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On the need for ruins

Relics of the masonry buildings are a peculiar category 
of historical monuments. On the one hand they are an 
incomplete message from the past, which – in compari-
son to the objects with preserved integrity – are devoid 
of informational value, as well as frequently also of the 
use value, which would involve the possibility of contem-
porary use of the architecture. On the other hand, they 
have value as the tangible presentation of inexorable pas-
sage of time and subsequent layers of culture laid down 
by successive generations of humankind (“age-value” 
in the theory of the famous Austrian art historian Alois 
Riegl1); they are also scenic elements which may consti-
tute a cultural landscape with strong emotional pull2.

The picturesqueness of ruins as elements of the land-
scape has fascinated painters since at least the end of the 
16th century (as seen in the works of, for example, the 
German painter Adam Elsheimer (1578?–1610) (Fig. 1). 
Ancient ruins were an important element of the works of 
such 17th-century artists as, among others, the Dutch paint-
ers Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640) (Fig. 2), Cornelis van 
Poelenburgh (1594/1595–1667) (Fig. 3) and Bartholomeus 
Breenbergh (1598–1657) (Figs 4–5), the French painter 
Pierre Patel (11605–1676) (Fig. 6) or the Italian painter 
Salvator Rosa (1615–1673) (Fig. 7). Also later, antique ru-
ins appear as important elements of the landscape in the 
paintings of, for example, the French painter Claude-Joseph 
Vernet (1714–1789) (Fig. 8), or the English painter Thomas 
Cole (1801–1848) (Fig. 9), as well as many other artists.

Thomas Whately, an English politician and writer, in 
his Observations on modern gardening, illustrated by 
descriptions, published in London in 1770, wrote about 
“sensations of regret, of veneration, or compassion”, 
as emotions were excited by the viewing of ruins, and 
suggested that “at the sight of a ruin, reflections on the 
change, the decay, and the desolation before us naturally 
occur”.3 As Kate Daly writes “In the eighteenth and nine-

1  Riegl 1903.
2  On the picturesqueness of ruins, see Gutowska 2003, as well as 

Frydryczak 2013, esp. 135–140.
3  Quoted after Daly 2002: 20–22.

teenth centuries, at the apogee of their popularity, ruins 
were considered through both historical and aesthetic 
lenses: as documents of the classical architectural forms 
of the past and as evocative of an emotional or roman-
tic mood. In the eighteenth century, ruins took on moral 
signi ficance as well, representing the transience of life 
and the vanity of human endeavors. Decay as a meta-
phor for death and despair gained sway over the more 
romantic melancholia popularly evoked earlier”4.

The Swiss art historian Heinrich Wölfflin (1864–1945) 
wrote in his well-known Principles of art history: the 
problem of the development of style in later art, pub-
lished in 1915, on a picturesque beauty of the ruin: “The 
rigour of the tectonic form is broken up, and while the 
wall crumbles and holes and fissures arise, a life quick-
ens which quivers and shimmers over the surface. And 
when the edges become restless and the geometric lines 
and order disappear, the building can unite in a pictur-
esque whole with the freely moving forms of nature, 
with trees and hills, which is impossible for non-ruinous 
architecture”.5 According to Barbara Frydryczak, “ruins 
are a breeding ground for melancholy, and their poetics 
are shaped in the aura of nostalgic ecstasies”.6 As noted 
by Krystyna Gutowska, the picturesqueness of ruins in 
art is, however, not always of the same kind. She makes 
distinction between the “dramatic (or romantic) pictur-
esqueness”, the “beautiful picturesqueness”, and the 
“sentimental picturesqueness”.7 

Longing for the picturesque ruins in the 18th and 19th 

century reached such an extent among the members of 
enlightened aristocracy, which took many trips to the 
regions of ancient civilizations, that they began to build 
artificial ruins of antique temples and tombs, Medieval 
castles (Figs 10–11) or historical aqueducts (Fig. 12) in 
their parks and gardens.

An important question is “Do we also need historical 
ruins in public space these days as a form of making the 
past present?”. In a survey of senior students of the War-

4  Daly 2002: 21–22.
5  Wölfflin 1915 (1932).
6  Frydryczak 2013: 136.
7  Gutowska 2003: 164–165.
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Fig. 1. Adam Elsheimer, Il Contento, ca 
1607. Scottish National Gallery (source: Wiki-
media Commons)

Fig. 2. Peter Paul Rubens, Landscape with 
the ruins of Mount Palatine in Rome, ca 1615. 
Louvre Museum (source: Wikimedia Commons)

Fig. 3. Cornelius van Poelenburgh, View 
of the Campo Vaccino, 1620. Louvre Museum 
(source: Wkimedia Commons)
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Fig. 4. Bartholomeus Breenbergh, An Italian 
landscape with ruins and an artist sketching, 
ca 1643. Dayton Art Institute (source: Wikime-
dia Commons)

Fig. 5. Bartholomeus Breenbergh, Idealised 
view with Roman ruins, sculptures, and a port, 
ca 1650. Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid 
(source: Wikimedia Commons)

saw high schools, which in 2005 covered 1200 people 
from 17 schools, to the question “what should be done 
if a historic building was destroyed”, almost 60% of re-
spondents answered that it should be fully reconstructed 
using modern building materials, but over 30% of people 
were in favour of leaving such a building in a state of 

ruin.8 Does it mean that even the young generations of 
inhabitants of the modern cities need historical ruins in 
their cultural environment, as places of “living memory”? 

