoped to achieve.
Similar results were obtained during a workshop dedicated to Ger‑
man and Czech students and teachers, focused on exploring the common

15 See: Project Website Transboundary European World Heritage, Muskauer Park/Park
Mużakowski, https://worldheritage‑education.eu/en/sites/muskauer‑park_park‑
muzakowski#videos (access: 19 April 2020).
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mining experiences in their respective regions, including the history of
Bohemia and its influence on intercultural understanding. In this en‑
deavour, the students themselves set out to discover how their parents
worked and lived together, what connected German and Czech inhabit‑
ants, and what separated them. In addition, they discussed their common
future and reflected on how this future should be construed sustainably,
as they explored the socio‑economic and technological changes taking
place in their environment.
Having worked with university students for many years, I am glad to
have been involved in encouraging transnational students and teachers
to cooperate. I am convinced that any sustainable development strat‑
egy has to account for the human factor, especially with reference to the
younger generations. We have started successfully and I am convinced
that we will continue to have a positive impact.

Two Roads – One Mission:
Cultural and Natural Heritage
and Education of Children
Ágnes Balog
Apor Vilmos Catholic College, Vác
HAJLÉK Architect‑Landscape A rchitect Studio, Vácrátót (Hungary)

Introduction
During my varied professional career, involving work with landscape,
preservation of cultural and natural values, and heritage, I have become in‑
creasingly interested in the field of pedagogy and education. I now believe
that no task is more important than the natural and cultural value‑orient‑
ed education of the young generations, which, of course, can take a wide
variety of forms. The speed of technical progress has posed a significant
challenge in the field of education. Many see the future of education in ICT
tools; on the other hand, many professionals point out certain worrying
effects of ICT, especially in children. It is known that outdoor learning – in
other words, real on‑site experience – is invaluable to a child’s develop‑
ment. As such, it is irreplaceable. However, this type of activity seems to
be increasingly overshadowed by ICT. What further steps are necessary in
education to draw attention to the importance of protecting natural and
cultural values? Which methods should prove more efficient and effective?
In the present article I am sharing my professional experiences with the in‑
terpretation of natural and cultural values, with special focus on children.
Some basic principles
“Education needs to change fundamentally to meet global development
goals.”1 “A great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge stands

1

UNESCOPRESS, Education Needs to Change Fundamentally to Meet Global Development
Goals, 2016, http://www.unesco.org/new/en/media‑services/single‑view/news/ed‑
ucation_needs_to_change_fundamentally_to_meet_global_devel/ (access: 10 Sep‑
tember 2019). The document sums up the new Global Education Monitoring (GEM)
Report by UNESCO and indicates that GEM “[…] also shows that education needs
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before us […].”2 “The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed,
and apathy, and to deal with these we need a spiritual and cultural trans‑
formation. And we scientists don’t know how to do that.”3
An increasing number of experts signal that a fundamental change
is needed to finally take effective action in the face of the global environ‑
mental crisis and the accompanying devaluation. Education is crucial in
this regard. Fundamental changes are not easy to implement. Looking
around the world, seeing the disastrous decline of natural and cultural
values, the practicalities of implementing change seem to have been
ineffective thus far. Either these principles are not widely accepted,
or, while the correct, forward‑looking principles may be known, their
practical implementation is far from complete. “Scientist don’t know
how to do that.” But should this really be the case – then who does?
Teachers? Parents? NGOs? Nobody? How can we put the theory of nature
and culture value‑oriented education into practice before we lose too
much?
In theory, we know many effective ways of promoting value‑oriented
education. “lifelong learning,” “learning to know,” “learning to do,” and
“learning to live together”4 are just a few examples of 21st‑century edu‑
cational endeavours. We know that we should live what we have learnt
and practise what we preach – also in nature protection. However, the
general view of the world – the prevalent modus operandi – is completely
different. We also know that childhood is an extremely important stage
in human development. Therefore, it would be highly advisable to use
this period much more efficiently or differently than at present for forg‑
ing a better connection with the treasures of nature and culture.

a major transformation to fulfil that potential and meet the current challenges facing
humanity and the planet.”
2

Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Sí of the Holy Father Francis on Care for our Com‑
mon Home, 2015, p. 65, http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/doc‑
uments/papa‑francesco_20150524_enciclica‑laudato‑si.html (access: 10 September
2019).

3

Gus Speth’s famous statement quoted in many sources, e.g.: “Spiritual Ecology,” [in:]
Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spiritual_ecology (access: 18 September
2019).

4

Key elements of the document: International Commission on Education for the
Twenty‑first Century, Learning: the Treasure Within: Report to UNESCO of the Interna‑
tional Commission on Education for the Twenty‑first Century (highlights), 1996, https://
unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000109590 (access: 8 September 2019).
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Significantly, education is not only the domain of schools; different
environments, such as the family and society, the kindergarten, scouts,
to name but a few, offer amazing opportunities for cultivating aware‑
ness. In my professional experience, I have found effective ways of teach‑
ing and promoting the understanding of these important values; at the
same time, I recognise that these need to be applied in a more efficient,
more complex, more widespread way to ensure success. I have experi‑
enced that an emotional connection is very important.5 As I will argue
later, based on the example of trees and the related activities for chil‑
dren, one does not have to know every single plant in existence in order
to get acquainted with one particular specimen, nor does one have to
possess detailed botanical knowledge to be able to develop an important
emotional and supportive relationship with plants in general. There are
simple ways and means to do this, but precisely for this reason their
application proves difficult in our overcomplicated world. Simplicity is
being overlooked because we live in an increasingly complex and tech‑
nological world.
Opportunities need to be seized
You must play! This is essential. Playing and storytelling, through nar‑
rative or poetry, are two fundamental prerequisites in child develop‑
ment that are acknowledged worldwide.6 If we want to interpret natural
and cultural values for children, we need to creatively look for different
methods through play.
Location is also extremely important. Go out! Get out of doors! This
is the next essential point. To go out in nature, to be in nature is essen‑
tial for the child’s mental, spiritual, and physical health.7 There are ever
increasing numbers of indoor activities for children; for instance, ICT

5

By emotional connection I mean primarily: “I have knowledge about it, I am in a re‑
lationship with it, I have information about what harms and what supports it, and I
appreciate it.”

6

Interestingly, in my opinion, play can also be very useful in interpreting natural and
cultural values in adulthood, but this is not the focus of the present article, though I
touch on the topic of lifelong learning.

