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In the year 2000, during the international conferences 
devoted to the protection of cultural heritage, which 
took place in Vantaa, Finland and Cracow, Poland, Pro-
fessor Andrzej Tomaszewski (1934–2010) presented for 
the first time a bold and visionary idea of a comprehen-
sive and integrated action to protect human natural and 
cultural environment, which he described as preventive 
conservation of environment. This idea was the result of 
many years of theoretical thought which emerged in the 
course of his university teaching which he conducted at 
many universities in Poland and abroad. It was also influ-
enced by his research work and practical experiences he 
had gained during the implementation of his innovative 
conservation projects in Poland and abroad, as well dur-
ing his tenure as the General Conservator (1995–1999) 
and director of the State Service of Protection of Monu-
ments. The intellectual depth of his vision was certainly 
also the result of various experiences, which he gained 
during directing of Polish and international organisa-
tions and associations, which deal with the protection 
and preservation of cultural heritage. He received crucial 
impulses the years 1988–1992 when he was the director 
general of ICCROM – International Centre for the Study 
of Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Heritage in 
Rome, and when he presided over the work of Polish 
National Committees of ICOMOS (International Council 
on Monuments and Sites, 2003–2009), and later – up to 
his premature death – of Polish National Committee of 
ICOM (International Council of Museums).

Professor Tomaszewski´s fulfilled life, during which 
he made spectacular successes in conservation, but also 
sadly had to face defeats in his efforts to protect cultural 
heritage, led him finally to a conclusion that the effective 
preservation of cultural heritage is only possible within 
the framework of an integrated strategy of preventive 
maintenance. Moreover, he felt that the strategy of pre-
ventive conservation of cultural goods at all levels (and 
not only in micro-level of a museum) must become a part 
of a wider eco-environmental program.

The ideological testament of Professor Tomaszewski, 
whose implementation is a challenge for us all up to day, 
is therefore based on the two assumptions: Firstly, as-
suming the primacy of preventive conservation over the 

interventive conservation, and secondly, assuming that 
there are inseparable bonds between works of man and 
creations of nature within the human environment.

Preventive conservation philosophy in a nutshell can 
be presented as follows:

1. it is necessary to create optimal conditions for the 
duration of historical substance in good condition and for 
the exposition of its value;

2. authentic historical substance should not be dis-
turbed if it is not absolutely necessary;

3. the actual state of the monument should be regu-
larly monitored;

4. necessary minimum interventions should be under-
taken in the event of a threat that could not be predicted 
and avoided.

Preventive conservation is therefore a continuous 
process aiming at prevention of threats to the historic 
substance. It covers all actions taken in order to delay or 
prevent damage to the object without physical impact 
on this property.

Preventive conservation cannot be implemented 
without planning, as it requires thinking ahead. Destruc-
tion of cultural property is, in fact, to some extent inevi-
table due to the natural processes of the decomposition 
of the historical substance, but it can be slowed down. 
Preventive conservation must therefore be a continuous 
process involving controlling the environment of histori-
cal monuments, assessment of risks arising from their ex-
posure to the elements, and legal protection. To ensure 
the duration of a historical object, and – moreover – its 
useful duration and the capacity to use its various values, 
it is necessary not only to respond to emerging anthro-
pogenic or natural threats, but also to undertake rele-
vant activities to move ahead of the possible emergence 
of such threats. For this reason, this approach is often 
called a “proactive” one, in contrast to the traditional 
“reactive” strategy, in which the conservator remains 
passive until a threat occurs.

Therefore, preventive conservation primarily involves 
planning, based on scientific research, in order to antici-
pate the long-term consequences of the impact of the 
environment and of human activities. Numerous exam-
ples show that conservation measures – undertaken in 



12 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 10

Zbigniew Kobyliński and Weronika Kobylińska-Bunsch 

good faith – can have extremely harmful effects, that are 
sometimes not foreseeable at the given stage of deve-
lopment of awareness and knowledge of conservation. 
A fundamental rule of preventive conservation policy 
mandates a minimum necessary intervention, and every 
effort to ensure that the effects of our conservation ac-
tivities are reversible. Professor Andrzej Tomaszewski 
expressed this principle with the Latin maxim primum 
non nocere and wrote that “we see great and irreparable 
damage caused by conservators in the substance of cul-
tural goods (doctors became more dangerous than the 
disease itself)”.

