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Abstract: This article examines the application of conditions of authenticity within the context of
built heritage management in areas of political conflict, where heritage management can be seen as a
political act rather than a means of protection. It focuses on values attributed to built heritage that can
be targeted or reinvented by the dominant power in areas of conflict with minorities being powerless
to intervene. The argument is built around the Agios Synesios Church in North Cyprus, which
continued to be used by the Greek Cypriot minority following the island division in 1974. Although
their way of life has been compromised, they have embraced forced change through using the church
to maintain their ritual and religious practices; by doing so, they negotiate their values towards their
heritage. In this case, the study shows that the conditions of authenticity are difficult to meet, given
the means through which heritage management can be manipulated. Accordingly, the article aims to
contribute to general discussions on the vagueness and enigmatic conditions of authenticity in areas
of conflict. Different buildings in areas of conflict around the world suffer because of the political
nature of heritage management, which makes the criteria of authenticity unviable.
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1. Introduction

Changes in cultural practices, values, and social norms throughout time are inevitable.
These transformations mostly occur progressively in different generations. However, con-
flicts may accelerate and force new changes in cultural and social practices, especially when
power dynamics may influence the different parties involved in a conflict. This is evident
when minorities are involved, who need to develop ways to both protect and represent
their identity among the culture of the majority [1,2]. As such, buildings belonging to
minorities, who are forced into new circumstances, might gain more significance and be-
come more symbolic [2]. In other words, buildings become representations of the collective
memory of the impaired minorities, especially those associated with their culture, as a
result of changes in the political conditions [3]. This poses the issue of selectiveness in
heritage management.

Heritage management in areas of conflict can become highly politicized. Values
associated with built heritage at a given time and place are formed by the contexts and
actors involved and are changeable. The changing values and approaches to heritage
management can shade authenticity, a foundational concept in heritage conservation.

The conditions for authenticity have been provided by the Nara Document [4] and
have been revised under Nara +20 [5]. Although the revised document respects social
changes in different cultures as conditions of authenticity, this does not include conflicts of
a political nature. When changes to a place may have been deliberately forced and the spirit
of the place’s “context” has been compromised, then coming to terms with authenticity in
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areas of conflict becomes critical. One of the questions that emerges is “which values remain
and for whom?”.

The objective here is to investigate value change as a condition for authenticity through
the case of religious heritage in areas of conflict and to relate it to heritage management
that is open to various interpretations. The article argues that the pre and the revised
Nara Documents and the Operational Guidelines of UNESCO [6] on the conditions of
authenticity are difficult to meet within the heritage management in politically unstable
contexts. Furthermore, the criteria provided by these charters/conventions falls short in
addressing the role of the community within the discourse of heritage management.

This is argued in relation to the case study of the Agios Synesios Church located in the
village of Rizokarpaso in North Cyprus. Rizokarpaso represents a rare example of mixed
ethnic groups in Cyprus (Turks and Greeks) living together today. The Greek Cypriots, who
were the vast majority of the residents in the village prior to 1974, were not all displaced to
the southern part of the island and have continued to live in their own houses and use the
church. The church is the most prominent among the many churches in the village, and
it is still intact. Although the building is true to its use, function, aesthetics, and physical
appearance, changes in the context and in the practices of social and religious rituals have
been reconfigured, an act which demonstrates the Turkish presence following the conflict.

This paper questions whether such buildings, which are still intact and are truthful to
their original use but exist in areas of conflict, can still clearly represent the conditions of
authenticity. Answers to these questions will help to critically appraise diverse approaches
to heritage studies across the world through broadening notions of authenticity that are
linked to built heritage.

This qualitative research, based on a theoretical discussion about authenticity in areas
of conflict and a case study, includes the following:

• An extensive literature review on the issue of authenticity in heritage management
and political conflicts and wars.

• An examination of the publicly available documents about the church from the De-
partment of Antiquity in North Cyprus and inventory sheets done after 1974. Apart
from the documents, the description of the church available in Rupert Gunnis’s book
Historic Cyprus: A Guide to Its Towns and Villages, Monasteries and Castles helped to
depict changes to the building by comparing it with the existing condition of the
church. This source book is important since the literature about the history of Cyprus’
churches mainly focuses on the monasteries and predominant churches with architec-
tural significance. With the exception of Robert Gunnis’s book, the information about
the churches in rural areas is quite limited and dispersed. Published in 1936, the book
includes Gunnis’s observations derived from site visits during his employment in the
Cyprus Museum between 1932 and 1935 as an inspector of antiquities.

• An in-depth observation of the village, the church, and the surrounding area, as well
as interviews with both Greeks and Turks, including the priest and the muhtar (elected
community member in Turkish).

