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Understanding Conservation: 
The Need to be Skilled in the Built Heritage 
 
Council on Training in Architectural Conservation (COTAC) 
COTAC originated in 1959 in response to the need for training resources for practitioners in the repair and conservation of 
historic churches. Since its inception the Charity has consistently worked to lift standards across the UK’s conservation, repair 
and maintenance (CRM) sector. This has involved working in partnership with national agencies, professional and standard 
setting bodies, educational establishments and vocational training interests.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Pedigree of Understanding Conservation 
The 5 Understanding Conservation Units are based on and created around the 1993 International Council on Monuments and 
Sites (ICOMOS) Education and Training Guidelines. During the late 1990’s and early 2000’s. an analysis of the ICOMOS 
Guidelines was produced but, at the time, this was considered 'academic' in its translation and a subsequent more pragmatic 
'Framework Document' was produced that distilled the preliminary work into five basic units of understanding. This 
subsequent document was developed and condensed with the support of the pan-professional Edinburgh Group under the 
auspices of Historic Scotland from 2003, the results of which created the original www.understandingconservation.org 
website that was launched during 2007. From 2008 the Edinburgh Group and the understandingconservation.org website has 
been enabled by COTAC, with the website content being updated in 2015 to incorporate Guidance offered by the revised 
edition of BS 7913:2013 Guide to the Conservation of Historic Buildings 
 
The relevance of the 1993 ICOMOS Guidelines is that they have been adopted by the UK’s Conservation Course Directors 
Forum (CCDF) where all the member courses agreed to observe them in their delivery. In addition, the Guidelines underpin 
all professional body peer-reviewed Accreditation in Architectural Conservation Schemes currently operated by a pan-
professional spread of bodies in the UK and Ireland, and the 2013 ICOMOS CIF International Training Committee ‘Principles 
for Capacity Building through Education and Training in Safeguarding and Integrated Conservation of Cultural Heritage’  
intentions. 
 
This new 2021 PDF edition of Understanding Conservation: The Need to be Skilled in the Built Heritage, whilst retaining the 
previous 5 Unit structure, totally revises and updates the previous website content whilst also incorporating a wide range of 
illustrative examples especially chosen to enhance the text. Across the 5 Units images have been primarily sourced from 
Ingval Maxwell’s © photographic archive, with a small number incorporated from other sources in a manner as fair use 
educational material under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike (CC-BY-NC-SA) 
license, identifying and acknowledging the copyright holder wherever that has been possible. Whilst every care has been 
taken in the preparation of information in the Understanding Conservation 5 Units, COTAC and its authors specifically exclude 
any liability for errors, omissions or otherwise arising from its content. 
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Paray-le-Monial, France. Renaissance facade  
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Preamble 
Unit 2 Need to be Skilled in Aesthetic Qualities and Values: 
 
Unit 2 focuses on contextualising the wider visual conservation issues of place and performance within 
a philosophical understanding and evaluation of aesthetics - integrating a detailed consideration across 
5 of the 14 ICOMOS Education and Training guidelines (5c, 5e, 5h, 5l & 5m) The Unit is divided into five 
sections that are equivalent to and in compliance with the Guidelines  Each section comprises textual 
and illustrative information that together with the recommended reading, further reading and web 
sites to visit will assist you in gaining an understanding of what aesthetic quality means and how to 
evaluate it. 
 

 

Self-Assessment Questions will be posed and 
are rhetorical in nature requiring you to 
respond in your own way. These in text 
questions are progressive in nature You 
should respond to them by reference to both 
the text of this module and by reading the 
material suggested. Omission of these 
actions may reduce understanding of the 
Unit text; completion of the reading 
suggested will provide better understanding 
of the discipline of conservation and how 
professionals within it function and operate 
to preserve and protect the historic 
environment:  
 
For a more detailed illustrative exploration of 
the 5 relevant ICOMOS Guidelines to this 
Unit please refer to Insight 2 where each of 
the five highlighted guidelines (opposite) can 
be reviewed 
 

 
You should consider how the body of conservation knowledge is constantly being questioned, 
expanded and added to by specialists within the field and how the principles, ethics and philosophy of 
conservation informs and structures any intervention response: This is particularly relevant when 
dealing with, say, 20thC reinforced concrete structures or buildings adopting contemporary 
construction methods and materials. A personal acceptance of this fact will help you to understand 
that you must also continue to expand your knowledge of conservation philosophy – it is subject to 
continuous change and your understanding of it needs constant updating. The important fact to 
recognise is that it is a process of personal improvement that needs to be self-generated through 
enthusiasm for the subject! 
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2.01  Unit Overview 
 

 
[aesthetic]”...quality is, apart from age, perhaps the most dominant component in the assessed 
value of most historic buildings and designated areas. Any intervention, even the smallest 
repair, will affect appearance, and so affect value. No project work should be undertaken 
unless its impact…is fully understood… the whole...[asset and its significance] …must be fully 
understood  before work begins…”  

Stirling, S & Bolling, C. Heriot-Watt University 2002 
 

 

  
Jerusalem, Israel and Westphalia, Germany. Application of the arched form 

 

 
Avoncroft. Variants in timber construction with different panel infilling 
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Aim of this Unit 
This Unit is designed to stimulate and encourage you to ask yourself some fundamental questions 
about why and how you might intervene in the historic environment and how aesthetic and functional 
values exist in building from the past. Perhaps an even more fundamental question to address is – 
what, why and how is this place or object important enough to make me question my motives for 
intervention and how shall I plan and execute any work of intervention? 
 

 
“There is a need to impart knowledge of conservation attitudes and approaches to all those who 
may have a direct or indirect impact on cultural property.” 

 ICOMOS Guidelines for Education and Training. 
 
“Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.”  

Ralph Waldo Emerson 1803 - 1882 
 

 

 

Additionally, it is intended to 
stimulate you to improve your 
understanding of aesthetic quality 
and value, its use and interpretation 
and how it informs, assists and 
underpins any intervention process in 
respect of the historic environment.  
 
