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Over a decade ago, the Society of
A rchitectural Historians adopted the following
guidelines to enhance professional standards in
the pre s e rvation review process field. At that time,
t h e re seemed no shortage of individuals willing to
testify as architectural historians against the pro-
tection of historic pro p e rties even though their
own base of knowledge was limited or had little
bearing on the issues at hand. The problem per-
sists today, prompting the Society to re-issue the
guidelines in the December 1996 issue of its
N e w s l e t t e r.

The guidelines’ purpose is to establish a
framework of acceptable conduct for those testify-
ing as members of the discipline. The guidelines
themselves are short and general in tone. Much of
the document is devoted to discussion, which
reflects the thinking behind the guidelines and
also the concerns of the Society’s leadership over
the years.

The document was intended for wide circ u l a-
tion, to be used by the staffs and members of
p re s e rvation review bodies at the state and local
levels and by all others concerned with the
integrity of the review process. The Society is
grateful to the National Park Service for its will-
ingness to publish this document in CRM so that it
may reach as large an audience as possible in the
p re s e rvation field.

—Richard Longstreth

First Vice President, Society of Architectural

Historians

A
rchitectural historians engage in
re s e a rch into, and the dissemina-
tion of knowledge about, the evo-
lution of the art and craft of arc h i-

t e c t u re and its place in the history of civilization.
The knowledge which they perpetuate, acquire ,
and spread is central to understanding human
g rowth, for the buildings of any age reflect not
only the visions of their designers and clients, but
also the values of their era. Architectural histori-
ans have a special responsibility to the past, for
their judgments as to the value of its art i f a c t s
often figure large in public and private decisions
about what to pre s e rve and what to destro y. That
which is pre s e rved nurt u res the culture whose
past it re p resents. That which is destroyed is lost
f o re v e r. Thus, the architectural historian has an
awesome burden when called upon to speak to

the value of a building, group of buildings, and
other components of the man-made enviro n m e n t .
It is essential to the integrity of the discipline that
the architectural historian’s testimony be based
on sound scholarship, be an honest appraisal of
all the pertinent circumstances, and be given with
due re g a rd for the gravity of its consequences.

A rchitectural historians testifying on the sig-
nificance of historic pro p e rties before a duly con-
stituted review board, commission, council, leg-
islative committee, or court of law should:
• make objective and truthful statements and

eschew dissemination of untrue, unfair, or
exaggerated statements regarding the signifi-
cance of any property or properties;

• assess the significance of the property or prop-
erties in question according to applicable
local, state, and/or federal criteria;

• express their professional opinion only when it
is founded upon adequate knowledge of the
facts, upon expertise in pertinent areas of
scholarship, and upon honest conviction;

• state specifically the circumstances under
which they are presenting testimony, including
whether they are taking, or at any time have
taken, a fee for work related to the case in
question; and

• issue no statements on behalf of interested
parties unless they indicate on whose behalf
those statements are being made, the nature of
any compensation related to the case, and any
personal interest in the property or properties
in question or in property which would be
affected by the disposition of the property or
properties in question.

C redentials. An individual who intends to
testify as an expert on matters pertaining to arc h i-
tectural history before a duly-constituted re v i e w
b o a rd, commission, council, legislative committee,
or court of law must have a demonstrated re c o rd
of achievement in that discipline. A full set of cre-
dentials applicable, directly and indire c t l y, to the
case should be presented in writing for the public
re c o rd. As credentials, it is appropriate to cite
institutions attended, degrees earned, re s e a rc h
conducted, scholarly work published, pert i n e n t
consulting projects completed or in pro g ress, and
past and present employment. Professional aff i l i a-
tions, offices, committees, and similar forms of ser-
vice related to the discipline may be included, but
it must be made explicit that all testimony pre-
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sented reflects solely that individual’s opinion
unless he or she has been duly authorized by an
o rganization, agency, or firm to speak on its
b e h a l f .