8  Kobyliński and Paczuska 2007.
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Fig. 6. Pierre Patel, Landscape with ruins, 
second half of the 17th century. Springfield 
Museums (source: Wikimedia Commons)

Fig. 7. Salvator Rosa, Marine landscape 
with towers, after 1645. Pitti Palace, Florence 
(source: Wikimedia Commons)

Fig. 8. Claude-Joseph Vernet, Tivoli land-
scapes, 1748. Petit Palais, Paris (source: Wiki-
media Commons)
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Fig. 9. Thomas Cole, Arch of Nero, 1846. 
Newark Museum (source: Wikimedia Com-
mons)

What values can ruins of historical buildings have for 
modern people? First of all, it seems important that ruins 
have value of authenticity, and – as such –provide an op-
portunity to feel real contact with history, such as in the 
case of walking over an original pavement of the ancient 
Roman road (Fig. 13). 

Florence Hetzler suggested that the experience of ru-
ins offers the possibility of a sublime unity: the intersec-
tion of the ruined structure and landscape, the active 
forces of nature, and the viewer’s perception.9

Moreover, the presence of ruins among buildings 
erected in various times, creates a historical palimpsest, 
enabling the viewer to understand passage of time and 
role of subsequent generations in forming the present 
landscape or townscape, of which Rome is obviously 
the best example (Fig. 14). That is why in so many pla-
ces throughout the world, not only in open countryside 
and uninhabited regions, but even in centres of mo dern 
densely populated cities, ruins of historical buildings 
uncovered during archaeological excavations, are pre-
sented to both citizens and tourists (Figs 15–19). For the 
relics of architecture, discovered by archaeologists, not 

9  F.M. Hetzler, The aesthetics of ruins: a new category of being. Journal 
of Aesthetic Education 16 (2), 1982: 105–108, quoted after Daly 2002: 
20.

to create “dead spaces” in the living tissue of the city 
(“non-places” in the terminology proposed by the French 
ethnologist and cultural anthropologist Marc Augé)10, 
but – instead – to become real “places of living memory”, 
not allowing the appropriation of their real message by 
any interest group, they need to be provided not only 
with appropriate conditions of existence of their physical 
substance, but must also be properly displayed and pro-
vided with understandable, but intellectually inspiring, 
interpretation.

Conservation versus presentation:  
in search for the best solution

Architectural relics begin to be subject to harmful de-
struction processes, beginning with their unveiling dur-
ing archaeological excavations. This is caused by breaking 
them out of the natural environment, which had stabi-
lised them for a long time, and exposure to atmospheric, 
chemical, biotic and mechanical erosion.11 They must 
therefore be prepared to meet these new conditions 
through appropriate, conservation measures, undertak-

10  Augé 1992 (1995).
11  Trochonowicz 2010.
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Fig. 11. Kościelec, Wielkopolskie Province, 
Poland – artificial ruins built in the second half 
of the 19th century (photo by Fotogwal – Wiki-
media Commons)

Fig. 12. Arkadia Park, Łódzkie Province, Po-
land – artificial aqueduct built in 1744 (photo 
by Z. Kobyliński)

Fig. 10. Stary Książ Castle, Dolnośląskie 
Province, Poland – artificial ruins built in 1794-
1797 (photo by Lotharson – Wikimedia Com-
mons)
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en in accordance with the principles of preventive main-
tenance and limited to the necessary minimum.12 There-
after it is necessary to create environmental conditions 
in which they will be able to sustain dum mundur durat.

From purely conservation point of view the reburial 
of architectural relics would seem an optimal solution 
for their preservation (cf. Athens Charter of 1931). Es-
pecially in cases when deterioration of historic surfaces 
(e.g., ancient mosaics)13 or delicate facades of walls (e.g., 
built from unfired brick or clay)14 proceeds, the decision 
on reburial may turn out to be the most appropriate in 
specific technical and economic conditions.

