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Michae l Petzet 

Reversibility - Preservation's Fig Leaf? 

Dedicated to Prof. Dr. Paul Ha nert 

Even though an unavoidable - but hopefully tO a certain 
extent a l so reversible - surgical Operation on the menis-
cus ol ' my righi knee unfortunately keeps roe fron) 
par t ie ipat inginthe Kar ls ruheconference on reversibility. 
I would like to try to introduce the (heme. 

Rcversibil i ly - p r e s e n a i i o n s s llg leaf? In any case. the 
llrsi Hg leaves shortly beforc ihe Expulsion f rom Paraclise 
musl have been absolutely reversible, whereas ihose on 
represenlal ions of A d a m and Eve ( for instance on ihc 
portal o f t h e main parish church of Coburg) would only 
be r emovab l ewi iheons ide r ab l e lo s s . Indeed . evcnthe llg 
leaves ihal were belaiedly added. especial ly during ihc 
second half of the I9th Century, to works o f classic.il 
an t iqu i ty in m a n y a n co l l ec l ions cn ta i led cer ta in 
interventions in o r even mutilat ions of historic fabric. 

Not only in museun i s but also in preservation practice 
enough llg leaves will be and were on hand for possible 
Stripping away by an enlightened public. Think of the 
restoratiofl o f a monument , . .due" once again. as pretext 
for nicasures that arc conipletely unneecssary and that 
d a m a g e the h is tor ic fabr ic : think of the al legedly 
indispensable use of every monument („use fet ishism" i 
as jusl i l lcat ion for unneecssary destruet ion. Indeed. 
imagine preservat ion in its enlirety as a Single huge fig 
leaf: a stage sei. sustained by tough protection measures. 
ihal de ludes socie ty with the fami l iä r image of a 
historically dcve loped envi ronmcnl . a stage sei behind 
which the breathtaking „progress" of the 2()th Century, 
a imed ai the destruetion of our entire envi ronment . takes 
place with the absolute irrevcrsibility inherent in all 

historical processes, The . . lall" responsible for this lig 
leaf - wh ichcons ide r ing the w c a l l h o f m o n u m e n t s i n o u r 
world is still very large - could Iben be interpreted very 
generally as the loss of acompara t ive ly naive handling of 
. .history" thanks to the real i /at ion that all peoplcs and 
regions have ai all t imes contributed to the c o m m o n 
..historic hcr i tage" (evoked by so many international 
resolut ions) . hence also as a form of art historiography 
deve loped in the course o f t h e I9th Century. If w e j o i n to 
this preservat ion as a doctrine, developed parallel to art 
history. of the necessary protection of the evidence of 

certain historical processes - of the ..historic f a b r i c " -
wc gradually approach the alleged . .substance fet ishism" 
of preservation today, as it isalsoexpressed in preservation 
practice in the demand . by now rather frequenlly heard. 
for morc ..reversibility". 

A m o n g the fathers of modern preservation. the greal 
theoreticians of the tum of the Century, Riegl. Dehio. 
Dvorak and others. there w a s no talk or only indirect 
mention of ..reversibility". Only in the last decades does 
ihis word. which wilhoul doubt det ines an csseniial 
principle of modern preservation. appear frequenlly in 
connect ion with restoration issues. It is not ment ioned 
even once in the f amous Charter of Venice f rom 1964. 
which is still the most important international paper on 
pr inciplesof preservation. T h u s it appears that the Karls
ruhe Conference on reversibility. jointly organi/.ed by 
I C O M O S and SFB 315, indeed takes up this phenomenon 
for Ihe first t ime with a seriousness that is not even to be 
covered up by the lig leaf. Our great oppoitunity is 
precisely the fact that not only preservation and museum 
Professionals, c o n s e n a t o r s and restorersarepart ieipating 
here but also those natural scientists with w h o m modern 
preservation no longer wants to do without . 

