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Abstract

For a long time, wooden architectural heritage has been disregarded in international 
conservation guidelines and the UNESCO World Heritage List. In the Finnish context, 
disdain for timber buildings is both endemic and adapted from foreign countries 
through the international conservation discourse. In searching for the cause of this 
contempt, this article identifies the underrating of wood in relation to its material 
performance, timber building tradition, peripheral location, and subsequent connota-
tions adopted and expressed by Finnish heritage professionals. This study examines 
timber heritage using international building conservation guidelines. The guidelines 
were selected in accordance with their topics and their influence on the Finnish  
architectural heritage discourse. The international guidelines were compared with 
extracts from the Finnish conservation debate. The study concludes that an increase 
in repair knowledge has contributed to the appreciation of Finnish wooden architec-
tural heritage.
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1	 Introduction

The list of UNESCO World Heritage Sites was initiated in 1978. In 1991, Old 
Rauma in western Finland was added to the list as an example of a Nordic his-
torical wooden town. By 1991, over 250 buildings and built environments were 
included on the list. While stone and brick buildings and ruins dominated this 
list, only nine sites were primarily wooden, six of which were specifically char-
acterised as timber architecture. This observation piqued our interest in this 
study. Timber buildings are not always highly valued; however, there has been 
a change in perception: How, and at what stage, did this rise in the value of 
timber architecture take place?

Finland is covered with forests. Because wood has always been the con-
ventional material of construction, it is at the heart of Finnish architectural 
heritage. The traditional Finnish log-building technique, with horizontal 
logs and notched corners, has been used throughout Fennoscandia for over 
a millennium (Kärki 1999: p. 105, see Fig. 1). This technique was used through-
out Europe until masonry became the most common building technique  
(Gardberg 2002: p. 7).

Finland has a limited amount of archaeological materials, particularly 
architectural heritage. This is partly because wood has been the primary con-
struction material for centuries. If abandoned, timber buildings tend to vanish 
in a relatively short time in a humid climate, leaving no ruins. A characteristic 
of timber buildings, and a challenge for their longevity, is that they are made of 
wood almost completely — from the structural frame to the building compo-
nents, such as doors and their hinges. Roofs were made of wood, such as bark, 
wooden shingles, and boards, as late as the 1940s in many places in the country.

While cities started to grow, stone and brick constructions were favoured 
over wooden ones for fire safety; in Finland, they were rarely utilised owing 
to the hard local rock type and strong timber construction tradition. Timber 
dominated construction materials in Finland, even in urban areas, until the 
beginning of the 20th century (see Fig. 1), and is still widely used, especially 
in smaller buildings such as single-family houses (Helander & Rista 1987: p. 14; 
Lilius 1964: p. 159).
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Figure 1	 Every possible building part was made of wood in traditional Finnish 
architectural heritage. A village in a rural municipality of Ulvila
Photo: Matti Poutvaara. Source: Finnish Heritage Agency, Helsinki

The depreciation of wooden architectural heritage has a long history. While 
growing their power in 16th-century Finland, Swedish rulers provided recom-
mendations to build with stone in the towns. The first historical sources juxta-
posing wood and stone materials date from the time of Johan III of Sweden in 
1569, when he promised a tax reduction to the burghers of the city of Vyborg, 
which was constructed with stone. The primary reason was fire safety, but since 
the dominion and other socialites were constructed of stone, the material soon 
gained high status (Lilius 2000: p. 27). In addition, stone imitations became 
common in Finnish wooden architecture from the 16th century onwards, such 
as paint and carved arc-shaped openings to represent the details of stone 
architecture (Fig. 2) (Lilius 2000: pp. 27–29). These features were used because 
stone structures were associated with wealth and taste.

