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Introduction
‘It is spick-and-span-new and ready for use (C’est flam-
bant neuf, et prêt à servir).’ (Zerner 1976, 186)

The famous line by the French art critic Louis Dimier 
(1865–1943) mockingly describes Eugène Viollet-le-Duc’s 
(1755–1849) interpretive rational restoration of the medi-
eval fortified town of Carcassonne, France, to its suppos-
edly pristine state. Ironically, almost a century later, we 
find ourselves still facing the same old problem of awk-
ward newness. Today, cutting-edge technologies produce 
almost-too-perfect virtual renderings/replicas of heritage 
architecture where computer–generated walls appear in 
bright colours as if they have just been painted (Figure 1). 
Their life-like effects are in sharp contrast to Alois Riegl’s 
(1858–1905) concept of ‘age value’ (Alterswert), whereby 

a monument possesses value simply by showing traces of 
age on its physical substance. Riegl, whose thoughts on 
the historicity of artefacts established the basis for con-
servation work today, denounces what he terms ‘newness 
value’ (Neuheitswert) as age value’s most fierce opponent 
because of the competitive opposing action of incompati-
bles: ‘We seem to face a hopeless conflict here: on the one 
hand is an appreciation of the old for its own sake, a view 
that condemns any renovation of the “old on principle”; 
on the other hand there is an appreciation of the new for 
its own sake, a view that seeks to remove all traces of age 
as disturbing and displeasing.’ (Riegl 1903, 181)

In this paper, I want to challenge the Eurocentric un-
derstanding of age value, first outlined in Der moderne 
Denkmalkultus (Riegl 1903)1,  and the necessity for future 
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monument preservation in the digital environment to 
adhere to Riegl’s principles in an age where new informa-
tion and communication technologies have long come to 
remove all traces of age and transcend the boundaries of 
time and space.

The Austrian Art Historian Alois Riegl 
and His Contribution to Monument 
Preservation 
The Austrian art historian Alois Riegl is probably best 
known for his research on the history of the development 
of styles, the focus in his early career (Figure 2) (Zerner 
1976; Wood 2000; Gubser 2005). 

Art History 
Although he initially studied law, Riegl later switched to 
history and philosophy. His studies at the University of 
Vienna (Austrian Institute of Historical Research [Institut 
für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung]) and his work as 
a member of staff in the Austrian Museum of Art and In-
dustry (Österreichische Museum für Kunst und Industrie; 
today the Museum of Applied Arts [Museum für Ange-
wandte Kunst]) from 1883 to 1897, holding the position of 
curator of textiles from 1887 onwards, laid the foundation 
for his work. His groundbreaking methods in art history 
are codified in his work entitled Stilfragen: Grundlegungen 
zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik, a book on the history 
of ornament that demonstrates his interest in theory and 
his interdisciplinary view of art history (Riegl 1893).

Riegl, in the tradition of the positivism of 19th-century 

historiography, challenged the basic structures of art his-
torical periodisation (ancient, medieval, Renaissance, Ba-
roque, modern) and argued against the general belief of 
artistic supremacy of some periods (major periods such 
as classical antiquity, high Renaissance) and decline in 
style of other periods (minor periods such as late imperial 
Rome, early medieval)—for a progressive development of 
history to ever higher levels. To Riegl, both high and low 
art was the expression of the wished-for rather than of re-
ality, and stemmed from the ‘will to art’ of a particular pe-
riod and place (Kunstwollen; also rendered as ‘artistic voli-
tion’), a complex and highly–disputed term that became 
the key element in his evolutionary theory of art. The evo-
lutionary model was based on ‘increasing subjectivity in 
art, rather than progress toward an artistic ideal’ (Lampra-
kos 2014, 422). Riegl thus shifted the focus on the viewer 
and the subjectivity of history—art and architectural his-
tory as the history of perception. Riegl’s understanding of 
the will’s desire for the more spiritual, developing from a 
haptic experience of space toward an optical one, is telling 
and underpins his explanatory model on how to visualise 
the past in terms of monuments2.  

