HaroLp A. MEEK
CHANGING ATTITUDES TO RESTORATION

The question of how and to what extent ancient buildings should be restored
is an ambivalent one: not only are there various and opposing theories as to what
should be done, but there is no unanimity as to whether it should be done: at all.
In this respect, attitudes to restoration are really a function of the larger problem
of attitude towards ancient monuments in general: should they be preserved or
not? The case for preservation has by no means always been taken for granted, and
apart from epochs of cultural decline, there have been periods of romanticism
in_which “pleasing decay” has been preferred to conservation.

The history of changing attitudes to restoration must therefore inevitably be
linked with changing attitudes to preservation in general, and in the following
remarks it will hardly be possible to separate the one stream from the other. I shall
start with a brief review of earlier attitudes to the general question of preservation,
and come to the more particular aspect of restoration later.

We know that the emperors Augustus and Hadrian were zZealous in preserving
the monuments of Greek antiquity — the exemplaria Graeca as Horace calls
them, — and that after the fall of the Western Empire that diplomatic maid of
all work Cassiodorus among many other things acted as Custodian of Ancient
Monuments to Theodoric. Even in the Dark Ages, the Frankish historian Eginhard
was appointed superintendant of public buildings by the emperor Charlemagne.
1 say even in the Dark Ages, but history has a way of repeating itself, and we
too, in this century, have experienced a Dark Age as well, with the barbarians
running curiously true to form. They told me in Prague recently that when
Konstantin von Neurath arrived in that city 25 years ago as Reichsprotektor of
Bohemia and Moravia, he declared that he would exercise the greatest care in
preserving brick and paper, but not flesh and blood. The Germans accordingly
murdered all the Jews they could lay hands on, but scrupulously preserved the
Gothic and Renaissance synagogues. But I digress.

In mediaeval times, when the destruction of the Roman monuments had
begun in earnest, there were still a few sympathetic spirits who wished to preserve
what they could. Chief amongst these was Cola di Rienzi, “last of the tribunes”,
who would spend long hours in the Forum, dreaming of Rome’s golden age. It was
to him that Petrarch wrote, protesting against any destruction or exportation from
Rome of its art treasures .

A similar feeling is evidenced by Raphael 150 years later, at the pinnacle
of the High Renaissance. Leo X had made him controller of ancient monuments,
and in a celebrated report he wrote that *“ he had studied the ruins minutely, and
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measured them with diligence. He had read about them in the ancient authors,
and compared what he read with what he could actually see now. Great was his
grief to see the corpse of this noble city, that was once the queen of the world,
so grievously torn and disfigured.” He urged the Pope to protect the remaining
monuments, the Forum in particular, and to attempt a reconstruction of them,
either in fact, or at least on paper?2.

But Raphael’s was a lone voice. His successors, even including Bramante and
Michelangelo, helped to destroy the monuments, under the successors of Leo X.
Commenting on this period, Norwood Young has written: “When Michelangelo
destroyed the Temple of Vesta in order to beautify S. Peter’s, he considered that
he was substituting a perfect, or at least a complete work of art for one which had
already lost its original virtues. He would have derided the notion that S. Peter’s
was to suffer that we might have a few more broken columns in the Basilica
Ulpia, or another cartload of bricks on the Palatine.” 3

Here of coutse is the first problem of conservation: what to do with the
anti-conservationist; especially if he happens to be Michelangelo.

With the 18th century, a change of attitude is perceptible, and a different
outlook on ancient monuments, whose study was promoted by the discovery of
Pompeii in 1748, the publication of Winckelmann’s book on Ancient Art, and
the appearance of Stuart and Revett’s work on the suiviving buildings of Athens.
Various European monarchs and princes began to legislate for the conservation
of antiquities, and the English “Gentleman’s Magazine” issued repeated warnings
about the destruction of mediaeval antiquities throughout the 18th century.

A setback came with the French Revolution. A decree of the year 1792
ordained “the destruction of all monuments of a kind to recall the memory of
feudalism, and the obliteration of everything liable to revive the remembrance of
despotic rule.” * A number of valuable monuments were lost or damaged in this
way, but as the 19th century drew on, a reaction against the excesses of the
Revolution made itself felt, assisted by the rise of the Romantic movement and
its feeling for the monuments of the Middle Ages.