It outlines personal challenges, skills 
and procedures necessary to enable 
you to evaluate aesthetic qualities 
and values. All of this assists your 
understanding of what needs to be 
contained within your individual 
evidence portfolio for accreditation 
assessment.  
 
Within the Unit the term SME will be 
used to describe heritage assets and 
is derived from the words: sites, 
monuments and ensembles. The 
word ‘asset’ is also used in this 
regard. 

Draguignan, France. Commercial and residential needs 

 
This Unit and the other four Units in this set offers guidance to assist your own developmental 
improvement of knowledge. It will be a personal challenge intended to test your knowledge and, 
hopefully, point you in the direction of where to seek additional knowledge or, improve your 
understanding and reflect on your experience. This Unit offers a framework for you to develop; it is 
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not intended to provide answers but merely stimulus and routes to comprehension. It is intended to 
challenge your understanding of the skills necessary to act as a conservation practitioner 
 

 
Cathedral of Our Lady, Antwerp 

 
You should be willing to recognise that, despite experience gained through practice, there is a more 
complicated, challenging and philosophical knowledge base that requires constant updating.  
 

 
The Unit will be a personal challenge, requiring you to question your established values and 
perceptions. It is not the aim of this Unit to provide definitive answers to the open question of the 
philosophy, ethics and principles of conservation thinking. In contrast, it aims to provide the spark 
to ignite your own investigative and reflective processes. 
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2.02 Aesthetic Qualities and Values 
 
 
“Aesthetic value: derived from ways in which people draw sensory and intellectual stimulation from 
a place.”  

BS 7913: 2013 section 4 
 
[heritage assets] ” ...are far more than isolated physical objects. They are the complex products of 
the human experience and contain and convey meaning on many levels.” 

Guide for Practitioners 4. Historic Scotland 

 
 

  
Newport Rhode Island, USA and Shirakawa, Japan. Architectural form may relate but details differ 

 

 
Durham Cathedral. An architectural expression in stone 

 
Consider two theories of the philosophy of aesthetic value: the objective and the subjective. 

• The subjective says (roughly) that aesthetic value is simply a matter of how the observer sees 
and evaluates it.  

• The objective view (roughly) is that aesthetic value is inherent in the object itself 
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Larvik, Norway. An architectural expression in timber 

 
But what influences determine how we see one historical asset as being more beautiful and more 
appealing than another?  
 
Principles of this kind can be traced to classical essays by Vitruvius, Alberti and Palladio and in writings 
by French theorists such as Blondel and Durand and even in modern manifestos by Corbusier et al. 
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Drumlanrig, Scotland. Appreciation of the use of sandstone and lead work 

 
 
“Despite disagreement on the right kind of principles that should be the basis of good architectural 
form and space, for centuries there was common ground for the assumption that good form can be 
systematically analysed and described.” [attributed to, Vitruvius] 
 
“Building composition was not an exclusive domain of architects, but it was inspired by the arts and 
sciences such as painting and music as well as physics and biology.”  

Aesthetics and Architectural Composition, Dresden University 2004. 
 
“...the actual forms and structure of architecture were almost always the product of time and space 
– of circumstance more than will. Man’s thoughts and actions – his religion, politics, art, technology 
and aspirations, as well, as landscape, geology and climate are things from which architecture are 
born. The art of a civilisation is a very precise reflection of the society which produced it.” 

Western Architecture, Furneaux Jordan 1997 
 

 
Over its period of existence the historic environment may have been subject to interventions of all 
types, probably brought about by societal needs and aspirations and reflecting society’s patterns of 
change over time. Therefore the historic environment will offer a palimpsest as readable as any book 



Understanding Conservation Unit 2: May 2021 

 
 

11 

or painting, portraying or offering a key to an understanding of the procession of historical events to 
which it bears witness. Any change to such accumulated worth and value must only be undertaken 
with a clear perception of what the historical environment offers to society in terms of perceived worth 
and record. [Unit 1 identifies the importance of the assessment of cultural significance] 
 

 
Bourbon-lancy, France. Masonry built with stability, symmetry, and balance  

 
Any historical asset, as an art form, will have achieved value either as direct recognition of the designer 
or artist, architect or engineer who conceived it or, as a result of society’s evaluation over time. Such 
worth must not be compromised by inappropriate intervention undertaken without assessment of that 
worth. It becomes clear, therefore, that there is a responsibility on the conservation practitioner [you] 
to ensure that an assessment of aesthetic value is made prior to intervention. Failure to clearly 
understand aesthetic worth could lead to irretrievable damage to the historic environment. 
 

 
“Once lost, listed buildings cannot be replaced; and they can be robbed of their special interest as 
surely by unsuitable alteration as by outright demolition.”  

Department for Communities and Local Government Planning Policy Guidance Note 15 V 
 

 
The historic environment overall (and more than the sum of its parts) helps society determine for itself, 
by passive observation, what elevates one aspect of it above another when perceived by that society. 
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2.03 Architectural Design and Aesthetic Analysis 
 
 
John Ruskin wrote [architecture is the] “...art which so disposes and adorns the edifices raised by 
man…that the sight of them contributes to his mental health, power and pleasure.” Ruskin, Seven 
Lamps of Architecture: Suggesting that aesthetics rather than utilitarian purpose stimulates the art 
of architecture. 
 
“Materials in Architecture are like words in Phraseology which singly have little or no power, and 
may be so arranged as to excite contempt yet when combined with Art, and expressed with energy, 
they actuate the mind with unbounded sway.“  

William Chambers, 1798 
 
“Architecture is concerned with the creation of order out of chaos…the manipulation of geometry, 
and the creation of a work in which aesthetics plays a far greater role than anything likely to be 
found in a humdrum building.”  

Oxford dictionary of Architecture. 
 