It is interesting that various theorists and practition-
ers have embraced the conviction of the need to rec-
ognise the preventive conservation as a priority in any 
restoration work, starting often from completely differ-
ent assumptions and different experiences. It is widely 
believed that the idea of preventive conservation was 
born in museums, which not only accumulate collections 
of works of art and historical monuments but also have 
acquired – often by trial and error – conservation knowl-
edge, in order to keep their collections in the best condi-
tion. The conservators working in museums and librar-
ies noted that the objects kept in the collections of such 
institutions, although safe in theory, are often degraded, 
and even destroyed due to not taking appropriate pre-
emptive action to prevent emerging threats. 

Another avenue to the awareness of the need for pre-
ventive conservation in the 20th century, which met with 
greater resistance, was set out in relation to architectural 
monuments, despite the fact that the idea of preven-
tive conservation of historical architecture can already 
be found as early as, e.g., in the works of John Ruskin 
(1819–1900). 

The Athens Charter of 1931 is considered very impor-
tant step in the formulation of the doctrine of preventive 
conservation of architectural heritage. This document 
included the demand to establish a system of regular 
and continuous maintenance of the monuments in good 
condition. The modern, broad understanding of the im-
portance of preventive conservation is, however, solely 
based on the works of the Italian thinker Cesare Brandi 
(1906–1988), who used the term restauro preventivo to 
describe comprehensive conservation measures, inclu-
ding not only acts directly influencing the historic build-
ing, but also the preventive measures taken in order to 
preserve its intangible values – historical and aesthetic. 
This encompasses actions undertaken to preserve the 
authentic historical surroundings of the monument, and 
its protection against historical falsification.

With regard to the archaeological heritage the con-
cept of preventive conservation had somewhat differ-
ent genesis, which was interconnected with the protec-
tion of the natural environment, and is thus very close 
to the concept of Professor Andrzej Tomaszewski. The 
concept was born in the early 1970s, when American ar-

chaeologists employed in the National Park Service, and 
therefore being in contact with the problems of natural 
resources on a daily basis, noted that cultural goods, in-
cluding archaeological sites and finds, are non-renewable 
resources. From this statement the priority arose to long-
term in situ maintenance of the archaeological heritage 
before its exploitation, even for research purposes.

The association of works of man and nature in Eu-
rope, of course, did also not remained unnoticed. This 
awareness dates back at least to the times of Alexander 
von Humboldt (1769–1859), a German geographer, who 
is considered to be the father of the science of landscape 
and of conception of landscape as a holistic reflection of 
natural and anthropogenic phenomena in the geographic 
space, which is still considered relevant today. The pro-
tection of historical monuments was clearly associated 
with nature conservation in 1905 by Alois Riegl (1858–
1905), who postulated to use for both the same rules. 
It would, however, take until the end of the twentieth 
century, until this demand could effectively be realised.

The philosophy of preventive conservation is associ-
ated obviously and inextricably with another principle of 
contemporary conservation doctrine, namely the gran-
ting of priority to in situ conservation before museifica-
tion. This principle is of particular importance for the 
conservation of archaeological or ethnological resources. 
This principle, which – as it seems – is firmly established 
today in conservation thinking, had its roots in ethics, 
although it may derive from various ethical attitudes. Ir-
respective of whether we accept the radical ethical view 
which claims that cultural heritage, although it is inani-
mate, has also its rights, including, in particular, its right 
to exist, or a much more pragmatic point of view that the 
development of methods of research and conservation 
allows each generation to gain more information from 
historical sources, or finally – starting with the anthropo-
centric attitudes towards the environment – we believe 
that cultural heritage is a factor of sustainable develop-
ment and, as such, should continue to exist in the maxi-
mum amount possible to preserve for future genera-
tions. All of these fundamentally different attitudes and 
arguments lead us to the same conclusion: that is that 
historic resources must be protected and we may exploit 
them only to a limited extent necessary for the public 
good of present human generations.