7

See Richard Louv’s work on the subject: “The term Nature‑Deficit Disorder® was intro‑
duced in 2005 with the publication of Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from
Nature‑deficit Disorder.” Richard Louv, What Is Nature‑deficit Disorder?, 15 October 2019,
http://richardlouv.com/blog/what‑is‑nature‑deficit‑disorder/ (access: 7 April 2020).
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provides fantastic digital possibilities (sites such as the caves of Aggtelek
Karst, constituting a part of a World Heritage Site in Hungary, can be
visited virtually), and this type of activity is developing at a tremendous
speed. However, ICT virtual experiences cannot replace hands-on expe‑
riences. As a parenting website states, “There are all kinds of cool activi‑
ties to do, so they [children] can make things without making a mess of
your house […].”8 This might sound really impressive to some, and can
be very creative, but we must realise that children need “mess.” Without
the physical contact with nature, becoming muddy, wet, and dirty, this
experience and connection is lost. The outdoors is tactile and demands
to be touched, tasted, seen, and smelt.
On the other hand, according to new scientific studies, the excessive
use of digital devices can harm small children’s development, especially
in relation to body perception, brain connections, and concentration
levels.9 Children need to go out of the room and spend time outside of
their home, but this is becoming increasingly difficult to achieve. Let
me quote Gary Snyder, poet, essayist, lecturer, environmental, activist,
and “poet laureate of Deep Ecology:”10 “Nature is not a place to visit. It is
home.” In our current situation, at least a large percentage of the world’s
children not only do not feel at home in nature, but also they are not able
to visit nature regularly. At the same time, they grow up in separation
from their cultural heritage.
In my view, a strange situation has arisen: the more we recognise
the importance of experiential learning, on‑site experiences, and ad‑
venture education in childhood, the more these activities are missing
from curricula worldwide. Usually to “go out to the site” – since we do not
live there anymore – takes more time and energy in education. ICT can
never give children (nor adults, for that matter) the feeling so magnifi‑
cently expressed by Thoreau: “I took a walk in the woods and came out

8

Joe Van Trump, BYOD! Educational Apps That Will Teach You a Thing or Two, 22 August 2018,
https://dad.thebrag.com/byod‑educational‑apps‑that‑will‑teach‑you‑a‑thing (access:
10 September 2019).

9

Joseph Firth et al., “The ‘Online Brain:’ How the Internet May be Changing our Cogni‑
tion,” [in:] World Psychiatry, vol. 18 no. 2 (2019), pp. 119–129, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/pmc/articles/PMC6502424/ (access: 8 September 2019).

10 “Gary Snyder,” [in:] Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gary_Snyder (access:
8 April 2020).
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Elevated trails can provide a good opportunity to admire nature and interact with it with‑
out causing harm to nature. © Ágnes Balog

taller than the trees.”11 Our children, like adults, are moving increasingly
further away from nature, our traditions, and our cultural values. More
and more children do not feel at home in nature, nor in cultural heritage
worldwide. More and more children do not know about these treasures,
are oblivious to them, and lack interest in them; unfortunately, the same
is true about their parents, as well as their teachers. This interest, this
particular sensitivity must be learnt.
Children must have the opportunity to stop and admire, as the world
in which they live is so fast paced that they do not take time to stop and
look, really look. Not having enough time, and not having learned to stop
and admire things that are interesting, beautiful, and valuable, children
(and adults) may end up treating the natural and cultural values mere‑
ly as usable objects, as Pope Francis points out in his encyclical letter

11 Rich Landers, “Celebrate Thoreau’s Birthday with a Few Ageless Quotes on Life, Na‑
ture,” [in:] The Spokesman Review, 12 July 2017, https://www.spokesman.com/blogs/
outdoors/2017/jul/12/celebrating‑thoreaus‑birthday‑few‑ageless‑quotes‑life‑nature/
(access: 9 April 2020).
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A beautiful example of landart built by children on the edge of the river Danube, Hungary.
© Ágnes Balog

Laudato Sí.12 Special game‑like land art for children, making friends with
a tree, or respectful playing with nature’s treasures – there are many
simple and effective ways of organising “slowing-down activities” for
children, as I illustrate in the examples below. Furthermore, unhurried
observation of natural and cultural values and learning to approach
natural and cultural values with affection develops, among other skills,
children’s creativity and perception.
Children need a good story. They love tales and poems, which are
essential for developing their self‑confidence, coping skills, and creativ‑
ity. “When you tell a story, you spark a connection”13 and we need this

12 Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Sí…, op. cit.
13 Tom Corson‑Knowles, “Stories Matter: Why Stories Are Important to Our Lives and
Culture,” https://www.tckpublishing.com/stories‑matter/ (access: 10 September
2019). I also wish to refer to the system of universal education of the Czech scientist
Comenius, who “would have desired for a student to learn in a more exciting way,
a way that sparks the senses.” Katelyn Christine Wooten, “Johan Amos Comenius and
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connection with nature and cultural heritage more than ever. Of course,
we need trained and talented “storytellers” – teachers – who already
perceive the connection and can convey positive emotions along with
information. I will never forget the ranger in a U.S. national park I heard
many years ago, who made a group of visitors befriend a slug during
a quarter‑of‑an‑hour inspired presentation.
Play, go outdoors, sometimes slow down, and tell good stories: these
key elements need to be carefully integrated into the education of chil‑
dren. Much more emphasis should be placed on these elements in pre‑
senting and explaining the relationships between people, nature, and
culture. In the next part of the article I am presenting some examples of
such methods, incorporating my own professional experiences.
Animals take it all
As I and many others have observed during walks or other activities in
nature, children are fascinated by animals. For a child, animals prove to
be of most interest, and, to be honest, the same applies to adults. No mat‑
ter how intriguing a discussion about plants can be, if a squirrel runs
past the team, it will become the chief focus of attention. Owing to this,
animals can play an extremely important role in value‑oriented educa‑
tion, but such education must incorporate a set of appropriate rules for
the treatment of animals. Unfortunately, within our societies we have
not excelled in animal welfare for a long time. Animals kept in captiv‑
ity for fun, the horrors of large‑scale animal husbandry… the sad and
shameful list is too long. As Gandhi said, “The greatness of a nation and
its moral progress can be judged by the way its animals are treated.”14
This article could by no means encompass all the irregularities in the
treatment of animals, but I would like to observe that many people do
not have enough knowledge about these kinds of horrors and they do not
give this topic much thought – whenever they hear about animal suf‑
fering, they tend to close their ears. In value‑oriented education the op‑
posite is necessary. “The learner understands that realistic conservation
strategies work outside pure nature reserves to also improve legislation,