Vitruvius suggests that architecture stems from “...order, arrangement, eurythmy [harmony of 
proportion] and economy”. Sir Henry Wooton, taking up the Vitruvian ideal, states: “…well building 
hath three conditions: Commodity, Firmness and Delight.”. Wren changes this to: “Beauty, 
Firmness and Convenience.”, Dictionary of Western Architecture 2000. 
 
 

Inappropriate intervention puts at risk the rhythm and delicate balance that good [intrinsic] design 
offers and threatens the value that society perceives within the historic architectural environment.  
 
Architecture in its present day form tends to be associated with the profession of the Architect. This 
was not always the case with such focused professional identity. Christopher Wren, for example, was 
by primary qualification and training a mathematician and astronomer. 
 
The description 'architect' was not given formal status until 1834 when the RIBA was granted a Royal 
Charter (although interest groups with architecture as their focus were already in existence). In 1931 
architects were required to ‘register’ to practice as architects under the Registration Act of that year. 
The term ‘Architect’ became protected in 1939. See also Early Architectural Societies and the formation 
of the RIBA. K, Barrington. RIBA Journal Oct 1955, pp. 497 – 499. Architectural Technologists (an 
additional profession within the field of architecture) were granted Chartered status in 2005 and was 
originally formed as a Society (Society of Architectural Assistants and Technicians) in 1965. 
 
Our historic built environment (prior to the labelling of architect as an identifiable profession) was 
created by what might be identified as master builders or developers: Much of our Georgian 
architecture, was created by builders, or developers influenced by classical design ‘rules’ developed 
into pattern books of recognised good architectural form. 
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Ulster American Folk Museum, Northern Ireland. The need to preserve an aesthetic of the past 

 
Much of our revered vernacular architecture (other than more important religious and civic buildings 
and until the Renaissance) was created with a more utilitarian purpose than one driven by pure art or 
aesthetics. Nonetheless, and through time, it has become recognised as of immense worth to our 
society because of its historic value offering reference and continuity. There is, therefore, a need to 
recognise that in addition to the purity of good aesthetic design, there is great value in apparently 
simple, vernacular, forms of structures that have established, over time and by public adulation, a real 
emotional value to society embodied in the visible form of the structure in question. It is the 
assessment of this value, and its protection, which imposes on [you] the conservation practitioner a 
great responsibility to the wider public for ensuring that such value is not lost by inappropriate and 
improperly assessed intervention work.  
 
It is not only the architectural edifice that has perceptible value within the historic context, but also 
those elements that are less obvious such as the structural frame, plan form, context or setting, 
landscaping, embodied history, embodied energy, original materials, patina, building development, 
etc. There is more to the historic environment than its visible façade!. 
 

 
“Invisible does not mean unimportant.” 

Earl, J (2003) Building Conservation Philosophy. Donhead/College of Estate Management 
 
“...for destruction can be profitable to none but such as live by it”  

Hawksmoor, N. 1715. 
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It is the assessment of these less obvious elements and factors that places, on the conservation 
practitioner [you], a responsibility to understand and assess the holistic structure and its context for 
its true worth to a, perhaps, less knowledgeable society. You need to clearly understand the aesthetic 
and emotional value of an historical asset before you even begin to plan work of intervention. It is the 
maintenance of history that is the responsibility of [you] the conservation practitioner! But of course, 
our historic environment does not rely upon the asset alone to provide reference; other structural 
forms offer recognition: bridges, viaducts, canals, relics and ruins and other artefacts, together with 
many other locations provide armatures upon which society fleshes out its recognition of history and 
reinforces memory. You may wish to consider how recent changes have affected how society uses that 
historic reference and how, by appropriate intervention, that reference might be reinforced or 
improved. For example by reducing or removing the impact of contemporary road signs, traffic 
measures, communication paraphernalia (telegraph poles and wires), pylons etc might all be adding to 
visual confusion of a site. How might these be changed or improved to assist societal recognition of the 
historic site or asset? [See also Understanding Conservation Unit 4] 
 

 
Make a list of other heritage assets (other than those that are specifically architectural) that reflect 
the pattern of historical change and development and, provides your local society with reference 
sources redolent of its past. 
 

 
In response to contemporary pressures to change or modify the historic environment to accommodate 
today’s requirements, there is a need to ensure that historical procession and the value it offers to 
society as reference and record is maintained. Nonetheless, the historic environment must change to 
accommodate new uses, without such change an asset might otherwise not survive. It is the method 
and manner of the implementation of change, together with appropriate management of it that is the 
raison d’etre behind conservation. 
 

  
Royal Hospital Chelsea and Draguignan, France. The integration of earlier influences 
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"Without change there would be no history.”  

Cossons. N. Sir. English Heritage 2002 
 
“All concerned should let the building speak to them.”  

Feilden, B. 
 

 
However, an importance influencer of appropriate intervention is the need to ensure that a thorough 
process of assessment of what is important to preserve precedes any intervention action. Part of that 
must include what, in aesthetic terms, defines the importance or value of an historic asset to society. 
It might be the simple fact that a person, recognised by society, designed it or that it has established 
value to its society because it demonstrates or is redolent of that society’s history. Such public 
recognition of value is subsumed in the asset by its design, detailing and use of materials together with 
its context and setting. Appearance, as visual reference, is a fundamental datum from which society 
sees a SME. Therefore, any work that threatens the public view of an asset must be preceded by an 
evaluation process to establish understanding of that value to society. This may be the importance of 
‘design’ in establishing worth. Good design gains recognition and value to society simply because it 
looks ‘good’ – it also make people ‘feel’ good to be around good design. The crucial requirement is to 
recognise, by assessment, what is important in defining worth through design or aesthetics, and 
modifying any proposed works of intervention to ensure that that perceived worth to society is not 
damaged. If change is determined as necessary, for whatever reason, we need to identify the asset’s 
capacity for ‘appropriate’ change. 
 

 
“…give us the serenity to accept what cannot be changed; Give us the courage to change what must 
be changed; Give us the wisdom to distinguish one from the other.”  

Reinhold Niebuhr 1892 – 1971. 
 
