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Environmental Cha(le)nges in the Twenty-First Century: 
Authenticity in Transition  
 
 
Sofia Aleixo1 

1Évora University, School of the Arts, Architecture Department; Integrated Researcher at CHAM – 
FCSH/UNL; victor mestre | sofia aleixo, architecture office, Portugal.  saleixo@uevora.pt  
 
 

Abstract 
Since the 1960s, principles of architectural conservation have been established in doctrinal 
documents issued by UNESCO, ICOMOS and the Council of Europe. These documents initially focused 
on the preservation and safeguarding of the authentic material evidence of historic environments. 
This objective was considered to be achievable when the conservation of the cultural good, i.e., 
when the transitional stage from past to present as established in guiding drawings and texts, 
implied minimal change of the historic fabric. The Nara Document on Authenticity (1994) and the 
Nara +20 (2015) are the fundamental documents to understand the development of the concept of 
authenticity. 
Architectural conservation practice aims to transform old, and sometimes obsolete spaces, into 
contemporary used places, within the above-mentioned framework of change, establishing exciting 
challenges to architects’ professional ethics regarding what authenticity is and what the limits of 
change are. 
Considering that architectural conservation inevitably requires that changes to the built 
environment take place, the concept of authenticity is perceived to be at a transitional status in the 
twenty-first century, shifting from a unique material perspective to embrace environmental and 
sensorial experiences of communities, which trigger meanings and ascribe significance to heritage 
places. 
This presentation will approach the methodology applied in the rehabilitation of historic buildings in 
Lisbon - Portugal by the office vmsa architects, focusing on the specific challenges faced in two 
recently awarded interventions, in architectural conservation (Passos Manuel Lyceum - Europa 
Nostra Award, 2013) and in restoration (Quinta Alegre - National Prize for Urban Conservation 2016) 
categories. The aim is to question whether definitions of authenticity have been relevant to 
architectural conservation practice, its challenges and changes, in the Portuguese context of the 
twenty-first century. The interventions, in a historic secondary school building and in an historic 
manor house, demonstrate the importance given to authenticity, not just in the material perspective 
but already shifting to a social approach to conservation by considering the communities’ values, 
present as well as future, in the establishment of design strategies. It is concluded that established 
definitions have adapted to the development of the definition of cultural values and authenticity. 
 

 
Keywords: architectural conservation, historic built environment, design practice, Portugal, 
authenticity 

1. INTRODUCTION 

This paper argues that the concept of architectural heritage authenticity, in terms of the conservation 
perspective, is at a transitional stage, i.e., at a process in which the inherent value of heritage integrity, 
a material value as ascribed by experts, is shifting to a higher valorisation of significance and meaning 
as ascribed by communities, which is becoming more important than even before. Although this shift 
of material authenticity to immaterial authenticity is recognised in recently issued doctrinal and 
guiding documents, architectural conservation practice has not yet found guidelines to apply such an 
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approach and is, in itself, also in the beginning of a process of change and adaptation to the challenges 
posed by this new approach. 
The current shifting moment will be discussed and recent interventions in architectural heritage are 
used to illustrate the small steps that are being taken towards an inclusive approach to architecture 
conservation in a traditional context. In this context, the material values are still valued more than the 
social values, but a sense of social responsibility can also be found 