The article is structured under five headings. The introduction provides the back-
ground information about the study, and the second chapter offers an extensive literature
review on the concept of authenticity in built heritage and conflicts. The case study is
presented in detail in the third section and provides a basis for the discussion in the
section that follows. Finally, the fifth section concludes that the conditions of authen-
ticity for built heritage in areas of conflict should be revisited and the mechanisms and
guidelines reviewed.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Attributes of Values and Authenticity in Built Heritage

Authenticity has been an ongoing subject of debate in the field of heritage studies.
In the case of built heritage, the importance of maintaining authenticity was stated in
the Venice Charter in 1964 [7]. This was considered to be one of the pioneering steps in
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establishing built heritage conservation as a professional and scientific field, thus giving rise
to the importance and acceleration of professional activity in both theory and practice [8–11].
In the preamble of the charter, it is stated that our common responsibility is to safeguard
our heritage for future generations, and “our duty is to hand them on in the full richness of
their authenticity” [7] (p. 1). Such a statement raises the question of what authenticity is
and how it can be met.

Cultural heritage and its conservation became a worldwide concern and required the
help of both national and global heritage organizations. This resulted in the adoption of the
“Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage” by
the General Conference of UNESCO in 1972, which came into force in 1975. To be listed as
a World Heritage property, a cultural heritage asset should have an “outstanding universal
value” and pass the “test of authenticity” [12].

The requirements for World Heritage properties in the convention rekindled the dis-
cussions about authenticity. Focusing mainly on this, the meeting held in Nara, Japan, in
1994 addressed the respect for cultural diversity when judging the value and authenticity
of cultural heritage. The Nara Document on Authenticity, as an outcome of the conference,
states in its 13th article that authenticity judgements are based on different information
sources that may have changed according to the nature of the cultural heritage, its cultural
context, and its evolution through time [4]. Although there are no clear guidelines for the
examination of cultural context in heritage studies, this requirement exists in the interna-
tional documents. These sources comprise “form and design, materials and substance,
use and function, traditions and techniques, location and setting, spirit and feeling, and
other internal and external factors” [4]. The Nara Document defines authenticity in terms
of both tangible and intangible aspects of heritage assets and underlines that these are
open to interpretation by different cultures and even within the same culture. The Nara
Document experts met again in Japan in 2014 and released the supplementary text of Nara
+20, which built upon the Himeji Recommendations, examining alternative approaches to
better understand cultural diversity and heritage [5]. It states that values associated with
heritage are more socially based rather than technically or scientifically based and calls
for an assessment of the credibility of sources further determining authenticity. The text
of Nara +20 suggests that the determination of authenticity should be based on periodic
reviews that accommodate changes over time in perceptions and attitudes, rather than on
a single assessment based on a “meaningful expression of an evolving cultural tradition”
and the “resonance of group identity” [5].

A more simplified understanding of authenticity states that it is essential to understand
the distinction between the “facts” and “values” of built heritage. Facts are objectively
verifiable and inherent to the property without the need of an external observer, and values
are attributed to the property by people and therefore may change depending on time and
the person performing the evaluation [13] (p. 5).

Accordingly, it can be stated that changes in values, beliefs, and practices can continu-
ously be renegotiated. Nevertheless, what the above does not clearly address is the fact
that changes can be the result of a forced cause or an exercise of power, which may have
initially led to the changes in a building.

Theories have emphasised the different nature of places that should result in different
intervention and solutions, such as notions of place and sense of place of genius loci [14].
Buildings are much more than a mere location and not just an outcome of a mathematical
calculation. “Places” as such achieve their symbolic meaning and signification from social
meaning, depending on the richness of the social and cultural experience [15]. According
to this approach, it can be said that the authenticity of a historically valuable building is
totally lost if it is exhibited in a museum and away from its locus. The context and the
culture in which a building is situated comprises different tangible and intangible elements
and images that provide social values, meaning, and aesthetic values: an ontological
status. Together, they allow architectural works to appear for experience and to establish
an ontological relation with the environment that is authentic.
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The issue of context and spirit of place is addressed by several recommendations and
charters concerned with contemporary interventions within significant historical settings
and heritage. This concern was raised due to rapid urban developments that continue to
dominate the world. Hence, the UNESCO Recommendation Concerning the Safeguarding
and Contemporary Role of Historic Areas [16] and the Washington Charter [17] were
established to provide principles and guidelines, particularly around sites inscribed on
the World Heritage List, against potential threats (see [18]). Critical cases were discussed
on individual bases, considering assessments related to visual impact, skylines, views,
and integration with the changing context. Furthermore, the revised Burra Charter, The
Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance, was adopted in 2013 to
advocate for cautious changes in regard to the wider settings of a place with cultural
significance [19]. The Burra Charter’s emphasis is placed upon an understanding of
the context of a place as an immediate and extended environment that contributes to
its significance and character. According to the charter, a place includes the visual and
sensory setting and the retention of cultural and spiritual relationships that contribute to
its cultural significance, as well as the meaning associated with signifying and representing
groups of people. Thus, the issue of change to a place discussed at length in the preamble
states that it “should not distort the physical or other evidence it provides, nor be based on
conjecture” [19] (p. 5). However, the application, explanation, and methodologies related to
the contextualization of contemporary architecture in historical settings are not mentioned
in the UNESCO Recommendation Concerning the Safeguarding and Contemporary Role of
Historic Areas [20] nor is the amount of change that would be accepted in order to maintain
a place given in the Burra Charter.