Monument Protection
Riegl is also a key figure in art conservation and monu-
ment protection (Bacher 1995; Scarrocchia 1995; Arjones 
Fernández 2007; Falser 2010; Lamprakos 2014). At the 
age of 44, he became interested in the field of monument 
preservation, only a few years before his death in 1905. As 
the first Conservator General (Generalkonservator) ap-
pointed to the Imperial and Royal Central Commission 

Figure 1 Newness value, digital reconstruction of the Old Summer Palace (Source: Digital Yuanmingyuan, THID 2016).
Figure 2 Alois Riegl (1858–1905) (Public domain image).
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for Researching and Preserving of Monuments (K.K. 
[Kaiserlich-Königliche] Zentral-Kommission für die Er-
forschung und Erhaltung der Baudenkmale)—a state-
run advisory body without legislative means to enforce 
policy established in 1850—between 1903 and 1905, Riegl 
traveled throughout the Habsburg Empire, critically ex-
amining contemporary restoration practice, the favoured 
approach in the 19th century, carried out according to the 
principles of ‘stylistic unity’ (Stileinheit; newness value) 
and later ‘purity of style’ or ‘stylistic originality’ (Stilrein-
heit; historic value) (Riegl 1903, 82). As a result, he de-
cided to draft a monument protection law. His pioneering 
essay Der Moderne Denkmalkult is the preface and theo-
retical basis for the unfinished draft law, written only for a 
small expert audience.    

The core of Riegl’s theory of monument preservation is 
a system of values that describe the qualities for which a 
monument is valued. He identifies a set of past (memory 
or commemorative) values (Erinnerungswerte)—precisely 
deliberate commemorative value (gewollter Erinnerung-
swert), historical value (historischer Erinnerungswert), and 
age value (Alterswert)—and a set of present-day values 
(Gegenwartswerte)—namely use value (Gebrauchswert) 
and artistic value (Kunstwert), the latter further subdivid-
ed into newness value (Neuheitswert) and relative artistic 
value (relative Kunstwert; i.e. changing tastes). These values 
are ‘not permanent categories but historical occurrences’ 
(Zerner 1976, 186)—the Renaissance created the deliber-
ate commemorative value, the 19th century created the 

historical value, and the 20th century created the age value. 
They correspond to the changing perception of the monu-
ment over time and represent consecutive stages of devel-
opment from the objective to the subjective. Here, as with 
art history, increasing subjectivity (relativity) becomes the 
decisive factor and replaces traditional objective evaluation 
criteria. And yet, ‘these stages do not [merely] succeed one 
another—rather they encompass one another’ while ‘the 
scope of their memory value widens’ (Figure 3) (Lampra-
kos 2014, 423 and 425). That is to say, they [n]ever ‘exist in 
purity; they always appear in conjunction and thereby in 
constant competition’ (Lehne 2010, 79). 

Riegl’s Three Commemorative Values in Detail
Riegl developed his value system by distinguishing be-
tween intentional monuments (gewollte Denkmäler) built 
for a specific purpose and unintentional monuments 
(ungewollte Denkmäler) that are recognised only retro-
spectively by succeeding generations (after the maker 
generation). ‘In case of deliberate monuments, the com-
memorative value is dictated to us by others (the former 
creators), while we define the value of unintentional mon-
uments ourselves.’ (Riegl 1903, 72) 

Deliberate Commemorative Value
The deliberate commemorative value that characterises 
the intentional monument as bearer of collective memory 
‘makes a claim for immortality’ that requires safeguarding 
and repair to maintain its commemorative function (Riegl 
1903, 78)—for example, a stone stele can only record his-
toric events or human deeds and keep them alive and pre-
sent in the consciousness of future generations as long as 
the inscribed text is readable. In other words, for the small 
number of intentional monuments, the measure of resto-
ration is acceptable and even necessary. But this then con-
flicts with age value: 

In this category of monuments, the conflict with age 
value has naturally been constant. Without restora-
tion monuments would soon cease to be deliberate; age 
value is, therefore, a sworn enemy of deliberate com-
memorative value. As long as mankind does not aban-
don the yearning for immortality, the cult of age value 
will find an insurmountable opponent in the cult of the 
deliberate commemorative value (Riegl 1903, 78). 

Historical Value
The next value is the historical value. At the fin-de-siècle, 
monuments in Austria were officially called ‘artistic and 

Figure 3 Evolution of Riegl’s commemorative values (Source: the au-
thor).
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historical monuments’, a needless repetition in Riegl’s 
view: ‘Every monument of art is, without exception, a his-
torical monument as well, since it represents a particular 
stage in the development of the fine arts for which no en-
tirely equivalent replacement can be found.’ (Riegl 1903, 
69–70)

In other words, Riegl defined artistic monuments as 
(art-)historical monuments, the former being embraced 
by the latter, and valued them for their historical quality 
but not their artistic style. He degraded art value to the 
category of present-day value.

