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Abstract: The cultural theory of heritage assets that was consolidated throughout the 20th century,
and is still in force today, lies in the modulation of the concept of authenticity. It is a nomadic,
controversial concept that has adapted to the spirit of the times. This review of the concept, drawing
on international reference texts and charters in the field of heritage, allows us to specify a working
process that facilitates its consideration in characterisation processes. To do so, case studies of
significant cultural assets in terms of scale and complexity will be presented as resources. Through
the implementation of the Theory of Value, the keys will be provided: criteria and methodology
for intervening in heritage. This journey will be reflected more slowly in the study of the Palace
of San Telmo (Seville, 17th–21st century). This is a building with a controversial material history,
in which a series of attributions of value have been transmitted that correlate both with the theory
of the conservation of cultural assets and with social appreciation and the criteria. This is the way
to materially undertake a reflection on the authenticity of this heritage. This study provides the
keys to intervening, conserving the values identified, and recognising authenticity as a reality that is
constructed through the process and through the passage of time. A methodology that allows us to
consider the capacity to continue and replace heritage as a project strategy in which what is yet to
come can take place.
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1. Challenges for a New Cultural Policy: From the World Heritage Convention to the
Value Theory

More than 50 years after the World Heritage Convention (1972), the processes for
heritage conservation that have been put in place through cultural policies have sufficiently
matured [1]. As a result, practitioners and researchers in the field have sufficiently tried
and tested the tools to ensure quality results in a sustainable context [2,3].

The broader considerations of the concept of heritage, from the object to the landscape,
as well as the importance of planning, the holistic perspective, and interdisciplinarity,
characterise the current moment, a moment in which the heritage debate focuses on the
importance of cultural value for communities, as was perfectly formulated in the Faro
Convention [4].

Many authors have focused heritage conservation theory on the modulation of the
concept of authenticity [5]. In a way, it is understood that this has constituted the key on
which most of the criteria for intervention are based. The review of this concept through
the content of the different international reference texts and charters in the field of heritage
highlights, once again, the importance of agreeing on terminology and its meaning. The
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evolution of concepts over time responds to their necessary updating in the cultural, social,
and economic contexts in which they are applied [6].

The cultural theory surrounding heritage has developed, fundamentally, in the 20th
and 21st centuries, accompanied by a theoretical corpus that has not ceased to evolve
nomadic concepts, like heritage itself, that have adapted to the spirit of the times [7].

Not all the reference documents have addressed the significance of the concept of
authenticity, a question that emerges from a detailed reading of them that allows us to
point out which of them contribute to a genealogy of the term [8]. In this sense, it is the
Krakow Charter which, in 2000, defined the term in its final glossary (Annex. Definitions C),
clarifying its changing condition and introducing the temporal component and even the
future perspective:

“Authenticity means the sum of substantial, historically ascertained characteristics:
from the original up to the current state, as an outcome of the various transformations that
have occurred over time” [9] (p. 5).

This definition was produced to resolve the controversy that characterised the heritage
debate on conservation in the last quarter of the 20th century, where the emphasis was
placed on the recovery of the authentic, understood from the reference “to the original”.
This was a somewhat reductionist way of understanding intervention in heritage which,
however, did not serve to facilitate/improve the processes, nor to simplify a complex
problem. A way of proceeding was determined that coexisted with the beginnings of
the understanding of the monument as a reflection of all its times, a commitment to the
management of historicity that today is beginning to bear fruit. (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The theory of value in between 19th and 21st centuries. On the bottom: charts and texts
of reference in the field of heritage; in orange, Andalusian laws and policies. On the top: the main
intervention projects and value reports in Andalucía. In blue, the characterization of the values along
the century. Source: own elaboration.

2. Updating Concepts and Procedures: Understanding Authenticity

Looking back, it is possible to identify, in this corpus of texts under review, those that
are monographically devoted to authenticity. Two documents dating from the mid-1990s, a
period that could be defined as a period of transit, of the closing of late modernity and the
opening up of new horizons, serve as a turning points to situate the debate in a dynamic
and changing context, symbolized by the social turn and the projective perspective inherent
to architecture. The Nara Document on Authenticity (1994) [10] and the Charter of Brasilia
(1995) [11] introduce perceptive dimensions in the consideration of heritage, a subjective
charge that will modify the way heritage conservation is approached.

