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The painting as material interface between artist and beholder: Restoration philosophy, perception and neuroscience.

This paper argues that the dynamic nature of the relationship between the artist, the work, and the beholder (as put forward by the philosopher John Dewey and then put into practice by Cesare Brandi in Italy) must inform decisions taken about restoration: the restoration of “intangible” qualities in a work, and considerations of the artist’s intention (although these may be more difficult to define and retain in restoration practice) should not for this reason be abandoned out of concern for material completeness. This triadic, dynamic, relationship is discussed in terms of recent advances in the understanding of the physiology of the cells involved in vision (in terms of the perception of colour and form), vision as an active rather than a passive process, and the implications of these aspects for restoration practice. Examples of restorations undertaken in Anglo-Saxon and Latin countries demonstrate these points.

Intrinsic to the concept of restoration is the nature of the work to be restored: it is a work of “art” rather than an “artefact”, an integral “whole” rather than a “total” of its constituent parts. Equally crucial in informing decisions taken in the restoration of a damaged painting are its historical uniqueness as a product of a particular artist in a particular historical context and its impact on the contemporary viewer belonging to a different cultural and historical context. The work of art is the material interface between the artist and the beholder.