The decision in this matter cannot however be made 
without deep consideration, even for the reason of the 
conservation problems. It is necessary to perform an ac-
curate analysis of authentic building materials forming 
the monument and to establish the optimum conditions 
for them underground. Therefore, the analysis of the 
natural soil on the site is required, and of other mate-
rials (e.g., geotextiles) that can be used to cover the rel-
ics. Also, the test studies of impact of designed insulating 
layers on the integrity of historic substance are neces-
sary. It is also necessary to design and conduct long-term 
monitoring of state of preservation of buried relics.15 

It is very important, however, to remember that the 
decision to rebury the archaeological relics of architec-
ture deprives them of their capacity to serve as “places 
of memory”, and must therefore in any case be regarded 
as temporary – done for a period of time until the time 
when it will be possible to implement a different and 

12  Skibiński 1998, 1999. 
13  See, e.g., Burch and Agnew 2004; Neguer 2004; Roby 2004; 

Stewart 2004.
14  Fodde 2007; Fodde, Watanabe and Fujii 2007; Hansen and Cas-

tellanos 2004. 
15  See, e.g., Agnew, Selwitz and Demas 2004; Bass Rivera et al. 2004; 

Cooke 2007; Demas 2004; Ford et al. 2004; Goodburn-Brown and 
Panter 2004; Kavazanjian 2004; Maekawa 2004; Teutonico 2004.

more socially desirable form of maintenance. Effects of 
any activities of this kind must therefore be reversible.

A conservation procedure which is radically diffe rent 
from reburial of archaeological remains of historical ar-
chitecture is their full reconstruction, and restoration 
of their original function or assigning a new function to 
them. Such an action is unequivocally negatively evalu-
ated by the majority of doctrinal documents concerning 
the theory of conservation, especially those that were 
formulated in the circle of the West European thought, 
for which the characteristic feature is the cult of authen-
ticity understood as the authenticity of a historic sub-
stance.16 Both the Rome Charter of 1931, as well as the 
Venice Charter of 1964, only allowed for anastylosis, this 
is for replacing original elements which are preserved, 
but dispersed17 (Figs 20–22). The Burra Charter and the 
Cracow Charter of 2000 allow for reconstruction in spe-
cific cases, provided a documentation of the authentic 
state of the building is at disposal. „Reconstruction is ap-
propriate only where a place is incomplete through dam-
age or alteration, and only where there is sufficient evi-
dence to reproduce an earlier state of the fabric. In rare 
cases, reconstruction may also be appropriate as part of 
a use or practice that retains the cultural significance of 
the place” (art. 20.1). Such a more permissive doctrinal 
stance, and its connection with the resignation from the 
requirement to preserve the authenticity of the mate-
rial substance, arose from the heated debate (initia ted 

16  Falser 2010; Kobyliński 2010.
17  On anastylosis of architectural relics found during archaeological 

excavation, see, e.g., Mertens 1995. The best-known examples of 
anastylosis are the long-term conservation works in the Athens’ 
Acropolis – Mallouchou-Tufano 2006 – while even in this case it ap-
peared necessary to introduce some new elements to stabilise the 
ancient strutures – Lambrinou 2010. An example of anastylosis in 
a small scale presents, e.g., Czerner 2015. Application of 3D scan-
ning techniques to the dispersed elements of ancient architecture 
for virtual anastylosis as a help in real anastylosis on the example 
of the Greek temple at Selinunte, see Giammusso 2012.

Fig. 13. Original pavement of the Roman 
road near São Brás de Alportel in the Algarve 
Region in Portugal (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 
2017)
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Fig. 14. Ruins creating a historical palimp-
sest: remains of the 2nd century AD Insula 
dell’Ara Coeli at the foot of the Capitoline Hill 
in Rome, neighbouring the steps of the Church 
of Santa Maria d’Aracoeli constructed in 1348 
as an expression of the people’s thanks for 
the end of a plague, and the “Altar of the Fa-
therland”, also known as the “National Monu-
ment to Victor Emmanuel II”, constructed in 
1911–1925 (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

Fig. 15. Ruins as an important element of 
a modern townscape: Forum Romanum – co-
lumns of the ancient Roman Temple of Saturn 
and of the Temple of Vespasian and Titus 
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

Fig. 16. Ruins as an important element of 
a modern townscape: relics of the Roman am-
phitheatre in Budapest, Hungary (photo  
by VinceB, Wikimedia Commons) 

by Japan’s application of candidacy for inclusion in the 
UNESCO World Heritage List of the temples of Ise, which 
since the seventh century AD are cyclically dismantled 
every 20 years and rebuilt with the use of traditional 
techniques but from new construction materials).18 In 

18  Inaba 2005, 2009.

the last decade of the twentieth century this led to the 
acceptance – even in the Western world – of the post-
colonial understanding of the concept of authenticity, as 
defined ultimately by the Nara Document in 1994, which 
stated that the authenticity can be expressed as such in 
form, function, traditions and even in spiritual values of 
the place, even in the absence of preservation of the his-
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Fig. 17. Ruins as an important element 
of a modern townscape: relics of the Roman 
Temple of Apollo in Syracuse, Sicily  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2015)