The turning point for the issue of universal accept-
ance of priority for conservation in situ was the adoption 
by the Australian National Committee of ICOMOS in 1979 
of the first version of the Burra Charter, which stated that 
the historic buildings or other works of human culture 
should remain at their historic location. The principle of 
priority for the in situ conservation, however, had already 
appeared earlier in various international normative and 
programmatic documents concerning preservation of 
monuments, for example, in 1968 in the UNESCO Rec-
ommendation concerning the preservation of cultural 
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property endangered by public or private works, in 
1972 in the UNESCO Recommendation concerning the 
protection, at national level, of the cultural and natural 
heritage, or in 1976 in the UNESCO Recommendation 
concerning the safeguarding and contemporary role of 
historic areas.

With regard to the archaeological heritage, the aware-
ness of the need to preserve relics in situ appeared even 
earlier – as early as 1956 in the UNESCO Recommenda-
tion on international principles applicable to archaeologi-
cal excavations, or in 1969 in the European convention 
on the protection of the archaeological heritage. The real 
turning point in the process of changing the philosophy 
of conservation of the archaeological heritage towards 
the preservation of archaeological sites in situ was 
reached with the Lausanne Charter (International Char-
ter for the Protection and Management of Archaeologi-
cal Heritage),which was formulated in 1989 and adopted 
by ICOMOS in the following year, as well as the two inter-
national conventions – based largely on this charter: the 
European convention on the protection of the archaeo-
logical heritage (revised) in 1992 (the so-called Malta 
Convention), and the Convention on the protection of 
underwater cultural heritage in 2001.

One of the foundations of Professor Andrzej Tomasze-
wski’s philosophy of preventive conservation of the en-
vironment is the belief that conservation is a task for the 
whole of society, which should be wisely inspired and 
informed by conservators.

The freedom of cultural choices as a basis for the cre-
ation of a modern civil society has been underlined in the 
Council of Europe Framework convention on the value of 
cultural heritage for society, signed in 2005 in Faro, Por-
tugal. The convention has formulated a completely new 
approach to the matter of protection of cultural heritage. 
The existing conventions addressed the issue of protec-
tion and conservation of cultural goods, and therefore 
of maintaining the petrified past, in the name of the 
thesis formulated once by John Ruskin. Meanwhile, the 
Faro Convention put the problem: why, by whom and for 
whom the heritage should be protected and passed on? 
The basis of the new approach to this issue is the view 
that knowledge of cultural heritage is a prerequisite for 
civil right to freely participate in the cultural life of socie-
ty (in agreement with Art. 27 of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights).

The Faro Convention fits into a process already initia-
ted by some earlier documents and represents a doctri-
nal shift in understanding of the function of monuments 
in the life of society – in place of exceptionless protec-
tion of everything what is historical, the opinion emerges 
that monuments are there to serve the public, not the 
opposite. The Washington Charter (Charter for the con-
servation of historic towns and urban areas), formulated 
by ICOMOS in 1987, already stated, among other things, 
that “The conservation of historic towns and urban areas 
concerns their residents first of all”, and “The conserva-

tion plan should be supported by the residents of the 
historic area”. As Andrzej Tomaszewski wrote, a histori-
cal city “is a living organism, constantly growing, which 
cannot be transformed either into reserve, or into a mu-
seum, or an archaeological complex, or a Disneyland”.

The conclusions and postulates that result from this 
diagnosis have wide ranging impacts onstate bodies ap-
pointed to serve the constitutional role of “safeguarding 
the national heritage”. Activities aimed directly at the 
monuments should, in fact, be largely transformed into 
activities aimed at the public, who makes the decisions 
on the fate of the monuments. This means that the role 
of state bodies in the field of cultural heritage protection 
will gradually transform from an imperious one into the 
counselling and education, and the “protection of histori-
cal monuments” will be replaced by the “management of 
cultural heritage”.