For this reason, there are no medieval or older buildings left in Finland, 
except for a few dozen churches and castles. In addition, the natural proper-
ties of timber limit the size of buildings, and thus, a small scale defines Finnish 
architectural heritage. On a global scale, timber buildings are characterised by 
sparsely populated areas with large forests, and the same questions of wooden 
heritage apply not only to Finland but also to the entire northern boreal for-
est zone, also known as Taiga, including parts of countries such as Sweden, 
Canada, Russia, and Norway.
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Figure 2	 In the 18th and 19th century, many prominent wooden buildings were composed 
to resemble stone buildings. Lappeenranta city hall in the 1960s
Photo: Teuvo Kanerva 1960–1969. Source: Finnish Heritage Agency, 
Helsinki

We consider the topic through the lens of ‘authorized heritage discourse’ 
(Smith 2006), taking a critical eye to the construction of the idea of heritage. 
It is important to better understand the process of heritagisation because our 
current understanding is influenced by our past perception of heritage, and 
accordingly, it reflects future heritage that we have not yet identified. Being 
increasingly aware of the entangled material and immaterial aspects of heri-
tage, the heritage field has certain cultural expectations for buildings, materi-
ality, and physical performance.
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2	 Materials and Methods

We are interested in attitudes towards wooden architectural heritage. In this 
study, we investigate whether and how timber is disregarded in the processes 
of evaluation, preservation, and conservation of heritage buildings. Recent 
studies have focused on the status of timber buildings and the challenges in 
their preservation in countries such as Russia, Sweden, and Norway. Nilsen 
(2021) discussed how timber buildings in Sweden have been disdained for their 
fire hazard and rural appearance, and how they have yet to be valued for being 
warm, affordable, and movable. The material performance of wood struc-
tures has been considered a challenge in Northern European countries, and 
the management of timber buildings has only recently begun to signify pre- 
damage maintenance rather than post-damage repair (Mycklebust 2018: p. 130).

The idea of reassessing heritage relates to the authorised heritage discourse, 
introduced by Laurajane Smith in 2006. According to this approach, ‘heritage’ 
has come to represent the dominant and legitimised way of seeing heritage — 
authorised heritage discourse  — to the extent that the wider debate over 
heritage is significantly constrained. In this article, we do not claim that the 
undervaluation of wooden heritage is a direct result of the authorised heri-
tage discourse, but we examine its potential by evaluating diverse historical 
materials.

Our research material consists of the most notable conservation charters 
and documents from the 20th century, in addition to those related to wooden 
architectural heritage. The timeframe covers the most influential changes in 
building heritage assessment. We examine how the declarations describe and 
frame architectural heritage in general and evaluate their suitability for the 
conservation of wooden architectural heritage. The observations are comple-
mented by excerpts from the debate on the conservation of Finnish wooden 
heritage that occurred at the same time.

3	 Results

3.1	 International Architectural Conservation Discourse
The European building conservation theory of the 20th century is based on 
international charters and recommendations. During the first few decades, 
the contributors to the charters were mostly Central European, from cultures 
dominated by stone architecture (see the Athens Charter 1931 and the Venice 
Charter 1964; ICOMOS 1931, 1964). Because stone structures may stand for cen-
turies, material originality is highly valued in this discourse. Influential words 
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in favour of stone constructions were spoken as early as the 1840s by English 
writer, philosopher, and art critic John Ruskin, who considered stone build-
ings as small shelters of human cultural history, referring to ‘— walls that have 
long been washed by the passing waves of humanity’ (Ruskin 1907: p. 249). This 
introduced the idea of an old material as irreplaceable, holding intrinsic value.

The first international conservation charter, the Athens Charter for the 
Restoration of Historic Monuments (ICOMOS 1931: p. VI), focused on ancient 
monuments and ruins when referring to conservation techniques. The old 
material was interpreted to be special in a way that was not possible for a new 
material:

In the case of ruins, scrupulous conservation is necessary, and steps 
should be taken to reinstate any original fragments that may be recovered 
(anastylosis), whenever this is possible; the new materials used for this 
purpose should in all cases be recognisable.

By emphasising material authenticity, the Athens Charter almost completely 
excluded Finland because there were no ancient timber structures that could 
be referred to as ruins. In this respect, Finland, among other timber tradition 
cultures, was defined as having a poor cultural heritage.