‘Organic’ Education,” University of Tennessee Honors Thesis Projects, 2009, https://
trace.tennessee.edu/utk_chanhonoproj/1339 (access: 9 April 2020).
14 This is Gandhi’s frequently cited statement, e.g. PETA, “Can the Greatness of a Na‑
tion…,” https://www.peta.org/features/gandhi/ (access: 9 April 2020).
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restore degraded habitats and soils, connect wildlife corridors, sustain‑
able agriculture and forestry, and redress humanity’s relationship to
wildlife.”15 These competences can be wonderfully interpreted with ref‑
erence to animals, but only to free wild animals and well-treated domes‑
tic animals. Using the example of animals, a whole complex, delightful
system can be presented to children. Even the seemingly less appealing
species – like the slug I mentioned before – can become a respected ele‑
ment of the living world.
To redress humanity’s relationship with wildlife is a long‑standing
task for our culture, which children and adults need to learn. A captive
animal feeding show or a dolphin display is not appropriate for this pur‑
pose. It is a difficult task to curb excessive curiosity. ICT can provide great
information about wildlife, and on‑site experience for children can be
organised with great respect and consideration for the animals’ needs.
Here, especially when it comes to wild animals, the emphasis with chil‑
dren is on observation (not pampering), stories, play, and imagination
(“I am a frog,” “the food chain”), as well as participating in habitat reha‑
bilitations: these forms should play a much bigger role in children’s lives
and education.
Plants are “quite important”
I have observed that plants are initially of less interest to children than
animals. However, clever interpretation and understanding observation
can help, leading to amazing experiences with plants. Plants are wonder‑
ful in developing system thinking competency. System thinking compe‑
tency means the ability to recognise and understand relationships, and to
analyse complex systems.16 Teaching children about plants, we can use
a combination of tales, songs, and play, and in the process the children
begin to perceive plants as important to them, as indeed they should be
recognised by everyone. Plants also have a lot of beneficial properties,
and plant‑related activities addressed at children focus mainly on these.
This has been proven to provide a good focus (since it is impossible to ex‑
haust the list of gifts and services we get from the flora), but apart from

15 UNESCO, Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives, 2017, https://
unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247444 (access: 8 April 2020).
16 Ibidem.
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“Young botanists” at work during an activity related to native trees. © Ágnes Balog

this, it is also important to rely on emotions, miracles, beauty, and art in
relation to plants in order to give children a complete picture.
One of my most successful activities for children in the Danube Flood‑
plain Study Path in Vác, Hungary, was the “story of the reed,” in which
reed played an important role as a water purifier, habitat for animals, ma‑
terial for building, and creature whispering wonderful tales. The other
example is “the young botanist” activity, in which children gather as
much knowledge as possible about a selected plant on the spot without
any damage and record it in a “diary” (with a drawing, fallen parts of the
plant, etc.). And this activity, which usually involves a good deal of emo‑
tion, fairy tale, and play, takes us to the next point, which happens to be
my favourite.
Tree hugging
The beginning of a friendly relationship with wild trees, linked with
my childhood, has become increasingly important to me. For decades
I have been systematically organising tree friendship‑making pro‑
grammes for all ages with guided excursions that are effective and pro‑
vide a positive experience. Recently, I have been organising active wood
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Preschool children making friends with a tree. © Ágnes Balog

friendship‑making activities mainly for preschool children. I think this
activity is very important in the present context of the interrupted na‑
ture–culture–human relationship. We do not really have a living tradi‑
tion in our culture of active appreciation of trees, and at first it seems
a little strange to adolescents and adults, but the majority start to get
enthusiastic after a while. It is not a bizarre thing for children to make
friends with trees – in fact, it is much more natural than we think, and
after a while they wonder why they did not know before that trees could
be their friends. Trees are creatures that, fortunately, are usually present
in settlements; they are usually relatively easy to touch, cherish, and,
except in extreme cases, do not harm children, but with proper interpre‑
tation they can open up a whole new world to them. “Trees indeed have
hearts,”17 we are told in another inspired statement from Thoreau, and
as I have experienced, children can understand this heart – they usually
love to feel, pet, listen to, smell, and hug trees. They just need someone

17 Henry David Thoreau quoted in Richard Higgins, Thoreau and the Language of Trees,
Berkeley 2017, p. 128.
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to show them how to do this. It is, of course, essential to ensure the pre‑
vention of any damage to trees that might have been fixed before, and to
be able to incorporate as much interesting play, singing, and storytell‑
ing as possible into this activity. Children make friends, observe, and
connect with trees in the most natural way. I would like to believe that
this newly established emotional relationship and its transfer effect will
continue into their adulthood as well. We have a huge need for trees, but
sadly there are increasingly fewer trees on Earth. I wish the former child
would remember her tree friend in adulthood, and take this relationship
into account while making decisions.18
Fascinating water
The Chinese proverb “I hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I do and
I understand” is a basic principle of effective education. When I planned
and led water‑related activities for children, I increasingly sought to
combine knowledge about the environment, natural and cultural values,
and science with action. Among the extremely varied activities, I now
highlight the water quality measurement activity with indicators – and
the measurement of wetland water, drinking water, and cola acidity are
also involved! The main purpose is to make water pollutants and other
characteristics visible through action, through interactive game-style
activities, and not merely a passive approach. This simple method, which
can be made magically spectacular with the use of colours, is effective
and can be successfully implemented even with a large group of children,
in almost any location. This method is very suitable for asking questions
and looking for answers. It can also be perfectly combined with all‑day
water‑related programmes, including, for instance, paddling in the wa‑
ter. Barefoot water experiences are especially effective and useful with
children – which brings us to the next point.
Barefoot
Who often walks barefoot? I know very few people who do, though
perhaps the benefits of being barefoot are increasingly recognised. Is
it an oddity or an indispensable form of moving? I have been walking
barefoot regularly since I was a child and I am convinced that this way of

18 I am referring here to the applicability of previously acquired knowledge in a new
situation: the transfer effect or the transfer of knowledge.

Heritage and Environment 439

moving around allows for a very intense sensation and affects the health
of the whole body. Exposure to natural materials promotes the develop‑
ment of sensory perception and creates a direct relationship between the
child and nature – again, this is an activity that can build relationships.
The effects of walking barefoot can be extremely positive and barefoot
children might also develop better intellectually. I believe that barefoot
activities can be a very important tool of education, dealing with connec‑
tions, emotions, perception, and play; what is more, we can incorporate
barefoot activities quite easily.19
An eco‑home project
My personal “live what we learn” project, which I am running together
with my family, is an eco‑home and garden project started in 1995. I men‑
tion it here because it is also a great experiment in the lives of our chil‑
dren, which lasted from their early childhood to adulthood. In addition,
our guests and friends, including many children, have been affected or
influenced by this project. I believe that it is also related to culture – the
culture of preserving nature around us, or of living harmony with nature,
being less harmful to nature. This attitude is something our children
have observed, learned, and lived with. The green roof, the use of solar
energy at home, the composting toilet, the reed zone wastewater treat‑
ment plant, the recycled building materials, and the small biotope reha‑
bilitation projects around our home all provide personal and practical
experience, as well as promote the important system thinking, which I
have mentioned several times in this article. I am sure that our home will
have a big impact on the future lives of our children, although it is still
unknown what they will retain in their own adult lives and how they will
or will not build upon this. I would also like to hope that other children:
friends (in this regard, see also the “What Worries Me” mini-project be‑
low), guests, and members of organised groups were also influenced by
what they saw and experienced in our eco‑home and its surroundings.
However, I should also mention that although the project has prov‑
en that environmental thinking can be transferred on everyday basis
in a family home, there is a huge contrast between our living and the