If the Venice Charter (1964) spoke of transmitting monumental works in their complete
authenticity [12], the Nara Document limits itself exclusively to taking authenticity into
consideration, emphasising the difficulty of the task. The proposal finally aims to under-
stand authenticity: an exercise of comprehensive but also interpretative reading that was
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to characterise conservation theories, especially from the last quarter of the 20th century
onwards. This methodology will then be materialised through the work processes: multi-
disciplinary collaboration, representative values of a culture, importance of documentation,
and the need to update authenticity assessments.

It is the Charter of Brasilia (1995) that takes up the challenge and, in its first sections,
indicates how the theme of authenticity then passes through that of identity, which is
changing and dynamic, making it very difficult to establish unique and invariable criteria
for what is “authentic”. The content structure of the Brasilia Charter shows the shift to
which the term authenticity is subjected, stressing the importance of meaning as opposed
to material consideration, as well as the breadth of openings for the term and the need to
graduate it:

Authenticity and identity
Authenticity and message
Authenticity and context (quality of life)
Authenticity and materiality
Gradation of authenticity (qualification of authenticities)
Authenticity Conservation (or of authenticities)

In order to define authenticity in the current context, the non-linear condition of time
in architecture is assumed [13], as well as the need to understand the temporality of heritage
as a way to be able to define its qualities and evaluate them. Authenticity is not reproduced,
nor is it preserved, in the strict sense of the term conservation. Authenticity has to do with
the recognition of a message that is transformed over time and that has to be transmitted
to society: “Authenticity, then, is more than a finite quality. It is a relational, dynamic,
practice-related condition that emerges when individuals engage with the world around
them” [14] (p. 161). It is a project process in which a modifying proposal is launched
forward. In this way, the project becomes the instrument of heritage work capable of
defining and writing the version of the object today, a “new object” that is inserted into the
game of successive representations that constitutes heritage conservation as a discipline.

In this context, Andalusian cultural policies have been aligned with international
guidelines, implementing methodologically rigorous procedures in which consensual
decision-making is based on knowledge of the property. To this end, the drafting of
conservation projects has been implemented, for which the Andalusian Historical Heritage
Law 14/2007 defines the minimum requirements in article 22 [15]:

Study of the property and its cultural values
Diagnosis of its condition
Description of the methodology
Proposal for action (theoretical, technical, and economic)
Impact on the protected values
Maintenance programme

This methodological application takes into account well-known guidelines but em-
phasises the importance of showing the impact on the protected values as a consequence of
the proposed actions. This task is particularly complex in the case of large-scale buildings
and monumental ensembles where numerous transformations have taken place, directly af-
fecting the consideration of their authenticity. “With the traditional emphasis on originality,
later additions have tended to be regarded as less authentic than original materials” [16]
(p. 184).

Methodologically, this work focuses on understanding the concept of authenticity
through the review of reference documents in the field, including examples of good practice
in particularly complex heritage sites in the Andalusian context. The experience in the
identification of values, the cornerstone of the processes that characterise heritage conser-
vation, will complement the way of proceeding to guarantee the result of the intervention
carried out in the Palace of San Telmo in Seville (Spain). This will serve as an example in
which the evaluation of the impact of the intervention on the identified values is tested
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in an innovative way; justifying the project strategy on the basis of the cultural values of
the building was the fundamental objective of the interdisciplinary commission of experts
appointed in 2002.

If the intervention in the Monastery of Santa María de las Cuevas on the Isla de la
Cartuja (Seville, 1989–1992) is a benchmark action in the Andalusian context in which
the heritage project is put into practice [17], San Telmo is the first occasion in which the
discourse of value applies not only to justify the demolitions and the intervention strategy
but also as an exercise in surplus value [18]. Now, the heritage research associated with the
intervention project is not only the basis for knowledge and reflection for the enhancement
of value, but also the support from which to make project decisions.

The methodology of the work is focused on the importance of the characterisation of
the building, in coherence with its material history, the identification of values in different
moments of the building, and the evaluation of the project decisions to measure the impact
in the heritage attributes of the building [19].