The Concept of Reversibility 

In a n e f f o r t to establ ish al leasi lexical proof o f t h e use of 
the word „Reversibi l i tät" in German , w e are referred 
almost exclusively to a natural scientific context. in 
contrast to the somewhal broader use of the word in 
French (reversibilile). Italian (reversibilitä) and English 
i iv\ ersibility). . .Reversibil i tät" means able lo turn back, 
therefore „reversible processes can bc undone in every 
detail"1 . Nothing is tobe Ibund. however , conceming ihe 
use of the word which has in the meanl imc become 
c o m m o n in preservation. and which I would like lo 
def ine here for the presenl as ihe option in preservation 
work of being able lo reestablish the previous eondilion 
without limitations. 

T h e overall problemaiie concerning the relationship 
rcversibility/irrcversibilily is probably best del ined in 
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the relevant arlielc in ihe European . .Enzyklopädie zu 
Philosophie und Wissenschaf t" , published in 1990: 
. .Reversibil i tyexislsi l 'proccssescan also proeeed in t ime 
in reverse sequence. II" that is not the case. then it is a 
matter ofirreversibil i ty.Many of the proecssesconsidered 
reversible are. strietly speaking. merely processes that 
are with reasonable accuraey roughly reversible. In 
Philosophie gencralization of practica] experiences from 
all relevant spheres o f l i f e and o f t h e history or mankind 
it is oflen established that reversibility is the exception 
which requires explanation in an objective reality that is 
essentially characler ized by irrevcrsibility: because 
ineversibili ty is an essential characterof all evolutionär) ' 
processes, the acknowledgement o f t h e universality of 
the principle of evolution is simultancously acknowl
edgement of the general irrevcrsibility of the objective 
happening. In contrast to such philosophical interpre-
lations of the dominance of irrevcrsibility. in physics 
irrevcrsibility long played a subordinatc role. Because 
the laws of motion of mechanics. quuntum mechanics 
andeleclrodynamicsareinvariant lyagainsl t imereversal . 
within physics irrevcrsibility was seen either as a result 
ofreversiblitythal fol lowedundcrvcryspccif iccondit ions 
or even was declarcd mere illusion seen against a back-
ground of universally valid reversibility..."2. 

Since the beginning of this Century the principles of 
natural science. buill on the deterministie and reversible 
laws of nature. have changed fundamentally. According 
to more recenl knowledgc. many ..fundamental processes 
which are shaped by nature" in macrophysical and 
microphysical Heids do indeed involve irreversible 
processes. leading to a „new notion of matter": „It is no 
longer passive, as in a mechanical world view. but is is 
cquipped with spontaneous activity. This change is so 
basic that wc really believe that we can speak of a new 
dialogue of man with nature." ' But lel us forget for the 
moment the anyway rather impenctrable seeming (at 
leasi for the average preservationists) world of modern 
Sciences and belake oursei ves inlo the morass of practical 
preservation. which trics to rescue what historic fabric 
there still is to bc saved. 

Irreversible Historic Processes 

Ourmonumen l s with all their lalerchanges and additions 
( which indeed are to be aeeepted on principle as pari of 
ihe historic fabric) are the result of irreversible historic 
processes. Their ..age value" which reeeives the highes! 
priority in R i e g f s . . Presen ation C u l r i s also the result of 
more or less irreversible aging processes. It can hardly be 
a question of keeping these ..natural" aging processes 
(catchword „patina") reversible, of rejuvenizing the 
monument . of relurning it to that ..original splendor" that 
is so fondly cited at dedications; rather it is only a 

question of arresting more or less . .unnatural" decay 
(think of t he e f fec t s o f general environmental poüution), 
of warding off dangers . and simply of keeping all 
inlerventions that are for particular reasons necessary or 
unavoidable as ..reversible" as possible. „Reversibli ty" 
in preservation work as the option of being ablc to 
reestablish - in as unlimited a manner as possible - the 
previous condition means deciding in favor of ..more 
harmless" (somet imes also simply more intelligent) 
solulions and avoiding irreversible inlerventions which 
often end with the irretrievable loss o f t h e monument as 
a historic document . 