Fig. 18. Ruins as an important element of 
a modern townscape: partly reconstructed rel-
ics of the Aztec temples in Tlatelolco (Mexico 
City) (photo by U. Kobylińska, 2013) 

Fig. 19. Ruins as an important element 
of a modern townscape: relics of two houses 
from the Islamic period (12–13th century) pre-
sented in the centre of Albufeira in the Algarve 
Region in Portugal (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 
2017)

torical substance. A permissive stance in relation to the 
reconstruction of archaeological relics took also the Laus-
anne Charter of 1989, which stated that reconstructions 
in archaeology can serve two important functions: exper-
imental research and interpretation. The latest doctrinal 
document on this issue is the Charter of preservation of 
historic ruins adopted by the Polish National Committee 
of ICOMOS in 2012. It states inter alia that the historic 

ruin (formed in the centuries-old process of destruction) 
is a valuable form of monument. 

Arguments against reconstructions of archaeological 
relics of architecture are numerous and serious. Follow-
ing Nicholas Stanley-Price we can list them as follows19: 

19  Stanley-Price 2009: 37–41.
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Fig. 20. Example of anastylosis: ruins of the 
Temple of Athena in the Ancient Greek town of 
Priene, Aydın Province, Turkey  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2011)

Fig. 21. Example of anastylosis: facade 
of the ancient Roman Library of Celsus in 
Ephesus, now part of Selçuk, Turkey  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2011)

Fig. 22. Example of anastylosis: Hadrian’s 
Villa in Tivoli near Rome  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

• Loss of suggestiveness of ruins, whose creative role 
as inspiration for visual arts, literature and music is 
– as discussed in the beginning of the present paper 
– enormous, as well as loss of their significance as 
monuments of tragic events (as examples here can 
serve the ruins of the town of Oradour-sur-Glane in 
France, destroyed in 1944);

• The difficulty or even impossibility of achieving au-
thenticity, resulting from lack of documentation of the 
original structures;

• The ethical problem of providing false information 
to the public. In the case of many reconstructions, 
even specialists, not to mention broad circles of 
society, may have problems distinguishing archi-



137Preventive conservation of the human environment 6 • architecture as an element of the landscape

Zbigniew Kobyliński Landscape with ruins: preservation and presentation of archaeological relics of architecture 

tectural elements from new ones. In this way, the 
image of a historical building is falsified, in which 
the subjective vision of the contemporary architect 
is perpetuated as an alleged historical truth. As Jan 
Tajchman writes: “All attempts at reconstruction al-
ways lead to the hypocrisy and creation in the soci-
ety of misleading knowledge about our history of 
architecture”20;

• The destruction of the original historical evidence. 
As Jan Tajchman writes about reconstructions of 
ruins, “they lead to the destruction of an authentic 
substance (sometimes a very large part), thus closing 
the way to individual interpretations or theoretical re-
constructions, to which everyone has right when vis-
iting ruins”.21 Therefore, according to the Charter of 
Lausanne, reconstructions should not be erected on 
real remains, which, unfortunately, is not a respected 
principle;

• The disruption of landscape values. Reconstruction of 
selected elements of the cultural landscape, leaving 
other elements in the unreconstructed state, changes 
the landscape and reduces the possibility of under-
standing its historically shaped character22;

• The distortion of the interpretation of the site. When 
deciding on the reconstruction of ruins it is necessary 
to choose one of the historical stages of development 
of a given place, at the expense of others, thus de-
stroying the historical palimpsest (e.g., on the Acropo-
lis of Athens almost all traces of later than classical 
buildings were removed in the nineteenth century 
after gaining independence by Greece); 

• The high costs involved. Due to these costs, the imple-
mentation of the reconstruction depends on financ-
ing by state authorities or rich sponsors, who can 
formulate their expectations towards the final effect. 
Therefore, the decision to reconstruct ruins is usually 
a political decision, not a conservation one. 
Despite all these arguments and the aforementioned 

clearly formulated principles, commonly accepted by the 
milieu of theoreticians of conservation, reconstructions 
of architectural relics found during archaeological exca-
vations, however, still go on. The arguments in favour of 
full conservation can be important, as summarised by 
Nicholas Stanley-Price23:
• National symbolic value (e.g., reconstruction of the 

Governor’s Palace in Colonial Williamsburg in the 
state of Virginia in United States of America, or recon-
struction of the Heijō Palace from the 8th century AD 
in Nara in Japan).24 Such were, for example, the inspi-
ration of the reconstruction of Warsaw after the Sec-

20  Tajchman 2012: 10.
21  Tajchman 2012: 10.
22  Tajchman 2012: 9–10.
23  Stanley-Price 2009: 35–37.
24  On political and ideological inspirations of architectural recon-

structions, see, e.g., Rymaszewski 2000.