“The loss of valued places diminishes us all, and the most unnecessary losses, the most indefensible, 
result from ignorance.”  

English Heritage 2002. 
 

 
 
Consider the effect on a 19th century railway viaduct of running a new road through its central 
section, resulting in the potential loss of one of its central pillar supports and the need to modify its 
structure by the introduction of a spanning steel beam system 
 
Consider that the road is essential in providing a link between a new residential community and its 
support hospital. You may wish to consider the effects of the loss of a central pillar on the aesthetics 
and rhythm of the structure together with loss of originality. Consider how the proposals might be 
modified to affect the structure minimally. 
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You may wish to evaluate, within the context of assessment, the need to provide for modernisation of 
the communications between Island and mainland. How has the impact of the vehicular crossing from 
the Scottish mainland to Skye affected the ancient landscape relationship between the two? You may 
wish to consider how the constructions have added to the landscape, reflecting contemporary change 
and need in the same way that the South London skyline has been altered by construction of the 
London Eye, Enzo Piano's Shard and the recent multi-storey City buildings. 
 

 
Skye vehicular crossing with the Scottish mainland. Google Earth © 2021 CNES/Airbus © 2021 TerraMetrics 

 

  
Traditional K6 red telephone box and K2 Box design 1924: Giles Gilbert Scott. RIBA Collections 
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But small, utilitarian and everyday objects of community and use also add value to place and setting 
and, in themselves become examples of good design that may become ‘diminished’ by being seen as 
the everyday and familiar – or become defunct by changes in modern technology! 
 

 
How might these ‘obsolete’ items of former use but with accepted good design be protected and 
recorded? Consider how overall society sees the need to ‘move forward’ as new technologies 
supersede previous ones. What impact/effect does this have on conservation thinking and 
response? 
 
In a small village context (with Conservation Area status) consider the importance of maintaining an 
original Sir Giles Gilbert Scott red telephone kiosk as opposed to installing a new digital phone kiosk 
with pay card facility. Consider the impact of newer technologies on any decision process. How does 
the ever-advancing speed of change affect conservation thought?  
 
How might such changes be viewed in 2040 and how much does nostalgia figure in the equation? 
 

 
You may wish to consider several factors including respect for all periods of development and the need 
to allow communities and facilities to ‘develop’ and change. 
 
You may wish to consider your own examples of structures or environments that might never have 
been built had our current philosophical structure been used. Conservation is about looking forward 
as well as back. Back to the Future might be a useful working title in this respect. It is important within 
your evaluation process to take account of the wider issues of ‘context’ and interaction with other 
elements within an ensemble: And how the philosophy, principles and ethics of conservation thinking 
is in a constant state of flux and demonstrates a continuum of development. 
 

 
BS 7913: 2013 defines "aesthetic values" as: “...derived from ways in which people draw sensory 
and intellectual stimulus from a place.” [The subjective assessment.] 
 
In the earlier BS 7913: 1998 version "Aesthetic Value" was defined as: "The beauty of a building as 
a component of its cultural value is quite independent of the contribution which that beauty can 
make to the immediate environment. It is intrinsic to the building like that of a painting or a piece 
of sculpture.” [The objective assessment.] 
 
"The authenticity of an historic building or monument depends crucially on the integrity of its fabric 
and design, which may be original or may incorporate different periods of addition and alteration. 
The unnecessary replacement of historic fabric, no matter how carefully the work is carried out, will 
have an adverse effect on the appearance of a building or monument, will seriously diminish its 
authenticity, and will significantly reduce its value as a source of historic information."  

Brereton, C. 1995 The Repair of Historic Buildings English Heritage 
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What, in your opinion, is the difference between these definitions of aesthetic value? 
 

 
 
“The… appearance of a building – both its intrinsic architectural [or aesthetic value] merit and any 
group value - is a key consideration in judging… [significance]”  

PPG 15 
 
“Consult the genius of the place in all”  

Alexander Pope 1688 - 1744 
 
“Before considering any alteration, it is essential to assess the elements that make up the special 
character and interest of the building…”  

Building Regulations and Historic Buildings. English Heritage 2002 
 

 
As referred to earlier the assessment of aesthetic value may be both objective and subjective. In order 
to minimize damage to the aesthetic value of a place you must be able to structure a response to any 
works of intervention and formulate a strategy that is informed by a clear evaluation about what 
elements, proportion, use of material and detailing are important about the subject structure. 
 
The subtle interaction of mass, space, materials and detailing, if inappropriately assessed or incorrectly 
understood may lead to an irretrievable loss of those elements that define the aesthetic appeal 
perceived by others (the subjective assessment) and inherent in the building (the objective value). 
Inappropriate intervention must be avoided, by careful processes of assessment involving the following 
criteria:  

• Formal concept 
• Spatial relationships 
• Massing and proportion 
• Influence of light colour and texture  
• Detailing 
• Use of materials 
• Patina as a demonstrator of age. 

 
You should be able to identify existing qualities, assess the particular value of an ensemble’s quality 
and, by inspection and assessment, identify areas of vulnerability. Such assessment should be followed 
by formulation of a planned intervention strategy informed by that evaluation process. Even the 
simplest of structures will be damaged by inappropriate work and use of materials. Consider the 
following photograph and evaluate the impact of the various repairs, improvements and alterations. It 
is also important to understand how these changes came about: were they incremental, carried out 
without the benefit of eventual control or in consequence of significant incidents of damage etc. They 
may only become collectively detrimental over time. 
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Consider how such changes might be monitored and measured and where the information may be 
sourced? 
 

 

 
London. The remnant of a previous existence and the consequences of rebuilt war damage? 

 
Look at the following simple structures and evaluate their aesthetic appeal as well as their cultural 
significance, function and context. 
 

