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Dreaming of a universal approach: Brandi’s Theory of Restoration and the conservation of contemporary art

In 1963 the art historian Cesare Brandi published the Theory of Restoration, a long essay outlining a theoretical and practical framework to address some of the most complex problems faced by conservators. The text instigated deep cultural changes, primarily in Italy, providing clear guidelines on what is ethically acceptable in conservation and reducing the arbitrariness of taste in the decision-making processes.

Brandi’s theory was conceived for all artefacts from all ages, but its adoption for the conservation of a large number of artworks from the last century raises complex questions. This is mainly because of the radically new nature and extreme fragmentation of much modern and contemporary art, which often demands innovative and flexible approaches to its preservation. The areas of Brandi’s theory that seem most incompatible with the conservation of recent artworks include his presumption of the univocality of artistic intent and his belief in the ‘imperative of conservation’ of the original object. These ideas clash openly with several artists’ changed relationship with the artwork as an object and with the variety of ideas and technical approaches found in recent art.

Almost half a century after its publication, Brandi’s theory offers a useful starting point to discuss some of the core principles of conservation, in particular the ‘imperative of conservation’. As importantly, Brandi’s failure to create a universally valid framework raises the question if a single theoretical approach remains a realistic – or indeed desirable – aspiration.
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