3. Identification of Values in the Palace of San Telmo (Seville. Spain)

The project for the Palacio de San Telmo in Seville is an enlightening example of the
dilemmas about the authenticity and identity of monuments and the problems faced by the
diversity of views, temporal, historical, and social, in order to reach a consensus through
the processes of restoration and rehabilitation, on the new layer of its historicity (Figure 2).
The project is thus understood as a critical and rigorous transformation process, planned, which
bases decision-making on multidisciplinary knowledge and from an integrating perspective. A
general methodology that requires specific application to the cultural property being intervened [17]
(p. 59):
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Originally designed as a Navigation School (1681) at the epilogue of the economic
and political predominance of the city of Seville, built at the end of the Baroque period
and at the beginning of the decline of a great empire, the Palace of San Telmo actually
corresponds to three construction periods. By 1725, the Figueroa family had given it its late
Baroque imprint: the main monumental façade and the dividing axis of the great college
with the outline of the staircase, the courtyard, and the chapel as definitive distinctive
elements. The navigation school soon emigrated from the city of Seville and the planned
and unfinished building became the palatial residence of the Montpensier court, a political
alternative to the Spanish throne and opposition to Isabella II during the second half of
the 19th century. It was then that its façades were formally shaped by the Enlightenment
architect Balbino Marrón who, through his work, gave the building and its gardens the
palatial identity that still prevails today. A third moment, the transfer of the building
complex to the Archbishopric of Seville in 1901, brought with it a new use as a Metropolitan
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Seminary, which led to successive spatial transformations and the filling of built-up areas
in the internal fabric of the Palace. This use lasted until 1989, when it was ceded to the
Andalusian Regional Government, which recovered its representative role by using it as
the seat of the Presidency of the Autonomous Government of Andalusia (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Diagrams depicting the evolution and transformation of the ground plan of the San Telmo
Palace. Source: [20].

After a first phase of preliminary refurbishment of the Figueroa elements of the façade
bay for the 1992 Universal Exhibition, in 2001, the comprehensive refurbishment of the rest
of the building began (project 2001–2004, works 2005–2010). Both projects were directed by
the Sevillian architect Guillermo Vázquez Consuegra [21]. In the planning process for this
refurbishment, the Andalusian Institute of Historical Heritage (IAPH) was commissioned
to set up an interdisciplinary commission of experts to analyse the persistence of these
values in the architectural solutions to be proposed based on the heritage values, which
were the result of in-depth humanistic and social studies [22].

This interdisciplinary collaboration reveals a need to understand the authenticity of
the building that is very different from the global vision of the monuments of the Charter of
Venice 1964. In contrast to the unidirectional historical reading of San Telmo that had been
promoted until then, the commission proposed a reading of the representative values of
three moments in history, each with responses based on their own capacities, to which the
intervention of the 21st century now had to be added. This showed the need to document
each of these periods of the monument perfectly, interpreting the social and cultural sphere
of each one of the times that had shaped both the materiality of the building and the
immaterial identity ideology that the palace represents socially.

In this sense, the identification of values in the San Telmo Palace allowed the imple-
mentation of a series of tools that, based on knowledge, provided criteria for intervention.
In accordance with the provisions of the Venice Charter, they would justify, through critical
reasoning, the presence of a recovered building stratigraphy:

- origin and first buildings.
- development of buildings and uses in the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries.
- architectural settlement and uses in the 20th century.

This decision making is supported by article 11 of the Venetian charter, from which
it is possible to justify, after a critical value judgement, the elimination of stages with no
architectural, documentary, or aesthetic value: “Article 11. The valid contributions of all
periods to the building of a monument must be respected, since unity of style is not the
aim of a restoration. When a building includes the superimposed work of different periods,
the revealing of the underlying state can only be justified in exceptional circumstances
and when what is removed is of little interest and the material which is brought to light
is of great historical, archaeological or aesthetic value, and its state of preservation good
enough to justify the action. Evaluation of the importance of the elements involved and the
decision as to what may be destroyed cannot rest solely on the individual in charge of the
work.” [12].