Reversibility Option 

In this sense we can speak of a reversibility Option within 
the context of several principles of modern preservation 
laid down in the .Charter of Venice ' . Regarding the 
maintenance of monuments - that often overlooked but 
so essential Held of „servieing" - therc are measures that 
must be repeated constantly and thus to a certain degree 
are reversible. It can be assumed that a certain degree of 
reversibility is guaranteed regarding repair measures as 
well, if the important principle of repairs using traditional 
materials and techniques is observed. For instance in 
case of repairs that become necessary again in the future 
or in connection with use-relaled changes, repair work 
that is limited to the strietly necessary is more likcly to be 
reversible (hau wouklbe the i ' enewalofentirecömponents 
using the arsenal of modern materials and techniques. 
This is not to mention the fact that a historic building. 
rchabilitated „f rom top to bot tom". for which every 
principle of repair has been disregarded. can completely 
loose its s igni f icance as historic ev idence withoul 
demolition taking place, lnsofaras traditional repairs are 
limited to the replaecment of worn-out old materials with 
n e w mater ia ls on ly on truly d a m a g e d placcs. Ihe 
reversibility option refers essentially to preservation of 
the „ability lobe repaired" (repeated „repair-ability"). In 
this sense the replaecment of slones by ihe calhcdral 
s tonemason Workshops, seen as „continuous repair". can 
be understood as a „reversible" measure (insofar as ii 
keeps its orientation to the existing forms. materials and 
craftsmanship) , al though the cont inuous loss o fmate r i ä l 
is naturally an irreversible process. 

Finally. a fui lhcr referenee to possible reversibility 
options in „rehabilitations" and „modemizat ions" of 
monuments : naturally here too the more modest . perhaps 
repeatable Solution, reduced to the necessary - for instant e 
the replacement building in the gap in a row of buildings 
in the repair of a historic quarter - is more likcly to be 
relat ively revers ib le than the large projec t which 
irrevocably breaks up the historic urban strueture and 
takes over multiple land parcels. From a preservation 
viewpoint . „reversible" solulions are also naturally to bc 
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g iven preference in moderniza t ion work o f all kinds in 
o lderbu i ld ings : fo r ins tanceane lec t r i c ins ta l l a t ionp laced 
on top of plaster whieh can be rcncwed or removed 
without d a m a g e to the historic fabric. 

Relatively Reversible Safety Technology 

A l s o in the Held of m o d e r n safety technology (tech-
nology that Forconservat ion reasons is indispensable Tor 
the preservat ion of materials and slructures) , whcre 
in te rven t ionssuch as fas ten ings .na i l ings , s tat icauxil iary 
struetures, etc. ans of ten . . invisible" hut nonetheless 
serious, reversibi l i ty can be introduced at leasl as a goal 
in the sense of a more or less reversible intervention. for 
e x a m p l e an auxiliary construet ion, r emovab le in the 
Future, which rel ieves historic exter ior masonry walls or 
an old roof s t rueture . 

T h e issue o f more or less reversibility will nalurally 
a lso play a role in the weighing of advantages and 
d i s a d v a i u a g e s o f p u r e l y c r a f t s m a n l i k e r e p a i r s a s o p p o s e d 
to modern safety teehnk.]iies.quiie apart IVomlhequestiOns 
of costs , long- te rm effects . etc. For example . is the 
consoi ida t ion of a sandstone f igure using a silica acid 
es ter d ip or an acryl resin füll impregnat ion s imply 
unavoidab le because there is no o ther alternative or . 
instead of adher ing to a - m o r e or less - hypothetical 

„reversibi l i ty" should we talk here aboul various degrees 
of . .compat ibi l i ly" (a t enn that is especial ly famil iär to 
natural scientists). In the case of a compat ib le (that is. 
adapted in its nature to the original material) ..non-
d a m a g i n g " Substitute material that sers es to stabili/.e and 
Supplement w h e n used in conservat ion or restoralion 
work . wc can at any rate more likely a s s u m e that this 
material can loa certain degree beemployed ..reversibly". 