The goal of cultural heritage management is to pre-
serve the cultural heritage and to use it for the good 
of the public, thus binding all of us with our past and 
remnants of memories, located in the surrounding land-
scape, in art, language and traditions.

The key concept of cultural heritage management is 
the “management of change”, instead of preventing or 
delaying the changes, which was the aim of the tradition-
ally understood protection of cultural goods. Changes 
cannot be stopped and should not be restrained; the 
point is to ensure that the inevitable changes will not 
cause loss of important information, symbolic-associ-
ative, integration, aesthetic and economic values, that 
are potentially carried by the cultural heritage. The foun-
dation of cultural heritage management is made up of 
conscious, responsible and thoughtful decision-making – 
based on a sound and thorough knowledge – concerning 
cultural heritage, in such a way that these diverse values 
will be best use for the public good.

Traditional “protection of monuments” or “protec-
tion of cultural goods”, which is characteristic for of the 
mentality of countries with centralised administration, 
has been based on specialised maintenance services, 
administrative competence,  authoritarian decisions and 
on expert evaluation criteria. Modern “management of 
cultural heritage” is based instead on public participation 
in the processes of conservation, scientific knowledge, 
negotiation and counselling and taking into account the 
opinions of various sectors of society, and on the public 
justification of decisions.

Heritage resources must be managed sparingly, in 
the interest of present and future generations, but also 
taking into account factors such as e.g., the economy. 
These aspects had previously been neglected y in the 
protection of monuments. A series of important factors, 
resulted in the fact that that objects, though properly 
preserved, were sometimes “dead”, i.e., devoid of con-
temporary function, and public opinion was treating 
them as unnecessary and economically unjustified. How-
ever, it turns out that properly managed cultural herit-
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age can be important as a factor for sustainable regional 
or local development, through, e.g., the creation of new 
jobs or stimulating tourism.

These changes must, however, be deeply considered, 
consulted socially and based on knowledge, to avoid per-
dition of the core values of cultural heritage. The pace 
of change in the modern world is too rapid, destabilising 
and destructive for an individual, to be allowed to indulge 
in the reckless removal of elements of cultural traditions.

Also the rapid rise of so-called cultural tourism is seen 
by many localities and regions as a major factor in their 
development, but from the point of view of the protec-
tion of cultural heritage this carries many threats and 
can be a risk factor. Mastery of the effects of vigorous 
development of tourism is possible if accompanied by 
the thoughtful management of heritage resources, and 
its consumption by the tourism industry. This requires – 
above all – knowledge.

The challenge of the twenty-first century is the in-
troduction of integrated protection of cultural heritage. 
The point is that the protection of historical monuments, 
or – more broadly – of cultural heritage, should not be 
considered as a field that is sufficiently dealt with by 

the specialised services of protection of monuments 
and for which sufficient legal basis is a specific law on 
monuments. The protection of cultural heritage should 
become integral part of any other political, social, and 
economic action. Moreover, in the efforts to protect the 
cultural heritage the conscious society should partici-
pate, being informed regularly by experts.

The challenge of modernity – which was clearly for-
mulated by Professor Andrzej Tomaszewski – is a fusion 
of measures for the protection of cultural heritage with 
measures to protect the environment, within the con-
cept of integrated protection and a holistic vision of the 
human environment. The separation of these two as-
pects of the environment in which man lives and works, 
is clearly artificial. In Poland, as well as in many other 
countries, the current separate regulations for these 
two aspects of the environment, and the fact that their 
mana gement is entrusted to separate services, has fre-
quently led to a destruction of spatial order and har-
mony, which resulted from historical development of 
landscape. It is therefore necessary to implement the 
holistic approach, advocated – among others – by the 
aforementioned Faro Convention.
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