2. CHALLENGES AND CHANGES TO AUTHENTICITY 

When the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization delivered The Nara 
Document on Authenticity that established that the conservation of cultural heritage is rooted in the 
values attributed to the heritage (UNESCO, 1994). Regardless of form or historic period, it was the 
ethical duty of the architect to recognize and understand all the existing material and immaterial 
values, which are required to establish a place’s authenticity. Knowledge about existing values were 
considered to depend on the study of credible and truthful information sources so that the 
characteristics of the cultural heritage and their meaning could be established. It was UNESCO’s belief 
that this method followed the principles of The Venice Charter [1] by establishing authenticity as the 
essential qualifying factor concerning values. The proposal of a set of internationally applicable 
conservation principles is considered the first effort in the 30 years since the Venice Charter towards 
“acceptance of conservation judgments as necessarily relative and contextual” [2]. And acknowledging 
that judgements about values attributed to cultural properties may differ from culture to culture, and 
even within the same culture, the judgements of values and authenticity can no longer be based on 
fixed criteria, as “heritage properties must be considered and judged within the cultural contexts to 
which they belong”[3]. 
As The Nara Document contributed to a shift towards a values-based approach to the understanding 
of the importance of the historic environment, twenty years later, ICOMOS-Japan promoted a set of 
experts’ meetings to evaluate and learn from the practical experiences in the past twenty years. The 
document issued, Nara +20: On Heritage Practices, Cultural Values, and the Concept of Authenticity [4] 
provides a definition for cultural values which considers “the meanings, functions, or benefits ascribed 
by various communities to something they designate as heritage, and which create the cultural 
significance of a place or object”. The change of heritage evaluators, from the expert to the 
communities, changes the responsibility in the conservation of heritage to communities’ participation, 
social inclusion, sustainable practices and intergenerational obligation. This change in perceptions of 
authenticity is justified by the effect of developing and emerging modes and technologies that are now 
available for the assessment and experiencing of heritage. Furthermore, in this document authenticity 
acquires an updated definition recognizing that heritage values evolve and change [5]: “authenticity: 
a culturally contingent quality associated with a heritage place, practice, or object that conveys cultural 
value; is recognized as a meaningful expression of an evolving cultural tradition; and/or evokes among 
individuals the social and emotional resonance of group identity” [4].  
The importance of cultural heritage for society was not a new topic in 2015. Ten years before the 
Nara +20, the Council of Europe had already begun a complex process for guiding decision-making in 
the conservation practice by calling the attention to social significance of cultural heritage values in 
the Faro Convention [6], arguing for the enlargement of the heritage conservation group of 
stakeholders, in order to include communities and users. Now, Nara +20 emphasized that the 
definition of authenticity is shifting from a unique material perspective, focused on physical integrity, 
to embrace environmental experiences. Hence, the conservation expert, with its scientific and 
technological knowledge, is urged to recognize and understand the values of historic environments 
not just by studying the historic fabric and written sources, but also by gathering credible oral 
information from current users and those who know of the place’s history, and by practicing an 
effective inclusion of all stakeholders in the conservation process. 
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In the global context of the twenty-first century, it has been argued that traditional theories of 
conservation do not have the necessary resources or qualities available for the changing demands of 
building conservation, for such rapidly shifting attitudes and the need to respond to the challenges of 
conservation today [7]. The material authenticity, closely linked to the concept of component integrity, 
is now questioned in relation to design authenticity. Which is more valuable in guiding conservation? 
The approach to authenticity has become value-based, unveiling a shift from interventive conservation 
to preventive conservation as Ashley-Smith argues: “it may be possible to manage the rate of change 
by encouraging individuals to express in detail their personal ethical beliefs, rather than relying on 
shifting interpretations of general ethical principles”[8]. Values change according to the specific 
context of each intervention, become a matter of local or personal choice: “In reality, the conservator 
may often be forced to consider one attribute as being more important than another in a particular 
case. It may be necessary to create a hierarchy of attributes if a workable solution is to be found. At 
the moment there is no guidance on constructing, or selecting from, such a hierarchy” [8]. 
Muñoz-Viñas (2018) argues that design practice considers developments - technological, social, etc. – 
as much as the need to preserve the environment, by recycling existing materials and making the use 
of renewable sources incremental. To mitigate the effects of negative developments in the approach 
to the preservation of the historic built environment, a strategic methodology should be used, if 
authenticity is to be preserved. Firstly, identify the existing heritage values and the challenges posed 
to place authenticity; secondly, design in order to mitigate physical changes and preserve most of the 
historic material integrity while enabling successful sensory experiences of the updated historic 
environment; and finally, get users to test the changes and evaluate how far the authenticity of the 
heritage place was affected by the architectural conservation intervention. 
As an example, one possible strategy to preserve material authenticity is to use the Japanese art of 
kintsugi, as explained by Muñoz-Viñas: “it consists of repairing broken objects in such a way that the 
repair is made clearly visible. The work of the repairperson is not concealed, as it is not shameful: it is 
openly acknowledged and contributes to the value of the object”[9]. Kintsugi may then be considered 
an ethical approach to architectural conservation, preserving the object truth and its meanings, 
keeping all the layers of time and enabling the chronologic interpretation of the objects, and therefore 
adding value to the conserved object. Authenticity, therefore, relies on the preservation of meanings 
and on the reactions of its users to their interpretations.  
In architectural heritage, it can be said that the most credible source of information on authenticity 
relies on the built environment itself: its’ “form and design, materials and substance, use and function, 
traditions and techniques, location and setting, and spirit and feeling, and other internal and external 
factors”[9]. However, Muñoz-Viñas noticed that authenticity judgements depend on the nature of the 
cultural heritage, its cultural context, and its evolution through time, as recorded on the above 
mentioned credible sources of information. In summary, architectural conservation must acknowledge 
two challenges to authenticity: the preservation of changing values and the fact that changes to 
authenticity are inevitable. 

