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Anamnesis of  the Cult


Nikola Beim


Abstract


The article examines an anamnesis of  the inaugural axiological study of  monuments as defined in 
The Modern Cult of  Monuments: Its Character and Origin by Austrian art historian Alois Riegl, originally 
published in 1903. It traces the influence of  this seminal work and examines its effects on 
architecture in the twentieth century in English-speaking countries. During this period, 
rediscoveries of  Riegl’s work have inspired multiple authors and movements to offer new 
interpretations. What has driven Riegl’s most prominent comeback, or series of  comebacks, is not 
only the publication of  new translations since the 1980s but the discovery of  new dimensions that 
repositioned his work in new contexts when dealing with architectural ruins and monument values. 
Riegl claimed that monument values vary over time, making him much at home in the period of  
postmodernism during the 1970s and 1980s as in his own time. Postmodernism, with its critique of  
universality and embrace of  pluralistic historical narratives, further amplified the applicability of  
Riegl’s axiological study, particularly in its alignment with the multiplicity of  meanings inherent in 
cultural heritage. Riegl’s concept of  monuments values changing over time not only challenged 
static interpretations of  historical objects but also provided a dynamic methodology for engaging 
with the temporal, material, and cultural complexities of  monuments. In doing so, his legacy 
remains a pivotal reference point for architectural historians and preservationists navigating the 
interplay of  memory, identity, and historical continuity in an evolving socio-cultural landscape.


Keywords


Alois Riegl, monument, preservation, value, postmodernism


Introduction 


The concept of  age value, emphasizing monuments’ evolution over time, was developed by 
Austrian art historian Alois Riegl in his seminal preservation essay, The Modern Cult of  
Monuments, which was published in 1903 in Vienna. Age value not only contrasted the 
historical value representative of  the nineteenth century, but it also juxtaposed the 
principles of  rising modernism of  the time: completeness, beauty, and novelty. Therefore, 
Riegl’s preservation theory did not find practical application at the time of  its publication 
and had to wait several decades to be rediscovered and applied in practice. The age value 
becomes highly relevant during postmodernism, but the specific issues it addressed have 
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changed since Riegl’s time. It was not assigned only to monuments which were affected by 
the power of  nature as Riegl envisioned but also to objects impacted by human force, 
particularly the destructive impact of  World Wars. This is also the reason why the English 
historian and architect Alan Colquhoun pointed out that it was precisely in the 1980s that 
age value came to be appreciated, albeit from a different perspective. In his Analysis of  the 
Modern Cult of  Monuments, Colquhoun analyzed Riegl’s values and described their 
juxtaposition to two other concepts – Kunstwollen and newness value. He further argued 
that age value stands as a core value of  monuments by stating the following:


Although evidence of  decay is no longer, as it was in Riegl’s day, the most crucial element 
in our sense of  age-value, it would seem that it is still the “age” of  historical buildings 
that constitutes their value today, rather than their qualities either as intentional or 
unintentional monuments. The past is valued for its “pastness” and not because it 
provided models for a normative architecture or represents timeless architectural values 
(as it did from 1450 to roughly 1800), nor because it can be accurately reconstructed as 
evidence of  the organic relationship between monuments and the societies that produced 
them (as was the case in the nineteenth century) (Colquhoun 1991: 218).


Assignment of  this value became more important in monuments’ evaluation than defining 
their intentional or unintentional character, which Riegl classified as the main monument 
types. Even though objects with age value are deteriorated either by natural causes or by 
human action and incomplete in their form, they keep the memory of  the place and its 
society present in their partial structures, which were in some cases preserved and given 
new life and meaning. It is also due to a changing nature of  values, which are ascribed to 
monuments. These change over time depending on societal desires and needs, an idea 
present throughout The Modern Cult of  Monuments.