Published in 1964, the International Charter for the Conservation and 
Restoration of Monuments and Sites, also known as the Venice Charter, is a 
landmark of international cooperation. The Charter regards historic monu-
ments as living witnesses to people’s age-old traditions. According to the 
Charter, the aim of the restoration process is to respect the original material 
and authentic documents. The Charter states that the restoration must stop 
at the point where conjecture begins, ‘[…] and in this case moreover any extra 
work which is indispensable must be distinct from the architectural composi-
tion and must bear a contemporary stamp’. The Charter (ICOMOS 1964) con-
tinues with the note that:

Replacements of missing parts must integrate harmoniously with the 
whole, but at the same time must be distinguishable from the original so 
that restoration does not falsify the artistic or historic evidence.

This can be derived from the declaration that the present is fundamentally dif-
ferent from the past, and on that account, it is false and prohibits repair in an 
entirely traditional manner.

One of the consequences of the destruction of Europe during the Second 
World War was the idea of preserving not only monuments but also the urban 
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Figure 3	 Pispala area in the 1960s, when it was under threat of demolition. Since then, the 
cityscape and many of the buildings have been protected.
Photo: Teuvo Kanerva 1963–1966. Source: Finnish Heritage Agency, 
Helsinki

fabric with its modest buildings. During the 1950s and the 1960s, attempts 
were made to restore and reconstruct war-demolished old towns in Central 
Europe. The Venice Charter argued for this phenomenon by allowing recon-
struction in special cases if only new parts were identifiable. Nevertheless, this 
did not apply to Finland, because there were no such old towns in Finland as 
in Southern and Central Europe. Finland’s young, urban, and mostly wooden 
building stock was regarded as irrelevant in this discourse.

In Finland, discussions are in line with international models. A report from 
the neighbourhood of Pispala, Tampere, expresses the stance towards wooden 
heritage in Finland in the 1960s (Fig. 3). The author, Pekka Kärki, was one of 



8 10.1163/27723194-bja10040 | Kalakoski and Sirén

International Journal of Wood Culture ﻿(2025) 1–16

the leading authorities in Finnish building conservation and later worked as 
the head of department at the National Board of Antiquities (later the Finnish 
Heritage Agency, https://www.korjaustaito.fi/fi/korjauskortit) and contributed 
to the preservation of Finnish wooden towns. However, in 1968, when Pispala 
was not yet recognised as one of the most representative working-class resi-
dential areas in Finland, Kärki (1968) described it as follows:

The houses of Pispala are results of very modest financial conditions, and 
their technical standards follow the same modesty. Their architectural 
style is a kind of a mix of traditional, rural architecture, highly decorative 
wood construction style and unsuccessful neoclassicism. […] The rooms 
and apartments are as small as possible. […] I don’t see any need for their 
preservation.

This quote assumes that such buildings are made of wood and associates them 
with underprivileged characteristics.

The building conservation movement in Finland developed concurrently 
with the appreciation of wooden towns and grew slowly during the 1960s 
(Mattinen 1985: p. 11). Porvoo is today considered one of the most important 
historical wooden city centres in Finland, and it was competing for UNESCO 
World Heritage status with Old Rauma at the turn of the 1980s and the 1990s. 
Nevertheless, earlier, in 1968 architect Aatos Issakainen, who specialised in 
urban planning, commented on Porvoo’s city plan. Issakainen ([1968] 1971) 
remarked that there are relatively few buildings that should be conserved as 
such, and that the most important thing is to avoid a dead, ‘museum-kind’ 
atmosphere. According to him, there are two elements to protect the area: 
the scale of the old city centre and the character of the irregular city plan. 
However, he also stated that new buildings should be sensitively planned. This 
abstraction of wooden towns into scales, street sections, and cityscapes is an 
example of how architects have scorned wood as a vanishing and replaceable 
piece of cultural heritage.

Regarding the material remains of wooden heritage, the period following 
the launch of the Venice Charter can be described as a continuum of harmful 
thinking in Finland. For many upcoming decades, the focus has remained on 
the documentation and classification of heritage sites rather than on active 
preservation (Valonen et al. 1977; Mattinen 1985: p. 12). Because of this vulner-
ability, wooden architectural heritage was considered to have vanished, and 
documentation was seen as a means of safeguarding at least some qualities 
of the wooden heritage. The idea of recognisability from the original is com-
pletely contrary to the common method of maintaining timber buildings, 

https://www.korjaustaito.fi/fi/korjauskortit
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which is based on the regular repair and partial replacement of damaged parts. 
In this respect, constantly evolving wooden architectural heritage loses value 
with every repair. By asserting the principle of the distinctiveness of the new 
part as universal, the declaration condemns the Finnish timber architectural 
heritage as something that lies outside the relevant heritage discussion.