The suggestions by the charters to include the wider context of built heritage has been
criticised for demanding a predefinition of the characteristics and qualities of the place
before they are thoroughly examined in a robust manner. The contexts differ according to
each culture and within the same culture, as noted by the Nara Document [5], but should
be “experienced within the cultural framework of those who have created and sustained
it” [21] (p. 46). Having standards that address the issue of relating old to new in an entirely
tangible manner does not address other intangible qualities associated with the social,
economic, cultural, and even political, as in the case of this study.

The concept of authenticity and heritage has also been explored in the tourism sector,
especially after MacCannell’s studies [22] on tourists’ desire for an authentic experience
and Goffman’s [23] studies on tourism sociology (see [24,25]). The further call for studies
on the vagueness of authenticity as debated by researchers in tourism [26] forged a link
between tourism and authenticity, and this came to the fore in tourism literature. Increasing
globalization and the resulting interest in different cultures, which can be experienced
through authentic cultural expressions and assets, also helped the growth of literature on
the subject [22,27,28]. Such an increase has also been welcomed by heritage professionals
and national and/or local administrators who are dealing with heritage management and
who, in some cases, see authenticity as a critical aspect for heritage sites marketing [29].
From a tourism perspective, the authenticity of heritage assets—especially monuments
in this case study—is considered as a motivator for tourists on a global scale. Yet, the
discussion revolving around the case study of this research focuses on authenticity for
minority groups in areas of conflict, where heritage management goes far beyond purely
tourist concerns.

2.2. Authenticity, Heritage, and Conflicts

The issue of dealing with built heritage in times of armed conflict has attracted much
attention from scholars, specifically with cases that surfaced in the aftermath of destruction
in relation to authenticity. Thus, the international charter’s recommendations related to
cultural heritage affected by conflicts are vague and do not propose clear ways to deal
with such situations or assist in “future practice” [30] (p. 33). The Venice Charter focuses
on cases on an individual basis rather than offering detailed criteria and principles to
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deal with such situations [7]. In the recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape,
including the glossary of definitions in 2011, very little is said about conflicts: “Changes to
historic urban areas can also result from sudden disasters and armed conflicts. The historic
urban landscape approach may assist in managing and mitigating such impacts” [31].
Similarly, the Recommendation Concerning the Safeguarding and Contemporary Role of
Historic Areas suggests that acts to rebuild deliberately destructed cultural properties in
the aftermath of conflicts can be “justifiable only in exceptional circumstances” [16].

Extensive efforts continue to be directed toward healing communities and their her-
itage in the aftermath of wars, given their lack of resources, such as money and expertise.
This complicates the issue of heritage management undertaken by governments, stakehold-
ers, and civic societies regarding their decisions, which have not always been beneficial.
Roha Khalaf, for instance, questions, “If a World Heritage property is destroyed and later
reconstructed, could it still be recognized as World Heritage?” and argues that this issue
“remains open to debate”, given the political nature of the systems and their interests with
decisions related to the reconstruction of destroyed cultural heritage [32] (p. 262).

Scholars argue about the issue of reconstruction following conflicts as a dynamic
process, including meanings, practice, and management. Khalaf [32] sees reconstruction
based on the Nara Document as an act of restoration rather than “the artistic or historic
evidence” only [4] (p. 265) or the “specific mode of conservation” that relies on similarities
of heritages around the world [33] (p. 309) and less based on power effects [34] (p. 13).
Likewise, Mattias Legnér invites us to look at heritage reconstruction under the notion
of a process rather than simply the management and conservation of resources. Inviting
an active “construction and negotiation of meaning through remembering”, and identity
formation in the sway of safeguarding heritage assets allows for a dialogue with the past
and prevents the issue from becoming a static discourse [35] (p. 3).

Evidence shows that injustices and inequalities are sustained in some societies through
the different measures of heritage management, especially around minorities and certain
ethnicities. Management, according to Laurajane Smith, is a “Western Authorised Heritage
Discourse” [36] (p. 95), which can be selective in the inclusion and exclusion of places,
practices, and buildings, and this can have an undermining effect. Another aspect is
the initiation of the procedure for heritage recognition according to the World Heritage
Convention, which can only happen through recognized States Parties in their sovereign
territories [33], thus leaving the control of heritage related issues to one side. Accordingly,
the revised conditions of authenticity [5] attempt to address the imbalance in the represen-
tative list by the inclusion of new themes of culture and landscape in a less materialist sense
and a “move away from a purely architectural view of the cultural heritage of humanity
towards one which was much more anthropological, multi-functional and universal” [4].
Yet, it still shows that there are no changes to the values given to the States Parties in the se-
lection list (see [37]). This is crucial in zones of conflicts, where one’s society overlaps with
the “other dominant”, given that their cultural heritage is bound up with the “national”
cultural narrative. Accordingly, the management of one’s heritage can silence some and
expose others in the process by default [38] (p. 220).

