Beyond the cult of the monument 

By Miles Glendinning

If we accept that all buildings are ephemeral social constructions, and that the built  environment is a testament to change rather than something of enduring materiality, we can look on old buildings with a new lightness. 

The victory of conservation  

During the first quarter century after 1945. despite  the effective exclusion of war from the equation in western Europe, the cooperative, or complementary, relationship of new and old buildings under a strong nation-state control seemed to have been further strengthened. But from around 1968, events took a decisive turn to sever that relationship, a development which has led to our present situation today. 

The fundamental forces at work were a relaxation of the intense discipline and state authority of the postwar years, and, more generally, a collapse in the credibility of the post-Enlightenment doctrine of controlled historical progress. In architecture, the immediate effect of these was to discredit completely the modern movement’s campaign for radical rebuilding. and instead elevate conservation to a sudden status of dominance, as the only major combatant still left on the field. The latter’s victory was directly bound up with the defeat of planned social building; for the first time ever, monuments and new buildings were plunged into an open confrontation. 

Yet paradoxically the effect on the conservation movement, after an initial phase of anti-establishment activism, was to increase even further the interventive and controlling activity of the state. In Scotland, government conservation activity was treated during the 1960s and 1970s as an integrated part of the Scottish Development Department, a ministry created in 1962 specifically to promote state-led modernisation. And then, in a second stage of evolution, that machinery became static and ossified. Conservation became a sheep in wolf’s clothing: as with the language of revolution in the Soviet Union under Stalin and his successors, a permanent, institutionalised status was given to the highly politicised “shock” language inherited from Ruskin and Morris and also from the 20th century total war epoch — loss, threat, destruction, vandalism, rape,  protect. save, tragic, scandalous, and so forth. 

This new orthodoxy extended the scope of modern controllability far further than even the modern movement, by claiming it could inventorise and “protect” the entire built environment — including, ultimately, the environments of the modern movement themselves — for ever. The social structure of this  new establishment was just as elitist and dominated by experts as the modernist technocratic planning  it replaced. Everywhere across Western Europe, there was a move away from the old creative traditionalism to a new fundamentalism, which claimed it could fix and “stop” dynamic human cultures through preserved material culture objects. 

The old era of Heimatschutz had been extreme in the rhetoric it used about the heritage, but more modest in its actual powers of preservation. Now. state conservation activity was expanded in most countries into huge, open-ended government “listing” programmes, coupled with development controls by a range of local and national state bodies. These added up to a quantitative, routinised bureaucratic procedure which differed little from the production drives of modern housing and planning. And the buildings it was interested in were also increasingly “modern” ones, as the scope of heritage became ever more focused on the buildings of the 19th and 20th centuries. 

The whole movement was now becoming selfcontainedly “modern” from start to finish. The exponential growth in this vast new potential scope of conservation went alongside a growing split between it and the general trajectory of identity within modern society, something which has continued to today. 

Previously, as I have argued, the “cult of the monument” was closely related to the growth of mass society and nationalism. But now, despite the collapse of totalitarian political structures, its response has been not to diminish but to strengthen its own totalitarian claims, especially through its alliance with nature conservation and sustainability which treat buildings as if they were some kind of natural resource, rather than an essentially social phenomenon. It has turned into a movement of intransigent fundamentalism, at a time when authoritarian extremism is generally discredited and no longer itself “sustainable”. 

Like the concept of the Divine Right of Kings in the 17th century, or the Thousand Year Reich in the 20th, the time for all embracing, eternal “national heritage” has now passed, and it risks being exposed as empty rhetoric. It is now undermined by the wider development of society towards a market capitalism of individual “lifestyle-choice”. In reality, much of the public support for conservation today comes from the “choices” of individuals, and of course many individual episodes of conservation are highly constructive: procedures such as listed building consent can provide opportunity for constructive dialogue. 

But equally, the potential is always there for intransigence and extremism, because of the moral force attributed to oldness. And much of the supporting rhetoric of conservation is still drawn from the old ethical collectivist stock arguments of community outrage against nasty new buildings, and of proud national solidarity. 

