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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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