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Abstract

Conservation of archaeological sites today extends far beyond the mere physical preservation
of historical remains. It incorporates interpretation, presentation, and engagement with the
public to communicate cultural, historical, and social significance. A key contemporary
strategy to achieve these goals is the development of site museums, which preserve artifacts
in situ while providing accessibility, education, and meaningful interaction with visitors. This
study identifies and systematizes criteria for establishing effective site museums that balance
preservation with public engagement. Through a comprehensive review of international
charters, scholarly literature, and Iranian case studies, the research formulates a framework
emphasizing authenticity, integrity, and participatory interpretation, ensuring sustainable
conservation of archaeological sites and their landscapes.
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Introduction

Archaeological sites represent critical repositories of human history, reflecting the social,
cultural, economic, and spiritual dimensions of past civilizations. These sites not only provide
evidence of historical developments but also embody the intangible values and collective
memory of local communities. Preserving these locations within their original spatial and
environmental contexts is essential for maintaining authenticity and allowing visitors to
experience historical continuity. This study highlights the importance of site museums as
interpretive spaces, which enable on-site engagement with heritage, reducing the adverse
effects of artifact relocation. Despite increasing interest in cultural tourism and heritage
promotion, Iran lacks an integrated framework for establishing site museums. Therefore, this
research aims to identify universal criteria, guided by both international standards and local
realities, to enhance preservation, interpretation, and community involvement. The study
focuses on four primary research questions: (1) What principles govern the conservation of
archaeological sites in situ? (Y) How can site museums effectively integrate interpretation and
visitor engagement? (¥) Which criteria ensure the sustainability of site museums in Iranian
contexts? (£) How can international conservation practices be adapted to local heritage
management policies?

Method

This research applied a descriptive-analytical methodology in three phases. First, an extensive
review of international charters, including the Burra Charter (Y +)Y), Nara Document (Y34¢),
Salalah Charter (Y+)°), Québec Declaration (Y:+A), and EXARC Charter (Y+V), was
conducted to extract universal principles of site conservation, interpretation, and public
engagement. Second, the study reviewed theoretical literature on heritage preservation,
authenticity, and interpretation, particularly the works of Riegl (Y%:Y), Simon (Y+)+),
Yukilehto (Y++7), and Hudson (Y++Y), providing conceptual foundations for site museums.
Third, five Iranian case studies—Pandiyan, Dragas, Vestemin, Sialk, and Hegmataneh—were
analyzed to assess practical applications, challenges, and successes in site museum
management. Data were synthesized to identify recurring themes, gaps, and opportunities for
improvement. Triangulation of theoretical principles, international standards, and empirical
observations allowed the formulation of adaptable and evidence-based criteria suitable for
various archaeological contexts. Observations focused on conservation techniques,
interpretation strategies, visitor accessibility, and environmental management practices, while
comparative analysis enabled the identification of contextualized guidelines for site museum
development.

Results

The study revealed three primary components essential for the establishment of successful site
museums: preservation in situ, interpretation and presentation, and integration of landscape
and cultural context.

Preservation in Situ: Sites maintained in their original location ensure authenticity, integrity,
and continuity. In the Iranian case studies, Pandiyan and Dragas demonstrated exemplary
physical conservation, although visitor amenities were insufficient. Sialk and Vestemin
revealed the impact of environmental hazards and inadequate management on site
preservation. Hegmataneh illustrated the benefits of combining physical preservation with
modern technological tools, including YD reconstructions and digital monitoring. Preservation
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in situ also mitigates risks associated with artifact relocation, such as loss of contextual
meaning and visitor disconnect from site history.

Presentation and Interpretation: Effective site museums employ multi-sensory,
participatory approaches. Exhibits must provide layered narratives, including tangible
artifacts and intangible cultural meanings. Technologies such as augmented reality,
multimedia displays, guided tours, and interactive workshops enhance visitor engagement.
Findings indicate that Iranian sites currently face limitations in interpretation infrastructure
and educational programming. For example, Vestemin and Sialk lack coherent signage and
interactive systems, whereas Hegmataneh incorporates guided programs and digital
storytelling. Presentation strategies directly influence visitor comprehension, fostering a
meaningful connection between contemporary audiences and historical contexts.

Landscape and Cultural Integration: Archaeological sites are inseparable from their natural
and built environments. Maintaining the landscape ensures the continuity of cultural memory
and preserves the ecological context critical for site authenticity. This includes topographical
features, vegetation patterns, surrounding architecture, and local cultural practices. Across
case studies, sites with poorly managed landscapes suffered both environmental degradation
and diminished interpretive value. Successful models, like Hegmataneh, demonstrate
integrated approaches, balancing conservation, accessibility, and landscape management,
while emphasizing local community participation and cultural continuity.

The Role of Community and Sustainability: Community involvement emerged as a vital
determinant of long-term sustainability. Integrating local guides, artisans, and educators
ensures socio-economic benefits, strengthens cultural stewardship, and enhances visitor
experience. Sustainable site museums require careful balancing of tourism development,
environmental preservation, and cultural education, thereby transforming heritage sites into
living institutions rather than static displays.

Conclusion
Based on the synthesis of theoretical literature, international charters, and Iranian case studies,
the study proposes seven core criteria for establishing effective site museums:
\. Authenticity and Integrity: Preserve original materials, spatial configuration, and
environmental coherence to maintain the historical truth of the site.
Y. Landscape Awareness: Recognize sites as cultural and ecological continuums,
integrating natural, built, and social dimensions.
v. In Situ Conservation: Prioritize minimal intervention and reversible preservation
methods to safeguard artifacts in their original context.
¢. Interpretation and Education: Provide accessible, accurate, and engaging narratives
that connect visitors to tangible and intangible heritage.
o. Community Participation: Involve local populations as active stewards, ensuring

cultural continuity and shared responsibility.

1. Sustainability: Integrate environmental, socio-economic, and cultural considerations
to maintain long-term site viability.
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V. Monitoring and Evaluation: Implement adaptive management frameworks for
continuous improvement and responsive preservation strategies.

The findings suggest that successful site museums achieve a balance between scientific
accuracy, visitor engagement, and cultural continuity. By fostering a holistic understanding of
archaeological sites, these museums act as laboratories for heritage education, public
participation, and sustainable conservation. In the Iranian context, adopting these criteria
could transform fragmented practices into integrated systems, aligning local heritage
management with international standards. Ultimately, site museums are not merely
architectural additions but extensions of the archaeological experience itself, offering
immersive, educational, and sustainable connections between past and present.

Consideration Ethical

All site analyses and interpretations in this research adhered to ethical standards, respecting
the cultural, religious, and historical values of the local communities. Recommendations
emphasize non-invasive techniques, informed consent for community involvement, and
sensitivity toward cultural heritage preservation.