Facing the new urban conditions of  the 1980s, architects sought innovative 
approaches for dealing with the past and ruins left within cities. Some architects viewed 
aged monuments differently than decades before and started incorporating these historical 
layers into their designs. Thus, they celebrated the age of  a monument by giving it a new 
meaning within an existing context and so re-narrating the past. Instead of  distancing 
themselves from incomplete and deteriorated forms, architects saw in them an opportunity 
to engage with newly occurred urban conditions, objects, and narratives to support local 
histories. Regarding a specific place (of  memory), architectural historian Mario Carpo 
claims that “the performative ritual of  the act of  remembering posited first, the need to go 
somewhere, and then the direct physical experience, optic or tactile, of  the original 
monument. Remembrance was predicated upon, and activated by, the experience of  a 
special place or object, often remote or unique, and the view, or vision, of  something 
special.”  Carpo’s statement refers to the qualities of  a monument as defined by Riegl, such 1

as the physicality of  its form, its optic and haptic qualities, or the originality and 
authenticity of  the monument. The Postmodern Cult as defined by Carpo further supports 

 Mario Carpo, “The Postmodern Cult of  Monuments,” Future Anterior 4, no. 2 (2007), 54.1
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the romantic concept of  remembrance which was present both in Riegl’s essay and in 
viewing and experiencing monuments in postmodernism. This cult celebrates the 
“pastness” of  monuments and links them to a bygone era. The reorientation on the 
contextual relevance shifting from tabula rasa-like modern thinking strongly resonates with 
the approach of  building upon, with and around existing fragments in the cities. 


Therefore, this study traces how Riegl’s preservation concept evolved from a 
neglected early modernist text into a fundamental theory for postmodern architectural 
thinking, manifested in projects, translations, and institutional networks that redefined the 
relationship between memory and materiality.


1. Cult of  Ruins


Ruins signify a temporality and transformation of  the form and materiality of  monuments. 
They materialize the passage of  time and prove that everything, including monuments, is in 
a constant state of  temporariness. Riegl’s appreciation of  ruins at the turn of  the century 
was highly original compared to other preservationists and historians due to his perspective 
on the disintegration of  monuments through their natural deterioration of  form, resulting 
in a ruin. Riegl points out that ruins of  older structures can evoke an emotion in the viewer 
easier than newer objects because of  their different historical values (1982: 35). Therefore, 
the natural aging and transformation of  objects into ruins over the course of  their history 
are essential characteristics of  monuments in his preservation theory, which also became 
crucial during the 1980s. 


According to Riegl, the ruin is not the end of  the object because it transforms itself  
back into an amorphous nature over time (1982: 32). This process can be thus considered a 
natural cycle of  physical objects. Riegl notes that the cult of  ruins first took shape in the 
seventeenth century in the work of  Dutch painters (Figure 1), who mainly depicted ancient 
ruins, which often evoked emotional responses in their beholders and addressed topics 
such as the sublime power of  nature or tragic beauty. In his writing, he then shifted his 
attention to the turn of  the twentieth century, when the perception and values associated 
with ruins had changed. The modern approach to ruins was less emotionally intense, as 
ruins were approached as reflecting natural laws rather than human emotions. Thus, the 
cult of  ruins represented a shift from an emotional and romantic view to a more rational 
and pragmatic perspective. During postmodernism, however, it gained a new meaning 
reviewed as Postmodern Cult.
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Figure 1. Nicolaes Berchem, Italian landscape with aqueduct ruins. Painting, 1675 (© KHM-
Museumsverband).