Riegl’s concept of historical value must be seen in con-
text: rooted in the politicised fin-de-siècle debates in the 
multinational Austro–Hungarian monarchy, it reflects the 
general shift away from stylistic restoration to material-
centered conservation (Olin 1985; Wood 2000). Historic 
buildings are perceived as documents of the past. Histori-
cal value thus relates to the monument’s original form 
(physical substance; material) at a particular stage of de-
velopment, and increases ‘the more it remains uncorrupt-
ed and reveals its original state of creation; distortions and 
partial disintegrations are disturbing, unwelcome ingre-
dients for historical value’ (Riegl 1903, 75). The goal is to 
stop the progress of disintegration and preserve a monu-
ment in its present stage (form and material) for future 
generations in the most genuine form possible without 
restorative interventions to rebuild the past. Prior disin-
tegration by the forces of nature cannot be undone and 
therefore should not be removed. 

However, Riegl emphasises that ‘further disintegration 

from the present day into the future is pointless and must 
be avoided, since any further disintegration hinders the 
scientific restoration’ (Riegl 1903, 75). This then places 
the historical value in opposition to age value: ‘Whereas 
age value is based solely on decay, historical value seeks to 
stop the progression of future decay, even though its entire 
existence rests on the decay that has occurred to the pre-
sent day.’ (Riegl 1903, 77)

Age Value
With this in mind, we can finally turn to age value, the 
most modern and important value according to Riegl and 
the one that applies and appeals to the largest number of 
monuments and people. In essence, every monument pos-
sesses age value without regard to its original significance, 
simply by growing older, i.e. showing marks of usage ac-
quired with age such as imperfection, a lack of complete-
ness, a tendency for shape and colour to dissolve (Figure 
4). This approach rests on a simple rule—the biological 
life cycle—and results in the aesthetic principle of appear-
ance according to age that is anchored in (the mindset of) 
a specific time and place—the fin-de-siècle and the central 
European Austro–Hungarian Empire. The underlying rea-
soning is as follows: monuments are perceived as natural 
organisms similar to man and should likewise live their 
lives freely, peacefully, and undisturbed (Riegl 1903, 73). 
Since man and monument are both subject to the laws 
of nature, they should abide by nature’s law of the transi-
tion from growth to decay: i.e., where there is no human 
interference or measures have only been taken to prevent 

Figure 4 Age value, Residential 
houses in Hong village, Yixian 
district, Anhui province, China 
(Source: the author). 4      
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premature demise, then we feel at ease when looking at 
the monument; otherwise, we might feel awkward, which 
results from the conflict between expectation (‘it is old’) 
and reality (‘it looks new’), and vice versa: ‘Signs of de-
cay (premature aging) in new works disturb as much as 
signs of new production (conspicuous restoration) in old 
works.’ (Riegl 1903, 73)

Riegl’s Historicity of Built Heritage in the 
Digital Age
Next, after having clarified the scope and meaning of 
Riegl’s commemorative values, I will reassess Riegl’s age 
value and related ideas in the context of digital monument 
preservation and explore the potential for further growth 
inherent in 3D modelling and virtual rendering. 

Riegl’s Age Value—Aesthetic Experience through 
Emotion
Age value—for Riegl the highest stage in the perception 
(mental image) of the monument—rapidly achieved cult 
status on personal and national levels as part of a wave of 
nostalgia. It reflected the apocalyptic mood of the times 
in central Europe, particularly the Austro–Hungarian 
Empire that was increasingly shaken by ethnic conflicts 
and political crises (Olin 1985). The increased popularity 
can be explained by the basic assumption underlying age 
value that was as simple as it was enlightening: easy read-
ability and accessibility without any previous knowledge 
made age value appealing to the masses, in contrast to the 

previously popular historical value that targeted only a 
small expert audience: ‘Historical value rests on a scientif-
ic basis and therefore can only be achieved through intel-
lectual reflection. Age value, to the contrary, addresses the 
viewer directly; it reveals itself through the most superfi-
cial sensory (visual) perception. To be sure, age value has 
the same scientific root as historical value, but age value 
will eventually signify the final scientific achievement for 
everyone; what the mind has honed will become acces-
sible to the emotions.’ (Riegl 1903, 74) As such, age value 
has (almost) a religious character, as Andreas Lehne ob-
served: ‘The age value addresses itself to the individual, to 
the mood of modern man (moderner Stimmungsmensch) 
directly and it promises him consolation, even redemp-
tion (Erlösung).’ (Lehne 2010, 71)

In fact, it was Riegl himself who first drew an analogy 
to religion, not least because the cult of monument com-
memoration and veneration shares with religion the same 
concept of obedience in accepting the things we cannot 
change (Olin 1985): ‘Age is based in a true Christian prin-
ciple: that of humble acceptance of fate and the will of the 
Almighty.’ (Riegl 1903, 70)

Human beings assume only an infinitely small place in 
the vast cosmos. Signs of aging, i.e., the natural organic 
process of growing older (from which nobody can es-
cape), remind us of our impotence in the face of the forces 
of fate and nature and confront us with the cyclic imper-
manence of life (‘the emergence of the particular from the 
whole and its gradual but necessary dissolution back into 
the whole’) (Zerner 1976, 186).

