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Remembering the Past: The Role of Social Memory in the Restoration of Damaged Paintings

In the twentieth century, the establishment of conservation as a professional discipline was underpinned by a desire for a more ‘objective’ framework for treatment, one in which the hand of the conservator remained unobtrusive. In paintings conservation, this is reflected in principles that call for strict limitation of retouching to areas of loss and use of easily removable materials to facilitate future treatment. One outcome of this perceived ethical approach is that the underlying cultural factors that influence restoration decisions have been largely downplayed. By focusing on examples of restorations where damage is considered to carry historical or cultural meaning, the paper explores the influence of social memory on the decision to retain evidence of the damage as a visible part of the presentation of the painting. Such cases serve as evocative links between the past and the present. They also highlight the influence of strongly subjective factors that go beyond the technical issues of loss compensation and present something of a dilemma for longstanding conservation principles designed to foster a more clinical approach. The paper explores the implications of leaving losses exposed for the presentation and future treatment of the work. Specifically, it considers how the restoration guides the viewer’s engagement with the painting and whether the restoration may come to be seen as part of the history of the work, exerting its own influence on future treatment decisions.