Conflicts are different and complex in their nature and reveal different consequences
to built heritage and its management. Spennemann argues that the preservation or non-
preservation of built heritage expresses the values and the political will held by decision
makers according to their contemporary values, which in many cases cannot be congruent
with the expectations of the communities [39] (p. 8). In extreme cases, where the minority is
marginalized by the majority, this act may lead into further marginalization and undermine
cultural expression [39]. While much of the available literature is set in sites of determined
conflicts [3,33], documented cases of ongoing conflicts are less exposed, especially when a
dominating and suppressing power still prevails [33,40]. In the case of suppressed minori-
ties during ongoing conflicts, identities are temporary established, and they may change in
time and become more vulnerable [1], thus their integration within local communities is
not always possible, and their voices are not always heard [41,42].
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The attitude towards the transformation and actualization of identity highlights issues
related to coming to terms with the conditions of authenticity for built heritage in areas of
conflict. While authenticity recognizes the continuous change of cultures over time, it does
not consider that in areas of conflicts, culture, people, and traditions do not evolve normally
but by force. Accordingly, the provided criteria together with the Operational Guidelines
of the World Heritage Convention in 2019 [6] to meet the conditions of authenticity can be
effective within peaceful contexts, but in areas of conflicts, where values are negotiated in
the sway of selective heritage management, they are critical.

The above literature review concludes that buildings targeted in times of wars and
conflicts cannot easily meet the conditions of authenticity, since changes in attributes do not
progressively take place, leading to changes in the spirit and character of the built heritage.

3. Case Study

The case study of this research, which is the Agios Synesios Church, is located in
Cyprus, the third largest island in the Mediterranean Sea. Due to conflict between the
Turkish and Greek Cypriots as inhabitants of the island, and following a war in 1974, the
island was divided into two parts, north and south. Greek Cypriots living in the north
were displaced to the south, while the Turkish Cypriots were displaced to the north. This
paper refers to the religious built heritage of a small community of Greek Cypriots, who
continue to live in the northern part of the island.

3.1. Churches in North Cyprus

Around 500 religious buildings affiliated with Christianity continue to exist in North
Cyprus and are reminiscent of the Greek existence before the division of the island in
1974 [43] (p. 28). Several churches were constructed in different periods throughout history
and followed the common style at that time, and they also differ in their origins as Orthodox
or Catholic churches. After the displacement of the Greek Cypriots to the south, churches
in the north underwent changes; many have changed uses, many have been converted
to mosques, many have been left abandoned and eventually left to decay, especially if
their location is not within close proximity to human settlements, and a few are still in
use as churches. The reuse of churches has taken place since the Ottoman existence on
the island in the year 1571. Major conversions of churches into mosques took place in the
largest and most significant Orthodox churches in major cities; famously the Cathedral
of Saint Nicholas was converted into Lala Mustafa Pasha Mosque in Famagusta, and the
Cathedral of Saint Sophie was converted into Selimiye Mosque in Nicosia. Both are within
the walled cities and are fine examples of Medieval architecture in the French Gothic style.
The cathedrals came to influence many later churches and the style of the additions of
existing churches on the island [44]. After the war in 1974, other examples of the reuse of
churches as mosques or other secular uses took place in most villages in the north [45,46].
Following the displacement of the Greek Cypriots from their original villages, their homes,
belongings, and heritage were left behind. Currently, very few Greek Cypriots continue to
live in the north. Yet, the churches that are still in use are few and are mainly limited to:
Apostolos Andreas Monastery in the Karpas peninsula and the villages around it, such as
Sipahi, Rizokarpaso, and the Maronite church in the Kormakitis (Korucam) village on the
northern coast. The Maronites are not of Greek origin but are Christian Arabs [47]. Some
churches are still in use by foreign communities, such as the British, African students, and
other minor communities in major cities.

In North Cyprus, conservation, safeguarding, and management is limited to some
of the churches located in the main cities administered by the Cyprus Evkaf Foundation.
The Evkaf, as a pious foundation since the Ottoman period, is internationally recognized
as a legitimate authority over sites and monuments, including the Greek churches in
North Cyprus [48]. The churches used as museums are administrated by the Directorate
of Antiquities and Museums of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Other
funds, mainly from international Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOs), are invested in
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major and significant sites, while the smaller chapels and churches dispersed throughout
the island are sidelined. The current political deadlock restricts both governments from
safeguarding their heritage in opposite parts of the island.

3.2. Rizokarpaso Village and Its Churches

The village of Rizokarpaso (Dipkarpaz in Turkish) is located near the tip of the Karpas
peninsula, to the east of the island, and is the largest village in the area (Figure 1). It is
situated on the major and only route to the peninsula and is a stopping off point for visitors
of the Apostolos Andreas Monastery.

Figure 1. Location of Rizokarpaso on map of Cyprus (source: authors).

Before 1974, the vast majority of the population was comprised of Greek Cypriots [49].
Afterwards, some Turks migrated while some Greek Cypriots decided to stay, which makes
the village notable for its binational population. Those who decided to stay were given
TRNC citizenship. Turks from mainland Turkey came to live in the abandoned houses,
living together with the remaining Greek Cypriots.

The village consists of three areas: Ersin, Polat, and Sancar Pasha, all of which contain
different ethnicities. Today, the beaches and tourist sites around the village attract visitors,
which generate a good income for the Turks [50–52]. Greek Cypriot families after the year
2003 (the year that both Turkish and Greek Cypriots were able to cross the “green line”
that divided the island for 30 years for the first time) have been supplemented with goods,
such as gas cylinders, vegetables, meat, food, and other necessary commodities, by the
Republic of Cyprus government, delivered each Wednesday and distributed by United
Nations agents. There is a separate cemetery for Greek Cypriots in the village, and a Greek
school for elementary and secondary education, where students pursue their high school
education in the south. Students learn in Greek, and they also learn Turkish.