Mr. John Harvey has recently put forward the view 5 that the first modern
formulation of a complete policy of preservation was made by the Grand Duke
Ludwig X of Hesse, in a decree promulgated at Darmstadt in 1818. This required,
inter alia, that an exhaustive graphic survey of historical buildings in the Duchy
should be made. No alterations were to be permitted without previous notification
to a higher College of Building, and schemes for repair and preservation were to
be submitted to the Duke for possible implementation in conjunction with the
responsible authorities.

This decree was later published in a book by the architectural historian
Georg Moller, who held office as Director of Buildings at the Hessian court. In
this form it was seen by, and undoubtedly influenced, the French archaeologist
Arcisse de Caumont, who was agitating at the time in France for a -financial
allocation for the protection of Ancient monuments, and the setting up of a
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Historical Monuments Commission. He had a number of powerful allies in his
campaign, among them Victor Hugo, who published a manifesto in 1825 entitled
“Guerre au Demolisseurs” which urged the protection and rescue of mediaeval
monuments. :

This movement bore fruit in 1830, when the French Ministty of the Interior
was voted funds for the care of ancient monuments,.and the French Government
has maintained this practice ever since. Other European states soon followed suit,
and the foundations were Jlaid for many of the Services of Antiquity whose
distinguished members are present here today.

Much archaeological activity was being carried on at that epoch in Rome in
particular, where Carlo Fea was prefect of antiquities. But no sooner did excavations
begin in the Forum, and its familiar mediaeval aspect started being disturbed,
when there was an outbreak of anti-conservationist, anti-archeological sentiment.
King Ludwig of Bavaria, for example, wrote in 1834 :

Wie ist die Erde gewiihlt! Welch Chaos erblicket das Auge!

Einst so malerisch, ach! nun keine Spur davon

Nicht gehort wird der Kiinstler, er schaltet nunmeht nach Belieben

Nur der Antiquar, einseitig, ohne Gefiihl.

{ Everywhere rents in the earth, till the eye beholds nothing but chaos! Beautiful
as it once was — now not a trace of it left! Artists have nothing to say, archaeo-
logists rule as they please here, Blind to all but one side, caring for nought but
their own). We shall find, later on, an almost verbatim re-expression of these
sentiments in 1950..

Some excellent work was carried out in Rome in those days, nevertheless.
In the restoration of the Colosseum, for example, strong brick buttresses were
used to shore up the ancient masonry. No attempt was made to conceal their
purpose, and the material used was completely different from the original. The
distinguished French architect Valadier, when he disengaged the Arch of Titus
from the mediaeval wall that had flanked it for some centuries, found that the
outer pairs of Corinthian columns were missing. He supplied new parts to restore
the original unity of the structure, but he left the shafts unfluted, and simplified
the capitals. This technique of what is called “surrounding mouldings” was novel
at the time, but has found widespread acceptance since as a means of distinguishing
otiginal from modern work.

In France itself, however, a new school was beginning to form under the
leadership of Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, a great expert on French Gothic.
When confronted with a mediaeval building in need of restoration, which had
grown organically in a succession of styles, Viollet-le-Duc tended to look for the
best period, preferably the 13th century, and then reconstruct the whole building
uniformly in this style, retaining forms he thought typical, and altering others to
conform with them, by stylistic analogy. All evidences of later work were effaced
as far as possible’. g

This tendency was driven to its logical conclusion by Viollet-le-Duc’s pupils,
rather than the master himself. Thus, Evreuf wanted to put spires on the two
towers of Notre Dame de Paris, and to take away thel7th century choir, and other
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Fig. 1 - Angouléme Cathedral before restora- Fig. 2 - Angouléme Cathedral after restora-
tion. tion. .

followers of Viollet-le-Duc replaced the flamboyant balustrades of Amiens Cathedral
with parts copied from the cathedral at Chartres.