19 I have often led groups of children on a floodplain study trail, and the biggest experi‑
ence was probably when they were able to tread barefoot in a few inches of water along
one of the sections.
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The green roof of our eco‑home with the surrounding garden and rehabilitated biotops.
The children were also involved in the creation and maintenance. © Ágnes Balog

“outside world”, and though many visitors to our home find the concept
wonderful, they may feel it is not their choice of lifestyle. The project is
still ongoing and as far as future is concerned, I would like to highlight
that we have identified native tree planting as the most important guide‑
line for the coming years.
Planting trees
I have already mentioned the beneficial effects of tree‑related activi‑
ties in childhood. In addition to getting to know the trees and making
friends with them, it can also be a huge experience for children to plant
trees within their community. It is a relatively easy activity to do, and if
regular aftercare, watering, and monitoring of the planted trees is fol‑
lowed through, it can provide a lifelong experience, which presumably
encourages further tree planting in adulthood. As ancient wisdom claims,
“Plant a tree and you have not lived in vain.” No matter how small the chil‑
dren are, they can participate. However, it is important to plant a native
tree, namely belonging to a species typical of a given region. My obser‑
vations are that because tree care is often lacking, many planted trees
do not survive. In many cases, they dry out without water, which means
that the initial effort of tree planting was all in vain. Therefore, it is very

Heritage and Environment

441

important that appropriate aftercare should be integrated into children’s
activities. If this is successfully organised, children learn a wonderful
life skill which they can cultivate also in adulthood. This is vital as we
need plenty of tree planters to offset the destruction of trees worldwide.
Cultural heritage: learning to know, learning to do, learning to live
The admiration of varied treasures of cultural heritage can be a great
adventure with children and goes hand in hand with education. “Art
helps to make sure we become whole human beings […]. Art is also con‑
nected in a fundamental way with a human being’s inherent desire to
play. Children must have an opportunity to come into close contact with
high‑quality art, so they absorb into their bones a sense of the special
potential in the artistic process.”20 Experiences through playing and
good storytelling are also essential for children. It is important to re‑
member, however, that being a passive observer is not enough – yet in
my experience this is often forgotten. From a very young age, children
can develop an affinity with art and participate in their cultural heritage,
provided that they are encouraged to take an active part in it, to experi‑
ence it – preferably through storytelling and games. Kids look intensely
for answers. “How does it work?,” they ask. This is one of the most im‑
portant questions in childhood, and children can receive great answers
if only they understand the connections so that they can be part of the
processes. I would like to mention here three relevant examples from
my professional experience. My children’s experience to date has been
to build a classic keystone arch from large wooden building blocks at the
Deutsches Museum in Munich. A similar principle works in Montessori
kindergartens, where the “Roman gate” toy gives children a diverse ex‑
perience that can be transformed from a very young age in terms of key‑
stone, vault, elements, statics, and culture.
Another example is papermaking. It is impossible to list here the
wealth of information, knowledge, and experience children can gain
through this playful hands‑on practice accompanied by meaningful
interpretation. Finally, children can develop ties with history through

20 Rune Gade, chairperson of the Danish Arts Council 2011–2013, quoted in the docu‑
ment: Merete Dael, Anne‑Kristine Mortensen, and Monica C. Madsen (eds.), Art
and Culture Give Children a Life that Works, The Danish Agency for Culture, 2015, https://
slks.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/0_SLKS/Dokumenter/Publikationer/BKK_engelsk_
web_72dpi_27_03_15.pdf (access: 10 April 2020).

442 Ágnes Balog

“I do and I understand.” © Ágnes Balog

traditional costumes, objects, and activities, which allow them to really
sense the historical context. This is also a playful and high‑impact way of
experiencing cultural heritage. There are some nice examples of this – al‑
though, in my opinion, there are not enough. Good examples include the
children’s exhibition guide in Pécs,21 Hungary, the St Elizabeth’s Festival
Parade in Sárospatak, Hungary, and the SAVARIA Festival in Szombathely,
Hungary. They are effective tools to experience cultural heritage, under‑
stand it, and transform one’s identity.
There is a great need for such transformation in terms of both natural
and cultural values, and I believe time is now ripe to finally unite these
efforts rather than separate them. We need complex knowledge, under‑
standing, and creativity for this to be achieved, enabling children to ac‑
quire these lifelong skills. “The relationship between nature and culture
seems no longer to be one of a harmony or disharmony between two fun‑
damentally distinct worlds, but rather of the delineation and articulation,
within culture itself, of what can be designated, thought and experienced

21 Cella Septichora Visitor Center at a World Heritage Site in Pécs, Hungary.
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as ‘nature’.”22 The principles are similar in the education of natural and
cultural heritage, and in all areas it is important to emphasise in the
current flood of information that successful education does not mean
a continuous increase in information. “Global issues – such as climate
change – urgently require a shift in our lifestyles and a transformation
of the way we think and act. To achieve this change, we need new skills,
values and attitudes that lead to more sustainable societies. […] The new
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development clearly reflects this vision of
the importance of an appropriate educational response.”23 What kind of
education do we need then? “[D]eveloping competencies that empower
individuals to reflect on their own actions, taking into account their cur‑
rent and future social, cultural, economic and environmental impacts,
from a local and a global perspective.”24
“What Worries Me?” send‑a‑picture project
In 2019 I started a mini-project with young people, aged from 17 to 23.
I asked them to send me a few pictures (taken by themselves or found
on the Internet) on the following topic: “What is currently threaten‑
ing cultural and natural values? What worries me most about this?” I
was surprised at how enthusiastically they responded and how many
pictures were sent during the one month the mini-project was in opera‑
tion. There were far more images related to natural values than those
related to cultural values (the ratio of 75% to 25%), but many images
were linked to both areas. There was a participant who turned out to
have long observed and photographed the destruction of cultural val‑
ues in his local environment. Many people sent heartbreaking pictures
of pollution, garbage with dead animals, and a lot of photos of suffer‑
ing polar bears. Then, with the help of the young people, we selected
the pictures which mattered the most to them. Finally, with the help
of one of the young participants, a three‑and‑a‑half‑minute slide show
was made out of 46 images, which in a relatively short time, despite the
often imperfect quality of the images, came together with a well‑chosen
music, creating an incredibly shocking and moving video. For me, it was

