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CONSERVATION HISTORY OF THE
MOVABLE NATIONAL CULTURAL HERITAGE
From the establishment of the collections in Sibiu up to the latest
preventive conservation approaches

- ABSTRACT!-

Key words: history of conservation, Brukenthal Museum, Association (ASTRA) Museum, Sibiu,
conservation, preservation, restoration, museum, collection, movable cultural property, movable
cultural heritage, protection of cultural heritage, value, valuation, valorization, laboratory of
conservation and restoration, museum property store, preventive conservation, agents of

deterioration, risk assessment.

Our research, carried out between 2010 and 2013, under the scientific coordination of
Professor Alexandru Avram, tried to capture that phenomenon whereby the interlacing between
creating a movable cultural heritage in Sibiu and the valorization of those resulted collections
overlaid with conservation concerns around the above mentioned, which by default occurred. As
claimed by its title, this thesis was conceived to focus on the particularities of conservation,
breaking away from the museographic and museological perspectives. To this very purpose, we
believe that the opportunity to carry out a sustained activity within the Conservation and
Restoration Department (Training Center for Conservators and Restorers) of ASTRA National
Museum Complex, ever since 2005, offered us the possibility to get familiar with conservation
and its issues inside the system, to realize the state of this field at local level, as well as in respect
to national and international directions, but also in terms of awareness regarding the significance
of heritage and the need of caring for the collections it embodies. Aiming to fully understand the
present status of the mentioned topic, that has aroused our curiosity and fascination ever since

university years, we needed to investigate on its past.

' Acknowledgement: | am grateful to my dear friends Alina Milesan, Claudia Toader, Alexandra Cilinescu and Marta
Guttmann for their help in translating the abstract to English.
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The conservation of movable cultural assets is a broad and complex field. Early
manifestations of conservation can be found connected to the oldest collections, developing in
dynamic ways throughout the years alongside the evolution of civilization. The concern towards
preserving assets, in general, and cultural properties, in particular, as long as possible and in states
understood as closely as possible to originals, has underwent long empirical stages to reach its
current elaborate form, that is well sustained technologically and scientifically nowadays.

No matter what terminology we approach - Anglo-Saxon, French or inspired by the current
trends according which many kind of values were associated with cultural heritage -, by
conservation, in greater extent, we understand ranges of measures that can include actions such as:
preservation, restoration, preventive conservation, conservation of values (loss of
value). Certainly, each of the above is identified particularly by the specific zone of characteristic
activities which incidentally define it. However, the final aims of preservation, restoration and
prevention, and especially their overlapping, serve to conserving the cultural heritage values.
Within the 15th ICOM-CC Triennial Conference of ICOM-CC, held in New Delhi in September
2008, the resolution on adopted terminology does nothing but reinforce this view. Thus,
conservation was established to represent "all measures and actions aimed at safeguarding
tangible cultural heritage while ensuring its accessibility to present and future generations”. It
was also stated that conservation embraces: preventive conservation ("aimed at avoiding and
minimizing future deterioration or loss" by indirect measures, mostly acting on groups of items),
remedial conservation (“aimed at arresting current damaging processes or reinforcing items
structure” by direct actions applied to an object or a collection) and restoration (“all actions
directly applied to a single and stable item aimed at facilitating its appreciation, understanding
and use")?. While addressing such defining aspects in the first introductory chapter, we hoped
to set up terminology boundaries for the aforesaid concepts, so as to uncover a few of
the transformations that occurred over time within the theoretical approach of specific notions and
also to clarify ambiguity born out of interchangeable use of some of these terms. Afterwards these

have become useful for framing and understanding of the subject we dealt with.

2 More information and materials to be consulted on ICOM-CC website: Terminology to characterize the
conservation of tangible cultural heritage,
http://www.icom-cc.org/242/about-icom-cc/what-is-conservation/#.UcgdFvnwINk accessed on June 26, 2013.
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By the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20st, in Europe, the notable progress
of science, the philosophical ideas and the advancement of archaeology and technology as well as
the interest for the particular and contextual aspects of things, gave rise to significant research and
papers regarding the numerous dimensions in which cultural heritage of many kinds of values
could be placed. Important studies made contributions regarding the processing of materials and
the manufacture of objects, others, instead were devoted to the establishment, preservation,
valorization of collection and caring for cultural property, in comprehensive works of technology
history® or of museology.