With no name for a phenomenon, it is almost impossible to promote or pre-
serve it (El Harouny 2008: p. 40). The exact emergence of the term ‘wooden 
town’ in Finland dates back to 1964 (Koponen 2006: p. 35), which also marked 
the start of the preservation movement of wooden architectural heritage. 
Nordic wooden towns were assigned a heritage status as soon as their potential 
losses became apparent to heritage experts in the 1960s. In 1969, the ‘Nordic 
Wooden Town’ project gathered Nordic heritage conservationists to investigate 
and lobby for the preservation of Nordic wooden towns (Mattinen 1985: p. 13; 
Koponen 2006: p. 36). In 1972, the Finnish Architectural Review published a 
special issue on wooden towns, summarising the themes of the project. Thus, 
the project reached a much wider and more authoritative audience (Kalakoski 
et al. 2019: p. 796). While the loss of wooden heritage seemed inevitable for a 
long time, it was also a factor that activated the conservation debate.

3.2	 Repair Acknowledged
Compared with stone buildings, timber buildings require more maintenance, 
care, and surveillance to maintain their physical, structural and architectural 
qualities. If not regularly painted, timber cladding appears to deteriorate rap-
idly. In the 1960s and 1970s, urban timber houses were often rented by people 
of lower social classes; therefore, their preservation was often asserted through 
social arguments (Helander 1972; Mattinen 1985: p. 116). Maire Mattinen, an 
expert on historical timber buildings in Finland, pointed out in the 1980s that 
the 1970s witnessed a significant shift from documentation to proactive pres-
ervation activities (Mattinen 1985: p. 13). Attitudes were changing, and timber 
buildings that were damaged more than in previous decades were found to be 
repairable (Mattinen 1985: p. 38).

Mattinen stated that the idea of conservation has widened from museum 
sites to people’s homes and everyday environments. Of course, this requires 
sharing information on good repair practices. The Old Rauma Building 
Preservation Association was established in 1974, and conservation guidance 
has been part of its activities. Concurrently, municipalities have begun to 
play a role in building preservation by providing and publishing site-specific 
guidelines for conservation (Mattinen 1985: pp. 82, 92). In the early 1990s, 
the Finnish Heritage Agency (formerly the National Board of Antiquities) 
started to publish repair instructions called ‘conservation cards’, following the 
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Figure 4	 The focus was slowly turning towards preservation and repair in the 1960s 
and 1970s. An excerpt from the national collection of repair instructions, 
Korjauskortit
Source: Finnish Heritage Agency, Helsinki

Swedish example of Vårda väl-blad. Finnish conservation cards have recently 
established their status as an important resource for both home repairers and 
professionals (Fig. 4). Initially, these instructions focused on repair and main-
tenance practices for timber buildings.

In 1987, ICOMOS published the Charter for the Conservation of Historic 
Towns and Urban Areas. The charter called for the integration of the conserva-
tion of historic urban areas into urban and regional planning and other coher-
ent policies of economic and social development. It stressed the importance of 
preserving ‘the material and spiritual elements’ in expressing the character of 
the town, and that the ‘participation and the involvement of the residents are 
essential for the success of the conservation programme’. Above all, the charter 
stated that ‘continuing maintenance is crucial to the effective conservation’ 
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and that ‘the improvement of housing should be one of the basic objectives of 
conservation’. In doing so, the charter recognised and embraced the transfor-
mation of the living urban environment, an idea that approached the concept 
of intangible heritage.

The preliminary debate on Finnish sites for the World Heritage List took 
place at a stage when the list had already emerged as a set of prominent monu-
ments. In this comparison, the Finnish architectural heritage appears to be 
modest. The sites that met these criteria were mainly related to primary pro-
duction, such as fishing and reindeer herding. The selection of Finnish sites 
was centrally influenced by Nordic World Heritage Cooperation, beginning 
with the International ICOMOS initiative in 1986. The objective of the coopera-
tion was to identify the specific features of Nordic cultural heritage, defined to 
differ from the ‘great monuments’ of the World Heritage List. The cooperation 
identified the Nordic ‘wooden town’ as a characteristic type of urban heritage 
in the Nordic countries and agreed that the representative of the subject would 
be elected from Finland. Old Rauma was selected to represent the heritage cat-
egory (Vahtikari 2007: pp. 106–108).