3. CONSERVATION OF THE HISTORIC BUILT ENVIRONMENT: TWO CASES 

There are multiple ethical standpoints of viewing, and valuing, heritage and authenticity [7]. When the 
Nara Document questions how to establish “concrete measures for safeguarding the vestiges of the 
past”? [3] it reveals an awareness about the diminishing importance of doctrinal documents on 
architectural conservation, where its guiding principles are no longer enough to guarantee the 
preservation of heritage values.  
Two recently awarded interventions in listed buildings located in Lisbon, Portugal, undertaken by our 
architectural practice, are now used to explain the heritage challenges faced, the strategies established 
and the resulting changes in the process of architectural conservation. Portugal is used as an example 
of the current situation in the architectural conservation field, and as a place of cultural heritage 
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diversity, both in time (20th and 18th century) and in space (a secondary school and a manor house). 
These selected cases are purposefully different in size and in use, as one has been in continuous use 
for one hundred years, while the other has been abandoned for decades. The result of our experience 
in architectural heritage conservation for three decades, where the context has always played a 
decisive role, is illustrated here in the sustainable process of change which aims to bring the past to 
the present, meeting current needs, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs. By clearly stating what our overall mission is, our hierarchies of values and the 
activities currently practiced in the historic built environment, this paper is used as a platform to 
engage the audience to the public debate of our conservation practice and our understanding of the 
transitional stage of the concept of authenticity. 
My argument is based on two cases located in Lisbon, Portugal. Lisbon is the capital of Portugal and 
lies on the north bank of the Tagus River, on the European Atlantic coast. It is the westernmost city in 
continental Europe. It is a mid-sized city (c. 565,000 inhabitants, surrounded by a larger metropolitan 
area that is home to another almost two million people). The rural Quintas were located around the 
capital, having increased particularly after the 1755 earthquake, when the city was devastated, and 
the noble families decided to get away from the urban environment to the country, establishing their 
manor houses on agricultural properties. On the other hand, secondary schools were referential 
buildings in the beginning of the 20th century, occupying some of the best locations in the city and 
becoming beacons of education. 