From a historical point of view, conservation of movable cultural heritage, in its present form,
is associated to museum functions, being a more recent practice than it is the collection of objects
and, afterwards, their museologisation® - as the historian and museologist Ioan Opris called the
phenomenon. Therefore, in the present study we tried to set a homogenous distribution of
information describing cultural processes resulting from each other. On this basis we also set
ourselves the task of collecting integrated records that could confirm the need for conservation,
starting with the founding of collections and museums in Europe and in Romania, as being
showed in the second chapter.

The encyclopaedic spirit of the European Enlightenment of the 17th and 19th centuries was
the essential term to determine the foundation of the first university museums, and most
importantly, their public access. The Ashmolean Museum, opened in 1683 at the Oxford
University in England, is generally regarded as "the first museum established by a public body for
the public benefit". The institution was founded by Elias Ashmole and was made up mainly of
eclectic cultural property brought from various parts of the world and put together by the
Tradescant family. Tradescant initially had publicly exhibited his private collections in his London
residence®. In the spirit of museum development that took place throughout Europe, in the

Romanian space, the oldest museum, open to the public since 1817, was founded by Baron

¥ "Although the study of antiquity has been pursued with great intensity and devotion since the time of the Renaissance
and the great Humanists, one of its most important branches, the technical arts and sciences, has received rather
scant attention. It is only fairly recently that the beginnings of this field of human activity have been studied with
increasing care". See the reasons in: Albert Neuburger, The technical arts and sciences of the ancients, Barnes &
Noble, Methuen & Co., New York, 1969, p. ix, Preface.

1. Opris, Colectionism.

® G. Lewis, The Role, p. 2; G. Bazin, Le Temps, pp. 144, 145; C. Nicolescu, Muzeologie, p. 27;
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Samuel von Brukenthal in his palace from Sibiu®, in order to valorize his personal collections,
established in the second half of the 18th century, in the same traditional way in which many
Western collections were constituted’. The Baron’s Museum with baroque influences was based
on a heterogeneous concept, specific of the period, including alongside the paintings gallery, a
numismatic cabinet, a collection of silverware, collections of natural science, archaeology and
history, a library of manuscripts and incunabula®.

We tried to approach our subject from a different paradigm when structuring the present
thesis, shifting from the radial standpoint in which the museum is the centre of a series of
divergent activities (museology or museography), into a circular one (museum - heritage -
conservation) in which the functions of the institutions and the roles of the professionals involved

reinforce each other, overlapping on segments, one in the sequence of the other (see: Figure 3.).

Figura 1. Conceptual scheme that
synthetizes the research of the analysed
phenomenon, under the sign of a
continuous process of evolution, which
consists of three inseparable parts:
museum - heritage - conservation.

® Baron Samuel von Brukental by his will, besides the desire to create a foundation on a part of his fortune, tried also
to ensure the integrity of his collections. On the other hand, the document providing clear disposals on public access
to the library and the art collections was in fact drew up as an act of establishing a public museum. See in: G. L. Ittu,
Scurta istorie, p. 12.

" Al. Tzigara-Samurcas, Muzeografie, p. 211, first issued in: Al. Tzigara-Samurcas, Muzeul Brukenthal din Sibiu, in
Convorbiri Literare, Dec. 1933.

8 C. Nicolescu, Muzeologie, pp. 24, 25; C. Cleja Stoicescu, Sub semnul, p. 34; 1. Opris, Ocrotirea, p. 96
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In this way, between the valuation and the valorization of movable cultural property and its
conservation, significant ties are created, which we considered that are important to be pointed
out. Through a reductionist judgement, the analysis of the value of objects (evaluation) that
determines and justifies their acquisition (valuation), leading to the foundation of collections, used
under whatever cultural form (valorization), translates into the creation (production) of a cultural
heritage that has to be carried for (conservation).

