Prof. Dr. Friederike Fless

Heritage, Conservation and Archaeology

What do the Sanctuary of Olympia in Greece and the “Crystal Palace” in Beijing Palace Museum have in common? And how do they relate to the world’s oldest trousers from Turfan graves in western China? You are apt to ask yourselves this question as you view the pictures in my presentation. All three examples illustrate the wide-ranging definition of what is today considered to be cultural heritage. It extends from the early phases of human history to the recent past, and from architecture to fragile organic material like fabrics. (Moa Hallgren - Ulrike Beck - Mayke Wagner, in: eDAI-F 2016-3, S. 36-47, urn:nbn:de:0048-DAI-EDAI-F.2016-3-00-9)
The 2003 UNESCO “Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage” enlarged the definition of cultural heritage to include not only tangible, but also intangible heritage. However, I am not starting my lecture with these three examples only to illustrate what is now regarded as cultural heritage. They are linked by something quite different. All of these research projects are being undertaken in Chinese-German cooperation and are at the focus of a German-Chinese dialog. 

The head of the Beijing branch office of the German Archaeological Institute, Prof. Mayke Wagner, was invited by Chinese colleagues to lead the project, “Silk Road Fashion: Communication through First Century BC Clothing in East-Central Asia”. Outstanding clothing artefacts dating from approximately 1200 BC to 300 AD are being investigated by five German project partners together with the Chinese Academy of Cultural Heritage and the Xinjiang (sinjiang) Office for the Preservation of Historic Monuments. In this project, research on the historical context is combined with materials research. Topics include archaeological methodologies, textile and leather research, pigment analysis, the study of ornaments, pattern analysis, paleopathology, vegetation and climate research, cultural anthropology and linguistics.

At the Sanctuary of Olympia and at the so-called “Crystal Palace”, on the other hand, entirely different methods are being employed. Here the main concern is documenting, analyzing and restoring architecture (Archäologie Weltweit 2, 2016, S. 22-27, https://www.dainst.org/dai/magazin-archaeologie-weltweit). Joint research and learning also take place. Just last month, two scientists from the Palace Museum joined an architectural survey campaign at the world famous Sanctuary of Olympia in Greece. Together with German architects they are being introduced to all the various aspects of archaeological construction documentation, and are gaining an impression of research on ancient architecture. 

A three-week summer school is currently underway here in Beijing. It is being conducted by the Palace Museum, the German Archaeological Institute, and Regensburg Technical University. At the German Archaeological Institute this cooperation is coordinated by Prof. Ulrike-Wulf Rheidt of the department for architectural research. The goal is to provide further training jointly to German and Chinese researchers and junior scientists in methodologies of building and construction research.

Another goal is to draw up a plan for restoring a historic cast iron building. How can the unique structure in the Palace Museum be renovated? How can careful, long-lasting restoration of historic structures be undertaken and what is the role of building and construction research in this connection?

But building and construction research is not the only task. Practical application of this research and sharing knowledge about scientific techniques are also necessary. For that reason the German Archaeological Institute is assisting the Palace Museum to set up its own dendrochronology laboratory for determining the dates of various construction phases. As you all know, tree growth leaves a chronological record in the form of annual rings. This makes it possible to determine when a tree was felled. The first training session on how to take samples of parts of buildings took place in June 2016.
After highlighting these few examples of Chinese-German cooperation, allow me now to indicate why such cooperation is necessary. I would also like to list current challenges identified by the German Archaeological Institute when dealing with the archaeological cultural heritage at the international level.

I will mention three topics: First, the importance of historical monument lists, second, the challenges posed when attempting to preserve and communicate the cultural heritage, and thirdly, the need for capacity building.