3.1 Passos Manuel Lyceum, Lisboa 

Located in the historic core of Lisbon, in Portugal, this school has historic significance in both an 
educational and an architectural context, as it was the first lyceum purposefully built in Portugal under 
the 1836 education reforms [Figure 1]. Its inauguration in 1911, offered an educational facility inspired 
by the French lycée of the time, where two enclosed courtyards evoke the style of old monastic 
colleges where education took place. But the most relevant architectural significance relies on the 
modern constructive features, such as metal structures, steel beams, cast iron columns and concrete 
flooring. 
For one hundred years, the building, and the building site, has remained largely unchanged. Listed as 
a Monument of Public Interest since 2013, the design team was faced with the request to adapt the 
existing spaces to twenty-first century learning environments while preserving the architectural 
heritage. The main challenges relied in the unstable structural conditions of the building, the new 
educational programme requirements (in terms of re-infrastructuring the building by providing air 
quality, ITC access, adequate lighting, and introducing new learning facilities such as gymnasiums, 
lunch rooms and laboratories), daily intensive use (by students, staff and teachers), accessibility and 
in addressing environmental concerns (renewable energy sources, solar energy heating, reduced 
material waste, etc.). All was considered under the overall aim to retain the cultural significance of this 
valuable heritage place. 
The design methodology then established two types of strategies: firstly, to identify the places where 
minimal sacrifice areas would be needed, preserving most of the existing fabric, and secondly to build 
the new facilities outside of the historic school building [Figure 2]. The effort to restore, renovate and 
structurally reinforce all degraded elements of the historic building used non-intrusive methods, 
applying the concept of kintsugi when the replacement of degraded elements was inevitable, while 
complying with current environmental quality and energy efficiency standards. New renewable energy 
sources (solar and photovoltaic panels) were introduced to ensure thermal and acoustic comfort and 
energy self-sufficiency. The restored school now fully complies with recent legislation regarding 
thermal performance, energy and acclimatisation systems, and noise and energy performance [10]. 
The location of the new facilities that had space and technological requirements that could not be 
accommodated without substantial modifications to the historic fabric, was strategically established 
in order not to affect the historic values of the place. Furthermore, the addition of more spaces was 
possible by excavating under and beside the historic building. These two design strategies for the 
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location of the needed extra facilities limited the impact of new volumes on the existing school 
significance. 
The school community was involved and, as heritage professionals, the chance to discuss the project 
with all the stakeholders was a very useful moment to better understand and address the user’s 
perceptions of authenticity. It was then confirmed that authenticity varies according to the cultural 
context, and within the cultural context, as distinct aspects were valued differently by the educational 
community, the owner and the architects. 
This adaptation and extension work in the oldest Portuguese secondary school, a listed building, was 
completed in 2010. In the existing Lyceum site, with a gross surface area of 16.353 m2, the intervention 
renewed 11.624 m2 and added new constructions in a total of 4.470 m2 [11]. The most direct 
beneficiaries are the daily users: 1.150 students and approximately 200 staff members. The 
conservation methodology faced the challenges raised by indoor environmental legal requirements 
and established the sacrifice areas where required physical changes were minimal. The intervention 
preserved its cultural and historic significance, as well as enhancing its educational value while 
improving the emotional attachment value, through an intervention that updated the place to current 
educational needs [Figure 3]. The aim to evoke “among individuals the social and emotional resonance 
of group identity” [4] was achieved [Figure 4], as recent research has demonstrated [12]. 

3.2 Quinta Alegre, Lisboa 

Quinta Alegre was a large farm with a manor house in the late 18th century, then located in the 
countryside, on the outskirts of Lisbon. In 1819, it was transformed and enhanced by its new owner 
who took the opportunity to promote the arts and technology by inviting excellent Romantic painters 
[Figure 5] and by using exceptional Brazilian wood, that he brought from Pernambuco to sell in the 
capital, in the supporting structure of the main building. The manor house was then a secondary 
residence, since the family had a palace in the city, where they lived. Used as a temporary residence, 
for summer holidays and festivities, it preserved its rural character while enhancing the uses of 
recreation and leisure [13]. The manor house, the romantic garden, a small forest and a large 
agricultural production field established a cultural unit that ascribed identity to the landscape in the 
periphery of Lisbon in that period. However, throughout the 20th century, the property was divided 
into smaller plots and what remains now as the property of Quinta Alegre includes the manor house, 
the Romantic garden and some of the hydraulic structures, and was listed as a Monument of Public 
Interest in 1962. In 2007, the entrance, made through a scenic space where figuras de convite 
(welcoming characters) designed in Portuguese hand painted tiles, welcomed visitors into an 
abandoned historic place, that is partially in ruins and vandalised. 
 
