Tourism and conservation: a difficult relationship

Andrea Vianello (Oxford)
ABSTRACT:

Humans have both needed and enjoyed travelling around and discovering new places since antiquity.
Cultural landscapes made of material heritage or intangible traditions have been a particular source of
fascination. The advent of the society of mass has resulted in tourism becoming a significant source of
economic wealth, often overshadowing most pre-existing industries. Tourism prompted by the
fascination for a particular cultural landscape has become a powerful agency capable of modifying that
same cultural landscape: this is a paradox. The predicted impact on tourism can play a role in the
strategies related to the conservation of monumental and traditional culture. Moreover, competition
between different cultural leisure resorts often produces the introduction of cultural (and even non-
cultural) elements foreign to a particular culture, and new eclectic cultures may emerge as well as old

cultures may disappear. The case of Italy, and particularly Venice, will be used to present some issues.

Leisure resorts have now a long history and a substantial diversity including R oman
leisure centres, Medieval hunting grounds and modern resorts. Artistic towns and
archacological sites also attract tourists and have become cultural leisure resorts sometimes
mocking their history with tacky souvenirs and holidaymakers and organised groups that
can hardly understand histories long hundreds of years if not millennia in a few hours of
visit. Tourism has grown to a mature industry, and many people rely on it as a major
source of income. There are many good reasons to “open the doors” and welcome tourists
as they are a major source of funding for the preservation and conservation of most
existing heritage and often entire communities. How much tourists understand or learn
from their visits to cultural leisure resorts is hardly a problem that should concern the
public: it should be instead a private concern. A case not discussed here is also that
concerning the problems of unregulated tourism spoiling delicate sites, whether natural or
archaeological, since this concerns protecting delicate areas. In this paper, I concentrate on
cultural leisure resorts that were not conceived and built as leisure resorts, but have since
become exactly that. In such cases, the conversion of a centre, and especially a centre that
is still inhabited, can affect the culture and identity of that centre. However, the opposite
can also happen: centres built as leisure resorts have often grown to be proper centres.
Because of this, a change in the main purpose of a settlement or centre cannot be

considered negatively or a consequence of “modernity”.



The urban landscape is as dynamic and diverse as the natural one. In a forest, every tree has
a different age and history, and all animals, plants and stones in it make it a unique place. If
we could observe a forest for a long enough time, we would see it change seasonally in the
short term, but also more dramatically sometimes. Wildfires for example would burn parts
of it or all of it at intervals, regardless of human intervention. In the same way, if we could
take a snapshot of a whole forest at a given time, we would not have a memory of the
forest, but just the record of an instant in the long life of a living place. The urban
landscape is equally dynamic and diverse. A small settlement can grow and become an
important centre, as is the case for most American cities; a settlement can also be built and
destroyed repeatedly, and be rebuilt differently destruction after destruction, as in the case
of Troy. And in case of taking a snapshot of a place at a given time, such as in the case of
Pompeii, that instant can include as many moments of normal life as extraordinary
moments, and each house has a different history. It can be difficult at times to think of an
ancient centre such as Pompeii, with its houses still standing, as a place with a long history,
but urban archaeology, although faced by the obvious limitation of having historical
buildings hiding their preceding history, when could be applied has revealed the history of
what survives. And it is a history as interesting as that told by the stones excavated by
archacologists in contexts in ruins. Fading memories of such places are in a way not less

important than records produced by laborious and diligent archaeologists.

Hence, when we study any inhabited centre, it is critical to consider it as a dynamic place.
In the particular case of leisure resorts, the changeable tastes of people and fashions make
such centres or areas especially receptive of changes with marked dynamism rarely seen in
other contexts. In fact, it can be generally observed that touristic sites have usually most
amenities and services usually found in much larger centres and are often capable of setting
trends and standards in leisure. The actual dynamism of leisure resorts can be subtle and
difficult to detect in the archaeological record: a beach or Luna Park may change very
little through a given period of time, but how people uses and behaves in certain areas may
significantly change. Recording and conserving the memory of a leisure resort is therefore
challenging because the material record forms only part of the record; the other part, and

often the most important one, is formed by the physical presence (or absence) of other