Some of the churches are located in the core of the village while others are further out.
One of the most famous, due to its popularity with being close to the coast, are the ruins of
the 12th century Agios Philon Church, an Orthodox church in a Romanesque style rather
than the more common Byzantine styles seen in the area. There are also the remains of a
stone cathedral, from which the remnants of the ancient harbour are visible. Other intact
churches are the Agia Trias and the cemetery church. The Agia Trias is mainly a one aisled
barrel-vaulted structure with a polygonal apse and belfry. Some of its original features,
such as the original floor, have been replaced with ceramic tiles and metal window frames.
The only church still in use is the Agios Synesios Church, which is administered by the
priest attending in Apostolos Andreas. He keeps the key to the church and admission
is permitted through him at certain times. It is located at the centre of the village and is
referred to by Turks as “Merkez Kilise”, meaning the central church, due to its dominant
location and size.



Heritage 2021, 4 818

Within the scope of this study, the discussion is limited to the Agios Synesios Church
for the following reasons:

• Religious buildings represent the collective memory and existence of an ethnic and/or
religious group.

• The church was built for the same purpose that it is being used for today.
• The church serves the Greek Cypriot community that continues to live today in

the village.
• The church is intact and maintains its original form and most of its architectural

characteristics.
• The church is the largest and most dominant within its location; yet, it is surrounded

by other prominent monuments representing alternative narratives.

3.3. Agios Synesios Church

This principal Orthodox church is the largest in the village. It was dedicated to one of
the early Bishops, Saint Synesios, during the Middle Ages [53]. He is believed to have been
the protector of the Karpas Peninsula and responsible for the establishment of the Orthodox
faith [54]. The cave in which he took refuge and lived an ascetic life is still in existence and
is located across from the church. The church is prominently located within the village
and raised on a platform approached with stairs that give it a monumental appearance.
The plan takes the shape of an Orthodox cross with a dominant dome and cylindrical apse.
The eastern part was built in the 12th century. The southern apse was destroyed while
building the bell tower, but the two other apses maintain the Byzantine building style from
the external arcading [53]. The dome was added later in the 19th century when it was
extended. Another dominant feature is the belfry, which still houses the original bell. It is
decorated with stone arches on the last two floors; however, according to Gunnis, it is a
poor copy of Gothic details, derivative from the cathedrals of Nicosia and Famagusta [53]
(p. 303) (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Agios Synesios Church—rear view (source: authors).

The building has two entrances, the largest facing the street and the smaller one facing
its yard. Both doors are made of timber. While the main one is not thought to be original,
the secondary door features a pointed arch inspired in shape and decoration from the
Gothic churches on the island. The dome and the bell tower are decorated with a stone cross
at their centres. The internal floor is covered with mosaic, as is typical with churches on the
island. Original frescos cover the isle of the church. Some mortar and plaster cracks can be
seen on the interior walls of the building, and although they do not appear to threaten the
structural integrity, humidity has spread to most of the interior walls (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Interior of the Agios Synesios Church (source: authors).

The different additions to the original structure, as observed, are common in many
churches in Cyprus. They express the several layers of emerging needs in terms of function
and meanings as a palimpsest of the successive users. They are evidence of the influence of
the changing dynamics within Christianity and the many styles associated with it, bearing
traces of the earlier and several ruling powers over Cyprus. While each period conveyed
various and new advancements in building technology from their place of origin and
around the world, all additions continue the same masonry building method and use. This
gives significance to the various contributions from the different historic periods. Thus,
the interpretation and emphasis of one period/aspect at the expense of the other is not
appropriate here. This is because the cultural significance of the church—as a place to
Christian worshipers—is much greater within the given dynamics of the conflict.

3.4. The Context around the Agios Synesios Church

Around the church, to the northeast and across the main road, there is the village
commercial area, an arcaded structure containing restaurants, markets, and cafes on the
ground floor with offices above, situated at the same level as the church. Two traditional
coffee shops exist opposite each other, one primarily frequented by Greek Cypriots and the
other by Turks (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Map of Rizokarpaso village.
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Just behind the church to the northeast, a mosque has been built at close proximity
and at a higher level. Its long minaret when approaching the village from the west appears
to be a part of the church structure (Figure 5). To the west of the church and overlooking
the yard, the Turkish coffee shop is located, and on the south are the statue of Turkish
leader Mustafa Kemal Ataturk riding his horse and the Turkish flag (Figure 6). Although
the church is of great significance to the village, it is no longer the prominent structure in
the vista, now that there are other prominent structures competing in size and affecting
the silhouette.

Figure 5. The church with the mosque minaret appearing behind (source: authors).

Figure 6. The statue of Ataturk located opposite the church’s main entrance (source: authors).

Major religious and social ceremonies take place in the church, such as Christmas,
Easter, and Sunday masses, as well as funerals and baptisms, but only indoors. The church
bell has been functioning only on Sundays since 2003 because the government forbade
it. Also, different practices were not allowed to happen outside of the church, such as
displaying the Christmas tree or other religious-related symbols.