For example, in post-home rule Scotland, despite the modest character of the powers “devolved” to us, there has been a marked outbreak of bombastic national-pride rhetoric in relation to matters of architectural heritage. On the television and in recent books there has been swaggering talk of “building a nation”, and of a “monumental stone tradition” symbolising the nation’s eternal prestige (language for which this author must confess some earlier responsibility). 

This has led in turn to convoluted debates about individual monuments, such as Queensberry House in Edinburgh, a building hardly anyone had even heard of before politicians decided to include it in a parliament site, but which is now being bitterly fought over by rival “scrape” and “anti-scrape” groups, each indignantly using the slogans of Scottish national identity.

Towards a heritage of transience  

What is more significant interesting about the  Queensberry House and Parliament debacle, though, is that it also clearly points to a deeper, underlying reality of identity in the built environment of the 21st century. That is, the insatiable demand of global capitalism to commodify everything, including civic and national identity into an element in marketplace competition. “National heritage” is now just a mask for global commodification. Heritage islands are dotted within the mass produced sprawl of Clone City alongside the equally shallow images of the new retro-momo signature architecture. The reality of international capitalism is papered over with images of national cultural autonomy. Ruskin’s strictures about the lack of authenticity in “restored” cathedrals could equally apply to this entire identitystructure of “national heritage”, as well as to individual setpieces such as the Miralles parliament, like a theme-park pavilion in its showy metaphors of “Scottishness”.2  

Where previously the monument stood in a creative or destructive tension with modernity now there is no intellectual connection at all. In a sense, this is history as farce, following history as tragedy —  and of course, in that this marketing competition is  vastly preferable to competition by bombing campaigns, it is clearly a great improvement. It is a kind of new internationalism, replacing violent nationalism. But it not only lacks the overarching ideals of the old universalisms: it lacks any intellectual sensibility at all. It may be that this mismatch between conservation’s claims to all-embracing control and the reality of its servitude to market forces is too vast to bridge. But if the monument concept is to mean anything more than a marketing image in the 21st century, it will have to come to terms with that sea-change in modern identity since the late 1960s, which has emptied away the driving forces of historical progress and cohesive nationalism. The monument-movement will have to become truly internationalist once more — after over two centuries’  gap — and will have to take a more sober, realistic view of its own relation to the march of time, and the inevitability of change and decay. 

Neither part of that demand is easy to define. Let us begin with the first part: the internationalism. What seems to be under way behind all the hyperbole about individual countries and cities, is the formation of a pan-European concept of peaceable heritage. Social nationalism seems to being replaced by a new trans-national identity whose driving force is a common sense of humanity rather than the old highly hierarchical structure of the pre-modern age. At first glance, this seems to be an unqualified good: without the competitive national impulse, so the argument goes, buildings will no longer be attributed such intense moral force, and we should be able to sit back and evaluate them more thoughtfully and cautiously. 

But this new pan-European concept of the monument is not quite the same thing as internationalism. Arguably it defines itself by a more subtle and insidious type of exclusiveness, either by hardening its external border against supposedly chaotic outsiders, or by encouraging new mini-nationalisms to help break up the old large nation-states. Even in the international modern movement heritage group DOCOMOMO, the dominant feature is the rivalries of the small national groups, including competing Scottish and English ones — rivalries which squander much time and idealism in retracing the tired old ideas of the past two centuries, while the deeper reality of global commodification goes on unchecked. If those are the problems of internationalism, what of the thornier and more fundamental question of how monuments are to be related to the processes of change, at a time when the modern myth of human control of history has been shattered? First, it is clear that fundamentalist calls for a return to pre-Enlightenment unselfconscious tradition are misplaced. But in a way that hardly matters any more.

The fact that we can now create our communities by choice means that the search for identity has lost  its urgent, existential dimensions and has reduced in importance. Identity can become something more provisional, accepting the limits to our power of comprehension and control. 