22 Jean Marc Besse, “Nature and Culture,” https://www.hypergeo.eu/spip.php?article354
(access: 1 April 2020).
23 UNESCO, Education..., op. cit.
24 Ibidem.
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a very interesting, simple, and quick experiment on how young people
can be involved, proving how interested they are in such requests and
how keen they are to respond.
This is indeed a source of hope: there is no doubt that there are chil‑
dren and young people who are enthusiastic about and interested in all
the issues connected with natural and cultural heritage, and they can
express their engagement in effective and moving ways if given the op‑
portunity. Many young people realise that change is needed. While ICT
can give them a huge amount of information and prove very useful if they
use it cleverly and consciously, it cannot replace thinking and taking
action. Therefore, while appreciating young people’s engagement, one
should inevitably ask whether their concern is transformed into action.
What do they do? Where are they going? Do they expect solutions from
others or do they take matters in their own hands? Hopefully they will
prove better and more successful in defending values than the current
adult generation…
The abovementioned experiences of activities for children and the
mini-project show clearly that there is an urge which can be sustained
from childhood, through youth, to adulthood: a great need to see con‑
nections and relationships. Emotions need to play a bigger role than
at present, and lifelong learning is necessary, where education is in‑
creasingly based on participation and action. The question remains if
we have enough time. Yet regardless of the answer, the challenge must
be accepted. It is frightening how much more needs to be done to protect
cultural and natural values, but it is certain that education must play
a vital role in this process.
Final thoughts and questions
Finally, I would like to say a few words about authenticity. If we really
accept that we should “teach what we live” and “live what we teach,”
substantial doubts arise concerning the credibility of current education
systems, in almost any form. How could a generation incapable of suc‑
cessfully preserving its natural and cultural heritage raise or educate
value‑oriented children and adults? This generation does not live the way
it teaches, which means that it is unable to set an example, as it does not
follow the right principles.
Some school and kindergarten teachers might have already recog‑
nised that their current knowledge and qualifications are not suitable
for initiating the necessary changes. Others may not even be aware that
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their qualifications are incomplete. I have recently started my own re‑
search among kindergarten teachers, which can also outline that many
of them do not feel lacking in knowledge. While they do possess quite
a bit of knowledge (especially in terms of natural values, natural systems,
and the effective and complex methods of interpretation of natural and
cultural heritage for small children), in many cases they fall short on the
practical component: the commitment for the change of perspective and
active engagement in propelling the needed transformation. As a result,
the “live as you teach” component is missing, especially in the education
of children.
There are, of course, committed, credible people among the educators.
Yet it seems – as our eco‑home project has confirmed – that a lifestyle
capable of preserving natural and cultural values, focused on improving
the state of the Earth, is currently more of a wish or a hobby than widely
accepted practice. I strongly believe this is not enough.
The abovementioned photographic mini-project shows clearly that
many young people continue to ask: why is this happening like this? How
could it be changed? I also have many questions, and I realise that the an‑
swers are multifaceted. But I am convinced that education in the field of
cultural and natural values must continue to develop in a more effective,
more creative and action‑oriented direction, which could help children
to develop skills and competences to better understand and recognise re‑
lationships. They need to be able to see and understand the consequences
of their decisions and choices, and to learn from the mistakes of their
predecessors. It is a lifelong learning process, of which childhood is a key
stage, and linking natural and cultural values is essential for it to suc‑
ceed. Furthermore, in the current situation, training is just as important
for adults, as it is for children, so let me quote again: “A great cultural,
spiritual and educational challenge stands before us […] to grow in soli‑
darity, responsibility and compassionate care.”25 This is true for all ages
equally. The final questions are: can education change, can we change, do
we accept this challenge? Or better still, do we undertake this mission?

25 Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Sí…, op. cit., p. 65.
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Introduction
Man and culture are inherent parts of the environment. The relations that
occur between them are uniquely complex.1 Today, it is already known
that the issue of the relation between heritage (culture) and the environ‑
ment (nature) is far more complicated than it was assumed several dec‑
ades ago. Culture is a tool that facilitates the population’s adaptation to
different types of environment. Culture is also a peculiar type of the hu‑
man system of knowledge, behaviours, and products, which enables peo‑
ple to adapt to various types of natural environment. Ewa Nowicka argues
that the “environment” may be understood dually: “in a broader sense,
one can include in it everything that does not belong to culture; more
precisely, one can limit its range to encompass man both as a biological
organism and as a cultural being.”2 On the other hand, according to Irena
Bukowska‑Floreńska, each environment acquires the features of a pecu‑
liar cultural ecosystem over time.3
The purpose of the article is to reflect on the relationship between heri
tage in the broad sense and the environment. An analysis of the selected
aspects of this notion, taking into account the viewpoint typical of cultural

1

Katarzyna Marcol and Maciej Kurcz, “Preface,” [in:] Cultural Ecology: Perspectives and
Interpretations, Kinga Czerwińska et al. (eds.), Katowice 2016, pp. 6–8, http://www.
ecoetno.us.edu.pl/en/publications/ (access: 6 March 2020).

2

Ewa Nowicka, Świat człowieka – świat kultury: Systematyczny wykład problemów antropo
logii kulturowej, Warszawa 1997, pp. 288 –289.

3

Irena Bukowska‑Floreńska, “Adaptacja czy tworzenie ekosystemu kulturowego?,”
[in:] Problemy ekologii kulturowej i społecznej w przestrzeni miejskiej i podmiejskiej: Studia
Etnologiczne i Antropologiczne, vol. 9 (2006), p. 16 (15–31).
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ecology, makes it possible to rise above the order‑inducing yet artificial
divisions that shape the way of thinking about heritage and socio‑cultural
environment as separate or opposing categories. Another fixed view that
requires questioning is the notion that the focus of ethnology and cultural
anthropology is strictly limited to culture and cultural heritage.
The paper constitutes a voice in the discussion on the shaping of the re‑
lations between cultural and natural heritage, taking into account the ap‑
proach developed in the field of cultural ecology. By recalling the input of
ethnology in the creation of, firstly, open‑air ethnographic museums and,
later on, eco‑museums, which constitute examples of a complex, harmoni‑
ous protection of heritage as well as cultural and natural landscape, and
describing the notions of cultural ecology as well as referring to experiences
associated with the creation of a study specialisation by that name, I will at‑
tempt to prove that ethnology has at its disposal the concepts, tools, and solu‑
tions that may be helpful in the well‑thought‑out moulding of the relations
between heritage and the socio‑cultural as well as natural environment.
An introduction to the theory of cultural ecology
It should be marked that today ecology is a very positive and mostly prag‑
matic notion.4 At present, many disciplines include ecology within the scope
of their research fields. In social sciences, the notion of ecology was intro‑
duced at the beginning of the 20th century. Scientists from the Chicago
school developed the concept of social ecology. The anthropological contri‑
bution to this subdiscipline comes from the elaborations of scientists such
as: Daryll Forde, Leslie White, Edmund Leach, Roy Rappaport, Roy Ellen,
Clifford Geertz, and, above all, Julian Haynes Steward.5 The latter perceived
cultural ecology as both a method of operation and a research strategy, ena‑
bling proper understanding of causal processes in culture. In spite of cer‑
tain weaknesses, Steward’s basic findings form a still valid and cognitively
effective procedure, enabling the understanding of changes occurring in
culture. Even today numerous anthropologists, representatives of almost
every school and trend, deal with the ecological aspect of human existence.6

4

Konrad Waloszczyk, Planeta nie tylko ludzi, Warszawa 1997, p. 11.