ond World War damage. As Jan Zachwatowicz wrote 
at the time, “not being able to agree to devastation of 
our monuments of culture, we will reconstruct them, 
we will rebuild them from the foundations, to pass 
to next generations if not authentic, at least the ex-
act form of these monuments, living in our memory 
and available in the materials”.25 Similar emotions ap-
peared in Greece after her independence in 183026, in 
Germany after the fall of the Berlin Wall, or nowadays 
in Russia.27 This is also the reason for erecting recon-
struction of archaeological relics28;

• Continuity of function or a will to introduce a new 
function. An example of the restoration of the original 
function preserved in the relic condition and recon-
structed ancient buildings are the Roman theaters in 
Orange in France and Sagunto in Spain, which arouse 
much emotion and discussion.29 More often, a new 
function – usually a museum – is being introduced to 
the reconstructed building ruins

• Purposes of education and research. Reconstructions 
are undoubtedly – as evidenced by the poll study de-
scribed above – expected by visitors because they 
are easy to understand and visually appealing, unlike 
ruins. This is certainly the case with respect to the 
Minoan palace in Knossos on Crete, where thanks to 
the reconstruction works carried out by Sir Arthur 
Evans at the beginning of the 20th century (Fig. 23), 
criticised both by archaeologists and monument 
conservators, visitors have the opportunity to un-
derstand the spatial organisation and the appearance 
of this historic structures, which is not possible with 
other palaces from the same period left in the state 
of ruin (Figs 24–25). Partial reconstructions are pos-
sible, perhaps better than the full ones (Figs 26–27). 
In the reconstruction process, if it is carried out with 
traditional techniques and with the use of traditional 
materials, it is also possible to obtain valuable knowl-
edge (in this sense, the Charter of Lausanne spoke 
about the value of reconstruction for experimental 
research);

• Promotion of tourism. Reconstructions of ruins are of-
ten made to obtain the expected income from tour-
ism, and this is successful in most cases;

• Protection of a site. Reconstruction may be motivated 
by the desire to stabilise archaeological relics (Fig. 28).
An alternative to full reconstruction is to leave a mon-

ument in the form of “stable” or “stabilised” ruin. Basic, 
still valid principles of sustainable preservation of ruins 
were developed in England in the nineteenth century, 
to a large extent under the influence of John Ruskin’s 

25  Zachwatowicz 1946.
26  Mallouchou-Tufano 2007. 
27  Dushkina 2009.
28  See, e.g., Blockley 1998.
29  Gómez Robles 2010.



138 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 10

Zbigniew Kobyliński

Fig. 23. Example of full realistic reconstruc-
tion of ancient ruins: Minoan palace at Knossos 
in Crete (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 24. Example of ancient ruins left with-
out reconstruction: Minoan palace at Agia 
Triada in Crete (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 25. Example of ancient ruins left with-
out reconstruction: Minoan palace at Phaistos 
in Crete (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

theoretical thought30, and therefore are often called “the 
English school of conservation of ruins”.31 

30  On the ideas of Ruskin and on development of the conserva-
tion thought in England in the 19th century, see Jokilehto 1999: 
174–186; Arszyński 2007: 187–191.

31  Thompson 1981; Gruszecki 1958, 1977; Tajchman 2005.

Conservation activities in this case should go in two 
directions: to consolidate the relics and insulate them 
from various external factors, and/or to design and cre-
ate by means of various shelters the favourable and sta-
ble microclimate conditions for the exposed relics, made 
available for viewing by tourists. The process of consoli-
dation of archaeological-architectural relics must already 
begin during excavations (since the process of deteriora-
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Fig. 26. Example of partial reconstruction 
of ruins: partly reconstructed White Syna-
gogue surrounded with the non-reconstructed 
relics of the ancient town Capernaum in Israel 
(photo by U. Kobylińska, 2014)

Fig. 27. Example of partial reconstruction 
of ruins: the Medieval castle at Silves, Algarve 
Region, Portugal (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 28. Excavated ruins left without con-
servation: Roman town of Pompeii  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)
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tion in contact with the atmosphere begins immediately 
after their uncovering), and even earlier – already at the 
planning stage of excavation. Previous sampling of soil 
from the site, where excavations are planned, can estab-
lish the conditions in which the relics are in and allow for 
planning an adequate process of consolidation in situ.

The next stage of life of the “stable ruin” will be its 
presentation to the public after the completion of ex-
cavation and restoration. The most important task of 
restoration at this stage is protection against vandalism 
and looting, and creating a stable microclimate. Masonry 
structures discovered during excavations in most cases 
are devoid of the original roofing and therefore the pro-
cesses of erosion affect not only external faces of the 
walls, but also the wall-tops, and the internal surfaces, 
which can be covered with paintings or mosaics.