 
Beach huts at Well-next-The-Sea, Norfolk. Does height counter the intrusion of sand? © BJB 

 
Our contemporary society, influenced as it is by the need to provide, respond and impose 
requirements instantly, tends to forget that, historically, change and development was achieved 
within a much less frenetic time scale. Consider, for example, Norwich Cathedral developed originally 
over a period of about 300 years and still developing. You may wish to visit the Norwich Cathedral 
website. From the photographs and information contained on that site (and others) it is easy to 
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identify various periods of architectural influence. 
 

 
Norwich Cathedral: Many layers of development in juxtaposition 

 
 
Consider, in respect of Norwich Cathedral why and how the various periods of influence will have 
culminated in the finished appearance as it currently exists. 
 

 
You may wish to identify from the web sites the periods of architectural styles that are obvious from 
the external façade and interior. You may wish to consider Norman, Early English and Decorated styles. 
You should be able to identify those styles in the photographs. You should be able to label the various 
periods of influence.  
 
There may be other periods of intervention that you may wish to identify, including those of the new 
Hostry and Library.  You may wish to consider how those various periods of intervention have affected 
the structure, both adversely and for the good and how those previous interventions may be used as 
a reference to historic progression.  
 

 
Identify a building, structure, asset or area in your local vicinity and carryout an investigation into 
how it has been affected by various periods of change or interventions. 
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2.04 Area Analysis 
 

 
“Conservation area: Area of special architectural or historic interest, the character or appearance of 
which is desirable to preserve or enhance"  

BS 7913: 2013 Section 3 “Definitions” 
 

 
Buildings of special or historic interest do not exist in a vacuum, as might an exhibit within a museum. 
The context or setting of a building, or group of buildings or assets - their dynamic - contribute 
symbiotically to how they are perceived or valued. The removal or damaging of one detracts from all 
within the ensemble. The delicate balance of mass and proportional interaction can be destroyed by 
inappropriate intervention. Equally important is the space between the buildings. The dynamic of 
interaction between buildings and their attached pedestrian and vehicular space and indeed the simple 
proportion of open space providing the setting between buildings, can be adversely affected without 
an understanding of how the delicate balance of that space has developed and might be affected by 
inappropriate change. 
 

   
York Shambles and Minster Precincts. The progression from spacial containment to open areas 

 
The dynamic of medieval cities such as York quickly changes providing tantalising glimpses of the 
Minster within a few hundred metres before emerging in an  open aspect, with green space and open 
skies. The view of York Minster from The Shambles quickly changes to the open aspects in the 
immediate vicinity of the Minster.  
 

 
Identify an area, group of structures, asset or buildings local to you and assess its importance to 
your society. You may wish to consider: 

• How it has developed 
• Why it has developed in the way that it has 
• How such development has contributed to your society’s value of it  
• Why it has become redolent of your society’s history 
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Cesky Krumlov, Czech Republic. An urban layout bounded by water and determined by church 

 
An important fact about groups of buildings that interact as an ensemble is that they interact on a 
multi-facet basis. They may demonstrate a developmental process. They may present evidence of a 
pattern of social development. They may simply need to be allowed to remain, unaltered, purely 
because society wants them to be there to remind them of its roots. Therefore, to revise them without 
reference to how society sees, and values them, will do disservice to that society. It is therefore 
incumbent upon you as the conservation practitioner to understand the social interaction and 
response to aesthetic value offered by the ensemble. There will be a complex system in place; 
therefore to intervene without clarity of understanding is likely to be very dangerous –ignorance and 
dogmatism are not virtuous in conservation; but humility almost certainly is! To which might be added 
– there are no definitive answers, only points of view. 
 

 
Crail Harbour, Fife. A functional urban layout determined by harbour access 
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Consider within the subject of area conservation the importance and process of creation of 
Conservation Areas and why there is a need to offer protection to groups of building and areas. 
Reference to a variety of websites provides useful information and guidance on Conservation Areas, 
their importance, status and protection methods offered. 
 

 
As an example of how conservation might be appraised for recognition and protection by a 
Conservation Area Order see Cambridge Historic Core Conservation Area Appraisal or, Stoke-on-Trent 
City Council, Conservation Area Review covering the Trent and Mersey Canal corridor. These two 
documents cover very different urban areas from historic and architecturally important town centre 
to urban canal and industrial landscapes – showing that conservation area types range across a vast 
array of subjects, all helping to define setting and historical development of an area. Conservation 
Areas can be complex and analyse and record change across large periods of development. 
 

 
“The special quality of these areas does not come from the quality of their buildings alone. The 
historic layout of roads, paths and boundaries; characteristic building and paving materials; a 
particular ‘mix’ of building uses; public and private spaces, such as parks and greens; and trees and 
street furniture, which contribute to a particular view – all these and more make up the familiar local 
scene.”  

English Heritage What is a Conservation Area? (web document 2440) 
 

 
You should be able to: 

• Identify and survey an area or group of structures, or asset in terms of its fundamental nature 
or inherent characteristics  

• Analyse and assess gathered evidence in relation to any proposed intervention 
• Understand how and why components of an ensemble relate to each other. 

 
 
Consider what is most important when introducing a new building into an existing historical context. 
 

 
You may wish to consider: 

• Scale 
• Character maintenance 
• Use of materials 
• Assessment of historical development 
• The need to establish an iconic architectural statement of a 21st C building 
• Assessment of the effects of the new build on the group value 
• Respect for all periods of development 
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London. The scale differential and changing pattern of development across the skyline. 

 

 
Korcula, Croatia. A stable skyline profile contained behind defences 
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2.05 Conservation Strategy 
 

 
“Historic buildings [and areas] should be maintained for the benefit of current and future 
generations. The historic building's [or area's] significance should be the basis of the management 
and planning of its continued wellbeing. Its specific value and attributes, its setting and inter-
relationships should be taken into account in management planning.”  

BS 7913: 2013 para 5.2 
 
“Understanding the nature, significance, condition and potential of a heritage asset must be the 
basis for rational decisions about its management, use, alteration or disposal.”  

Managing Local Authority Heritage Assets 2003 
 
“The Cultural Significance of a place and other issues affecting its future are best understood by a 
sequence of collecting and analysing information before making decisions.”  