The project, by means of a contemporary intervention, highlights a series of contrast-
ing elements that highlight the material history of the property: the disposition of the
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courtyards of the original layout that were partially hidden before the intervention, the
archaeological elements of the original layout that concealed or supported the interventions
of the 20th century that undermined the values of the monument, and the disposition of
courtyards, corridors, and spaces that had been indiscriminately superimposed, concealing
the evolution of the 18th and 19th centuries in the northern part of San Telmo.

The three moments (or ages, or material phases) identified corresponded to three
times in our closest culture, to which answers had been provided with ways of conceiving
architecture in the face of three needs of use. Interestingly, socially, the Palace of San Telmo
(not the original tidewater college, nor the seminary that survived until the end of the 20th
century) became the main idea. Even though the building had only been used as a palace
for half a century, the spatial conformation of its four fronts was to provide perceptual
information of the exterior that still survives today. With its perimeter enclosure in the 19th
century, the building became an urban landmark outside the city walls in the southern part
of the city. Compared with no less a building than the Tobacco Factory (1728–1760), its
expansion into semi-public gardens and the planning of the Cristina Gardens at the end of
the 19th century is one of the few examples of modern European urban development in
Seville, hence the importance of this urban (material) value, which is so closely linked to
values of identity [23] (pp. 30–34) (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. San Telmo Palace. Location near the Guadalquivir River (Sevilla). Source: Estudio Guillermo
Vázquez Consuegra.

One of the main challenges in validating the methodology for the commission in
charge of assessing the values of San Telmo was to document and demonstrate in the
monument itself each of the three moments or periods in which it had been transformed.
Thus, thanks to the cross-referencing and interpretation of the sources, it was established
that in 1681 a large building was designed to house the Colegio de San Telmo, and almost a
century later, it became clear from the first preserved plan (Pizarro, 1781) that, apart from
the works on the main axis and the exterior layout, only
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It was even easier to make present in the monument those elements of that first cultural
period in the building, especially the main bay and façade, the courtyard, and the chapel,
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with the latter being conceived as an authentic transcript of the shaping of the arts at the
service of a doctrinal idea, that of the spiritual formation of the sailors. In contrast, the
interior spaces built in this first age of the Palace are marked by the grandiosity of the
spaces of representation on a domestic scale, very close to the compartmentalisation of the
enclosures of the convents of the 18th century. These spaces, built in the southern area,
showed a series of differences with the rectangular floor plan of the original layout of the
building, something that led to a poor rational understanding of the building from the 19th
century onwards.

The second stage of the palace was its perimeter enclosure on the outlines, already
marked out for urban planning at the end of the 17th century. This work was carried
out under the patronage of the Dukes of Montpensier, although the formal and material
differentiation is difficult to distinguish due to the deliberate decision to build, as had
been done in previous centuries. Despite this, Balbino Marrón had to adapt the conceptual
austerity of the school to accommodate a small bourgeois court: devotionally fitting out the
chapel; finishing and decorating areas of the staircase; providing the gardens with a French
salon gallery; and fitting out the kitchens, toilets, and bedrooms on a different scale which,
to a large extent, transformed the less monumental spatial remains of the navigation school.

This second stage is also a way of interpreting the authenticity of the whole. In keeping
with the architectural production of the time (neos, revival), a physical and formal closure
(already traced) is pursued in a language close to the inherited Baroque.

The documentary value of the third period of construction of San Telmo, on the other
hand, shows an important break with this way of interpreting and reading the previous
inherited architecture. The need for greater occupation density (the building was recovering
its doctrinal function, now full of students) led to serious transformations of the building
in which the importance of rationalising the spaces with new architecture prevailed. The
readings of the inherited San Telmo then become a struggle to balance a symmetry of
distribution on both sides of the axis (façade–staircase–patio–chapel) that is imposed on the
timescale of the building of the Colegio de San Telmo and its palatial structure. In contrast
to an initial approach to the building by the architects of the regionalist period at the dawn
of the Ibero-American Exhibition, whose language and compartmentalisation work was
related to the materiality of the complex, this dialogue was broken with the appearance
of the architects Basterra and Amánn in 1926. On the south side of the axis, the remotest
remains of the College were demolished [24]. A series of rational courtyards were now
built to provide a succession of classrooms and dormitories necessary for the Seminary.
Advancing even further, in 1962, the architect José Galnares Sagastizábal built three floors
of “chambers” in the back bay of the building to house dormitories, thus creating a break in
scale, materials, and technology compared with what had been inherited from the Palace.