In 1994, ICOMOS published the Nara Document on Authenticity, which 
reevaluated the value of cultural property through the concept of authentic-
ity (ICOMOS 1994a). This document addressed the need for a broader under-
standing of cultural diversity and heritage regarding conservation. A group 
of authors from 28 countries reached a consensus that ‘authenticity is an 
essential element in defining, assessing, and monitoring cultural heritage’ and 
that the concept and application of the term ‘authenticity’ vary from culture 
to culture. When widening the range of attributes to assess authenticity, the 
practice of periodic dismantling, rebuilding, repair, and reassembly of wooden 
heritage structures was legitimised (ICOMOS 1994b). In Finland, the reassess-
ment of repairs and other actions related to living cultural heritage contin-
ued to strengthen after the launch of the Nara Document on Authenticity. 
Conservation projects of outdoor museums and churches were used as labo-
ratories to develop conservation practices. Such practical projects and expe-
riences were essential in developing a new trust in wooden architectural 
heritage and its preservation potential (Kairamo 2006: pp. 32, 37, 120). This 
approach fostered the development of traditional building techniques, with 
the recognition that a timber building can endure for centuries with the right 
kind of maintenance (Kaila 1997).

In 1999, ICOMOS launched two important charters that influenced the 
understanding of wooden architectural heritage sites (ICOMOS 1999). The 
Charter on the Built Vernacular Heritage acknowledges the role of the com-
munity as a continuing process in the expression and survival of vernacular 
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building traditions and the world’s cultural diversity. Being vernacular for the 
most part, wooden architectural heritage approaches the accepted concept of 
heritage. The Document of Principles for the Preservation of Historic Timber 
Structures (ICOMOS 2016) was more practical and considers the diversity of 
timber construction on a global scale. In terms of Finnish architectural heri-
tage, it clarified some practicalities of timber repair instructions; above all, it 
changed the attitude towards the visibility of new parts, as highlighted in the 
Venice Charter. According to the timber structure principles, ‘If it is necessary 
to renew or replace surface finishes, the original materials, techniques and tex-
tures should be duplicated as far as possible’.

International guidelines are significant for many reasons, but one impor-
tant aspect is the recognition of the specific properties of wood as a material. 
Timber buildings require continuous maintenance and care, observation of 
gradual damage, careful timing of different interventions, and even periodic 
replacement of certain building parts such as the lowermost logs of the log 
frame. Asquith and Vellinga (2006) claimed that too much attention has been 
paid to the historical and typological interpretation of vernacular buildings; 
however, vernacular buildings, such as modest timber buildings, should be 
examined as resources for creative treatment, active reuse, and reinterpreta-
tion. Yarrow (2019: p. 3) has stated that ‘conservation is practically substanti-
ated in a range of ways, including materially, bodily, emotionally, ethically and 
conceptually’. The immaterial culture of ‘living in a wooden house’ requires 
emotional, ethical, and bodily engagement, which takes material form as a 
practice of maintenance and repair. The need for continuous maintenance 
links timber buildings with living traditions, rather than with stable monu-
ments or historical documents. Preservation of timber buildings requires the 
continuation of repair traditions.

4	 Conclusion

In this article, we studied whether wood as a building material, especially as 
an architectural heritage material, is underrated both internationally and in 
Finland. We scrutinised international conservation charters and showcased 
the alleviation of disdain in the 1990s. Differences in building materials and 
traditions have led to the dominance of stone-building culture in the con-
servation debate. Different material performances created disparities in the 
comparison; timber buildings were considered less significant than stone 
buildings. Certain fundamental conservation premises adapted for stone-built 
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heritage sites, such as the importance of age, material authenticity, and large 
size, are clearly unsuitable for timber structures.