Article 6.1 of The Burra Charter 1999 
 
“…management plans…provide a framework for discussion, consultation and agreed action, and try 
to set out what the objectives and priorities are for conservation.”  

A Future for Our Past 1996 
 

 

 
Stanley Mills, Perth. Flexibility is afforded within an industrial building  

 
The establishment, through thorough research, of cultural and historical significance of an SME informs 
and underpins intervention strategy. It facilitates a structured approach to intervention work and 
assists in ensuring that conjecture does not influence the process. It will have been established at the 
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investigative stage of the work what is of vital value to the protection of aesthetic significance, what 
(as a result of detailed analysis and in the absence of subjective response) is less important and what 
deterioration or decay processes are involved and how these need to be addressed in order to protect 
architectural and aesthetic significance. Part of the process of pre-intervention planning will involve 
assessment of those elements of the historic asset that are vulnerable – either as a result of decay or 
structural deficiencies, or as a result of other factors of influence on the structure’s pathology that are 
adversely affecting its longevity.  
 

 
“Pathology is the identification of what needs to be left alone, or what needs to be undone to retain 
the integrity of a historic building." BS 7913: 2013 para 6.3.4 
 

 
It may be necessary as part of the assessment process to call in experts or specialists in the use of 
materials, patterns or processes of decay etc., and to call upon the services of professionals who have 
expert knowledge or understanding of the asset form or, who are experts in the history of the asset, 
its context or development. It is one of the fundamental attributes of a good conservation professional 
to have a clear knowledge of his or her own limitations in being able to properly assess and formulate 
a conservation strategy. None of us can be sufficiently expert at all things and we must recognise when 
more focused, esoteric or even arcane knowledge can provide useful insight into how to respond to an 
asset’s needs. The establishment, through thorough research, of aesthetic value, design importance, 
architectural or structural value informs and underpins intervention strategy. The approach to any 
works of intervention which might affect aesthetic or architectural value must pay due regard to the 
fundamental principles of conservation ethics. These might be simply stated as follows: 

• Minimum intervention 
• Minimum loss of authenticity 
• Reversibility of any intervention work 
• Minimum loss of fabric 
• Absence of deceit or, honesty of intervention 

 

 
Parthenon, Athens. The segmental loss of structure is consistent with an explosive force 
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2.06  Degrees of Intervention 
 
It is by no means appropriate to write off elements of an asset because they are old, show signs of 
decay or do not comply with today’s technological advances. Respect for those simple facts may be 
considered a primary attribute of any conservation practitioner. 
 

 
“...works which are original are better than those that are not.”  

US Justice Souter: when assessing aesthetic worth in an American court. 
 

 
Although that might be considered a sweeping statement, at odds with the principle of respect for all 
periods of intervention, it nonetheless encapsulates a primary tenet of conservation philosophy – that 
of minimum loss of authenticity by minimum loss of original fabric. There is also the need to respect 
all periods of development, identifying each period of intervention and granting it true place and worth 
within the palimpsest of the asset’s development over time. The Anti-Scrape philosophy? (See SPAB 
and Ruskin’s view of restoration). The choice of method, manner and materials used in any 
intervention project places a responsibility upon you to ensure that whatever you decide upon has 
been thoroughly researched and assessed as appropriate, creating least damage not only to the fabric 
of the asset but also to its aesthetic and historic value. 
 

  
High Street, Edinburgh and Ravenna, Italy. Two intervention variants; replace and retain 

 
 
“The practitioner…must develop a critical and self-critical frame of mind, nurturing the ability to 
proceed from fact by way of logical argument to defensible - if not inevitable - conclusions.”  

Earl, J. 
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New materials, their use and technology are constantly being advanced. Some new materials or 
processes may well be appropriate for use on or within the historic environment: Some may be 
positively damaging to it. You must be aware of these hazards when specifying materials, processes or 
methods. A full evaluation must precede any introduction of new materials or processes. 
 
As an example of how modern building present problems of intervention strategy the work at New Hall 
(now Murray Edwards Hall) Cambridge following its listing in 1993 provides a useful study. The building 
was designed in the 1960s by Chamberlain Powell and Bon and pushed forward the then known 
technology of design and materials usage to new bounds. The building was listed Grade II* in 1993 
when many of the elements of the original design were failing. The challenges are noted in "Conserving 
a 20th Century College" Preston, J. 
 

 
Murray Edwards Hall (formerly New Hall), Cambridge. © Cmglee 

 
Some of the issues to be considered were failure of balcony windows in the residential blocks (Orchard 
Court) which were of flush design with no weathering. Choices would have to be made between 
replicating the original flush design of the windows, re-creating the same failure potential but retaining 
the original appearance, or replacement with different material (such as aluminium or PVCu), or, 
alternatively, adopting timber windows with weathering detailing with a concomitant risk of 
appearance change detracting from the original design. The City Council supported changing the 
material to maintain the original architectural detail and its aesthetic value. English Heritage insisted 
on the adoption of timber for the window replacement but with consequent changes in detailing. A 
strategy for intervention was produced as a Conservation Plan by Cambridge Architectural Research, 
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and adopted by the College. This plan was supported by English Heritage and Cambridge City Council. 
The strategy provided for a shared framework of understanding, agreed assessment of significance and 
vulnerability, management policies and a basis for assessing individual challenge. Some of the major 
works involved: 

• Major repairs to the Dome over the Dining Hall 

• New external server 

• Replacement of all windows 
• Covering of original ferrocement petals of the roof with insulation (externally and internally) 

• New services in relation to mass concrete floors 

• New services and fire precautions provided as part of an integrated, surface mounted design 
• Failure of pre-stressed beams along the length of the library and carrying its roof 

• Failure of concealed rainwater system and the concomitant challenge of designing a 
sympathetic external system 

 
 
On a similar project: Consider on what basis you would balance the factors involved and how you 
would decide between these options. 
 