Most of the changes which effected the use of the church happened immediately after
the 1974 intervention that brought strong nationalist tendencies, especially for Turks. These
changes included many Greeks leaving the village, Turks arriving from mainland Turkey
to settle in the village, a building at the village square which started to be used as the
coffee shop for Turks, the first sculpture of Ataturk (which was smaller than the present
one enlarged in 2009), and the Turkish flag in front of the church. Greeks became unable to
use the church yard, and the church bell stopped ringing. The mosque was built in 1983,
which corresponds to the formation of the TRNC and the rise of nationalism.

Moreover, the priest referred to their inability to maintain the church due to the lack
of funds and government restrictions, all of which has had an impact upon the life around
the Agios Synesios Church. The key issues are summarised as follows:
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• The church maintains its function and its users, who still practice the same culture.
However, since 2003 the church bell has been allowed to function only on Sundays,
and religious practices have not been allowed outside the building since then.

• The users can carry out superficial repairs and maintenance of the building itself, but
not on its setting.

The ongoing regular use of the church in Rizokarpaso village by its users might appear
at first sight to be an indication of peaceful integration. Nevertheless, after a thorough
observation of life in the village, the issue of “them and us” is evident among the residents.
After 4 decades of living together in the village, no real integration has taken place, and
each ethnic group leads a separate life. According to the muhtar, better coexistence between
both groups of residents existed before 2003, which included lending and borrowing money
from each other, using the same coffee shop, and learning each other’s language. Today,
after the provision of supplies by the Cyprus Republic government, this exchange has
been lost.

Given the observations around the church and the village and the interviews with
the locals, the question that arises is how can the changes around the church be managed
given the condition of the conflict, especially when its ontological relationship with the
environment has been reconfigured by force?

4. Discussion

Many scholars continue to question how to deal with built heritage and its authenticity,
which may not be protected during conflicts. For example, Helen Walasek poses the ques-
tion, “if attacks on culture during conflict are crimes against memory and identity, is there a
duty not to forget?” and argues that it is hard for people to “to embrace forgetfulness” [55]
(p. 294). Many cases of minorities around the world, including the Greek Cypriots in the
Agios Synesios Church, embrace remembrance by continuing to use their churches for
religious and spiritual practices to sustain their identity and existence in order to emphasise
the ongoing cultural and religious connections and attachments to a place. This is common
where political conflicts exist, and people continue to develop new concepts of identity for
both themselves and their enemies [56]: “violence transforms the identity and agency of
its authors” (p. 40). In addition, uncertainty invites new assumptions of identity for the
political existence of people. These new assumptions affect people’s behaviour towards
their enemies as well as their culture, including architecture [57–59]. In other words, their
perception about heritage changes, and thus they change their strategies towards it and its
management accordingly [40].

Consequently, this raises a further question: does the continuity of use within a
changing context by the Greek Cypriots of the Agios Synesios Church allow for coming to
terms with the conditions of authenticity? As stated in the beginning of this article, change
is dependent on each generation that regenerates and reinterprets values form the past
according to its own values [60]. Thus, in extreme cases like conflicts, change (forcibly) can
lead to a false and loss of culture and traditional practices; therefore, it becomes essential
to question how much change is tolerable to prolong the continuity of values through time
in the discussion of authenticity. The given criteria provided by international doctrine and
charters cannot really provide a mechanism nor a direct answer, and for many reasons, this
is discussed throughout this section in relation to the Agios Synesios case.

Authenticity is a mandatory requirement and shapes international heritage practice.
However, it lacks clarity in order to fulfil this obligation, and this problem remains in the
pre and revised Nara Documents, which continue to prioritize materiality over intangible
values attributed to heritage. The materialist approach to authenticity, which sees built
heritage as objects (a value inherent in objects to be measured in a scientific manner), cannot
explain the continuing power of authenticity and the experience of people that make some
sites more “powerful loci” of authenticity [61]. This approach does not consider the wider
social context and the influential role of people’s social lives and the way they perceive
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authenticity in a meaningful engagement [61]. In areas of conflict where change is a result
of force, an essential question is where does authenticity reside?

Although this is asserted by the Nara documents in regard to the meaning and
application of authenticity according to each culture and context, the documents do not
clearly state that communities can negotiate where their authenticity can reside and which
values can be attributed to being authentic. Many studies, drawn from cases of religious
heritage, argue that a building, even one with many older elements obstructed through
recent treatments, can still be understood as authentic due to the embodiment of spiritual
beliefs and practices that are of great value to the community [62]. In such cases, spiritual
values are prioritized over materiality, requiring heritage management to identify the
clearest values expressed in a place [63]. This can be clearly seen in the case of the Agios
Synesios, where the church gains more significance for the minority Greek Cypriots in the
village, as it becomes the symbol of their continuous existence. Continuing to use and
maintain the church and demanding the right to carry out other associated rituals becomes
an aim in itself. The rituals and symbols usually overlooked become empowering tools
to their collective memory and voice. For instance, the celebration of Saint Synesios in
festivals each year on 26 March is an important event to the Greek Cypriots, where this
church was dedicated to him. Although the “Cave of Saint Synesios” where he lived is not
physically attached to the church and is across the street, it is the church that brings these
people together for this and other celebrations. People pay respect and celebrate Saint
Synesios in the church and not in the cave. Accordingly, what is important to people about
the church is not the quality inherited in its materiality only but also the community’s
claims and their perception of it, which makes it important in the first place.