Wi th all conservat ion measures on a work of art -
s tabüizat ion of the paint layers on a panel painting. 
consoi idat ion of a worm-infes ted wooden sculpture, clc. 

the materials that are more or less introduced should at 
least be examined regarding their relative reversibili ty: 
some t imes a caut ious . .br inging-i t - through" with inter-
vent ions that are perhaps less permanent bul to a certain 
deg ree revers ible should be g iven preference. This would 
a lso depend on the use of materials For which a kind of 
. .antidote", in the sense of the reversibility of the procedure. 

is a lways held in readiness. 
T h u s if the su r face of a m o n u m e n t possesses several 

.Ünisbes" , w e m u s t b e consc ious that every„re -exposure" 
of an o lder f inish m e a n s the - irreversible - removal of 
a y o u n g e r b u l l ikewise . .historic" finish; that re-exposure 
is not in facl a fo regone conclusion hut rather is only 
j u s t ü i e d alter a c o m p r e h e n s i \ e analysis which favors it 
as having ..greal historic. archaeological or aesthetic 
s a lue" . as the Char te r of Venice says. Even such a 
. .harmless" measure as the removal of a ye l lowed varnish 
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lax er, w hich in the sense o f a es d i e renewal ma\ seem to 
be . . reversible" because varnish is replaced again and 
again In \ a rn i sh . can be connec ted with irreversible 
d a m a g e s to the paint layer. 

T h e d e m a n d for reversibil i ty is valid moreover For 
many restorative addit ions. With appropr ia te ly caut ious 
treatment of the transition . . seam" between the new and 
the historic fabric. w e can speak here of an almost 
comple te reversibil i ty, for ins tan te t h e c l o s u r e o f a g a p i n 
a painting using walercolor rclouching that can be easily 
removed. Just as we a l ready spoke aboul reversibility in 
the sense of ..ability to be repaired aga in" , here wc are 
c o n c e m e d with the opt ion of heilig able to c o n s e n e or 
restore again with as little d a m a g e as possiblc. ' ' 

,.I)e-restoration" 

It is no co inc idence that the ..reversibility deba te" DOW 
being carried on in many Heids of preservat ion was 
inaugurated primarily in the literalure on the restoralion 
of paintings: prcsumably painting restorers have a lways 
bcen vexcd by the irreversible inlerventions of their 
co l leagues in the near and distanl past. But even if 
restoralion history is in m a n y cases a d o w n r i g h l a larming 
process. ii does not a l low itself to be reversed in the sense 
of a , .de-restora(ion". Such an at tempt can indeed prove 
itself a tragic mistake; think of L e o n a r d o ' s Last Supper . 
which threatens in pari to dis integrate into nothingness 
with the cont inuat ion of the mosl recent restoralion. 
which has already caused irreversible condil ions In 
c o m p a r i s o n the fa te of the Barber in i Faun in ihe 
Glyptothek in Munich i sd i f fe rent : he l o n g a g o lost the lig 
leaf applied (luckily reversibly) in the 17th Century, but 
at any t ime he could be g iven once again the bar(K|ue 
addi t ions thai have been stored in the depot sinee the last 
. .de-restoration". 

T h e restorer will hopeful lv be careful about renios ing 
re touchings and addi t ions that already are a pari of the 
..historic fabr ic" as if they had been applied earlier as 
„revers ib ly" as we can expeel today f rom such work -
work which should at the least be left open for possiblc 
correct ionsby future col leagues w h o a a ' p e r h a p s e i | inp |vd 
with better technical poss ib i l i l iesand new knowledge . In 
add i t ion to the revers ib i l i ty op t i on sugges t ed for 
conservat ion and restoration work. this approach can 
eventual is a lso he helpful in renos .mens. Reilos alions 
unfortunately not infrequent ly involving „clearing-Up" 
o f s u i f a c e s are perhaps the sole means not only to pass 
dow n the architectural appearance of a monument but 
also to eonsei s e the surs is ing historic fabric under a new 
. .wearing course" . as it were - provided that this svearing 
course ( for instance a ness eoat of paint according to 
historic e v i d e n t e ) is reversible: that is. a renewed re-
exposure of the original svould be just as possiblc as a 
renewed renovation (the ability to be renosa ted again). 
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Total Reversibility? 