In many cases, unfortunately, the historical ruins left 
theoretically in the “stabilised” form, deteriorate due 
to the lack of preventive conservation measures and of 
regular maintenance (Figs 29–34).

The conservation of archaeological relics of walls 
through the introduction of modern building materials, 
such as cement, in many cases proved to be tragic for 
the authentic historical substance, causing an excessive 
burden on the protected surface and the stress arising 
from different physical response of cement to chang-
ing weather conditions than in case of traditional lime 
mortar.32 Moreover, coating the wall-tops of ancient 
buildings with cement leads to the creation of a false 
image of the authentic appearance of these buildings 
and provides sometimes negative aesthetic feelings (Fig. 
35). Therefore, it is now believed that if it is necessary to 
stabilise or protect the walls by direct intervention into 
their structure, materials and techniques as close as pos-
sible to those that were used by their historical builders 
should be used for this purpose.33 This way nowadays, 
e.g., megalithic structures in Sardinia34, walls of the Great 
Zimbabwe35, ruins in Morocco36, Pakistan37, Tajikistan38, 
Turkmenistan39 and Kyrgyzstan40 are being conserved. 
Stabilisation of standing ruins is especially difficult in 
case of structures built of fragile materials, such as clay 
or mudbrick.41

In many cases even if the decision of conservation in 
form of “stabilised ruin” is undertaken, it is necessary to 
use additional supporting elements to strengthen or sup-
port the authentic historical substance (Figs 36–37). It is 

32  Cf. Palumbo 2002: 9.
33  Gómez Robles 2010; Trochonowicz 2013.
34  Atzeni et al. 1996; Farci et al. 2006.
35  Ndoro 1995.
36  Moujoud, Jattari and Zizouni 2010.
37  Bell i Böke 2010.
38  Fodde, Watanabe and Fujii 2007.
39  Cooke 2007.
40  Fodde 2007.
41  E.g., Abdurazakov 1986; French 1987; Matero 1995; Matero and 

Bass 1995; Selwitz 1995; Mazar 1999; 

important that such modern elements should be easily 
recognised as not being part of an original building. It 
is also necessary to organise long-term control of such 
environmental factors, as vegetation development, since 
uncontrolled growth of plants can threaten the ruins (Fig. 
38) and destroy their landscape value, though – para-
doxically – sometimes the vegetation, at the expense 
of the integrity of the historic substance, can be main 
factor responsible for picturesqueness of the ruin, as is 
evidently the case of the Ta Prohm temple in Angkor in 
Cambodia (Figs 39–40).

Most theorists and practitioners of conservation of 
archaeological-architectural relics now believe that the 
best way to achieve both conservation objectives, name-
ly to ensure the duration of authentic substances and 
simultaneously the possibility of public use of the valu-
es of a monument, is to construct a roof over the site.42 
Unfortunately, many protective structures, completed so 
far, turned out to be unsuccessful, as they contributed to 
destruction of relics, which they were supposed to pro-
tect, and/or negatively affected the possibilities of per-
ception of historical monuments by tourists, often intro-
ducing elements disharmonising the cultural landscape 
(Figs 41–43). Under the shelters erected without proper 
stage of planning and forecasting of the effects of the 
conservation activities, often negative phenomena occur, 
such as accumulation of soluble salts, capillary lifting up 
from the ground and damaging the exposed surfaces of 
the walls, and/or the rapid development of plant life or 
gathering of animals.43

When designing the roof for the archaeological site it 
is necessary to take into account many different factors:
• the effectiveness of the protection (taking into ac-

count both the efficiency of prevention against the 
existing and already identified risks, as well as the 
possibility of causing new threats by the erection of 
the same protective structure);

• the visual impact of the structure on the perception of 
the landscape (outside view), and on the perception 
of the same relics (inside view); 

• the impact of construction on the ability to under-
stand the site by the visitors.
It is necessary to constantly monitor the environmen-

tal conditions and the state of historic buildings, e.g., in 
terms of temperature, humidity, salt crystallisation in 
brick buildings, mechanical changes under the influence 
of variation in temperature and humidity, and finally in 
terms of development of biological life.44

Examples of conservation errors made while design-
ing and constructing protective structures for archaeo-

42  E.g., Aslan 2001; Solar 2003; Charowska 2016.
43  See, e.g., Kobyliński 2009, 2016, where further readings; also, e.g., 

Schmidt 1988: 73–76; Stanley-Price and Jokilehto 2001: 22–25; 
Charowska 2016.