One of the difficulties to come to terms with in relation to authenticity is the issue
of subjectivity. Although UNESCO and the Nara Document on Authenticity of 1994, in-
corporated into the Operational Guidelines of the World Heritage Convention in 2019 [6],
acknowledge and call for community involvement in identifying, managing, and deter-
mining the value of their heritage, including encouraging broader authenticity based
on cultural context, the determination is still largely dependent on experts outside the
communities associated with heritage, on State Parties, and on official governmental repre-
sentatives [64]. Thus, decisions are made subjectively according to the way those in charge
decide to perceive the situation. In this case, the appropriation of authenticity does not
also allow for the shift “of hegemonic power from global to local” [64] (p. 595) and for
capturing the individual dimension of authenticity, which is essential and connected to
personal identity and self-realization [26]. States Parties, who are requested to ensure the
involvement of communities and groups to identify their own values, remain the major
identifier of the values of intangible heritage instead, due to the lack of mechanisms within
the convention that can ensure the realization of such involvement [65]. Many scholarly
discussions and cases continue to grow, arguing that values are held in the hands of the
decision makers and their own political will, in some cases undermining and marginalizing
many cultural expressions and communities [39,66]. In extreme cases, State Parties in
areas of conflict may have subjective attitudes towards heritage management related to
the “other” (see [33]). They can use ambiguity as a means to institutionalize the value
system based on the knowledge of technical and aesthetic experts, which can undervalue
minorities and manipulate them through ignoring their social life and the intangible values
important to the authenticity of a place. The dominant force of State Parties ensures that
minorities are eliminated in its decision towards the management of heritage through slow
neglect and a drip feed of funding for maintenance, as in the case of the Agios Synesios
Church. In regard to heritage management in North Cyprus, the Cyprus Evkaf Foundation
is responsible for all Greek churches in the north, including the Agios Synesios Church.
However, it does not assist further by controlling future additions and changes to the
physical context but is responsible for altering the spirit of the place, such as the erection of
new mosques adjacent to existing churches. These also exist in the villages of Beyarmudu,
Mormenekse, Vadili, and Turkmen and many others in North Cyprus. Ince and Yuceer
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argue that many mosques were built in villages where existing churches had been used
as mosques since 1974 [67]. Such new mosque construction is justified with the pressure
imposed by the Turkish Cypriot community in these villages, who mentioned that “the
reason for asking a mosque to be built was because the mosque was going to make our
village look more Turkish and we, as refugees, would feel more rooted” [68] (p. 183). This
is because of the imposed anxiety on the people following Greek Cypriot visits to their
former villages and their churches in 2003. What is critical here is not only the change in
the spirit of the place and the views but the exposure of existing churches to becoming
abandoned and therefore allowing for slow deterioration, which will diminish them when
not in use (see [69]). Therefore, built heritage will not retain its physical historical evidence,
leading to further problems in heritage management.

Some attempts have recently included bicommunal work in order to improve peace
talks through the initiative of a common shared heritage. In 2008, as a request by the
European Union and Commission and with the support of the United Nations Development
Programme Partnership for the Future (UNDP-PFF), a body politically accepted by both
communities was requested to coordinate, implement, and lead a group of experts of Greek
Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots [70]. To move towards peace talks through the cultural
heritage of Cyprus, the Technical Committee on Cultural Heritage was established. Its
aim was to provide a mutually acceptable mechanism and measures for the preservation,
maintenance, restoration, and protection of a handful of immovable heritage sites and
buildings. In 2009, an “Advisory Board for the Preservation, Physical Protection and
Restoration of the Immovable Cultural Heritage of Cyprus” was then established by the
leaders of both communities to facilitate the protection and preservation in a non-political
manner [71]. On their website and technical reports, the work phases, work methodology,
selected and implemented projects are explained. The advisory committee provided a
ranking to prioritize which monuments at both sides of the island are to be assessed and
included. Their decisions as indicated in the report were “taken in line with the agreed
principles and the task attributed by the two leaders” [71] (p. 6). While this initiative
is considered to be a participatory conservation through the inclusion of architects, city
planners, archaeologists, etc., it does not state anywhere the community involvement of
people and their role to identify and prioritize their needs and values, which may inspire a
broad authenticity based on cultural contexts. The initiative, which has the good intention
to involve heritage management as a tool to bring justice to heritage sites and peace talks
still follows the agreed-upon principles of the leaders and the mission of the UNDP and
continues to relate cultural significance to the exclusive domain of experts and a top-down
approach, which stresses the physical protection and the materialist approach to dealing
with heritage management. This negates the main attributes of built heritage and its
continuity in time and contributes to the museology of these sites further.