In 1815 the German architect and painter Karl Friedrich Schinkel published a memorandum specifying what was required to protect and preserve significant historical monuments. His basic idea was that people can only protect what they know about (Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Memorandum zur Denkmalpflege, 1815). And so he urged that important monuments be documented and that lists of them be drawn up. The UNESCO World Heritage List is a globalized version of this idea. However, it was promoted only very much later, in 1979, the first item in the list being the temple of Abu Simbel in Egypt. The World Heritage List is a model achievement, but we should not overlook that in many countries there are no inventories of monuments, or they are incomplete, or they exist only in analog form. This problem was strongly emphasized by representatives of the African Union at a “Workshop on the protection of cultural goods against plunder, theft and illicit trafficking: actions, implementation and the role of digital archiving”. It took place in Casablanca in January 2014 in the context of The Africa-European Union Partnership (http://www.africa-eu-partnership.org/newsroom/all-news/morocco-africa-eu-workshop-fight-against-illegal-trafficking-cultural-goods). Participants called for increased understanding of situations, trends and dynamics of inventories, and for improved and digitized inventories.

Countries have very different reasons for lacking a list of their historic monuments. One reason is related to the research tradition. European archaeologists working in countries like Sudan often wrote the documentation in their own language and put it in their own archives. The result is that the largest archive on the archaeology of Sudan was compiled by the German scientist Friedrich Hinkel. Together with the Qatar-Sudan Archaeological Project we have started to make it accessible in digital form. Digitization will be completed by the end of 2016. Then these data will be made available for creating a digital monument list in Sudan.

Information contained in the archives of the German Archaeological Institute is, however, also crucial for countries that do have lists of their monuments. One example is the “Syrian Heritage Archive Project”, a digitation project which is being carried out by the German Archaeological Institute in cooperation with the Museum of Islamic Art in Berlin and financed by the German Foreign Office. Both institutions have a long research tradition and documentation extending far back into the 19th century (https://www.dainst.org/projekt/-/project-display/199951; F. Bloch, in: eDAI-F 2015-2, S. 124-128, urn:nbn:de:0048-DAI-EDAI-F.2015-2-26-0). There are over 100,000 photographs, diagrams and maps on Syria alone. They are now available in a digital form to colleagues in Syria for planning postwar reconstruction measures.

The technology for handling this huge number of images is the fruit of IT development efforts undertaken by the German Archaeological Institute and Cologne University starting in the 1990s (https://www.dainst.org/forschung-digital). The iDAI.welt portal is a digital research infrastructure and the key to systematically tapping the invaluable archives of the German Archaeological Institute. It differs from customary geoinformation systems. At different levels you can archive, standardize, analyze and publish information. Two hundred years after Schinkel urged that lists of German monuments be drawn up we now have the technical possibility to make our knowledge and our archives available for establishing monument lists worldwide. As Schinkel firmly declared, such lists are a basic precondition for effective protection.

Digital information in archives also reveals what has happened to the cultural legacy over the course of time.

Theodor Wiegand and the architect and building researcher Hubert Knackfuß saw three pillars rising from a huge pile of stones with a mill on top when they went to Didyma in Turkey between 1905 and 1913 on behalf of the Prussian museums in Berlin. (Katharina Steudtner, in:  Friederike Fless, Bernhard Graf, Ortwin Dally, Ute Frank, Christine Gerbich, Dominik Lengyel, Matthias R. Knaut, Claudia Näser, Bénédicte Savoy, Laura Katharina Steinmüller, Katharina Steudtner, Moritz Taschner, Catherine Toulouse and Stefan Weber, "Authenticity and Communication", in: Space and Knowledge. Topoi Research Group Articles, eTopoi. Journal for Ancient Studies, Special Volume 6 (2016), 487–490, 10.17169/FUDOCS_document_000000026010). 
They decided to clear away the pile by sorting the stones and spreading them out neatly, stone by stone; to excavate the surviving remains of the building; and to make suggestions in the form of drawings for reconstructing the monument. One hundred years later when the theater and stadium complex in Aizanoi, Turkey, was jointly studied by building researchers from the German Archaeological Institute and Brandenburg Technical University Cottbus, all the stones were measured and drawn in situ. Acting on the basis of a changed concept of how to deal with historic monuments, the researchers decided to conserve the collapsed monument as a historic relic. In order to make the relic comprehensible, they reconstructed the building in a 3D computer model, but did not rebuild the structure itself. They were observing the principle in the Venice Charter of 1964, which affirmed, “People are becoming more and more conscious of the unity of human values and regard ancient monuments as a common heritage. 

