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Conservation as Meaning-Making in 17th Century Dutch Art

In conservation and in related research in the field of technical art history, the essence of an artwork is seen in much the same way as in ‘traditional’ art historical research with its emphasis on positivism. An artwork is conceived as an invariable entity, which matches the artist’s intention and whose ‘authentic’ meaning and appearance it is the conservator’s task to reveal. At the same time, the concentration of scientific conservation at the micro-level of the painting, invisible to the naked eye but attainable by analytical research methods, reflects the fact that unlike art historical research, art conservation seeks to base its raison d’être primarily on natural scientific grounds. 

Just as in art historical discourse, the rhetoric of conservation is based on implicit distinctions: on the one hand, a normative differentiation between the artwork’s present state and its ‘original condition’ as a reflection of the artist’s intention and on the other, a hierarchical division of the artwork’s structure into its ‘hard core’, Derrida’s invariant (ergon), and contingent variants or accidents (parergon). When it comes to paintings, the oxydized varnish layers and later overpaintings are thus considered inauthentic blemishes which can be removed without jeopardizing the artwork´s identity. 

This identity is always grounded on subjective categorization which results from interaction between mind and matter. Ergo, the artwork´s identity is never absolute, but always relative to the referent constructed and to the properties highlighted by the categories used – conservation is always a critical act of interpretation, a new representation of the artwork. 