Figure 5 Emo-resonance reality 
(ER), Van Gogh Exhibition (Source: 
the author). 5      
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To Riegl, the (artificial) dilapidated ruins of a castle in 
the English landscape garden perfectly evoke this feeling 
of reverence for life and appreciation of the past (Riegl 
1903, 74). That is to say, the built environment, in what-
ever condition, is the stimulus that produces vivid ex-
periences in the spectator. Assuming that all experience 
is perception, the viewer’s emotional response becomes 
the decisive factor in understanding the monument. Age 
value addresses the emotions directly and thus provides 
an aesthetic experience of the monument realised through 
the viewer’s sensory emotions; first and foremost, vision.

Such an aesthetic experience is not an objective ration-
al decision—reality is perceived rather than rationalised 
through intellect—and depends on the individual viewer 
and the tastes of the time. Thus, it is subjective and subject 
to variation and change. 

Today, 3D digital modelling and virtual reality cer-
tainly can stimulate feelings and facilitate communication 
with the public. They make information more accessible, 
more comprehensible, and more user–friendly. For almost 
two decades, virtual reality has provided an immersive, 
interactive experience generated by a computer that cor-
responds to the sensory aesthetic response required by 
Riegl. Furthermore, thanks to the pioneering concept of 
emo-resonance reality (ER), a new concept of interactive 
perception of reality that has been developed, the viewer 
can enter and sink into real-time images, thereby tran-
scending the physical qualities of a monument for a spir-
itual encounter beyond the viewer’s five senses or mind 
(Tsinghua Institute for Heritage Digitisation 2016) (Figure 
5).

Riegl’s Stratigraphic Picturing of History’s Mate-
rial Debris—Materiality as Stimulus  
Similarly important, yet more complex, are Riegl’s ideas 
on the stimulus (that triggers the aesthetic experience). 
The key here is the way of visualising the past, assum-
ing that vision was the principal sense that processed the 
stimulus, as suggested by Riegl’s emphasis on the optical 
qualities of a monument. 

Naginski draws a convincing parallel between Riegl’s 
mechanism of viewing and (fin-de-siècle) archaeological 
practices (Naginski 2001). They both make use of the his-
torical gaze and stratigraphic picturing of history’s mate-
rial debris. Furthermore, they both control the perception 
process and thus are highly subjective. The practice of ‘un-
earthing time so as to see its historical evolution’ became 
standard in the field of archaeology at the turn of the 20th 
century and is based on what is today known as Harris’ 

laws of archaeological stratigraphy (e.g., the law of super-
position, law of original continuity, law of stratigraphic 
succession) (Naginski 2001, 144; Harris 1993, 158). In 
very general terms, these laws advocate what Riegl cap-
tured in his compelling slogan: ‘that what once was can 
never be again, and everything that once existed consti-
tutes an irreplaceable and unremovable link in a chain of 
development’ (Riegl 1903, 70).

As a result, monuments were redefined as ‘degraded 
ruins’ (characterised by degeneration of structure) and 
reduced to debris in the form of fallen stones or plaster 
(Naginski 2001, 136), which, by virtue of their (strati-
fied) physical substance revealed the ageing processes that 
had created them. The passage of time that had elapsed 
is manifested once again, albeit in reverse order, in front 
of the viewer’s eyes: directly and unadulterated. It is thus 
not surprising that Riegl advocates the preservation of 
these visible traces of age as the source of age value. His 
codification of the requirement for material authenticity is 
authenticity in terms of historic fabric, material and sub-
stance—physical remains are seen as evidence of a monu-
ment’s creation and thus the visual manifestation of its 
right to exist. 

This has an effect on an unimagined scale. Repercus-
sions are being felt in modern preservation practice today, 
a practice which still builds on the International Charter 
for The Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and 
Sites (The Venice Charter 1964), which—already a ‘his-
toric document’ itself—presents a one–sided, European–
oriented view and (over)emphasis on materiality, i.e., his-
toric substance and ‘authentic material’ (Petzet 2004). The 
point being made here is that for Riegl and succeeding 
generations of Western art historians and preservationists, 
monuments were defined and probably are still defined by 
material debris as a stimulus for the sensory aesthetic ex-
perience to value age. However, these tangible remains are 
required to walk a fine line between being ‘grand enough 
in stature to suggest that it once was, and, at the same 
time, decayed enough to show that it no longer is’, which 
is the prerequisite for the Western ‘ideal ruin’ as defined 
by Brodey (2008).