The broad spectrum of „reversible" measures in various 
branchesof prescrvation practice will surely bediscusscd 
using many examples going beyond my introductory 
obscrvations. Perhaps we should agree upon a certain 
l imitation on the use of the by now populär .mag ic 
word* reversibili ly. Even whe re lhe pr ineipleof revers
ibility is legit imately brought inlo play, il is never a 
mat ter of ä total reversibil i ty but rather of reversibility 
opt ions . of a more or less genu ine reversibil i ty, if the 
work is not absolulely irreversible but rather rcmains 
„ to a certain degree" reversible. Thus therc is a c lear 
d iscrepancy be tween theoretically conceivable and 
practically reali/.abie reversibili ty. qui te in m i n d o f the 
encyc lopedia excerpt citcd previously. according to 
which even „many of the processes which are considered 
reversible are strictly speaking merely processes (hat 
are with rcasonable accuracy roughly reversible". A 
very helpful a im for prescrvation practice seems to me 
in this contexl the possibility of rcpcating certain 
measuxes, thus the already mentioned ability to repair 
again. to conserve again , to restore again. to renovate 
again. to add again: a monument (hat is to survive the 
Coming centurics in spite of its incrcasing „agc va lue" 
is never repaired and restored „once and for all", as one 
must somct imes fear given the wild perfectionism of 
OUT time. which naturally hasn ' t skirted the field of 
preservat ion. 

W o r k thal is to a certain degree reversible is a lways 
temporar i ly applied: re touching work that could be 
r emoved dur ing the next restoration (but hopefu l ly not 
before 100 years), addi t ions to or auxil iary wal ls in a 
building that in case of a future change in use could be 
takcn down again. In each case to a certain extcnt the 
„prcvious cond i t ion" before the last measures would 
be recstablishcd. In this sense the reversibility Option 
can correct some al l - too-perfect o r simply „excess ive" 
preservation plans which arouse the suspicion that the 
p rese rva t ion is t s , in league with the par t ie ipa t ing 
restorers , eng inee r s and scient is ts , want to set a 
permanent m o n u m e n t to themselves . In contrast to 
teehnoerats , fo r w h o m any means is jus t i f ied for 
achieving a certain aim. the preservationist obsessed 
with „reversibi l i ty" at least demonst ra tes a healthy 
mis t rus t of his o w n ac t ions - no w o n d e r g iven 
exper iences with mostly irreversible rcsults of preser
vation as practiced by our predeecssors . 

Unavoidable Irreversibility 

T h e issueof reversibility is naturally tobe subordinated, 
as are o ther preservat ion principles as well , to the 
principle of conservat ion as the highest tenet; in o ther 
words, in preservat ion there must also be del iberate or 

unavoidable irreversibility. the irreversible Intervention 
as the only possibil i ty for preserving a monumen t . 
H o w e v e r , dec i s i ons for revers ib le o r i r revers ib le 
measures naturally presuppose thorough pre l iminary 
invest igat ions; invest igat ions involving restorat ion 
Undings as well as bui lding research, the „ a r t " o f which 
should be to m a n a g e themselves with intervent ions 
which a r e as sl ight as poss ib le . M o r c o v e r , these 
invest igat ions should actually be repeatable in Ihc 
future on theob jec t . in order to be able tocont ro l resulls 
and evcntual ly to m a k e correct ions; this, too, is an 
impor tantprerequis i te for the Option a lready mentioned 
of ten , of the „ability to restore again" . In contrast , in 
certain archaeological invest igat ions ( for instance a 
surface excava t ion) the Undings in the i ren t i re ty (with 
the except ion of „exhib i t s" that land in a m u s e u m ) are 
o f ten lost per force . Comprehcns ive documcnla t ion 
takes place of the Historie f ab r i con thehis tor ic locat ion, 
w h c r e b y the excava t ion p rocess at least r e m a i n s 
unders tandable through publ icat ions - „ reve r s ib i l i t y" 
on paper . 