All parties involved in a given case should
understand that architectural historians are not
c e rtified, re g i s t e red, or licensed according to a uni-
f o rm set of standards comparable to those
employed in professions such as law, medicine, or
a rc h i t e c t u re. More o v e r, it should be understood
that no one form of academic program is acknowl-
edged to be the sole means by which an individual
can become an architectural historian. Advanced
d e g rees in art and architectural history form the
p r i m a ry bases for entering the discipline; nevert h e-
less, comparable preparation in other fields such
as American history, American studies, geography,
a rc h e o l o g y, and folk-life also may provide exper-
tise in assessing aspects of the built enviro n m e n t
in their historic context. Furt h e rm o re, arc h i t e c t s ,
landscape architects, and others practicing in pro-
fessional design and planning fields may have
e x p e rtise in facets of architectural history. Finally,
it is possible for a person to acquire such expert i s e

with little or no formal education in the field.
F rom a legal standpoint, expert testimony must be
based on specialized knowledge of a part i c u l a r
subject, surpassing that which might be acquire d
by the average, well-informed layperson.
T h e re f o re, in all the above cases, a demonstrated
re c o rd of achievement related to the historical sub-
jects in question, rather than training or pro f e s-
sional practice per se, should be considered the
essential basis for one’s qualifications to testify as
an expert on matters pertaining to arc h i t e c t u r a l
h i s t o ry in a given case. More o v e r, simply having
an interest in old buildings or being involved with
e ff o rts to pre s e rve them should not be considere d
an adequate basis for such testimony.

In presenting qualifications, arc h i t e c t u r a l
historians should be specific in enumerating their
a reas of expertise with respect to the case.
Working in architectural history, or even in the
s p h e re of North American arc h i t e c t u re, does not
always render an individual fully qualified to
a d d ress all pertinent topical areas with authority.
For example, a scholar of 18th-century Nort h
American arc h i t e c t u re may not necessarily be well
equipped to assess the significance of pro p e rt i e s
dating from later periods. More o v e r, it is doubtful
whether someone who knows little or nothing
about the arc h i t e c t u re of a given locale is in a
good position to assess the local significance of a
p ro p e rty or pro p e rties in that place.

R e s e a rch. A foremost responsibility of an
a rchitectural historian intending to testify on the
significance of a pro p e rty or pro p e rties is to famil-
iarize himself or herself with that work to the
fullest extent possible. Under all circ u m s t a n c e s ,
this eff o rt should include onsite study. Interiors
also should be examined whenever feasible, and
must be scrutinized when all or a portion of them
a re being considered in the case.

F u rt h e rm o re, the architectural historian
intending to testify should gain familiarity with as
much additional information as possible concern-
ing the pro p e rty or pro p e rties. Of at least equal
i m p o rtance is knowledge of the context within
which the pro p e rt y ’s significance may be evalu-
ated. Such contextual frameworks include, but are
not necessarily limited to: other work of the
period(s), type(s), and designer(s) involved; work
employing similar materials, construction tech-
niques, or systems; work commissioned by the
same or comparable clients, occupied by the same
or comparable clients or occupied by the same or
analogous groups; and the physical setting in both
its historic and current dimensions. In cases
involving one or more pro p e rties within a desig-
nated historic district, or a precinct that has the
potential to become a historic district, the full
n a t u re of the contribution of the pro p e rty or pro p-

During the real estate boom of the 1980s, members of the
P re s e rvation Committee of the Society of Architectural Historians
d i s c o v e red that important buildings were threatened by the opin-
ions of “hired guns” claiming expert professional knowledge
about the stru c t u re ’s architectural significance. Local landmark
and historic district commissions had little basis for knowing
whether someone testifying against the designation or survival of
a building on behalf of a developer or pro p e rty owner was an
a p p ropriate professional or how their judgments about an his-
toric building should be tested. 

With continued threats to public regulation at all levels of
g o v e rnment in the 1990s, the Board of the Society of
A rchitectural Historians directed the Pre s e rvation Committee to
republish the Guidelines for Architectural Historians Testifying on
the Historic Significance of Pro p e rties. This document speaks
d i rectly to the role of the architectural historian in the local
p re s e rvation process and provides professional standards for
work in such public forums. We also encourage SAH members to
s h a re the Guidelines with local pre s e rvation agencies and non-
p rofit organizations. It is designed to help them by explicating
issues affecting public testimony.

Most chapters of the Society of Architectural Historians
have designated a local or regional Pre s e rvation Off i c e r. These
volunteers may provide further assistance to state and local
p re s e rvation agencies, nonprofit organizations and concern e d
individuals. They also serve as a conduit to the Society of
A rchitectural Historians’ National Pre s e rvation Committee when
t h reats to significant re s o u rces demand a statement of concern or
other action. 

—Richard Candee

Chairman, SAH Preservation Committee
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graphic regions does not necessarily pro v i d e
insight on the local significance of examples in
any one of those re g i o n s .