In 1994, the Nara Document on Authenticity elabo-
rated the internationally–accepted standards for monu-
ment preservation codified in the Venice Charter, and, 
in a much–needed move to encompass cultural diversity, 
shifted the focus from a Eurocentric to a global definition 
of authenticity. This then immediately poses the ques-
tion of how historical memory and the stimuli that trigger 
sensory perception are understood in the non-European 
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context. For example, Wu Hong suggests that the concept 
of ruins (in the Western sense of ‘fallen stones’) could not 
develop in China, where the tectonic culture was firmly 
rooted in traditional wood craftsmanship and regular 
maintenance/repair of ephemeral timber-frame buildings 
(Wu 2012). The fact that less importance was put on ma-
terial authenticity—due to the need for replacing torn or 
broken building components with new and intact ones to 
guarantee the overall stability of the monument—becomes 
evident in the lack of artistic representations: no paint-
ings of degraded ruins exists that date from before the 
first encounters with Western culture in the 18th century 
when European travelers introduced the idea of the ruin 
to China. To resolve the cultural dichotomy—the apparent 
contradiction between the Eastern and Western approach 
to the manifestation of age value—we must arrive at a 
broader/more abstract definition of the stimulus (catalyst). 
Here, it pays to borrow some premises from Wu Hong’s 
art historical analysis that demonstrates the ability of qiu 
丘 (a natural mound; a site of a ruined settlement) and xu 
墟 (emptiness; wasteland as in the compound word qiuxu) 
to evoke the lament of the past based on the notion of 
erasure, i.e. complete disintegration of physically tangible 
material and thus non-existence (Wu 2012, 18 and 27). ‘By 
looking at (or thinking about) a ruined city, an abandoned 
palace, or a silent “void” left by historical erasure, one feels 
that one is confronting the past, both initially linked with 
it and hopelessly separated from it.’ (Wu 2012, 18)

In other words, in the Chinese context, a mound of 
rubble (qiu) and even more so a vast, empty space (xu) 
stripped of any visible traces of history’s debris are the 
very catalysts that enable an emotional response (aesthetic 
experience) to the progressive cycle of life. In comparison 
with the West, this means that: first, historical memory 

becomes detached from physical substance and signs of 
demise (incompleteness, imperfection in the form of rust 
or patina) which is the key to the Eurocentric understand-
ing of age value (and almost a quarter of a century after 
the Nara Document, still the basis of modern monument 
preservation); and second, the speed at which time elaps-
es, evident in the stages of deterioration a monument goes 
through, can be accelerated, switching from existent to 
non-existent modes in the space of a moment, but without 
having to sacrifice the viewer’s subjective awareness and 
sensitivity to the passage of time.

This can be easily achieved in the digital environment. 
At the touch of a button, 3D digital modelling can create 
an imaginary but realistic setting in a computer–generated 
virtual reality (Figure 6a, Figure 6b), and moreover, allows 
effortless changeovers between different (virtual) realities.

 
Riegl’s Ideas on Conjectural Restoration and Fear 
of Formlessness—Duplex Visualisation Mode/
Double Vision of Conservation and Restoration
Riegl’s claim of history’s progressive development (and 
obedience to nature’s laws) rules out the possibility of re-
construction of a monument in the real world; although 
he allows for the possibility of safeguarding under certain 
circumstances. This can be partly explained by the time 
in which Riegl lived. Riegl argues against 19th-century 
preservation practice that was still concerned with ‘a re-
construction of the past as present’ and ‘the evocation of 
historical stages in their original perfection’ (Zerner 1976, 
186); in other words, conjectural restoration in the mode 
of Viollet-le-Duc. Here, restoration is not understood in 
the modern sense of a legal measure in preservation work 
as defined in the Venice Charter, which claims that ‘it 

Figure 6a Virtual reality (VR), Fanghu shengjing scenic area in the Old Summer Palace, current site condition 
(Source: Digital Yuanmingyuan, THID 2016).
Figure 6b Imaginary but realistic setting at the touch of a button (Source: Digital Yuanmingyuan, THID 2016).

6a 6b
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fierce conservation-restoration debate of 19th-century pos-
itive historicism, culminating in the diametrically opposed 
ideas of Viollet-le-Duc (conjectural restoration) and John 
Ruskin (1819–1900) (Spurr 2007), the leading art critic of 
19th-century Victorian England, who famously denounced 
the very concept of restoration as ‘a lie from beginning to 
end’ (Ruskin 1849, 196). 

