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A material culture analysis of conservation principles

This paper presents and elaborates the author’s material culture analysis of conservation principles published in Conservation: Principles, Dilemmas and Uncomfortable Truths, edited by Richmond and Bracker (2009) under the title: ‘The Cultural Dynamics of Conservation Principles in Reported Practice’. The paper analyses conservation, defined as preservation, investigation and presentation, as both a social and a technical practice involving interactions between people and objects mediated by language. The range of meanings given to the term ‘principle’ is considered, as is the way these meanings arise through the work of metaphor. This paper argues that the principles and practice of conservation are cultural phenomena open to analysis using cultural theory, and that conservation principles are better understood as culturally bound rather than universal.

The application and interpretation of conservation principles are analysed by reference to published case studies, focusing on three presented at the 21st Congress of the International Institute for Conservation and Restoration of Historic and Artistic Works (IIC), held in Munich in 2006, under the title The Object in Context: Crossing Conservation Boundaries. These three accounts concern the conservation of the ‘Berlin Aleppo Room’, exhibited at the Museum für Islamische Kunst in Berlin Germany; the conservation of a Maori-made eel trap at Otago Museum, Dunedin, New Zealand; and, the conservation of the Ngambar Arum gamelan acquired for the Asian Civilisation Museum’s Southeast Asian Performing Arts Gallery in Singapore. These will be supplemented by analysis of additional case studies. 






