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Conservation fads, fashion and flummery: An incontrovertible truth?

In his seminal ethics article from 1980, Jonathan Ashley-Smith wrote ‘Conservation cannot be allowed to become subject to fashion.’ In a 2004 correspondence he said ‘I regret having written that….the fashions for restoration and minimum intervention tend to fluctuate rather than drift in an evolutionary manner towards some incontrovertible truth.’ During the last 29 years as conservation ‘apprentice’, qualified conservator, manager and now a bench conservator again, I have experienced childhood indoctrination, the certainty of youth, the uncertainty of experience and a professional mid-life crisis. There will always be fashion within the broad spectrum of conservation, but ignorance, disdain and defensiveness mean that many restorers and conservators still operate on separate, occasionally parallel tracks instead of embracing the continuum of conservation-restoration, craft and science. On reflection it seems that while in principle welcoming opportunities for increased engagement in decision making within the development of cultural sustainability, involving others is seen as a threat to our hard earned ‘professionalism’. We are masters at finding often dubious scientific or ethical rationale biased towards what we want to do and dressing up our recommendations with a veil of certainty as if this provides a path towards an incontrovertible truth.

Via a journey along the tracks of my years, I hope to show that whatever the cycles of fashion – to continue to command respect within and without our ‘safe boundary of technical expertise’, these walls must not be so readily breached by stakeholders no longer fooled by pseudo-scientific flummery or anachronistic practices.