F u rt h e rm o re, local significance should not be
i n t e r p reted as meaning only the earliest, oldest
s u rviving, best, or most unusual examples unless
the applicable criteria for evaluation so state. The
objective of national pre s e rvation legislation and
most local ordinances is to foster a compre h e n s i v e
plan for protecting historic pro p e rties. Indeed, sig-
nificance often may be fully understood only after
it is studied in relation to the local context. Failure
to assess a pro p e rt y ’s or pro p e rties’ significance in
any of the above ways will undermine the cre d i b i l-
ity of the testimony and run counter to the intent
of the national historic pre s e rvation pro g r a m .

Fees. Taking a fee for testimony is legal
under most circumstances and should not, in
itself, be construed as diminishing the value of tes-
t i m o n y. At the same time, an architectural histo-
rian who even unintentionally conveys the impre s-
sion that his or her testimony is in any way
a ffected by monetary compensation or personal
reasons contrary to those of sound scholarship
blemishes both pre s e rvation eff o rts and the disci-
p l i n e ’s integrity. Indeed, the entire basis for schol-
arship, along with its public reputation, rests on
its independence. There f o re, architectural histori-
ans should make every reasonable eff o rt to
demonstrate that their testimony is motivated
solely by honest conviction, understanding of all
relevant material, and scholarly expertise. In every
instance, architectural historians testifying should
state explicitly whether they are taking a fee for
that testimony; whether they are taking, or at any
time have taken, a fee for work related to the case;
and the source or sources for same fees. They
should further explicitly state all the circ u m s t a n c e s
under which they are presenting testimony in that
c a s e .

In contractual agreements which will, or may
at some later date, include testimony, that agre e-
ment should stipulate that the underlying aim of
the architectural historian’s work is to arrive at an
objective evaluation of the significance of the
p ro p e rty or pro p e rties in question. The contracted
fee should be stru c t u red according to the nature of
the work undertaken for re s e a rch, analysis, and
p reparation of findings in a re p o rt or other appro-
priate form, and not according to the real or poten-
tial monetary value of the pro p e rty or pro p e rties in
question. Under some circumstances, it may be
p rudent to perf o rm such work incrementally; that
is, pre p a re pre l i m i n a ry findings, and, should the
contracting parties so agree, then proceed with an
in-depth study. The contractual agreement should
specifically preclude the contractor’s later excerpt-
ing portions of the study in a manner that distort s

e rties to that district should be carefully consid-
e re d .

In some instances, the necessary re s e a rc h
may already have been conducted for a case. The
a rchitectural historian intending to testify then has
the responsibility to examine this material care-
f u l l y, making sure that it is complete and accurate,
prior to preparing his or her scholarly evaluation.
In other instances, additional re s e a rch may be
needed, and the architectural historian intending
to testify either should undertake this work or wait
until it is completed by another responsible part y
b e f o re preparing an assessment. Whenever possi-
ble, architectural historians intending to testify
should also seek consultation from colleagues
known for their re s e a rch in specialized subject
a reas pertinent to the case. It should be re a l i z e d
that many such subject areas have received little
or no scholarly attention and that the absence of
this re s e a rch should not necessarily pre c l u d e
responsible eff o rts to save significant pro p e rties. It
f u rther should be recognized that many cases can-
not be re s e a rched in a definitive manner when
such an undertaking would re q u i re far more time
than can be allocated even under favorable cir-
cumstances. Nevertheless, in all cases, an arc h i-
tectural historian intending to testify should exer-
cise his or her best professional judgment in
d e t e rmining whether adequate information is
available and determining that no available infor-
mation is being concealed from consideration.
M o re o v e r, the architectural historian offering testi-
mony should be explicit re g a rding the degree to
which his or her statements are based on his or
her own re s e a rch or on the work of others. Under
no circumstances should an architectural historian
convey the impression that an assessment is his or
her own when it has in fact been wholly or sub-
stantially pre p a red by another part y.

Criteria for Evaluation. A rchitectural histo-
rians intending to testify should be thoro u g h l y
familiar with applicable local, state, and federal
criteria for evaluation and gain a full understand-
ing of the issues relating to significance that the
testimony is intended to resolve. The criteria for
the National Register of Historic Places and for
most, if not all, local landmark and historic district
o rdinances specify that pro p e rties may be desig-
nated on the basis of local significance as well as
by virtue of their significance to a state or the
nation. However, the concept of local significance
is often ignored or distorted in testimony and thus
d e s e rves special consideration here. A given work
may not rank among the finest designed by a dis-
tinguished architect, for example, but this does not
necessarily undermine its significance for the
locality in question. Similarly, comparative analy-
sis of examples of a building type in diff e rent geo-
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T
he Vi rginia Company Foundation
(VCF) conducted arc h e o l o g i c a l
re s e a rch at Fort Raleigh National

Historic Site from 1991-1995. The first two years
focused on the excavation of a metallurgical and
distilling area, a “science center,” located adja-
cent to the west side of the re c o n s t ructed eart h e n
f o rt and associated with the 1585-86 colony of
Ralph Lane. 