The first objects that were collected as an expression of man's need to relate to the universe®,
for either funerary purposes, ritual or spiritual contemplation or for marking status in a
community, can be identified in a religious, social and artistic context for each historical period,
thus encouraging the implicit need to preserve them. When a conscious gathering of goods was
recorded, based on still primary valuations, which included aspects of aesthetic, artistic, historic or
even economic nature, derived in consequence of contextual associations, measures to protect and
to care for the collected items arose. With the advent of the first private collectors and the emerge
of the museum institution which brought the development of a system of valuation in accordance
to which the hoarding or the production of heritage’® was gradually and coherently structured,
actions to safeguard or to conserve the cultural property were highlighted. In parallel, we noticed
that the valorization of heritage, of any sort, imposed works of repairing, restructuring and
restoring. All the observed measures were part of the same ultimate goal - accessibility of legacies
to future generations -, which finally and in time came to be subordinate to the principles and
ethics of the conservation of movable cultural heritage.

The third chapter in our study envelopes, on the one hand, the theorized lay-out of the
aforesaid ideas and, particularly, the revealing of specific connections between cultural value and
conservation, while aiming to motivate thesis structure. On the other hand, we were interested in
drawing attention upon the foundation and valorization of cultural heritage in Sibiu. In our
opinion, in order to assess the dimensions of heritage conservation in a particular cultural area, we

consider of prime necessity to establish the values which required to be protected within the

°S. M. Pearce, Museums, p. 37.
0E. Avrami et al., Values, pp. 3, 4.
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considered space and the historical transformations they have undergone over time, reflected by
their valorization.

For this thesis, we decided to survey, sometimes briefly, sometimes more thoroughly, the
development and valorization of museums in Sibiu from 3 perspectives we consider representative
and important for our study: heritage creation, exhibitions and editorial activity. The three
coordinates mentioned above regarded both the universalism inherited through Baron Samuel von
Brukenthal's collections, which later shifted to a Saxon identity construction, and the cultural-
identity legacy as a result of the activity of Transylvanian Association for Romanian Literature
and Culture of the Romanian People - ASTRA, founded in Sibiu in 1861*. Within a certain
historical and political context and under European intercultural influences as well as
Transylvanian ethnic predeterminations, the latter founded as a Romanian response to the
Museum of Saxon Nation*? a museum of the Association in Sibiu, in 1905, known as ASTRA
Museum. Whether it was the enhancement of the Saxon or the Romanian nation, or their cultural
productions that were valorized during foreign or Romanian administration or communist regime,
Sibiu enables appreciation for both creating and safeguarding heritage. Thus, we admit, that,
predominantly, the most sought aspect in the composition of this study considered the phase in
which individuals, communities, societies and institutions have decided that certain objects were
worth preserving and setting aside for collective memory, that particular items which were
relevant for people and their past need to be cared for future generations®. This way, by
collecting, protecting, donating and founding museums, cultural assets were integrated in the
process of creating and valorizing heritage at a local, regional, national level and, in some cases,
even to an international extent. As will later be observed, within chapters four and five, our
interest on Sibiu's heritage and its creation was structured of finding answers to questions such as:

Who were the local personalities concerned in the conservation of museum objects? Which

11 On September 6, 1861, following the approval of the governor of Transylvania, the Transylvanian Association for
Romanian Literature and Culture of the Romanian People was founded, supported by contributions and donations
provided by the good faith of its upholders and members. According to the society's mission, as sketched by Axente
Sever, then developed and completed by George Baritiu and reviewed, later, in the spirit of Andrei Saguna's ideas,
their aim was: the foundation of libraries and publications, books publishing in view of general popularization,
conceiving of a Transylvanian history etc. Please see: Mircea Zaciu, Un centenar: ASTRA, in Contemporanul, nr. 42
(784), 20 October 1961. See also: G. Boda, Conjunctura, pp. 891-897.

2 G. L. Ittu, Scurtd istorie, p. 67.

B E. Avrami et al., Values, p. 8.
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collections were likely to undergo various degradations? Which could have been the conservation
priorities when resources and means were scarce?