The main challenges faced in this process mainly relied firstly on the need to mitigate the deteriorated 
conservation conditions of the historic fabric, in order to preserve the exuberant decorative paintings 
on walls and ceilings, secondly, to adapt to current legislation on accessibility and fire safety, to 
introduce infrastructures (light, ITC, ventilation) plus toilet facilities and a small kitchen unit, and finally 
- and of the utmost importance for the resolution of all previously listed challenges - to establish a use 
that would value the historic heritage of the place as embedded in its fabric [Figure 6]. 
Following the idea of social sustainability in the maintenance and reuse of Quinta Alegre's historic 
building and garden, a suitable use was found in the most recent concept of intergenerational 
relationships in residential structures. Therefore, the objective of this architectural complex 
transcends itself in the narrow technical sense, mainly by its social reach and by the explicit ambition 
of aiming towards an innovative assisted living unit. It is thus hoped that the very circumstance of an 
historic environment will positively interfere with the spirit of the program and its inherent activities, 
to be developed by the Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (SCML). 
The conservation methodology faced the challenges raised by legal requirements of the built 
environment. The need to establish strategies to minimize the impact in the decorative arts that can 
be seen on walls and ceilings, and to mitigate the unavoidable effects in interventions in floors, roof 
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and windows, used the concept of kintsugi. Similarly, in this project, design methodology established 
two strategic locations for the inclusion of new infrastructures in order to have minimal sacrifice areas: 
horizontally, below the ground floor for water and sewage equipment, and vertically for the passage 
of ventilation ducts, power and ITC cables, preserving most of the existing fabric, with a special 
attention to the decorative surfaces which were ethically, carefully and technically preserved. As an 
abandoned place, there were no users to discuss the design with, only the owner, town hall officials 
and heritage officials, for which matters regarding authenticity were discussed with these stakeholders 
which, again, proved to value differing aspects. 
The historic building and garden were the first to be intervened. They hold the social unit structure of 
a larger intergenerational co-residential facility to be fully built in three phases. The manor house 
provides play areas and cultural spaces where classes, conferences, ITC and libraries provide leisure 
moments, while the garden provides public access to play areas, rest areas, maintenance circuit, 
orchard and vegetable garden. Phase 1 was inaugurated in July, 2017. Phase 2 (recently completed) is 
an assisted unit that provides 24-hour medical care to 17 bedrooms (75 beds). It has administration 
offices, living rooms, a gym, a beauty salon, a medical centre, a social laundry, and a restaurant, where 
daily meals are served to residents, family members, visitors and also to the general public. A new 
residential building (an extension linked with the historic secondary buildings) is linked at the 1st floor 
level by a small enclosed bridge, providing 18 bedrooms and 10 small apartments, which enables 
autonomous elders to have an independent life while using the amenities of the main facility. Finally, 
in Phase 3 (to be inaugurated in the summer of 2019), a new small apartment building will be 
constructed, comprising 12 apartments (24 beds) for people requiring temporary residence. A car park 
in the basement for 33 vehicles, will provide the required parking capacity without affecting the ground 
level use.  
As Phase 1 and Phase 2 are completed, it can be said that the cultural and historic significance was 
preserved while aiming to regain the place’s emotional and spiritual attachment value by fostering 
intergenerational relationships among individuals of different ages in qualified spaces, and therefore 
create group identity [Figure 7]. The intervention updated the historic site to current environmental 
requirements aiming to trigger new experiences and new attitudes, by sharing a temporal and socio-
cultural location, and by sharing emotions generated by the exposure to an historic environment. 
 