One last issue to elucidate is how coming to terms with the assessment of authenticity
is problematic in the case of the church, where the expectation of respect for the cultural
values of built heritage in areas of conflict is not realistic in practice. For instance, the
Brussels (1874) draft of the international agreement concerning “the Laws and Customs
of War” declares in article 8 that, in times of war, “all seizure or destruction of, or willful
damage to [ . . . ] historic monuments, works of art and science should be made the subject
of legal proceedings by the competent authorities” [72]. The idea of respect and protection
in times of wars and conflicts enforced by the several agreements is ineffective, as no action
takes place against those who violate cultural properties until they are captured after the
damage has occurred. The notion of respecting cultural property is a myth when people are
at war with each other, especially when it is based on ethnic or religious differences. Cases
around the world still show that when conflicts are based on religious and ethnic motives,
dealing with built heritage becomes complex and difficult to implement, as evidenced in
this account:

“It is clear that in settings where there had been ethnic cleansing cultural and religious
heritage was often violently contested. Here heritage was more frequently a source of
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conflict and organized aggression, particularly during the rebuilding of religious structures,
with their function as clear markers of identity—the very reason they had been destroyed
in the first place [55] (p. 282).”

Although governments have obligations towards heritage management in signed
international agreements, in times of conflict, these may be compromised. Respecting the
laws regarding the protection of built heritage in times of war does not carry the obligation
of protecting people’s valuables, especially when buildings stand for the collective memory
of the “other”. Governments would not risk violating agreements to shade the authenticity
of built heritage belonging to the other but may disregard their values through neglect.

Given the above discussion, one can continue to question if the Agios Synesios Church,
which continues to be in use by its original users, is less or more authentic than other
churches claimed to be more significant on the island. Whose approach is more authentic,
the Greek Cypriots, who have stayed in their homes and continued their practices and
who have sustained their existence and their lives in the church, or the experts who decide
through their heritage management approaches what is authentic and what is not?

These questions and many others that will surface in time, showing that the determi-
nation of authenticity will continue to be shaped by a relativistic attitude and approach
and that the intent of the Nara Document and the application of the concept of authenticity
is more difficult than expected in areas of conflicts. Although this article shows that the
application of authenticity is difficult given the changing context of the present life of com-
munities and, in some cases, through conflicts, it does not invite dropping it completely,
as some others suggest (see [73]). On the contrary, the article considers authenticity, if
considered specifically through policy makers and adjusted in an inclusive manner, to be a
tool to justice that helps to safeguard minorities and less-considered cultural heritage sites
around the world by embracing continuity of use as a means of protection.

5. Conclusions

In this article, we have argued that the coming to terms with authenticity according
to the pre and revised Nara Documents is a difficult task and that ambiguity still remains
in relation to heritage management, especially in contexts with political conflicts. This
critique is derived from the lack of mechanisms and clear guidelines considering the wider
context and settings of built heritage as social, physical, and political drawn from the
Nara Document and the Operational guidelines of UNESCO, and the scholarly literature
is growing on this matter. While many studies emphasise the cultural and contextual
specificity of built heritage, including its spiritual and intangible aspects, this is more
critical in cases with religious importance, as in the case of the Greeks in Rizokarpaso
village. The church that might have been of less significance in comparison to other
churches in Cyprus—in terms of its physical and other associated values—attains a higher
value due to its association with conflict. Serge Brammertz et al. argue that regardless of
the architectural and heritage value a building may possess, being a religious institution
will add spiritual value for a collective community and “needs to be taken into account
when considering the depth of the harm committed when such structures are destroyed,
damaged or desecrated” [74] (p. 130).

In terms of heritage conservation, it is clear that the conditions of authenticity cannot
be considered as a fixed aspect inherent in the material quality of built heritage but are
rather “attributed by people and through human appreciation” [75] (p. 54). The universal
value of a built heritage is not something statically inherent but is based on judgments by
individuals or communities with various backgrounds, can be negotiated according to the
perspectives that they offer, and is changeable. This issue tends to be absent within the
consideration of heritage management experts, where the scientific and objective approach
still dominates.

On the basis of this argument, we call for an approach to heritage management that is
centred on authenticity that embraces change through continuity of use, which can unfold
the relation between people and their sites. As seen with the Agios Synesios Church,
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forced cultural change and the negative effects of conflict increase the emphasis on values
associated with religious practice. Therefore, changes are faced through continuity of
use against dominant forces that seek to determine social practices. The recognition that
conservation is an active act based on various cultural codes and relations would open up
new dialogues and approaches towards the future.

This article suggests that heritage studies in areas of conflict should revisit the con-
ditions of authenticity in a more dynamic way in relation to minorities, with dedicated
mechanisms and guidelines. This suggestion has been based on the case of the Agios
Synesios Church. Although the article focuses on victims from one side of this continuing
conflict, it does not ignore the fact that coming to terms with authenticity on the other side
of the island is also difficult, since the Turkish Cypriots’ built heritage has been left unused
by their original users or by the Greek Cypriot community.

Accordingly, the study invites further work on understanding authenticity from a
comparative point of view, including more cases showing the different attitudes towards
religious heritage on both sides of the island. The bond between authenticity and context
could be further studied through quantitative research that includes a survey of a larger
number of people projecting their feeling towards the changing context.
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