Analysing it from our time, the history of the building is understood from a partial dis-
regard and a real ignorance of the values present in the architecture of the whole (restricting
it to its most monumental parts) and to the materiality of the property (which is exchanged
for 20th century materials and technology). The rationalism or the technologisation of 20th
century architecture are here understood as an imposition on a factory that will never be
able to assimilate these spaces due to the lack of both architectural quality and materiality.

At the end of the 20th century, the building changed ownership. With the refurbish-
ment proposal that included in its decision-making process the experience of the reading
of values that was methodologically defended by the IAPH (2003), a fourth stage of San
Telmo began, in a fourth age of its own time (Table 1).

This imposition and the value of innovation, which could have become elements of
dialogue and improvement, end up confronting the architecture of the 17th–19th centuries
with that of the 20th.
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Table 1. Table of values identified in the Palace of San Telmo. Seville. Source: own elaboration.

Original Evolved Actual Recovered

Documental value Typological traces of
teaching space

The moments of architectural
planning and execution since the

19th century have shaped a corpus
of both built and off-plan solutions

from different perspectives and
cultural sensibilities.

The monument needs to be
explained, but it contains the

keys to its appropriation.

Distribution of spaces in the
southern area.

Delimitation of the
landscaped spaces.

Urban value The traces generate a city
beyond the city wall

The transformations to house the
palace promote a way of

urbanising the city in the 19th
century that provides decisive

clues for the southern growth of
the city.

The delimitation of the spaces
that made up the palace

block: its immediate gardens
and those ceded to the city at

the beginning of the 20th
century (María Luisa)

It is now an urban landmark
in the city, promoted by the
architectural recovery of the
building and the pedestriani-
sation/institutionalisation of

part of its perimeter.

Artistic/architectural/historical
value

Mastery of the formal
and material solutions

given to the dividing axis
of the palace.

Completion of the traces in a
language and materials that link

with the original project, opening
up to the plural richness that has
been shaping and identifying it.

New architectural additions,
such as the courtyards in the

southern area, which are
inserted in dialogue with the

inherited architecture.

Elimination of spaces that
clogged up the palace and

prevented a reading of
the whole.

Social value

Institutional building
showing the importance
of the sailing school for

the city.
Hospice for children

who were given trades in
the 17th century.

Importance of an alternative court
in the provincial city of Seville,

which was the capital of
the empire.

A building that brings
together a past that

represents citizenship

Appropriation for first-time
establishment of public

property and uses

Functional value Residential, educational,
and doctrinal use

Adaptability for
social/institutional
representational use

Adaptability for
social/institutional
representational use

Adaptability for
social/institutional
representational use

Identification of values by type according to the associated temporality.

4. Identifying Values for the Design of Heritage Sites

As mentioned above, the concept of authenticity has underpinned restoration theories
and has led the debate up to the present moment where, situated and immersed in the
theory of value, it is a question of identifying the attributes of cultural property. The
difficulty lies not only in the identification of what has value and its justification, but
also in the challenge of measuring, in terms of monitoring its impact, how the proposed
actions affect it. Value is understood as a learning process in which diversity is an inherent
characteristic [25].

Cultural studies and the identification of values are the breeding ground for justifying
project decisions, a working model compatible with the methodological proposal of the
conservation project proposed by Andalusian legislation in line with current international
guidelines (Figure 5). This is a way of approaching heritage conservation which, in recent
years, especially in the first quarter of the 21st century, has emerged with strength and in-
terest, facilitating the justification of processes for the enhancement of particularly complex
and large-scale heritage.
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Figure 5. The Conservation Project as a tool for proposing heritage actions: identifying values,
understanding authenticity, monitoring impact, and working hand in hand with local communities.
Source: own elaboration.

The result of the intervention on the San Telmo Palace reflects a set of decisions in
which, based on the values identified, a series of proposals for architectural solutions are
argued, in which, beyond the new use of the complex, the issues to be emphasised from
the different periods of the building are clearly highlighted.

