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Abstract  
The climate between the two world wars was a critical moment for the emergence of a debate on issues regarding the 
conservation of world heritage. In particular, all the innovative ideas that began to take shape in the early 20th century 
were amplified until they took on an international dimension. A fundamental role in this sense was played by the 
League of Nations and the whole series of organisations, such as the Institut International de Coopération Intellectuelle or 
the Office International des Musées, which at least partly formed the basis for the establishment of Unesco. The role 
played by the Office International des Musées, later inherited by Unesco, was decisive in triggering an intense ex-
change between scholars and technicians belonging to the various member states in the field of museology and cultural 
heritage conservation. As a result, in these decades initiatives on the restoration and conservation of monuments flour-
ished, and among them above all La Conférence sur la conservation des monuments held in Athens in 1931. The political 
and cultural climate linked to this conference now represents a defining moment in understanding the start of an 
international debate on issues regarding the emergence of the concept of world heritage and its protection. 
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The first two decades of the 20th century were undoubtedly a pivotal time for the debate on issues related to 

cultural heritage and its protection. This was the period in which the concept of world heritage slowly seemed 

to take shape and, moving beyond simple national borders and different geographies, it began to take on what 

could be called an international dimension. The liveliness of this debate, which was not without conflict, and the 

proliferation of initiatives, albeit often elitist, show us how the instrument of intellectual cooperation played a 

prominent role at the very beginning of a broad-ranging heritage awareness1. 

The pilot institution of this very broad movement was the League of Nations2, which organised seminars, dis-

cussions and conferences on various topics3. It did so, first and foremost, based on the instrument of intellectual 

cooperation. To this end, among a multitude of satellite institutions the League of Nations above all created a 

few fundamental organisations: the Commission Internationale de Coopération Intellecuelle (CICI, 1922), the Institut 

International de Coopération Intellectuelle (IICI, 1925)4, the Organizzazione di Cooperazione Intellettuale (OIC, 1922) 

and the Sottocommissione di Lettere e Arti (1926). 

It is important here to highlight that the IICI was a sort of sub-organisation of the CICI, created three years earlier 
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in Geneva, and that the institute ceased its activities in 1946, passing on its legacy to Unesco. This transition is 

well documented in a volume from 1999 by Jean-Jacques Renoliet, with the exemplary title L’UNESCO oubliée, 

which is still a reference for climate study and initiatives concerning issues of heritage and its conservation5. 

These institutions also attempted to use conferences as a tool to enliven debate, which would remain mainly 

elitist, as already mentioned by the author elsewhere, never reaching the point of guaranteeing a debate that 

extended to the broadest social categories6. 

 

From a certain point of view, the idea of defining universal values, such as the heritage of humanity, architecture 

or archaeological sites, started with the foundation of the CICI, whose first president was Henri Bergson and 

whose first members included Marie Curie, Paul Valéry, Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Francesco Ruffini, 

Henri Bergson and Gilbert Murray. Members appointed ad personam, who joined and left this commission.  

The CICI soon set up national commissions and in 1925 made the French historian Jules Luchaire director of the 

Institut International de Coopération Intellectuelle7, making Paris the real headquarters of an operation that had the 

ambitious aim of “gagner les intellectuells à la compréhension mutuelle” between the nations and la solution 

“pacifique des questions internationales”. The undertakings of the CICI quickly had to not only denounce the 

lack of realism that characterized its actions but also offer the stage to many other initiatives, as La Conférence 

d’Athènes sur la conservation des monuments of 1931 and its subsequent fortune would demonstrate8. Until 1946 

the Institut International de Coopération Intellectuelle reflected on cultural issues, playing a leading role in interna-

tional cultural diplomacy and also dividing itself into in specific sub-organizations, including the Office Interna-

tional des Musées (hereinafter referred to as OIM). 

Immediately after the Second World War, both the IICI and the OIM ceased their activities and Paris lost its role 

as the headquarters of international relations, passing it on to New York with the creation of the UN, while 

Unesco would in some way take over the role of the two organizations9. 

At the inauguration of the IICI in January 1926 Vittorio Scialoja, President of the Council of the League of Na-

tions, praised the cultural diversity that vitalised the Institute and “contributes to the common heritage of hu-

manity”10. 

The idea of “universal heritage” as elaborated and defined within the League of Nations and its cultural bodies11, 

also following the lines drawn by the studies of Annamaria Ducci, provides us with numerous considerations 

above all regarding transformations that this concept would undergo over time, but also of the use that would 

be made of it after World War II.  

 

As Massimo Giuntella mentioned in his book Cooperazione intellettuale ed educazione alla pace nell’Europa della So-

cietà delle Nazioni, the CICI favoured forms of discussion that structured interpersonal relationships and brought 

together different knowledge through conferences or seminars12.  

It is no coincidence that soon after its foundation the CICI launched a number of important inquiries which 

addressed the idea of heritage conservation, from the conservation of antiquities and monuments to the conser-

vation of printed materials, the photographic reproduction of works of art, comparative legislation relating to 

archaeological excavations, and the protection of landscapes.13 These initiatives represented the basis of the 
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Roman Conference on Scientific Methods in 193014, and the subsequent Athenian Conference on Monument 

Conservation, as well as the Madrid Conference on Museography in 193415 and the Cairo Conference on Archae-

ological Excavations in 1937. 