It is not surprising that Riegl appears close to Ruskin, 
whose Seven Lamps of Architecture had appeared in a 
German translation in 1900, and had led the field from a 
duplex mode toward a single visualisation mode, consoli-
dating the preference for conservation (factual documen-
tation of the past) over restoration (conjectural recrea-
tion of the past) that would later become legalised in the 
Venice Charter. The European adherence to material au-
thenticity as an effective means of legitimation of a monu-
ment’s past builds on the historical inability to represent 
the past and the present superimposed on one another or 
next to each other. In the light of today’s knowledge, the 
skepticism towards restoration is quite understandable at 
a time when the hands of preservationists were tied and 
lacked effective means to visually discern original, later 
repair, and conjecture: in the words of Riegl, ‘all human 
restoration and calculation is prone to individual error’ 
(Riegl 1903, 74). It ultimately stems from a fear of conjec-
ture and figuratively speaking, the fear of losing the past, 
and resulted in the valorization of the past as the one and 
only form of true scientific representation. Ruskin’s harsh 
criticism of the common practice of restoration illustrates 
the inherent danger of destruction that might result in an 
irrevocable loss of information: ‘Restoration, so called, is 
the worst manner of destruction. It means the most total 
destruction which a building can suffer: a destruction out 
of which no remnants can be gathered … It is impossible, 
as impossible as to raise the dead, to restore anything that 
has ever been great or beautiful in architecture.’ (Ruskin 
1849, 194)

But the fear of the viewer goes in both directions, from 
over-perfection on the one hand (a newly restored monu-
ment appears as if it is new), to a sort of ‘illegibility’ on the 
other (preserved in such a state of decay that the monu-
ment is no longer recognisable). Riegl, in fact, was aware 
of the fear of formlessness, as summarised by Naginski: 
‘The ruin’s visual impact increases as decay becomes 
more apparent; it seems clear that the wall photograph 
and the stratigraphic regime it deploys repeatedly mim-
icked that effect. The effect has limits: when nothing is 
left but a shapeless pile of rubble, the monument becomes 
formless—reduced to illegibility, nothingness and death.’ 

must stop at the point where conjecture begins, and in this 
case moreover any extra work which is indispensable must 
be distinct from the architectural composition and must 
bear a contemporary stamp’ (Venice Charter 1964, Article 
15).

And yet, as Naginski suggests, the modern (Western) 
viewer needs to visualise loss (stratigraphic picturing of 
material debris) as much as he wants to visually recover 
the supposed original state of the monument (Naginski 
2001, 138). This requires a duplex mode of visualisation—
on the one hand, recording age value and the traces of 
decay, and, on the other, historical value and the original 
state of creation—that has a long history. An outstand-
ing example is provided by Giovanni Battista Piranesi 
(1720–1778), the foremost engraver of the 18th century, in 
his Prima parte di Architettura e Prospettive (1743), a se-
ries of vedutes that reveal a double vision of Rome (Pinto 
2012). Eleven of the 13 plates depict architecture that is 
still in perfect condition and present Piranesi’s emotional 
response to the ancient monuments rather than their au-
thentic documentation (Wendorf 2001). Touched by age 
value, he enthusiastically declares: ‘These speaking ruins 
[that served as my models] have filled my spirit with im-
ages that accurate drawings, even such as those of the im-
mortal Palladio, could never have succeeded in conveying.’ 
(Piranesi 1843, dedication page)

Without doubt, his restoration drawings are architec-
tural fantasies (caprices), but they point to the conflicting 
modes of visual recovery. The tantalising mix of fact and 
fiction goes hand in hand with a lack of transparency, as 
the German novelist Johann Wolfgang Goethe (1749–
1832) once sadly observed during his Italian journey: ‘It 
must, in truth, be confessed, that it is a sad and melan-
choly business to prick and track out ancient Rome in new 
Rome.’ (Goethe 1816, 201)

This is not to say that no efforts were made to separate 
the wheat from the chaff and distinguish between the no-
tions of conservation and restoration (intellectual trans-
parency). The Italian architect Carlo Fontana (1634–1714), 
at least a generation older than Piranesi and Goethe, cap-
tures the apparent opposites of past and present of the 
same monument—the Flavian Amphitheatre (L’anfiteatro 
Flavio) better known as the Colosseum in Rome; posthu-
mously printed in 1725 (Pinto 2012). One print visually 
recovers the monument and proposes its original form 
during the initial construction phase (past), while another 
print documents the ancient building in its ruined condi-
tion in the 18th century (present). The problematic double 
vision of past and present eventually developed into the 
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augmented reality (AR) can achieve this historical dis-
tance, and act like a slider control that the viewer can use 
at any time to regulate his relation to the monument (re-
mote or close). In contrast to virtual reality, it does not 
replace the real physical world with a simulated reality 
like the world but rather supplements the live direct view 
of the physical environment with computer–generated 
graphics.