44  Scichilone 1986, 1988; Boekwijt 1986; Natalucci and Pellegrini 
1995; Vouvé, Malaurent and Vouvé 1997; Giavarini and Santarelli 
2001; Altieri, Poggi and Ricci 2003; Sawdy 2003.
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Fig. 29. A ruin, but is it „stabilised”? An-
cient Roman tomb by the Via Appia Antica in 
Rome (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

Fig. 30. A ruin, but is it „stabilised”? Relicts 
of the ancient Roman aqueduct Aqua Claudia 
from the 1st century AD in Rome  
(photo by. Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

Fig. 31. A ruin, but is it „stabilised”? Mau-
soleum of Augustus built in the year 28 BC in 
Rome (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)
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Fig. 32. A ruin, but is it „stabilised”? Relics 
of the ancient Roman theatre at Gortyn, Crete 
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 33. A ruin, but is it „stabilised”? An-
cient Eleutherna, Crete – ruins of the acropolis 
tower (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 34. A ruin, but is it „stabilised”? Ru-
ins of temple at Ayutthaya in Thailand, once 
a capital of the 14th–18th century kingdom 
Siam (photo by U. Kobylińska and D. Wach,  
2015)
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Fig. 35. Ostia Antica near Rome – capping 
of ancient open wall-tops with concrete (photo 
by  Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

Fig. 36. Supporting ancient ruined walls 
with additional modern elements: the Roman 
Odeon at Gortyn, Crete (photo  
by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 37. Supporting ancient ruined walls 
with additional modern elements: Khmer 
12th–13th century temple Ta Prohm (Rajavi-
hara) at Angkor, Cambodia (photo  
by U. Kobylińska and D. Wach 2015)
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Fig. 38. Vegetation as a threat to the 
stabilisation of ruins: Etruscan cemetery at 
Cerveteri in Italy (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 
2004)

Fig. 39. Vegetation as a threat to the sta-
bilisation of ruins: Khmer 12th–13th century 
temple Ta Prohm (Rajavihara) at Angkor, Cam-
bodia (photo by U. Kobylińska and D. Wach, 
2015)

Fig. 40. Vegetation as a threat to the sta-
bilisation of ruins: Khmer 12th–13th century 
temple Ta Prohm (Rajavihara) at Angkor, Cam-
bodia (photo by U. Kobylińska and D. Wach, 
2015)
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Fig. 41. Shelters for ruins – a necessary but 
disharmonising element in a landscape? Ar-
chaeological site of Phaistos in Crete  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 42. Shelters for ruins – a necessary but 
ugly element in a landscape? Hagia Triada, an 
archaeological site of the Minoan civilisation in 
Crete (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)

Fig. 43. Shelters for ruins – a necessary but 
disharmonising, ugly and ineffective element? 
Relics of the oldest defensive barrier sur-
rounding the ancient Rome, so called Servian 
Wall from the 4th century BC  
(photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)
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logical sites do not change the fact that in many cases 
the construction of such a structure is the best way to 
combine maintenance of the site with its presentation 
to visitors.45 Experimental studies show that even rela-
tively simple and inexpensive constructions can bring 
very good results in the liquidation or at least reduction 
of the harmful effect of various external stimuli.46 

The question of an optimal aesthetic form of protec-
tive shelters for ruins is more controversial: should their 
have appearance similar to a historical building or rather 
should they have modern architectural form in order not 
to mislead visitors as to what is authentic and what is 
not. The question is also how to harmonise a form of pro-
tective shelter with the features of the natural landscape 
and/or with other eventual buildings in the surroundings. 

One of the most interesting realisation of a protective 
shelter which is also most frequently discussed in scholar-
ly publications , is the protection and preservation of the 
4th century AD Roman Villa del Casale near Piazza Armeri-
na in Sicily, using a transparent glass structure.47 The pro-
tective building at Villa del Casale is the best example of 
the implementation of the idea of “musealisation” of an 
archaeological site in situ, displaying it in a similar way to 
the display of an exhibit in a glass case in museum. This 
construction, observed from the outside, is perceived as 
a “phantom” of an authentic Roman villa, recreating the 
geometry of the rooms and allowing visitors to imagine 
the actual size and shape of the ancient building. 

Nowadays we can observe increasingly frequently 
of the creation of forms of reconstructions of historical 
buildings that can be called “ideational” or “phantom” 
reconstructions. These are installations which, by means 
of presenting the skeleton of the structure, made of dif-
ferent modern materials, show the form of the once-ex-
isting building, without affecting the authentic substance 
and not misleading an observer.48 

One of the contemporary forms of historical recon-
struction is the so-called retroversion, invented in the 
1980s during the restoration of the historical centre of 
the town of Elbląg in Poland, and meaning erecting on 
the old historical foundations the new houses being ar-
chitectural creations designed as modernised version of 
a former burgher buildings, with preserving the tradi-
tional arrangement of streets and other elements of the 
city.49 Another concept of preserving the social memory 
is integration of historical ruins with modern architecture.