5

Katarzyna Marcol and Maciej Kurcz, “Preface,” op. cit., p. 6.

6

Grzegorz Odoj, “Cultural Ecology: Concept and Method,” [in:] Cultural Ecology: Perspec
tives and Interpretations, Kinga Czerwińska et al. (eds.), Katowice 2016, pp. 7–23, http://
www.ecoetno.us.edu.pl/en/publications/ (access: 6 March 2020).
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According to Aleksander Posern‑Zieliński, culture within cultural
ecology is considered as “the instrument of extra‑biological adaptation
of humankind to the natural environment.”7 Cultural ecology, also called
ecological anthropology, focuses on the adaptive dependencies that oc‑
cur between culture and ecosystem. Culture exemplifies the integrated
result of the process of human adaptation to a specific type of natural
environment. Cultural ecology investigates the culture‑ecosystem re‑
lationship, taking into consideration the parameters of both space and
time. Cultural ecology is a reference for different interdisciplinary and
multidimensional analyses and interpretations associated with human
existence in the natural and cultural environment. Cultural ecology
demonstrates that cultural analysis also has to consider the relation be‑
tween culture and transcultural reality.8
Cultural ecology is an area of multifaceted social practices that gen‑
erates, recreates, or transforms various aspects of nature as well as its
values.9 The field can also be perceived as a stimulus, spurring to a deep
humanistic reflection, re‑reading or reconsidering basic concepts about
human beings and their attitude towards nature. It has long been rec‑
ognised that cultural tendencies, which strive for independence in
the matter of natural environment, negatively affect the relation between
humanity and the ecosystem.10
Exhaustive studies on the researchers who contributed to the develop‑
ment of the concept of cultural ecology were conducted, among others, by
Ryszard F. Sadowski 11 and Grzegorz Odoj.12 The idea of investigating eth‑
nological research in the context of cultural ecology is also fully reflected
in a collective work entitled Ekologia kulturowa Perspektywy i interpretacje

7

Aleksander Posern‑Zieliński, “Ekologia kulturowa,” [in:] Słownik etnologiczny: Terminy
ogólne, Zofia Staszczak (ed.), Warszawa – Poznań, p. 71.

8

Ibidem, p. 72.

9

See: Phil Macnaghten and John Urry, Contested Natures, London − Thousand Oaks − New
Delhi 1999, p. 16.

10 See: Sławoj Szynkiewicz, “Szara ekologia tubylców: Mistrzowie czy nieudacznicy
w zarządzaniu środowiskiem,” [in:] Horyzonty antropologii kultury: Tom w darze dla
profesor Zofii Sokolewicz, Jerzy S. Wasilewski, Anna Zadrożyńska and Amanda Brucz‑
kowska (eds.), Warszawa, p. 110 (109–127).
11 Ryszard F. Sadowski, “Źródła antropologii Juliana Haynesa Stewarda,” [in:] Studia
Ecologiae et Bioethicae, vol. 4 (2006), pp. 49–60.
12 Ibidem, pp. 49–60; Grzegorz Odoj, “Cultural Ecology…,” op. cit, pp. 15–18.
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[Cultural ecology: perspectives and interpretations].13 Texts included in
this volume cover such fields of study as the ethno‑ecological research of
the past and the present, culture‑friendly tourism, examples of ecological
activities conducted at the intersection of science and art, and an analysis
of the examples of revitalisation practices in post‑industrial areas.
Cultural pre‑ecology in ethnographic museology
The creators of the first open‑air heritage parks understood the need to
protect natural environment and cultural landscape from the very be‑
ginning. In relation to this branch of ethnographic museology, it is ex‑
tremely important to show the correlations between humans and both
the natural and cultural environment. Therefore, the scope in which the
mission of heritage parks and ecomuseums fits the implementation of
the idea of sustainable development and relies on the premise of illus‑
trating all aspects of the local communities’ cultural ecology should be
recalled further on.
Eco‑heritage: the case of open‑air museums
In 1891 Artur Hazelius created the first heritage park and since then
the idea of open‑air museums has been maturing. In Hazelius’s pursuit to
recreate the realities of past country life, a certain idea, which nowadays
could be labelled as an ecological approach, was present from the begin‑
ning. At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries the mottos of environmen‑
tal protection were not as significant as they are now. The successors of
Artur Hazelius were the first to consciously strive to make a heritage park
a place that would provide protection not only to built monuments, but also
to the natural heritage. Urbanisation, industrialisation, and, consequently,
degradation of natural and cultural environment that have been intensify‑
ing since the second half of the 20th century explain why, in this period,
the whole of Europe recorded a significant increase of open‑air museums.14
For decades, the heritage park museology has been “the exhibi‑
tion form of rural culture closest to the original.”15 Additionally, it

13 Kinga Czerwińska et al. (eds.), Ekologia kulturowa: Perspektywy i interpretacje, Katowice
2016.
14 Jerzy Czajkowski, Muzea na wolnym powietrzu w Europie, Rzeszów – Sanok 1984, pp. 6, 39.
15 Jerzy Adamczewski, “Muzea skansenowskie jako źródło wiedzy o regionie,” [in:] Ludzie
i kultury, vol. 1, Irena Bukowska‑Floreńska (ed.), Żory 2003, p. 204 (201–216).
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An example of the co‑existence of cultural and natural heritage in a museum, the Golești
Viticulture and Tree-growing Museum (Muzeul Viticulturii și Pomiculturii Golești), 2015.
© Magdalena Szalbot
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created an opportunity to protect natural heritage. In heritage parks,
the natural environment is as important a component of the exhibition
as a fully‑equipped homestead. Open‑air museums show what animal
breeding looked like in the past. The cultivation of traditional cereal
crops, decorative plants, herbs, old species of fruit trees, and backyard
plants is also a method of protecting the local natural heritage. Based on
these resources, the heritage parks have the possibility to plan various
activities in the field of environmental education. They are places where
contemporary audience may visualise to what degree human life used to
depend on the natural environment. A rural museum depicts the image
of the life of our ancestors, whose existence was conditioned by the cycles
of nature. This type of a museum makes visitors realise how big a dis‑
tance has been created between man and nature.
Local community creates an ecomuseum
It might seem that in the field of ethnographic museology, heritage parks
are the most perfect form of presenting all aspects of the cultural ecology
of past communities. However, the movement for creating ecomuseums
started a few decades ago and it delineated new directions for the pro‑
tection of cultural heritage and natural environment. Jerzy Czajkowski
considers ecomuseums to be a variant of open‑air museums.16 The roots
of ecomuseums include the local history, traditions, as well as the aware‑
ness and needs of their residents. Ecomuseums are undertakings that
are initiated at grass‑roots level and their success depends not so much
on the activity of units, but the involvement and commitment of the en‑
tire local community. An ecomuseum is a network of facilities distrib‑
uted throughout a given area, which together constitute a living collection.
The term “ecomuseum” is derived from the Greek words: oikos (“home,”
the equivalent of the modern notion of the “little homeland”) and museion,
(“a collection of things”). Together they signify a collection of things as‑
sociated with the place that we come from and where we live – a museum
of our “little homeland.”17
The purpose of establishing such facilities is the protection of vari‑
ous objects, along with the entire natural and cultural surroundings.