The Roman debate was chiefly enlivened by foreign scholars, in particular Henri Focillon16, the results of which 

could be found in the Conclusions published in volumes 13-14 of Mouseion and shortly afterwards in the Manuel 

de la Conservation et de la restauration des peintures from 1939 published by the Institut International de Coopération 

Intellectuelle.  

The first step in broadening the debate on heritage and its codifications, which would later lead to the Conference 

of Athens, was once again taken by the League of Nations with the establishment of the aforementioned Office 

International des Musées and its journal Mouseion, to whose history Annamaria Ducci has dedicated much time17. 

It is no coincidence that the incomplete proceedings of the 1931 Conference of Athens also appeared in the jour-

nal Mouseion, later collected in their official form with 450 copies edited by the Office International des Musées and 

published by the Institut de Coopération Intellectuelle.  

A key player in the events of that period, as mentioned above, was once again Henri Focillon who, in the Com-

mission of the League of Nations, linked international cooperation, museums and heritage. This link led a histo-

rian like Dominique Poulot to write that the concept of the universal heritage of mankind was formed at that 

juncture (a French concept, therefore)18, with Michela Passini offering a collateral interpretation in her La 

Confèrence de Athènes sur la conservation des monuments d’art, written on the occasion of a discussion about ex-

changes between Paris and Athens between the two wars.  

 

It is not without cause that Henri Focillon was attributed a key role in the path leading from the two speeches of 

1921 and 1923, the one at the League of Nations and the one on La conception moderne des Musées, to the Congress 

of Rome, which in turn led to the Conference of Athens. On the other hand, Focillon planned the Office Interna-

tional des Musées as early as 1926, which he then directed together with a select committee made up of Jules 

Destrée, Julien Luchaire, Richard Duperrieux, George Oprescu and Hélène Vacarescu. The very privilege given 

to intellectual cooperation opened the door to other key players, in particular architects (such as Gustavo Gio-

vannoni) and architectural historians (such as Louis Hautecoeur), but even more so to the world of the professio-

nel19 as testified by a survey held in 1932 on the training of restorers.  

Leveau’s studies focus on this moment in the history of conservation in Europe, in particular the volume from 

2017 entitled L’institution de la conservation du patrimoine culturel dans l’Entre-Deux-Guerres which, further clarify-

ing the scenario outlined in the aforementioned volume by Jean-Jacques Renoliet, decisively focuses on the role 

played in just two decades by the OIM, and later by Unesco, in triggering an intense exchange between scholars 

and technicians from the various member states in the field of museology and cultural heritage conservation. 

The shift in the debate on conservation from national to international level between the two wars appears very 

clearly in correspondence between Destrée, Foundoukidis and the leading figures of the Conference of Athens 

during its organisation and then the printing of some papers. An initial attempt at this shift, but with very dif-

ferent aims, was made at the Universal Exhibition in Paris in 1889 with the Congrès international pour la protection 

des œuvres d'art et des monuments20. 
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All these issues, from training to methods of investigation and methodological, legal and operational aspects 

would be explored at the Conference of Athens in 1931, as already illustrated recently by the author of this 

paper21.  

 

The term heritage appeared to be consolidated in the text of the Conference Conclusions, especially when it came 

to aspects relating to international collaboration (Article VII)22. While the term patrimoine does not appear in the 

volume’s index but monuments d’art et d’histoire or monuments historiques continued to be used, it recurs very 

frequently in the contributions as an adjective: from patrimoine artistique which is repeated several times right 

from the introduction to patrimoine collectif des Nations or patrimoine commun de l’humanité in the various contri-

butions.  

It is however above all the correspondence and the Procès Verbaux of the Conference now conserved in the 

Unesco archives in Paris that underline the term’s consolidation in dialogue among intellectuals, professionel and 

scholars involved in the debate. This is confirmed by Michela Passini’s cited paper from 2018 on the possible 

anticipation of the term world heritage and the role of Euripides Foundoukidis, secretary general of the OIM 

and catalyst of the Athens initiative. It was in fact Foundoukidis who referred at the conference to a “new con-

ception that has been emerging for some time and that tends to consider certain art monuments as belonging to 

the common heritage of mankind”23, echoing reflections that in French circles lead back to figures such as 

Destrée, Luchaire or Focillon. Such reflections had already emerged during the 11th International Congress of 

Art History held in Paris in 1921, also recalled in the construction of the Conférence sur la conservation des monu-

ments as an anticipatory moment of the debate at international scale. The Conference of Athens was in fact sup-

posed to “unifier les mesures de classement, de sauvegarde, de protection et de conservation des monuments 

dans le différents pays”24, as well as offer “une prospection génèrale des problèmes de conservation des monu-

mets d’art et d’histoire ... un programme d’étude international”25.  

This very ambition for the internationalisation of the principles of safeguarding and conservation, anticipated in 

the 1930s, was incorporated into the subsequent codifications that led to the affirmation of the expression “world 

heritage”. A concept that already formed the basis for the founding Constitution of Unesco in 1945, which was 

then then reaffirmed by the Florence General Conference in 1950, the Hague Convention four years later, and 

definitively sanctioned with the 1972 Unesco Convention on the Protection of the World Heritage. 
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