In 1994, the VCF commenced three are a
excavations in the vicinity of the re c o n s t ru c t e d
e a rthen fort to reexamine features that were first
re c o rded by J.C. Harrington during his survey of
the park in 1947-48 and possibly related to
English occupation from 1585-87. The VCF also
conducted limited testing away from the immedi-
ate vicinity of the re c o n s t ructed earthen fort in
1994. No European artifacts or features associated
with the 16th-century English settlements at
Roanoke Island were found. The survey did locate
a deeply buried layer containing Native American
Colington ceramics in the heavily wooded are a
between the earthen fort and the Elizabethan
G a rdens. This pro p e rty had never been arc h e o l o g i-
cal surveyed until the 1994 field season when a 5'
s q u a re test pit was excavated here and uncovere d
a cultural stratum beneath more than 2' of sand.
The black sandy loam contained 22 sherds of

Indian pottery and numerous fragments of char-
coal. All the pottery was identified by Dr. David
Phelps as belonging to the Colington series whose
temporal range includes the late-16th century. 

The 1995 field season consisted of a shovel
test survey supplemented by the excavation of sev-
eral larger test units to define the cultural layer
d i s c o v e red in 1994 and to determine it also con-
tained evidence of 16th-century English settle-
ment. Although no features were found, Euro p e a n
a rtifacts were re c o v e red from the black sand layer
including two sherds of Spanish olive jar, a cru-
cible sherd, a lead shot, delftware glaze, a frag-
ment of an English tobacco pipe bowl, and a piece
of a gunspall. Numerous sherds of Colington
ceramics also were collected. All of this material
could date to the late-16th century. While it is not
known what occurred on this site, it appears that
the thick sand layers have pre s e rved a land sur-
face that was used by the English during the time
of the Roanoke settlements.

The 1994–95 archeological work at Fort
Raleigh NHS re i n f o rced the findings and conclu-
sions of the 1991–93 VCF excavations led by Noël
Hume, namely the remains of the 1585/1587 fort s
and villages are not located within the immediate
s u rroundings of the re c o n s t ructed eart h w o r k .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

N o t e
This article is excerpted from Mr. Luccketti’s report,

Fort Raleigh Archaeological Project, 1994/1995

Survey Report.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Nicholas M. Luccketti is Project Archeologist with

the Virginia Company Foundation.

Nicholas M. L u c c ketti 

Virginia Company Foundation 
Digs Fo rt Raleigh

the overall findings of that study. Furt h e rm o re ,
a rchitectural historians should never agre e — f o r
m o n e t a ry compensation or otherwise—to pre p a re
a study that merely makes an argument pro or con
without weighing all pertinent information and
p e rf o rming a full scholarly assessment.

No uniform set of standards should be estab-
lished for such studies any more than for other
f o rms of scholarly endeavor. Architectural histori-
ans should be guided by the same standards that
a re considered exemplary for other work in their
discipline. A study too quickly pre p a red, lacking
c a reful consideration of all aspects contributing to
complete historical analysis, should be viewed as
a serious breach of personal and pro f e s s i o n a l
i n t e g r i t y.

S u m m a ry. A rchitectural historians should
re g a rd testimony as a public service and as a con-
s t ructive means of advocating the retention of sig-
nificant components of the man-made enviro n-

ment in accordance with applicable local, state,
and federal laws. All work done to pre p a re for tes-
t i m o n y, as well as the testimony itself, also should
reflect high scholarly standards and should not
suggest personal gain of any sort acquired at the
expense of these objectives. 

These guidelines were pre p a red by the
Society of Architectural Historians’ Committee on
P re s e rvation to address issues brought to the
attention of the Committee in recent years. The
guidelines were adopted by the Board of
D i rectors of SAH on April 2,1986, and have also
received the official support of the National
Alliance of Pre s e rvation Commissions, the
National Conference of State Historic
P re s e rvation Officers, and the Ve rn a c u l a r
A rc h i t e c t u re Forum. Copies may be obtained at
no cost from the SAH Off i c e .