Nearly 200 years have passed since the establishment of the first collections in Sibiu. Our
analysis on their conservation has brought us to the investigation of the initial forms of local
heritage safeguarding. Certainly, the fact we can seize and enjoy this heritage today does nothing
but confirms the work and concerns of great personalities such as Michael Csaki, Rudolf Spek or
Octavian C. Taslauanu on the existence, enrichment and durability of collections in the area of
Sibiu. Their activity, but not only, demonstrates the demands undertaken for solving different
situations in which museum cultural assets that they cared for needed to be conserved and
protected from imminent damage. Consequently, in a first stage, as laid out in the fourth chapter,
we examined the understanding of general issues regarding the conservation field, according to
those times, in terms of the need to take the right actions for amending degradation or mitigating
the risk of unwanted damage or loss of value, as observed and recorded by museum custodians, in
a context of limited possibilities of protecting the heritage, due both to material deficiency and
professional disabilities. Until the first groups of specialists and proper conservation conditions
emerged (facilitated by the Law of 1974), decisions, such as outsourcing paintings for restoration
in Vienna'®, had been made and specific notes recorded on the identification of various agents of
deterioration of the museum heritage, as well as on lack of staff, financial resources or space and
particularly on the scarcity of knowledge. These insufficiencies gradually turned into challenges
on what needed to be corrected and to their achievement considerable efforts were made™. In this
respect, the most important sources we were able to reach were the reports and statements,
thoroughly elaborated within Mitteilungen aus dem Baron Brukenthalishen Museum and
Transilvania journals'®. We need to ascertain that Brukenthal National Museum and ASTRA
National Museum Complex have only recently made public annual activity reports, following the

tradition of previous curators, by loading them onto the institutions web pages.

¥ G. L. Ittu, Scurtd istorie, p. 49; T. lonescu, Problema identificarii, p. 9.

5 Oct. C. Taslduanu, Muzeul "Asociatiei”, in Transilvania, nr. 1-2, 41, 1910, pp. 40, 41.

1° Rudolf Spek, by synthetic and objective evaluation of the museum activity, recorded the most significant
achievements (the first edition of the journal, published in 1931, sums up the situation starting from 1928, while the
last one was printed in 1947), thus providing, a whole view on the reality of the institution for almost 20 years. In
1868, under the aegis of ASTRA Association, Transilvania journal was first published. Until 1946, when it was last
issued, it would become a prestigious literary-scientific publication.
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If we consider that our research is first different from others by a detailed approach of the
field problematic at a local level, another particular aspect would be the fact that it is also the
integrated reconstruction of the two museum paths, which first started separately, then joined
together, and finally divided again. Most of the authors that studied museum issues in Sibiu had a
unilateral vision of either Brukenthal Museum or ASTRA Museum. Conceiving subjects in such a
manner presumed indeed, sometimes, various analytical advantages. However, at others, it led to a
narrow approach. For instance, treating the effects produced out of analogue ideological sources or
the responses to overlapping practical needs, as well as, to influences by similar (or contender)
shaping models — of European or Romanian origins and local relative impacts — which although
noticed, were covered in a minimal manner in several published studies®’.

Admitting that we can individually give due consideration both to initiatives on the valuation
of cultural assets (the ones that justified the acquisitions) and on the valorization of the collections
in Sibiu, even if only for their thematic diversity, we cannot deny the fact that for over 40 years,
these fields were subject to the same principles of shared leadership. For example, approaching a
historic study of ASTRA National Museum Complex, at a decontextualized time (during the
intermediate stage when it belonged to Brukenthal Museum Complex) and unfolding it into three
welded stages: ASTRA Museum of the Association - Ethnographic department - successor of the
ASTRA Museum, in our opinion, becomes a construction of ambiguous objectivity. Independently
of any interpretation set forward'®, as can be observed in the fifth chapter, the fundaments of the
conservation and restoration of the heritage in Sibiu were set within and during the national
phenomenon of the field institutionalization within museum activities, as a result of Law 63 of
1974 and Decree 13 of 1975, which took place within the organizational structure of Brukenthal
Museum Complex. Out of the group of professionals that effectively built at that time a systematic
framework with proper scientific bases, in accordance to the existing conditions, then inherently