The paucity of timber buildings in this international sampling, specifi-
cally in the UNESCO World Heritage List, can be explained not only by the 
peripheral prevalence of timber buildings, but also by their young age, espe-
cially compared with other listed buildings and sites. The oldest monuments 
were built from stone and other durable materials, whereas timber buildings 
are often everyday environments that represent a more recent history. The dis-
advantage of the list is that, while it reinforces our understanding of certain 
cultural heritage, it overshadows cultures, aesthetics, materials, and building 
types that are not represented. This also relates to the idea of the ‘normal’ or, 
in the case of UNESCO World Heritage Sites, what is considered valuable and 
worthy of preservation, and, especially, a representative piece for the creativity 
of humankind (see ICOMOS 1977). Based on this notion, wooden architectural 
heritage could represent a blind spot in the heritage discourse or, as we sug-
gest, material otherness.

The concept of otherness may explain the scarcity of historical architec-
tural heritage in Finland. This concept is commonly used in the social sciences 
to refer to the marginalised status of certain groups of people, often minori-
ties. According to the Cambridge Dictionary, otherness is a quality of ‘being 
or feeling different in appearance or character from what is familiar, expected, 
or generally accepted’ (Cambridge Dictionary: Otherness). Dichotomic ideas 
of similarity and difference are central to the way in which people achieve a 
sense of identity, and social institutions hold the balance of power through 
their representation of what is accepted as ‘normal’ and what is considered 
‘the other’ (Zevallos 2011).

In the case of wooden heritage, this means that the physical performance 
and need for the continuous maintenance of wood have defined it as dif-
ferent and less valuable than other, more durable materials. International 
organisations have published guidelines for building conservation since the 
1930s, but the special qualities of wood were only examined as late as the 
1990s. First, the Nara Document on Authenticity was an important step in 
redefining the concept of authenticity to better correspond to non-Western 
(or non-South-and-Central-European) building traditions and materials. It 
highlighted certain specialities of wooden architectural heritage, such as the 
periodic replacement of building parts. Second, the process that began in New 
Mexico in 1999 and ended in New Delhi in 2017 (ICOMOS 1999, 2017) defined 
the ‘Principles for the Preservation of Historic Timber Structures’. It was finally 
accepted that the new parts could look the same as the older ones. Wood was 
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now officially recognised as a building material with unique characteristics, 
conservation premises, and requirements.

Wood must be truly appreciated not only as material but also in relation 
to craftsmanship and as representative of repair culture. Timber buildings 
require regular maintenance for preservation, and understanding the value of 
continuous maintenance work is crucial for uplifting the status of wood as a 
building material. Living in an old log house has high status in Finland, but 
it is also seen as a special lifestyle that not everyone chooses. The commit-
ment that timber buildings require from individuals and communities keeps 
people active and sustains and upholds building and repair traditions. As an 
easily workable material, timber buildings can be maintained by people with 
different levels of experience and skill sets. In addition, such dedication and 
expression of care is rewarding for both the maintainers and the buildings 
and may strengthen the appreciation of one’s own environment. The main-
tenance of larger objects and some building parts requires cooperation, and 
thus, people’s joint communication and meetings. In this respect, the recipro-
cal connection between wooden architectural heritage and its caretakers has 
culture-sustaining properties.

In this article, we follow how the heritage status of timber buildings slowly 
became more diverse and valued from the 1970s onwards. In addition, the use 
of wood as a building material has gained a new kind of appreciation, particu-
larly in the 21st century. Wood is valued for ecological reasons; decorative and 
acoustic qualities; and for its soft, healthy, and natural connotations. Owing 
to strict building regulations, new buildings are often covered with wood, 
whereas the frames are made of steel and concrete. Wood is used as much as 
possible in a carefree manner, purely as a visual and decorative element. Wood 
as a material is dismissed not only in terms of heritage buildings but also in 
the design and construction of new buildings. If wood is suggested in the first 
sketch or plan, it is often replaced with other materials because the need for 
maintenance is still seen as a disadvantage.

Simultaneously, communities are emerging in Finland who embrace wood 
and its qualities. In these communities, living in a timber building is recog-
nised as a special feature for celebration. Timber buildings are repaired, used, 
and lived in a specific way, which is a characteristic of wooden buildings. In 
these ‘timber housing’ communities, timber buildings are associated with 
pride, and timber is no longer an object of othering.
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