Reversibility - Preservation's Flg Leaf? 

In m e m o r y of the „aura" and „ t races" (German: „Spur" ) 
of a work of art as descr ibed by Wal ter B e n j a m i n , ' may 
I still perhaps d raw attention to the possibi l i t ies of 
immedia te „ m o n u m e n t exper ience" , howeve r c louded 
for some preservat ionists by many years of professional 
practice: traces (naturally with preservat ionis t as the 
„securer of the ev idence" ) in the sense of a history of 
the genes is and inf lucnce of a m o n u m e n t which g r o w s 
s t ronger with increasing knowledgc ; aura perhaps also 
present at the location of the m o n u m e n t even if the 
m o n u m e n t itself is no longer o r barely conce ivab le as 
„historic fabr ic" ; aura a lso in t hed i f f e r i ng form that the 
mat ter has taken on over the course of t ime. A d d c d to 
this is the „breath of h is tory" and the fecl ing of the pasl 
thal according to Riegl is conveyed by the „age va lue" 
— that feel ing in the face of a monumen t , as a qui te 
ser ious Viennese co l league tried to define it at a recent 
Conference of conservators in Salzburg. How sterile in 
contrast the usual unders tanding of the m o n u m e n t 
seems . revolv ing as il does around the descr ipt ion, 
m e a s u r e m e n t , ana lys i s and - n a t u r a l l y revers ib le -
repair and restoration of historic fabric ( laboo fabric, 

as it were, the preservat ion of which does not require 
any fur ther explanat ions) . (For its pari, the subs tance 
fet ishism, with its or ientat ion toward pure matter , can 
be traced back to the cult of relics). Accord ing to this 
unders tanding of a monumen t . preservat ion as „ar t " 
actual ly canno t exisl („creat ive p rese rva t ion" is, with 
good reason, anyway d isapproved of) . But nonethe less 
it appears to m e that a lso in thec los ing years of the 20th 
Century s t rong creat ive forces are still e f fec t ive in 
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preservat ion. even in our so hcavenly emphas ized 
prescrval ion-as-sc icncc. And moreover , preservation 
o f c o u r s e has more to do wilh arl and architecture of our 
tinie than is c o m m o n l y supposed . 

Qui le a d i f ferent theme ? I think not. because with 
Ihis background o n e eould somewhat more critically 
„scru l in ize" the we lcome reversibil i ty opt ion. For 
example , reversibility as the comfor tab le way out? 
T h c r c is no need for new ideas s ince the work is any way 
only planned as „ temporary" . until w e c a n rclurn again 
to the „intact wor ld" of the previous condi t ion. Still 
worse : reversibil i ty as the excuse for the downright 
d is f igur ing handl ing of a monument ? Reversibili ty as 
a kind of . .evasive manceuvre" in the face of hislory. 
because one could . possibly al ter many generat ions of 
. . reversible" measures . return again to the starting 

point (in the background there is a lways the lendency 
which we know is dangerous to recreate an imaginary 
..original condi t ion") . Finally reversibility as a typical 
sign of the supposed artistic impotency of our t ime ? 

Let us stay instead with our - comparat ivcly harmless 
- Hg leaf (with a quest ion mark) , remaining conscious 
that the reversibility option in a great number of cases 
can in fact be very useful and hc lpfu l . indeed that il 
represents a principlc worth heeding. even if this 
principlc docs not a lways prevail. And finally in casc 
preservation, as previously suggested. should as a 
whole have funet ions of a „fig l e a f* we want to 
console oursei ves that prccisely our society. the ..naked 
socie ty" as David Riesman has described it. needs this 
fig leaf more urgently than ever . 
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