The common responsibility to safeguard them for future generations is recognized. It is our duty to hand them on in the full richness of their authenticity.” (http://www.icomos.org/charters/venice_e.pdf).  The discussion which culminated with the Venice Charter in 1964 in favor of retaining authenticity was only one stage of a long tradition of reflections about how to deal with the cultural heritage. Indeed, the concept agreed in Venice was fundamentally altered in the following years at conferences in Nara and Burra. It became evident that there were very different ideas worldwide about what authenticity means. 

Today, it is widely understood that authenticity is not a quality inherent in a monument. The parties involved have to define what is to be considered authentic. They are imbedded in a particular cultural context and have their own distinct ideas about how to deal with a historic monument. Joint research and exchanging experience and opinions in workshops and summer schools is the way to learn about and understand the range of perspectives, so that new common approaches can be developed. This issue is particularly relevant when discussing how to present the cultural heritage, also by using new Media or concepts like the mobile Digital Museum. 

The expertise of archaeologists includes visualizing images and conveying history. However, this is not easy to do at many ancient sites. When looking at the amorphous relics of a ziggurat in Uruk in southern Iraq it is a challenge to communicate the idea that at this location writing and complex counting techniques—now basic cultural tools—evolved, and that the Epic of Gilgamesh comes from Uruk (https://www.dainst.org/projekt/-/project-display/51076).

Therefore, our research in Uruk, which could be resumed on site this year by Margarete van Ess, not only has the goal of investigating the ancient metropolis. Our Iraqi colleagues have asked us to share with them our expertise on developing strategies for conveying historical information.

Uruk is, however, just one of many locations where the German Archaeological Institute carries out archaeological research. The foundation for the organization was laid in Rome in 1829 (https://www.dainst.org/dai/geschichte). In 1874 it came under the aegis of the German Foreign Office. Today, it is has branches in 20 locations around the world and carries out projects worldwide. The spatial and temporal ranges of its work are wide. Since its founding, what is expected of archaeological research has noticeably changed.

Other factors besides scientific research have gained new significance, and have even become legally binding obligations in the international agreements which form the legal basis of modern archaeological research. The “European Convention on the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage”, requires that excavations not only be planned and carried out with a scientific goal, but also systematically linked to measures for preserving and communicating the cultural legacy, providing training, and making cultural legacy understandable to tourists. This change in the basic framework of its work has put the German Archaeological Institute at new frontiers in recent years. Many specialized capabilities are required if it is to meet the challenges of preserving and communicating the cultural legacy, providing training, and making cultural legacy understandable to tourists. 

We have selected these challenges as the starting point for a network of expertise that was established this spring, the “Archaeological Heritage Network” (https://www.dainst.org/projekt/-/project-display/1869165). We have extensive competence in Germany in the area of preserving the cultural heritage and cultural relics. However, because of the country’s federal structure, many of the key aspects are linked to the 16 states, and not to activities abroad. Making this expertise known and available for specific efforts abroad is one goal of the Archaeological Heritage Network. Another is to increase our knowledge of the issues involved and to take a global view of our own work. A particular concern of the network, in additional to practical measures of training and advanced instruction, is so called capacity building. The network’s first joint project has the title “Die Stunde Null” (https://www.dainst.org/projekt/-/project-display/1869856). This not only refers to the time when destruction, like what has been going on in Syria since 2011, ceases and attention turns to reconstruction. The project not only brings together German competence in order to export it. In three cultural preservation projects in Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan, Syrian refugees are trained as craftsmen and restorers, or as experts, so that they will be able to assist in the reconstruction of their country, Syria. Jobs and training are also central components of humanitarian aid for Syrian refugees.

In light of the destruction of the cultural heritage by war or natural disasters, it is important to strengthen joint work and bring experts together not only at the national, but also at the international level. The projects being carried out by the German Archaeological Institute and the Palace Museum here in Beijing are splendid examples both of this exchange and of how we can cooperate to learn from each other and jointly develop a vision of future activities.