 
All these challenges to the principles of conservation philosophy of minimum intervention, minimum 
loss of original fabric, minimum loss of authenticity and reversibility of intervention, provided the 
design team with massive dilemmas that were overcome by thorough analysis of the building and its 
problems, aesthetic value and cultural significance and formulating an agreed strategy that permitted 
the building to be repaired with only minimal impact that its problems permitted. This process clearly 
emphasises the need to put together a response team appropriate to the problems and issues involved 
– many and varied specialist actors will become involved and will need to be co-ordinated and 
accommodated. 
 

 
High Wycombe. The application of a promoted intervention philosophy  
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Identify some materials and methods in common use that would be wholly inappropriate for use in 
an historic context. 
 

 

 

You may wish to consider why they are 
inappropriate, particularly in respect of asset 
deterioration and longevity. Subsumed within 
the process of intervention will be factors more 
secular than philosophical. Such factors may be 
economic, loss of income during intervention 
works, insurance constraints following damage 
to structures. These factors and more will 
influence the method and manner of 
intervention and you must be aware of them and 
factor them into your intervention strategy. 
 
As a conservation practitioner you must be able 
to critically analyse possible solutions. You must 
be capable of critically assessing solutions that 
respond not only to the intervention brief but 
also satisfy the cost, technical and functional 
constraints of the client, but have minimum 
impact upon the historic environment.  

Exeter. Considerable intervention 
 
You must be able to argue the case for conservation, often against the requirements of modern 
legislation, societal impositions and, sometimes, against the wishes of a recalcitrant client. This will be 
the easier from a position of strength gained through knowledge and clarity of understanding of the 
historic environment and its importance to society. 
 

 
Castletown, Isle of Man. Harbour swing bridge 
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2.07 Determining Appropriate Levels of Intervention 
 

 
“Conservation specialists have to work within current constraints but they must themselves be 
concerned with facts not fashions…”  

Earl, J. 
 
“The object of conservation is to prolong the life of cultural heritage and, if possible, to clarify the 
artistic and historical messages therein without loss of authenticity and meaning…Conservation 
requires the ability to observe, analyse and synthesise. The conservationist should have a flexible yet 
pragmatic approach based on cultural consciousness which should penetrate all practical work… 
[also] sound judgement and a sense of proportion with an understanding of the community’s needs.”  

Guidelines for Education and Training. ICOMOS 
 

 

 
Bath. The visual consequence of a ‘successful’ utilitarian intervention as the building still stands 

 
Any historical asset makes an important contribution to the context in which it is sited, its street scene, 
its townscape its landscape, its environment. This contribution will have become established over time 
by its continuing presence, especially to its local population who daily, or occasionally, pass by and, in 
so doing, use it as a sub-conscious reference source about their society. To enable such reference the 
asset should, ideally, retain its time honoured appearance if it is to maintain its status and importance 
to its society. Any proposals to amend appearance must be considered in clear knowledge of what is 
important, why it is important and how it is important. It is nonetheless essential to understand that, 
to remain on its site, an asset may need to change, but that it is the management of change and the 
appropriateness of change that underpins the philosophy of conservation. 
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“Significance should be understood to reduce the risk of losing or compromising components of the 
site which are of value. A holistic approach should be undertaken to ensure that the sense of place 
and local identity is maintained."  

BS 7913: 2013 para 5.8 "The role of significance within place shaping and utilisation of local 
distinctiveness” 

 
 
By such knowledge and understanding the process of appropriateness and quality of intervention, its 
planning, control and strategy is informed. 
 

 
In the light of what you may have learned since reading Architectural Design and Aesthetic Analysis, 
re-evaluate your response to the question about a Sir Giles Gilbert Scott red telephone kiosk. 
 

 
It has been established in the preceding sections of this Unit the importance of establishing a clear 
understanding of the aesthetic worth of an historic asset. You should have lodged in your mind the 
need for full evaluation of all factors affecting the assessment of significance, particularly in respect of 
those factors that are instrumental in establishing aesthetic worth. You should have sufficient 
knowledge to enable you to formulate a response to reporting on aesthetic value and be able to put 
together documentation in support of and detailing your understanding. 
 

 
Reading Abbey. Challenges in consolidating the broken profiles of an historic construction technique 

 
Structuring your response to the need to intervene will also be informed by a range of possible 
alternative solutions to the method and manner of intervention. The evaluation of each alternative 
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must use as its primary driver the need to minimally intervene in order to achieve the desired result. 
Materials, technology, use and incorporation are constantly being advanced and improved. It is the 
responsibility of you, the conservation practitioner, to ensure that you are constantly updating your 
knowledge in respect of materials’ technology – especially the use of modern materials and methods 
and how they might impact heritage.  You must be prepared to undertake continuing CPD and research 
to ensure you are as aware as possible of advances in technology and conservation philosophy. 
 
One of the fundamental principles of conservation is that of reversibility. Where possible, this should 
ensure that any future improvements in the availability and use of materials which might enhance 
previous interventions can be incorporated without loss to original fabric. Note that some repairs may 
not be reversible. 
 
Retaining the aesthetic value can involve exercising complex conservation criteria. You should not only 
address the effects of intervention upon the subject structure but also those of its immediate 
neighbours and within the context or setting of the building or structure. 
 

 
St Pancras, London. Monitoring the integration of a wide range of materials can be demanding 
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2.08  Conclusion 
 

 
“...a historic building cannot be protected... without a thorough understanding of what it is that 
is important and why."  

BS 7913: 2013 para 5.5 
 

 

 
York. The quality and appeal of remaining historic structures is fundamental to their retention 
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Studying the material contained within this Unit and reading from the recommended and further 
reading lists should have challenged your understanding of what aesthetic value means and how to 
evaluate it. You should be able to respond appropriately to your institute’s requests for provision of a 
portfolio of evidence/information, prepared by you individually and submitted in support of your 
application for accreditation as a conservation practitioner. 
 