16 Jerzy Czajkowski, Muzea…, op. cit., p. 104.
17 Dominika Zaręba, Ekoturystyka i odkrywanie dziedzictwa: Zbiór dobrych praktyk, Kraków
2008, p. 14.
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An ecomuseum can be defined as a comprehensive method of mainte‑
nance and a live interpretation of heritage. “Such a wall‑less museum
combines the authenticity of a given place and its residents as well as
the natural and cultural resources with the promotion, education, and
development of the region.”18
The idea of an ecomuseum was born out of the need to protect
the identity of the local communities threatened by progressing indus‑
trialisation and globalisation. To simplify, the first ecomuseums referred
to the achievements of heritage parks and nature reserves, and combined
them. In the 1980s, when this idea was still relatively unknown in Po‑
land, Jerzy Czajkowski wrote: “ecological museums constitute the future
form which will continue to spread as long as environmental protection,
treated as a science, gains supporters.”19 Ecomuseums depict the broad‑
ly‑defined culture of the local communities. Their formula, comprising
the area, heritage, inhabitants, and memories,20 remains open. As many
diverse types of ecomuseums can be established as there are categories
of objects they can be based on.
In ecomuseums, knowledge is transferred to the audience through
direct demonstration. Local cultural heritage is cherished with care in
a manner that harmonises with the economic and financial needs of
the residents. The visitors’ attention is directed not so much to the com‑
ponents of an ecomuseum, but to the correlations between them.
The protection covers natural and man‑transformed landscape as well
as products of material and non‑material culture, the accumulation of
which in the given area over time has imparted a unique character to
the region. Such places are perfect for the promotion of local products
and traditional manufacturing.21
An interesting example of one of the first Polish ecomuseums is
the Ecomusem of Crafts in Dobków, located in the “land of extinct vol‑
canoes,” rarely occurring in this part of Europe. Numerous researchers

18 Barbara Kazior, “Ekomuzea: żywa interpretacja dziedzictwa,” [in:] Kropla: magazyn
ekologiczny, vol. 18 (2004), no. 2, http://www.eko.org.pl/kropla/31/ekomuzea.html (ac‑
cess: 30 April 2020).
19 Jerzy Czajkowski, Muzea…, op. cit., p. 104.
20 Peter S. Davis, Ecomuseums: A Sense of Place, London 1999, p. 27.
21 Magdalena Szalbot, “W stronę ekologii muzeum,” [in:] Ekologia kulturowa: Perspektywy
i interpretacje, Kinga Czerwińska et al. (eds.), Katowice 2016, pp. 163–174.
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from various fields have devoted time to studying a number of aspects
of this Lower Silesian initiative.22
The Ecomuseum of Crafts in Dobków was established in 2005, on
the initiative of Fundacja dla Środowiska [Foundation for the Environ‑
ment] from Kraków, Stowarzyszenie Kaczawskie [Katzbach Association],
and the local community. The potential of Dobków – a small village with
approximately 500 residents, located in the Western Sudetes, on the bor‑
der between the Katzbach Foothills and the Katzbach Mountains – in‑
cludes a well‑preserved rural layout in the form of a chain‑type village
with Franconian enclosures and traditional timber‑framed buildings,
slightly supplemented with postwar buildings and stretched across 3 kilo‑
metres along the Bukownica river. Soon after its establishment it became
an important location on the tourist map of Lower Silesia. The museum,
spread across Dobków, comprises farm tourist cottages, beekeeping farms,
craftsmen’s workshops (artistic ceramics studios), dining and accommo‑
dation facilities (youth hostel Villa Greta) and Sudecka Zagroda Eduka‑
cyjna [the Sudetes Educational Enclosure], which constitutes a centre
coordinating the actions of the whole ecomuseum. Aside from providing
an opportunity to visit local historic buildings (ruins of a Renaissance
manor house, the church of saint Giles, a chapel trail), the ecomuseum
also organises cyclical educational and artistic workshops. Individual
tourists and groups can participate in specialist culinary, flower, nature,
geological, ceramics, or travel workshops, as well as workshops on crêpe
creations.
The museum in Dobków is based on the concept of portraying the rela‑
tions between three basic elements: (1) area, (2) local community, and (3)
cultural heritage.23 The establishment of an ecomuseum provides pro‑

22 See e.g.: Krzysztof Sala, “Ekomuzea jako innowacyjny produkt turystyczny na przy
kładzie Ekomuzeum Rzemiosła w Dobkowie,” [in:] Zeszyty Naukowe Małopolskiej
Wyższej Szkoły Ekonomicznej w Tarnowie, vol. 33 (2017), no.1, pp. 115–124, https://doi.
org/10.25944/znmwse.2017.01.115124 (access: 15 March 2020); Edyta Pijet -Migoń and
Piotr Migoń, “Turystyka w kreatywnej wsi: Studium przypadku wsi Dobków na Pogó
rzu Kaczawskim,” [in:] Rozprawy Naukowe Akademii Wychowania Fizycznego we Wrocławiu,
vol. 46 (2014), pp. 129 –139, https://depot.ceon.pl/handle/123456789/5581 (access:
29 March 2020); Paulina Dudzik‑Deko and Krzysztof Janc, Ekomuzeum Rzemiosła – Dob
ków, 2017, http://dspace.uni.lodz.pl:8080/xmlui/handle/11089/21274 (access: 17 March
2020).
23 Krzysztof Widawski, Wybrane elementy dziedzictwa kulturowego środowiska wiejskiego:
Ich wykorzystanie w turystyce na przykładzie Hiszpanii i Polski, Wrocław 2011, p. 127.
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Ecomuseum in Dobków, Lower Silesia, 18 February 2016. Photograph taken during ethno‑
graphic field research. © Magdalena Szalbot

tection to the local natural and cultural resources, gives an opportunity
to discover and reinterpret cultural heritage, and provides conditions
to build and reinforce local cultural identity of inhabitants, as well as
develop sustainable tourism and promote local products.24 By combin‑
ing culture and nature, heritage and environment, tradition and moder‑
nity, ecomuseums create opportunities to both preserve and reinterpret
the components of a local cultural and natural ecosystem.
The assumptions that guided the creation of, firstly, heritage parks
and, somewhat later, ecomuseums, from the very beginning visibly fo‑
cused on the protection of cultural and natural heritage. In both cases,
the ecological approach manifests itself in the pursuit to demonstrate
and preserve all aspects of cultural ecology of the past and contemporary
local communities.