7 Examples: Models of German, Austrian and Hungarian museums; the Brukenthal Museum model, influences
generated by the activity of Al. Tzigara-Samurcas or Romulus Vuia, mutual influences between museums in Sibiu.
'8 The study on the evolution of conservation and restoration activities conducted by the Laboratory of ASTRA
National Museum Complex, placed by some authors in tight connection with the experience of the Conservation
Department in Dumbrava Forest, cannot be extracted from the whole of staff's training within a national programme
(CSPC Bucharest), of ethical principles, theoretical and practical knowledge, scientific research and methodology, as
well as available means, characteristic of the first 15 years of formation and existence of the Regional Laboratory for
Conservation and Restoration in Sibiu within Brukenthal Complex.
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specialized and finally contributed to the training of other museum staff, some experts came to the
front and reached deserved recognition, by remarkable perseverance, continuous development,
applicative research and daring implementations — all these bringing them even to national
notoriety. To present a complete image of the time, we gathered relevant and useful information,
collected through interviews granted by the kind courtesy of the following specialists: Rodica
Dinulescu, Sanda Tontea, loan Budileanu, Alexandru Avram, Olimpia Coman-Sipeanu, Marta
Guttmann and Livia Bucsa, whose contributions and experience on Sibiu heritage conservation we
have considered edifying and valuable. Later on, some of them, but not only, have also had the
merit to be involved in higher education system in Sibiu, so that their knowledge continued to be
disseminated to next generations of conservators and restorers. It goes without saying that the
answer on the quality reached within a certain profession must be sought starting with the analysis
of students' training, as they are the future professionals of the particular field.

Unfortunately, for most of the general public outside the direct range of the museum,
conservation is a barely visible field. The obvious reason is nicely embedded in a metaphorical
comparison of one of the former heads of the Regional Laboratory for Conservation and
Restoration of Brukenthal Museum Complex, who stated “"curators are gods, conservator-
restorers - miners"*®. The public, who is, on the one hand, accustomed to valorization through
exhibitions which curators are responsible for, and, on the other and more recently, aware, to some
extent, of the importance of restoration as a result of specific exhibitions introducing the field, is
still much less familiar with conservation and all it should imply. And this is totally
understandable since, for instance, the museum store, unlike the exhibition, does not unfold in
front of the visitor's eyes and preventive control of environmental conditions is not noticeable on
cultural assets not even to the extent of a retouch on a restored painting. Moreover, also from
inside the range of museum professions, we have often seen undervalued consideration for
conservators, who, in our country, perform duties that are rather attributed to technical assistance
in European museums, without receiving the field specialists corresponding credits. In regard to
conservation, we find that, paradoxically, the most easily noticeable is its absence, when the

damaged support finally has its say. It is important to note, however, that without conserving

19 Interview with loan Budileanu, June 19, 2013.
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cultural museum assets, in extremis, curators themself would only produce literature, write history
or exhibit photography.

While addressing the last two subjects - chapters six and seven of this thesis -, we tried to
build a perspective upon conservation by approaching recent achievements of the field. We
considered relevant in order to render present dimensions to local performances, to bring to
light technical and professional challenges encountered by the team | was part of, at the Training
Center for Conservators and Restorers, during the development of the project Conservation and
Restoration of Ethnographic Heritage in ASTRA Open Air Museum. Special attention was paid to
multiple collection conservation aspects that were to be found at the stages of designing, building
and endowing of ASTRA Centre for Heritage - the most significant achievement of the above
mentioned project. The need to build this center arose as it became imminent to change the
inadequate preservation conditions from the past and to provide the proper means for the care of
the heritage values of the Open Air Museum. Given the utility considerations generated by the risk
assessment model, with emphasis on current status of collection preservation at ASTRA National
Museum Complex, we finally decided to present the approach developed by ICCROM, as
introduced to us during the international course on Reducing Risks to Cultural Heritage (2011-
2012), in order to illustrate the framework that is well worth considering and which, nevertheless,
comes in fully handy as an integrated method of preventive conservation.

Finally, we can only express our intention to continue this research, both on the whole subject
matter, which, by its complexity, bears continuous deepening and source enrichment, but also on

the particular achievements in the area of Sibiu, which have not yet been exhausted.
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