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Introduction
During the last decades, many changes took place in the western world regarding the
perception and understanding of cultural heritage and historic objects. The interaction of social
and cultural views, resulted in a shift from an object centric, to a more human centric perception.
Conservation/preservation philosophy and practice, influenced by these changes, became more
open and diverse in many aspects.
This poster aims to correlate aspects of the recent changes in conservation principles and
practice, with the interaction between East and West (and specifically with Japan) and the
preservation of lacquerware, that has been taking place during the last years.
Emphasis is also given to the fact of the decline of practical skills in western conservation. It is
argued that Japan operates as a time capsule, where historic craftsmanship and conservation, are
still in practice to a superb level.

The context of conservation in the second half of 20th century
After the second half of the 20th century, the profession of conservation of cultural heritage,
gradually developed into a scientific discipline. Conservation was supported by specific academic
studies, trying to incorporate elements of art, science and craftsmanship. During these years,
numerous significant theoretical texts and charters (Brandi’s Theory of Conservation, the Venice
Charter, ICOM’s Code of Ethics etc.) formed the basic principles according to which the new born
profession should operate. Fundamental concepts like the reversibility or the minimum
intervention were enacted, hard sciences played a crucial role in conservation planning and
decision making, and in general, there was a tension for scientific objectivism. Towards the end of
the 20th century, the conservator had acquired a broader set of skills and a significant status,
playing a crucial role in the interdisciplinary world of heritage preservation.

The cooperation between East and West and the broadening of
westerners’ ethical considerations and practices
The Japanese culture has had a strong influence on the West in terms of design, aesthetics,
taste, literature, philosophy and crafts, from the 16th century until today. The co-operative
program that was established in 1997 by the National Research Institute for Cultural Properties
had its goal to restore Japanese laquerware overseas and educate westerners according to the
cultural beliefs and traditional restoration techniques of Japan. This program offered to the
westerners an inside view of the embodied cultural and social values of lacquer objects and
their traditional conservation materials and methods. The program influenced more European
conservators to become involved with lacquer and to receive training via the co-operative
program (118 conservators during the second period 2007-2017). From the first years of the
program, it became more and more clear, that dominant western conservation approaches of
the time, were in contrast with the Japanese approach. This contrast and the broader questions
raised, are described in a sharp way by S. Rivers (2005) as she underlines the need ‘‘to
understand what is valued about an object in order to conserve its meaning’’. The Mazarine
Chest Project reflected all these dilemmas and concerns. It was a pioneer project, in which a
Japanese and a European expert collaborated in a western museum. In this project, holistic and
alternative conservation approaches were developed and cross-cultural interventions were
applied.
Despite the great complexity of incorporating Japanese approaches in conserving lacquer in
the West, there are projects that, via collaboration with Japanese experts, have succeeded on
that. The remarkable value of the project of the present conference: “The Collaborative Project
of Conservation of the Nanban Table from the Collection of Museum of King Jan III’s Palace at
Wilanów” has to be highlighted.
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Changes in conservation views in the turn of the 20th century
At the turn of the century, new ideas regarding the perception of cultural heritage took place.
A broader understanding of material and immaterial values of historic objects and artifacts,
resulted in a broadening of the perception of conservation. Gradually, with the incorporation of
these new cultural, social and ethical ways of thinking, aspects of the cultural heritage perception
shifted from object-centric viewpoints towards more human-centric ones.
Through this new approach, passionate discussions were raised, abandoning the materialfocused issues of the past and touching on thematics such as authenticity, social values of objects
and of conservation, audience’s participation etc. Basic principles of the 20th century’s
conservation such us reversibility and minimum intervention were challenged and revisited. The
conservator seemed to act more as a mediater who had to listen to and discuss with the various
stakeholders, regarding the role of heritage pieces in the social network and to adapt conservation
treatments, rather than the old-fashioned expert, who is insulated in a conservation studio,
making decisions alone. As J. Ashley-Smith (2017) mentions, guidelines and codes of ethics of the
past ‘‘emphasized in unity rather than in diversity”. During the two last decades, the change is
obvious. The certainties of the object-centric conservation approaches of the past, gave place to
the value-based and human-centric approaches, that favor openness, diversity and multivocality.
These ideas inspired many theoretical documents and papers. The Nara Document on
Authenticity (1994) and the Contemporary Theory of Conservation by S. Muñoz Viñas (2005) are
some representative examples.
Today, these ideological concerns still determine contemporary conservation objectives
and operation. This is clearly demonstrated in the very recent ICOM-CC and ICOMOS publications
with the emblematic titles: ‘‘ What is the essence of conservation” and ‘‘ Conservation ethics
today. Are our conservation-restoration theories and practice ready for the 21st century? ”

Another characteristic of today’s conservation, pointed out also by various scholars (AshleySmith (2016), Sampatakos, Chatzigiannis 2018), is a decline in conservator’s hand skills. A
situation derived, among others, from socio-economic reasons. In the conservation sector,
conservation educational programs minimize practical courses, while conservators in museums
are overwhelmed with various other duties, spending less and less time for actual conservation.
On the other hand, Japan performs a strong tradition on preserving and practicing historic crafts
and conservation techniques. The Japanese model operates as a time capsule that preserves
the context, the materials and the everyday performance of workshops. It is a living treasure.
Western conservators via the co-operation program, had the opportunity to meet the Japanese
craftsmanship and its practice as a result of many centuries’ concentrated experience. Training
on manipulation of natural materials and operation of hands in the ‘old style’ practice and
mentality, provide participants with various abilities and potential opportunities. Talking from
experience, most of the participants have developed their skills and have incorporated aspects
of this practice in their work.

Further steps- conclusions
In the West, there is a need for developing the level of in house efficiency on restoring
lacquer via collaboration with Japanese experts. This task lies mostly with the people that have
been offered this training experience in the past years and have the potential to extend it
further. This objective can serve as a dynamic path for keeping the West-Japan cooperation and
also to provide new perspectives concerning lacquer preservation and even to influence the
wider conservation field.
The necessity for the conservation discipline in the West to become more open and socially
concerned is evident. In a broader sense, the cooperation between East and West proved that
conservation can operate as a tool for communication and interaction between cultures or
even between controversial parties. This fact can be verified by the context and the participants
of the present conference. It is our duty, within a globalized and consumeristic world, to create
new opportunities and dynamic perspectives.
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