The already inaugurated Phase 1 has been a public success, following a political event in the 
inauguration where the integrational concept applied in Quinta Alegre was most appreciated, an on-
going exhibition with organized guided visits, and the presentation of the work in international 
congresses has been taking place. Now, with the completion of Phase 2, the time of full use by the 
retirement staff members of SCML is arriving soon. When all phases are finished, the place will offer a 
gross surface area of 8.000m2 and a 4.500m2 garden to 99 users, elderly and young people. 

4. EPPURE SI MUOVE 

In the previously selected cases, one hundred years, or more, separate the original construction from 
its conservation moment. If the space has been preserved, time has given the opportunity for 
development to take place and the built environments are now prepared to provide contemporary 
needs, namely of environmental comfort, in an historic environment. Time has promoted a change of 
values. Conservation has transformed the historic space. Material authenticity has been preserved. 
The required changes to historic built environments aim to mitigate aesthetic and symbolic losses, to 
evoke “among individuals the social and emotional resonance of group identity”[4], to improve gains 
in experiences and to capture the attention of users for the benefits of architectural heritage 
conservation, raising awareness for their responsibility in preserving the built heritage and 
contributing to a group identity. If these gains are obtained, then the conservation treatment can be 
considered successful [9]. However, the degree of success of a conservation treatment can only be 
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verified as time passes. Although decades of experience may contribute to assure reliability and 
durability of a conservation treatment, it is not enough as real-life circumstances play an unpredictable 
role. 
The selected examples have detailed the ethical methodologies beyond the works, and therefore 
demonstrate how important is to know, think and decide consciously when addressing the 
conservation of the historic built environment in the twenty-first century. We hope that these two 
architectural conservation interventions, recognised by heritage peers, will be understood as resulting 
from the best possible decisions taken at the present moment, and therefore will prove to have 
responded positively to the challenges posed today. It is expected that the inevitable physical changes 
produced today will not affect the perception of authenticity, as it co-exists with contemporary living 
and enjoyment of the updated historic environment contributes to a sense of group identity. After all, 
this is just a moment in the life that these places provide, now and in the future, to hundreds - actually 
thousands in the case of schools - of users. 
Architectural interventions that preserve authenticity appeal to users’ senses, by using conservation 
treatments that conserve the appearance, dimensions and feel of materials’ texture and temperature, 
will nevertheless transform the object to be conserved. Considering that architectural conservation 
inevitably requires that changes to the built environment take place, the concept of authenticity is 
perceived to be at a transitional status in the twenty-first century. However, further studies are 
required to answer a very important question: “How can the social bonding it affects be evaluated? 
How can the value of any emotion be assessed?” [9]. Knowledge on the outcomes of these 
interventions my shed some light in the assessment of the success of the conservation treatment. 
We know the meaning of the expression “and yet, it moves”, attributed to Galileo Galilei. Similarly, 
and centuries after that moment, traditional ideas are now challenged by contemporary new 
perspectives, that result from an understanding of the importance of communities in the preservation 
of the historic built environment. Therefore, authenticity is moving from the traditional idea of 
truthfulness as relying on the integrity of material values to a contemporary line of thought where 
social values such as emotion and esteem are considered to be the most important at the basis of 
architectural conservation decisions. In this process, authenticity is facing the challenge of change, 
authenticity itself is at a transitional stage. 
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FIGURES 

 
Figure 1. Passos Manuel Lyceum, the first secondary school purposefully built in Portugal before conservation: 

detail of the main façade. 
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Figure 2. Passos Manuel Lyceum strategies to mitigate the impact of added facilities. 

 

 
Figures 3 and 4. Passos Manuel Lyceum, after intervention: main façade and recreational use by students in 

the historic environment of the restored enclosed courtyard. 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Quinta Alegre: preservation of the manor house and extension to house an intergenerational 

residential unit. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Quinta Alegre: preservation of the manor house and extension to house an intergenerational 
residential unit. 

 

   
Figures 7 and 8. Quinta Alegre after restoration: Romantic decorative programme and naturalist paintings in 

the dining room, beside the main corridor, waiting to be fully used. 
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