Conclusions 
The 21st century poses new challenges to the traditionally 
conservative and protective field of monument preserva-
tion, but an encounter between history and cutting edge 
technologies opens up new possibilities for viewing the 
past. In fact, the Venice Charter demands that new sci-
ences and innovative techniques be embraced, for the 

(Naginski 2001, 152)
Today, 3D digital modelling and virtual reality can 

finally settle the old problem of conflicting modes of 
representation by providing visualisation strategies that 
simultaneously show the past and the present (Figure 7). 
Modern information technologies can cover the whole 
spectrum of conditions from incompleteness to perfection 
and illustrate a monument in its (dilapidated) condition at 
any particular period in time and also in its original state. 
Today it is possible to capture the complexities of such 
data and explore overlapping layers without destroying 
any of them (i.e., not causing material damage, and with 
no physical intervention). 

As important, age value introduces a sense of distance 
that serves to position the viewer in the larger framework 
of history, allowing connection with it but at the same 
time separation from the past. In the digital environment, 

Figure 7a–7e Multiplex visualization mode of past and present, 
Shangxia tianguan scenic area in the Old Summer Palace during the 
early-Qianlong period (a), mid-Qianlong period (b), Daoguang period 
(c), and Xianfeng period (d), and digital documentation of the archaeo-
logical site (e) (Digital Yuanmingyuan, THID 2016).

7a

7c

7e

7d

7b
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study and safeguarding of architectural heritage (ICOMOS 
1964, Article 1). 

For more than 100 years, Riegl’s value system, the basis 
of the Venice Charter, has been the benchmark in monu-
ment preservation at national and international levels and, 
as suggested in this paper, it is still the standard by which 
innovations in the field should be measured. The main ob-
stacle in exploring digitisation as a driving force in monu-
ment preservation today remains a restrictive thinking 
that stems from the Western emphasis on material sub-
stance and authentic material. 

And yet, to Riegl, the historicity of artefacts builds 
on the changing perception of the monument over the 
centuries, whereby its commemorative value increases 
with each consecutive development stage, which, in turn, 
embraces the previous one (progressing from deliberate 
commemorative value and historical value to age value). 
Inspired by Riegl (reality is perceived through feelings, 
not rationalised through intellect), we might take the next 
step and spin his progressive theory further. But what is 
the next step in monument perception, or let me phrase 
the question differently and ask: how does the applica-
tion of digital techniques change our perception of the 
monument? The answer is surprisingly simple. If we (allow 
ourselves to) break down the boundaries between time 
and space in real time, we can equate physical reality and 
virtual reality and accept 3D digital models of physical 
monuments as being exact replicas, with the same impor-
tance as the original, rather than just pale imitations. And 
then simulation, (full-body) immersion and interaction 
between real and imaginary worlds become means for 
visualising the past (Heim 1993).

Thus, we can draw the following conclusions:  
First, generally speaking, modern information tech-

nologies can accomplish the same results, and just as well, 
as traditional means of monument preservation (rang-
ing from paper–based drawings and photographs to non-
destructive safeguarding and restorative measures) and 
likewise, implement the supreme preservation principle 
today—to conserve (to keep), as a means of protecting a 
historic monument and its urban or rural setting that has 
‘acquired cultural significance with the passing of time’ 
(ICOMOS 1964, Article 1), in line with the Venice Char-
ter. Moreover, modern information technologies do so 
virtually, in a non-destructive, non-invasive way, without 
material intervention that would endanger the physical 
substance of a monument.

Second, and more specifically, modern information 
technologies can express Riegl’s commemorative values. 

To start with, realistic 3D models can evoke feelings, the 
principal aim of age value, not least because the viewer 
identifies with the digital mode by virtue of the high level 
of clarity, excellent graphic qualities, and attractiveness 
and memorability of form. Additionally, digital models 
can, as historical value requires, capture the condition 
of a site at a specific moment in time and preserve it for 
future generations—producing a digital historical ‘docu-
ment’ in the form of a spatial reconstruction model that is 
not subject to further decay in the real world. And finally, 
digital modelling lends itself to restoration of the (sup-
posed) original form or structure of a monument—adding 
the missing features while removing features from other 
periods in its history that were attached during later resto-
ration—and thus serve as a memorial in accordance with 
the concept of deliberate commemorative value. 