24 Dominika Zaręba, Ekoturystyka…, op. cit., pp. 5, 7, 11.
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Cultural ecology studies: project framework
Ecological issues have recently been of major interest to various circles.
Due to the degradation of the natural environment and cultural land‑
scape, the environmental education and popularisation of the premises
of sustainable development 25 are still relevant tasks. It turns out that not
only heritage parks and ecomuseums may constitute perfect “training
grounds” for the culture researchers who understand the significance
of the message of cultural ecology. Ethnologists find it obvious that one
of the foundations of the human existence, next to culture, is the natu‑
ral environment. Humans have always used natural resources to fulfil
their needs. Currently, the exploitation of these resources has drastically
increased, reaching an unprecedented level, and its most obvious conse‑
quences include destroyed landscapes and ecosystems.
In 2015 the ethnology department (currently Ethnology and Cult ural
Anthropology) at the University of Silesia launched a new study pro‑
gramme in cultural ecology.26 The Cieszyn campus of the University of
Silesia in Katowice, located in the border region of Cieszyn Silesia, makes
it possible to explore the Polish, Czech, and Slovak cultural and natural re‑
sources, and observe the dynamics of changes and relations between man
and the environment. It makes it possible to study the phenomena occur‑
ring in the Silesian Beskids, but also in the postindustrial areas of Upper
Silesia. The region provides insight into the ecosystems that are still largely
based on the harmonious functioning of man and the natural environ‑
ment, but also the ecosystems where the natural environment was largely
destroyed by industry and requires a well‑thought‑out revitalisation.
The goal of the studies is to teach the students to observe how man
influences the natural environment and register the consequences, also
in terms of culture. In the study programme, there is a direct correla‑
tion between theoretical knowledge and practice. The contact with in‑
stitutions working to improve the quality of the natural environment or
utilising its potential is also of major significance. The students acquire
knowledge and practical skills with respect to the creation of friendly

25 See: Ilona Morżoł, UNESCO a zrównoważony rozwój, 2006, http://www.unesco.pl/edu‑
kacja/dekada –edukacji –nt –zrownowazonego –rozwoju/unesco –a –zrownowazony
–rozwoj/ (access: 30 April 2020).
26 This project could be executed thanks to the EEA Grants and Norway Grants subsidies
within the framework of the Scholarship and Training Fund. For the financial mecha‑
nism see: http://www.ecoetno.us.edu.pl/en/ (access: 20 January 2020).
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socio‑cultural ecosystems in the local environment, preparation of ex‑
pert opinions on revitalisations and modernisations of historic city dis‑
tricts, and running social consultations.
The cultural ecology programme aims to demonstrate the significance
and the results of actions taken to protect the natural and cultural envi‑
ronment. It puts major emphasis on the complex relations which occur
between humans, culture, and the surrounding natural environment.
The students have the opportunity to acquire theoretical and practical
knowledge through e‑learning courses on notions such as: ecological basis
for natural environment preservation, balanced development and civili‑
sation threats, landscape history and ecology, ecotourism and anthropol‑
ogy, and ecology of art. Study visits occur, among others, in: Centrum
Pasterskie w Koniakowie [the Pastoral Centre in Koniaków], Muzeum
Regionalne “Na Grapie” w Jaworzynce [Regional Museum “On Grapa” in
Jaworzynka], Centrum Kultury w Katowicach Giszowcu [Cultural Cen‑
tre in Katowice (Giszowiec)], Strefa Kultury w Katowicach [Culture Zone
in Katowice]. The main goal of the studies is to prepare the students for
the implementation of positive practices regarding cultural ecology.
The educational programme includes courses with specialists in their
given fields. Among them are such experts as Wzorro Design, a project
group from Katowice, specialising in project‑related, artistic activities,
deeply rooted in the Upper Silesian heritage; Jacek Bożek, ecologist, the
founder and chairman of Klub Gaja [the Gaja Club], author of lectures,
debates, radio programmes, organiser of educational and artistic ecol‑
ogy‑related events, specialist in the field of social initiatives for envi‑
ronmental protection; as well as Tomasz Wieczorek, representative of
ArtGroup, devoted to the problem of social responsibility in business (the
concept in which entrepreneurs consider, among others, the social im‑
pact as well as issues associated with environmental protection, while
designing their development strategies).
The nodal problems of cultural ecology involve notions such as the in‑
teractions between humans and the natural environment in different
eras, in various cultural circles, and on varying levels of civilisation de‑
velopment; the shaping of ecological attitudes; culture‑oriented behav‑
iours resulting from specific environmental conditions, as well as old and
modern cultural practices based on a harmonious coexistence of cultural
heritage and the natural environment, all in a consumerist society.
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Conclusions
Contemporary people have lost many basic skills, involving their adapt‑
ability to the natural environment. They are becoming increasingly de‑
pendent on both others and advanced technologies. This article concerns
merely a few selected notions where the application of the approach de‑
veloped in the field of cultural ecology brings positive results. Cultural
ecology still has a lot to offer in the world currently filled with civilisa‑
tion‑oriented transformations.
The diversity of problems faced by cultural ecology reveals the com‑
plexity and multidimensional nature of the culture−nature relationship.
Ethnologists studying the dependency between man, the creator of cul‑
ture, and the natural environment increase the knowledge on the subject
and make it possible to discern new research perspectives.
An ethnologist with the skills of a cultural ethnologist is prepared to
cooperate with the local community. Knowledge of the often forgotten,
historical cultural heritage and the potential of a given place may help
provide suggestions on how to recreate a more natural, traditional type
of environment and build a new, more conscious society on the basis of
natural and cultural resources of a given region (regarding, for example,
handicrafts, the culinary heritage, and cultural tourism).
Cultural ecology creates and reinforces sensitivity. It teaches to iden‑
tify the relationships between the natural and cultural environments,
but also, more importantly, to see the opportunity to harmonise the coex‑
istence of heritage and the environment in various aspects and contexts.
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