With the ending of the Enlightenment concept of History as a driving force, the role of old buildings can change radically. The Ruskinian and nationalist concept of the monument as a material testament  of the continuity of the nation, an eternal physical legacy of the founding fathers, to be treated with pseudo-religious piety — this concept becomes meaningless. The way in which the Heimatschutz propaganda led within a matter of decades to the material obliteration of the old towns it exalted shows, in itself, that the concept of living national heritage is mischievous nonsense. If we accept instead the fact that all buildings, like nations, are ephemeral social constructions, and that the built environment is a testament to change rather than something of enduring materiality, we can begin to look on old buildings with a new lightness. 

Perhaps there is no longer any necessary connection between their material substance and their  ‘meaning”. As substance, they can be merged into  the general building stock as something for use today; as ideas, what they can tell us is something  special, but it is mainly about change, about the relationship of place and change. Patrick Geddes’s  writings specially emphasised the symbolic role that  the monument, especially the city-monument, could  play in the necessary cycle of forgetfulness and renewal. In his words, “the ideals and the achievements of one day and generation and city are ever melting away, and passing out of sight of the next”; "we have no continuing city” . . . “Upon all these  degrees of dying, all these faint and fading steps between immortality and oblivion, we may arrange what we call our historic cities. Obviously in the deeper and more living sense the city exists only in actualising itself; and thus to us it is that the ideal city lies ever in the future, Yet it is the very essence of this argument that an ideal city is latent in every town”.3 

This more fluid and modest conception of the citymonument differs radically from today’s calls for the open-ended spread of conservation across the entire built environment, just as it also differs from the aggressive newness of today’s image-modernism. Demands for mass conservation, in the context of 21st-century western Europe, are clearly an anachronistic absurdity. We cannot carry on “protecting” and controlling forever as if we are God. The monument-idea has been one of the modern age’s most powerful and alluring substitutes for religious mystery and eternity — but it has now been taken to an  extreme which has exposed its ultimate emptiness. Yet a monument-movement which acknowledges the ultimate impossibility of preservation, the fact that all buildings must fall down in the end, is ultimately a self-cancelling or self-contradicting idea. 

Here I would like to finally return, as always in the most fundamental issues of conservation theory, to Alois Riegl. I want to return to him not because he was infallible but because his prediction that agevalue would be the dominant concept in the 20th century was, in my view, not quite accurate. What happened instead was a monstrous perversion by others of his definition of age-value, and only now,  in the 21st century, are we at last in a position to  realise it. 

The central feature of Riegi’s definition was that age-value was seen as a matter not of oldness preserved, but of natural decay and passing away. While today the rhetoric of “sustainability” and the analogy with nature is used as an argument for stronger preservation controls, Riegi argued that “nature’s unhampered processes will lead to the complete destruction of a monument” and that “the cult of agevalue. . . stands in ultimate opposition to the pres-  ervation of monuments”; thus, “from the standpoint of age-value one need not worry about the eternal preservation of monuments, but rather one should be concerned with the constant representation of the cycle of creation, and this purpose is fulfilled even when future monuments have supplanted those of today”. 

If the cult of the strong monument is now obsolete, what can replace it? It is emphatically not the purpose of this short paper to argue for a libertarian agenda, for a "bonfire of controls”, or for “good architects to be given their head”. Arguably, what we need is more, rather than less, planning but  planning of a different and less rigid kind than the present system of listing and conservation controls. Today’s conservation movement is an unsatisfactory half-way house between those two extremes. The most valuable aspect of the system of listed building consent is arguably that it compels a pause for thought, an opportunity for the intellectualisation of change, within the development process. That opportunity should ideally be extended to all buildings and environments, however banal or recent — while  discarding, in compensation, the driving, controlling force implicit in the totalitarian (mis-)conception of age-value. 

Only now, at last, with all the force of old-fashioned modern Progress spent, can the cult of age value, emancipated from the concern to preserve old material substance, become a truly international and universal movement. Only now can it celebrate its own ultimate powerlessness and transience. pointing towards the “greater context” that unites everyone. In the words, finally, of Patrick Geddes: “The songs of militant nationality may lose their power, the psalmody of Zion no more stir the sons as it was wont to do the fathers, yet gentler voices may reappear, older voices win a reading: In Iona of my heart, lona of my love, Instead of the voice of monks shall be lowing of cattle, But ere the world come to an end, lona shall be as it was”.5
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