Third, modern information technologies can surpass 
traditional monument preservation by settling the old 
century-long conflicts among Riegl’s past and present val-
ues. The most serious of these conflicts is the dichotomy 
between age value and historical value, that reveals itself 
not only in their different perceptions (immediate emo-
tional response by the uneducated masses versus in-depth/
lengthy rational study by only a small group of learned art 
historians) but even more so in their diametrically–op-
posed goals—glorifying the progression of decay versus 
stopping it. Next, age value competes with newness value 
for attraction value to the masses and in appreciation for 
its own sake—the old being valued for its age and decay 
(nostalgia cult); the new for its newness and completeness 
(youth cult) —and their divergences were widening to the 
point at which 19th-century interpretive restoration (new-
ness value) became incompatible with Ruskin’s and Riegl’s 
conservation policy of non-intervention (age value). Last, 
the fundamental requirement of deliberate commemora-
tive value is also restoration, although on a more moder-
ate level, and in a more gentle way but still, it violates the 
natural ageing process crucial to age value. Riegl reluc-
tantly admitted that his time was still a period of transi-
tion and internal battle of competing values, and it is only 
more than 100 years later, that we successfully completed 
the changeover. Today, digital modelling and virtual real-
ity allow the mapping of historical information through 
time and the visualisation of the epochal change of a site 
in a duplex (or even multiplex) mode, by simultaneously 
viewing the conservation (age; disintegrated form) and 
the restoration (newness; unbroken complete form) of the 
same object. In practice, in the case of a complex cultural 
heritage landscape, each scenic area that experienced the 
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vicissitudes of history in different ways is divided into 
tempo–spatial units that are individually captured in digi-
tal models and superimposed on another afterwards. 

Fourth, modern information technologies can exceed 
our expectations through their ability to go beyond the 
boundaries of time and embrace it in two directions—not 
only to go backwards (the past) but also to go forwards 
(the future) in it. In purely hypothetical terms, I would 
suggest that it is possible to follow a three-fold concept of 
past–present–future that exploits the potential of digitisa-
tion and virtual reality to visualise the passage of time in 
the information age—not only restoring buildings to their 
original state but also predicting their slow decay at any 
given time in a future urban and rural context (risk man-
agement; loss scenario). A pioneering example, albeit in 
the traditional context, is provided by Joseph M. Gandy’s 
(1771–1843) visionary painting of John Soane’s (1753–
1837) Bank of England in ruins (1830): it shows the newly 
rebuilt structure in dramatic luminous perspective as if it 
were a Roman ruin and predicts the deterioration process 
at an imaginary point of time in the future (Figure 8) (Lu-
kacher 2006).

Fifth, virtual reality resolves the (Western viewer’s) 
fear of formlessness through its imaginary setting in an 
illusory world where boundaries between modes of exist-
ence (physically tangible) and non-existence (already lost 
or disintegrated) become blurred or even disappear. A 
monument degraded beyond recognition and stripped of 
any distinct trace of form is to Riegl nothing more than ‘a 
dead, formless fragment of the immensity of nature’s force’ 
and cannot convey age value (Riegl 1903, 74). But here 
Riegl might have been wrong, or at least too concentrated 
on European traditions. Such ‘a bare, shapeless pile of 

stones’ can regain form and thus, return to consciousness 
and life in no time, because in the digital environment it 
appears once again in front of our eyes at the touch of a 
button. What is more, this gains additional cultural sig-
nificance: by doing so, modern information technologies 
can strike a balance between the European belief in mate-
rial authenticity and the Asian notion of erasure that val-
ues the void as a stimulus for the aesthetic experience with 
which to confront the past (age value). 

Notes
1. For the history of this publication see Bacher 1995, 

Scarrocchia 1995, Arjones Fernández 2007. For an Eng-
lish translation of the German texts see Bruckner and 
Williams 1996, or alternatively, Kurt Forster and Diane 
Ghirardo 1998 (In Oppositions: Selected Readings from 
a Journal of Ideas and Criticism in Architecture 1973–
1984, edited by Michael Hays: 621–653. Princeton: 
Princeton Architectural Press).

2. Together with his colleague at Vienna University, the 
Austrian art historian Franz Wickhoff (1853–1909), 
Riegl played a seminal role in the early Vienna School 
of Art History (Wiener Schule der Kunstgeschichte) 
that had considerable impact on art historians of suc-
ceeding generations.
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