At Angouléme Cathedral, (Fig. 1) the first scheme proposed, in 1842, was
for simple conservation; cleaning off the grass that grew everywhere, pointing up
and so on. But this was not enough for the clergy. They recalled that at the time
of the Revolution a placard had been hung from the building denoting it a
« Temple of Reason », and they considered that work put in hand to efface the
traces of the Revolution might also impede its return by providing employment for
the workers. This argument made a good impression. The architect Paul Abadie,
designer of the Sacré Coehur in Paris, drew up a scheme to cost 609.000 francs.
A new pitched roof was to go on, and this required new gables to hold it up.
“No risks of interpretation, or of creating lost portions are involved”, wrote
Abadie in 1862. “Everything is sharply and clearly recognizable and beyond any
shadow of controversy”. The architect gave no reasons for his certainty, and they
are by no means appatent. No-one knows what the gable looked like when it
existed originally, but the present composition (Fig 2), with its five stepped
windows is pure invention, as are the two twin-light belfries surmounted by
conical spires and little corner turrets @,

There was even less compunction in removing renaissance features. The entire
renaissance facade of the Church of S. Laurent in Paris (Fig. 3), was swept away
by the architect Constant Dufeux, and replaced with a tasteful Gothic one
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(Fig. 4) °. T have no doubt he could have done a thorough job in remedying the
stylistic anomalies on the facade of Milan Cathedral, too, had he been invited.

The counterpart to this kind of activity in mid-nineteenth century England
is to be found in the work of Sir George Gilbert Scott. He built up an enormous
practice all over the country, to such an extent that he couldn’t even remember
all the jobs he had on. There is a legend that he stepped off the train in
Birmingham one day and had to send a telegram back to the office reading “What
am 1 doing here?” Sir George, too, was a great believer in reducing ancient
buildings to a strictly logical conformity. The survival of two styles in the same
monument appeared an absurdity not even worth discussing; he did not seem to
realize that the very contrast itself revealed the history of the monument. Of
course, a distinction. must be made between rebuilding in an artificially uniform
style, and the disengagement of greatly inferior later accretions. This is sometimes
not done, and can result in anti-conservationist sentiment being stirred up. Thus,
in my own country, when Carrickfergus Castle was turned over by the Army to
the Ancient Monuments Department, in 1928, it had been in:continuous use for
700 yeats. Iti the last half century of this period, it had got considerably cluttered
up with temporary buildings of all kinds, which the Ancient Monuments peop}e
began to clear away. They were just eyeing a rather more substantially built
armoury of the 1850s with some hesitation, when the Belfast News-Letter, a local
newspaper, published a letter of vehement protest from Colonel R. G. Berty, who
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Fig. 5 - Dingy and disfiguring effect of remo- Fig. 6 - St. Ethelreda, Horley, Oxon. Mediae-
val mediaeval plaster. val plaster having been mistakenly ‘removed, a
dressing of limewash can greatly improve even
rough stone walls.

complained that the Government were converting “a living military monument
into a mediaeval ruin and just a heap of stones. Carrickfergus,” continued the
indignant writer, “was a living historic jewel, now it is almost a dead and
ghostly shell. Sic transit gloria mundi. When a certain type of archaeologist is
permitted to run mad, impavidum ruinae ferient — the wreck of things leaves
him unmoved.” Of course, this was a great exaggeration, and I don’t really believe
that anything of value had been removed.

A more serious aberration, practised by mid-nineteenth century “restorers”
in England, was the removal of mediaeval plaster from the rubble walls of
parish churches, and the subsequent heavy pointing of the stonework to exaggerate
the joints (Fig. 5). The result is very disfiguring, and gives a dingy and depressing
look, The (English) Central Council for the Care of Churches® recommends that
walls that have been so treated should be replastered and limewashed. Sometimes
is may be sufficient to use thick limewash alone, and St. Ethelreda’s Church, at
Horley in Oxfordshire (Fig. 6) provides an interesting example where this has
been done, a living instance indeed of changing attitudes to restoration.

But mid-nineteenth century practice did not have to wait till the present day
to create a violent reaction: this happened almost immediately, at the very time
it was being carried out. The man who led the attack was John Ruskin, who
published an eloquent attack on restoration, and on the practise of copying ancient
work to supply missing parts in his book “The Seven Lamps of Architecture”
which appeared in 1849. The style is very characteristic. “The spirit of the dead
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