Firstly, the intervention on the San Telmo complex highlights both the need to respect
the layout and the elements of architectural, artistic, and social representativeness that
weighed most heavily. The façade bay, the courtyard, and the chapel, here approached
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from the IAPH’s experience in the integral treatment of all the supports of movable assets,
are unquestionable elements of prevailing value throughout all the times of San Telmo. The
same applies to those elements that completed the original layout (the rest of the façades,
from the 19th century) and that still remain from the Montpensier palace, even altered,
as they were considered to be spaces for public representations of the interior (halls of
the main corridor, ballroom, etc.). This intervention is conservative in the strict sense of
the word, providing possible technological solutions, but respect the inherited materiality.
Some of these solutions are even completed with new ornamental programmes, as a result
of the evolution of uses, such as the stairwell in which an installation by the contemporary
painter Carmen Laffón is inserted.

Other interventions become more controversial, perhaps due to the lack of access
to the information that justified them. The misunderstood symmetry of the south side
generated a series of demolitions that came into conflict with the level of protection, but
which were based on the contemporary analysis of the value of the architecture provided
in the 20th century. These demolitions, far from being subdued by the new (administrative)
uses of the refurbishment, sought an almost archaeological settlement by recovering two
of the seven courtyards that appeared in Pizarro’s plan, specifically the one that preceded
the ballroom (Patio de San Jerónimo, for which some of its original columns are reused)
and the one adjacent to the sacristy of the College Chapel. By means of documentary
tracking, research, and archaeological prospection (wall of the old refectory), this southern
area recovered part of this more remote compartmentalisation that was silenced in the
architectural operations of the 20th century. Other demolitions, which were in conflict with
the original architecture of the building itself, such as those of the famous chambers at the
back of the north side, allowed, in addition to the establishment of a new architecture (the
fourth half), to solve the main problems of use that San Telmo demanded [26] (Figure 6).
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put  in perspective, acquires special relevance, as  it represents a milestone  in Andalusian 

cultural policies. It rehearses a model that the IAPH will argue in the frame of reference in 

other actions, especially the most recent ones that have been carried out in the city of Seville, 

which are patrimonial by definition: the viability study of the Reales Atarazanas (2008) [27], 

the report on the values of the old Altadis tobacco factory (2016) [28], and the report on 

the values of the urban port district (2021). 

A working model is needed that resolves the gap between urban planning, accompa-

nied by heritage legislation, and the drafting of intervention projects. To do this, it will be 

necessary to redefine the role of history, now understood as a process of making and un-

making, because the time of heritage is not a linear time either. This is a task in which it is 

a question of reading what has never been written [29], providing the keys to intervene in 

heritage spaces with rigour and guarantees, while at the same time implementing mech-

anisms to involve citizens. 
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Figure 6. Plan of the project. Ground Floor. Source: Estudio Guillermo Vázquez Consuegra.

Additionally, it is possible to recognize a model to manage heritage intervention:

- Identifying values based on the characterisation of the building, in coherence with its
material history, providing the recognition of valuable layers.

- Using a methodology that has its continuity in the intervention criteria applied, diverse
according to the richness and complexity (in terms of the entity of the cultural asset)
of the values identified.
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- Making the project decisions based on the cultural assessment carried out by a com-
mittee of experts who are supporting the architectural project.

The report on the values of the Palacio de San Telmo carried out by the group of
experts accompanied the process of drafting and implementing the intervention projects,
a stage that took a long time (beginning in the early 1990s and ending in 2011) [27]. A
work that, put in perspective, acquires special relevance, as it represents a milestone in
Andalusian cultural policies. It rehearses a model that the IAPH will argue in the frame
of reference in other actions, especially the most recent ones that have been carried out in
the city of Seville, which are patrimonial by definition: the viability study of the Reales
Atarazanas (2008) [28], the report on the values of the old Altadis tobacco factory (2016) [29],
and the report on the values of the urban port district (2021).

A working model is needed that resolves the gap between urban planning, accompa-
nied by heritage legislation, and the drafting of intervention projects. To do this, it will
be necessary to redefine the role of history, now understood as a process of making and
unmaking, because the time of heritage is not a linear time either. This is a task in which
it is a question of reading what has never been written [30], providing the keys to inter-
vene in heritage spaces with rigour and guarantees, while at the same time implementing
mechanisms to involve citizens.
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