The modern trend in Poland is also, unfortunately, 
creation of simulacra of historical buildings, the his-
toricising copies of objects for which there is no docu-
mentation preserved. This tendency to construct monu-

45  Charowska 2016.
46  Maekawa and Agnew 1996.
47  Minissi 1961; Cilia 1995; Stanley-Price 1997; Stanley-Price 

and Jokilehto 2001; Stanley-Price and Ponti 2003; Kobyliński 2009; 
Charowska 2016.

48  Wielgus-Wysocka and Wysocki 2000; Rieche 2015.
49  Lubocka-Hoffmann 2000, 2004.

ments results either from ideological reasons (emerging 
or renewed national consciousness), or from economic 
reasons (desire to dispose of “monuments” that can 
function as tourist attraction, and – as such – would be 
financially profitable).

Ruins as materialisation  
of living memory

Regardless of what form of conservation of archaeolog-
ical-architectural relics is chosen50, the most important 
issue is its social acceptance, making it understood and 
integrating it within modern life. The ruins of ancient 
buildings, which, as is often the case in a situation where 
as a result of urban development they are now in ur-
ban centres, are not self-explanatory and require clear 
interpretation, which would situate them in the proper 
historical context, so that they can act as carriers of liv-
ing memory. Planning comfortable sightseeing paths 
(Figs 44–46), providing full visibility, preferably with 
a raised observation points, allowing to see the whole 
site, while guaranteeing the integrity of the authentic 
historical substance, is a prerequisite to presenting of 
relics. Materials and design solutions used for this pur-
pose should also be harmoniously integrated into the 
landscape. The way of presentation, facilitating a passive 
contemplation of relics, should explain them, and even 
encourage active participation in their interpretation51.

Only knowledge can bring understanding of the biog-
raphy of landscape, can turn the relics of historical ar-
chitecture into an integral part of the mental landscape, 
creating a human environment saturated with social 
memory52. Nowadays, apart from traditional explana-
tion, using information boards, which can sometimes 
be elements that disharmonise the landscape and nega-
tively affect the visual perception of relics, it is possible 
to use informative techniques of mobile internet, based 
on photo codes.53.

Virtual visualisations and reconstructions54 are an in-
valuable new tool for interpretation and transmission of 
scientific knowledge on the presented relics. Not only do 
they allow us to transfer information in an attractive vis-
ual form with the whole richness of details, but they also 
do not interfere with the authentic historical substance, 
and are incomparably cheaper than full reconstructions, 
can be presented in many places, both in combination 
with relics, as well as in centres for visitors or in muse-
ums. However, they require knowledge of history, as well 

50  Charowska 2016 and Kowalczyk 2016.
51  Kobyliński 2001: 230–233.
52  Kobyliński 2014.
53  Gaweł 2011: 171–172.
54  E.g., Forte (ed.) 1997; Fleury and Madeleine 2010; Rua and Alvito 

2010.
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Fig. 44. Example of footbridges for visitors 
to the ruins: Emperor Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli 
near Rome (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2004)

Fig. 45. Example of footbridges for visi-
tors to the ruins: the Medieval castle at Silves, 
Algarve Region, Portugal (photo  
by Z. Kobyliński, 2017)
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as the presence of precise digital documentation of ar-
chitectural remains.

Contemporary theory of conservation concentrate on 
the value of ruins as evidence of the past rather than 
on their aesthetic and “metaphysical” properties. Ten-
dency to preserve stabilised ruins without their resto-
ration seems to be prevalent, at least theoretically. Ita-
lian architect Guglielmo De Angelis d’Ossat (1907–1992) 
wrote in 1957: “Today, because of a complex mixture 
of cultural and spiritual influences, we approach monu-
ments of every form and of any state of conservation, 
with respect, almost with humility; our generation avoids 
imposing its ideas upon these monuments, and more 
than anything, making additions or modifications which 
could lessen their essence, because we know this would 
constitute a pretentious act of pride and ignorance”.55 As 

55  Quoted after Desrochers 2000: 42.

Kate Daly noted: “In the twenty-first century, ruins are 
less likely to have the romantic connotations common in 
earlier eras. Rather, they may serve as reminders of de-
spair, death, and the transience of human life. Yet ruins 
and decay still have the power to provoke reflection and 
effect the transformation of the viewer”.56

It is necessary to remember that every ruin present-
ed to the visitors tell them three different stories about 
three different historical epochs: about the time when 
the building was erected and used, about the time when 
it was destroyed and decayed, and about the time when 
it was conserved and made available for visiting.57 This 
means that also our preventive measures and our conser-
vation theories become part of the story told by the ru-
ins, and this puts on us a serious burden of responsibility.

56  Daly 2002: 28.
57  Cf. Daly 2002: 85.

Fig. 46. Example of footbridges for visitors 
to the ruins: relics of Roman town at Barce-
lona, Spain (photo by Z. Kobyliński, 2011)
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