This Unit has sought to encourage you to think about what aesthetic value means, what factors may 
influence value and how it may be assessed. You should also have been encouraged to seek additional 
clarification of aesthetic value from other recommended sources and, in so doing, stimulated your 
need to research and extend your knowledge. 
 
In that process you should have gained a better understanding of the importance of aesthetic value, 
its assessment and status in the process of pre-intervention planning and how it underpins many other 
factors influencing the conservation/intervention process. 
 
The historic environment offers to society a constant datum from which history may be recognised 
and from which society continually reinforces its identity through reference – a sense of place. It is 
vital that that reference source is not violated by inappropriate intervention that accepts little 
influence from the recognised philosophical structure that underpins conservation ethics and 
principles.  
 
This Unit seeks to encourage you to understand that fact and how you, as a conservation practitioner, 
are responsible to the wider society when contemplating intervention work. The Unit and its 
associated Units offer a framework to ensure that your actions do not endanger the historic 
environment, as a resource, by inappropriate and misguided actions. 
 
The guidance offered in this Unit will overlap information in other Units but demonstrates the 
important status that assessment of aesthetic value has within the process of conservation. The 
synthesis of this early guidance will be explored in greater depths in the remaining Units. 
 

 
A final thought from William Morris in 1889: 

“These old buildings do not belong to us only…they have belonged to our forefathers and they 
will belong to our descendants unless we play them false. They are not…our property, to do as we 
like with. We are only trustees for those that come after us.”  

[On the proposed demolition of Northumberland House, London] 
 
A thought to be picked up and incorporated later as a definition of sustainability within the 
(original) Burra Charter of 1971 - the importance of maintaining assets for the benefit of past, 
present and future generations. 
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2.09 Reading List 
Recommended Reading 
 
BS 7913 2013 references and Unit sections to which they relate: 
2.03 Architectural and Aesthetic Analysis 

For definitions of various architectural types contained within Section 0 Introduction 0.1 - 
0.7. 

2.04 Area Analysis 
Section 3 definition 3.2 and, 

• para 5.6 Conservation and historic area appraisals and management plans 
• para 5.8 The role of significance within place shaping and utilisation of local distinctiveness 
• para 6.14 Context and setting 

Section 3, para 3.2 Setting 3.16 for definition of conservation area and setting. See also section 
4 Heritage values and significance and para 4.2 note (b) plus 4.3 The assessment of significance 
note (b) 1) 2) plus (c) Characteristics. Also 5.6 ... and Historic area appraisals... 5.6.1 also 6.14 
Context and setting. 
Para 5.9 Heritage impact assessment together with reference to paras 6.11, 6.12, 6.13 and 
6.14. 
Section 6.11 Intervention and judgement paras 6.12 and 6.13 

2.05 Conservation Strategy  
Section 5 Using significance as a framework for managing the historic environment paras 5.1 
to 5.8 inclusive Section 6 para 6.1 Asset management. 

2.06 Degrees of Intervention 
Section 6.0 Significance of Operational Repair and Other Interventions see also 6.4 to 6.11 
inclusive. 

2.07 Determining Appropriate Levels of Intervention 
Section 6: Significance as part of operational care and other interventions. 
 

Earl, J. (2003) Building Conservation Philosophy Donhead/College of Estate Management, Donhead 
St Mary 
 
Bell, D. (1998) The Historic Scotland Guide to International Convention Charters and Conservation 
Areas Technical Advice Note 8, Historic Scotland, Edinburgh (available on ISSUU) 
 
Clark, K. (2001) Informed Conservation English Heritage, London  
 
Marquis-Kyle, P and Walker, M. (2004) The Illustrated Burra Charter Australia ICOMOS (1964 and 
later editions)  
 
The Venice Charter ICOMOS, Paris 
 
Department for Communities and Local Government (2012) National Planning Policy Framework 
DCLG, London English Heritage (2006)  
 
Understanding Historic Buildings: A guide to good recording practice English Heritage, London 
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Recommended Background Reading 
 
English Heritage (1996) A Future for our Past? English Heritage, London Historic Scotland (2002)  
 
Passed to the Future Historic Scotland, Edinburgh 
 
English Heritage (2000) Power of Place: The future of the historic environment English Heritage,  
 
London State of the Historic Environment Report 2002. English Heritage. 
 
Historic Environment Scotland A Guide to the Preparation of Conservation Plans 
 
Humberstone, J (1997) Taking the Philosophical Approach, The Building Conservation Directory 
Cathedral Communications, Tisbury (hard copy only) 
 
Madsen, S. T. (1976) Restoration and Anti-Restoration Universiters Forlaget, Oslo 
 
Hall, L. Alcock, N. W. (1994) Fixtures and Fittings in Dated Houses 1567–1763 Council for British 
Archaeology Morriss, R. K. (2001) The Archaeology of Buildings Tempus, Stroud 
 
Clark, K (1999) Conservation Plans in Action: Proceedings of the Oxford Conference English Heritage 
 
Feilden, B & Jokilheto, J. (1993) Management Guidelines for World Cultural Heritage Sites ICCROM,  
 
Rome English Heritage Thesaurus of Monument Types 
 
Brunskill, RW(2000) Illustrated Handbook of Vernacular  
 
Macdonald, S. (ed) (1997) Modern Matters: Principles and practice in conserving recent architecture 
Donhead  
 
Innocent, C. F. (1916 reprinted 2002) The Development of English Building Construction Donhead 
 
Oxford University Press (1999) Oxford Dictionary of Architecture OUP, Oxford 
 
Technologies of Architecture Vol 5. Bridgwood, B and Lennie, L Taylor and Francis 2008  
 
CABE and English Heritage (2001)  
 
Architecture Faber & Faber Furneaux Jordan, R. (1969 reprinted 1997)  
 
Western Architecture Thames & Hudson Macdonald, S. (ed) (2001)  
 
Preserving Post War Heritage Donhead 
 
Building in Context English Heritage, London English Heritage (2011)  
 
Understanding Place: Conservation Area Designation, Appraisal and Management English Heritage, 
London 
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