Riegl discussed the appearance of  ruins in relation to architecture. However, he 
differentiated only between two types of  ruins – a ruin of  a historical monument (which he 
appreciated) and the new, modern one (which he opposed). Riegl honored ruins as a result 
of  natural decay much more than man-made ruins resulting from wars. Thus, he 
manifested an admiration for the power of  nature that is above human desire for 
destruction. However, this type of  thinking about ruins shows its limitations. Ruins stand 
as witnesses to history. In postmodern architectural practice, the fascination with ruins 
provided an opportunity for architects to engage with the deteriorated built environment, 
responding to its incompleteness through remaking of  a form and a dialogue with the past. 
Ruins consequently became operational tools to reimagine the past and reconstruct 
historical narratives by combining old and new structures, resulting in hybrids of  time, 
material, and form – the types of  ruins Riegl did not consider. German literary scholar 
Andreas Huyssen compares ruins to the notion of  palimpsest (2010: 17) consisting of  
multiple layers. It is not by accident that the method of  palimpsest appeared in architecture 
since the late 1970s in order to deal with the traces of  the past to produce new outcomes.
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Thinking about ruins therefore includes “reflections about history: about the nature 
of  the event, the meaning of  the past for the present, the nature of  history itself  as an 
eternal cycle, progress, apocalypse, or murderous dialectic process” (Hell, Schönle 2010: 1). 
This dialectic thinking has been an integral part of  Riegl’s work. Besides the dialectic 
character of  Kunstwollen or the historical progression of  styles, his axiological study of  
monuments, and partially of  ruins, offers multiple dialectic cases. Riegl’s preference for 
preservation over restoration demonstrates the main dialectic tension in his theory. 
Specifically, preserving ruins in their current state rather than restoring them presents a 
unique set of  challenges: it might lead to the loss of  values previously ascribed to the 
monument or to the loss of  authenticity. One of  Riegl’s categories, unintentional 
monuments, stands in dialectic relation to the intentional ones. It is important to point out 
that ruins always belong to the category of  unintentional monuments since they were not 
built to be ruins but turned into them, either naturally or artificially. Furthermore, these 
dialectics can also be seen in Riegl’s value system, particularly regarding age value and 
newness value. Thus, Riegl’s preservation theory is based on dialectic thinking concerning 
monuments and their ruins through multiple points. This tension can be observed on 
architectural project such as reconstruction of  Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church in Berlin. 
The project juxtaposes ruined and modern structures (Figure 2) coexisting on one site. The 
church was built in the last decade of  the nineteenth century, but during the Second World 
War it was heavily bombed. The resulting ruined structure was deliberately not 
reconstructed to stand as a reminder of  the effects of  the war. The old building currently 
functions as a memorial hall on the ground floor. However, to maintain the previous 
function of  the church on the site, a new and modern church was designed standing next 
to the old one, by German architect Egon Eiermann in the 1950s and built in 1963.


The project brought the discussion of  ruins to the foreground as it was “a bone of  
contention and attempted solution in the controversy over ruins in the German post-war 
period” (Forster 2012: 201). The structure of  the church left from the Second World War 
demonstrates the approach of  touchless preservation, while it represents the past and the 
aging process since its partial destruction. The church was mainly affected by human 
violence and the brutality of  the war; therefore, its values and its role for society changed 
since then. The church transformed its previously ascribed values from an unintentional 
type of  monument to an intentional one to commemorate past events while losing its 
former use value (as a church). This invites reflection on whether the new structure was 
necessary alongside the ruin. In this way, we juxtapose not only the ruined and new objects 
on the site, but also their values – the age value in opposition to the newness value, which 
brings additional dialectical tension to the historic site. The cult of  ruins thus evolves from 
romantic contemplation to postmodern methodology, where the ruin becomes both 
evidence of  history and a framework for constructing new meaning.
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Figure 2. Erich Andres, Berlin, Gedächtnis-Kirche, 1965/1975. Ruined tower next to the new tower (© 
Deutsche Fotothek / Andres, Erich).


2. English Translation of  The Modern Cult 


Riegl’s work, including The Modern Cult of  Monuments, has been translated from German 
into English and other languages only since the 1980s. At this point, Riegl’s work became 
accessible to a wider audience beyond the German-speaking countries. This allowed for 
new interpretations of  the seminal preservation theory to emerge in new contexts across 
diverse cultures. The turn to Riegl’s already eighty-year-old theory can be viewed as an act 
of  anamnesis: recalling elements that might have disappeared from memory and identity 
formation. While it emphasizes the importance of  the past in shaping our present selves, it 
also suggests that we gain a deeper understanding of  our identity by remembering our past. 
It is important to realize that anamnesis is an active process as it has a transformative 


123
The Edgar Wind Journal




Anamnesis of  the Cult

character. It not only recalls the past, but reinterprets it, creating a new narrative. In the 
process, we actively engage with the past to inform our status quo and perhaps also shape 
our future. Thus, the act of  anamnesis, as an operative tool of  memory, bridges the past 
with the present and the future. Anamnesis also occurred in relation to Riegl’s Cult in the 
1980s – the essay, once forgotten, was then recalled. At the same time, the Cult, written 
during the rise of  modernism in Vienna, transforms itself  as it is rediscovered in a new 
context at another point in history. 


The essay was translated into English by architectural historian of  Swiss origin Kurt 
Forster and his doctoral student at Stanford at the time, Diane Ghirardo.  The translation 2

work started around 1980 when Forster realized the importance of  Riegl’s text and wanted 
to introduce it to the architectural discourse in the United States. After a year of  consistent 
work with Ghirardo, the translation was prepared for publication. This happened in 1982, 
when Forster as an editor of  the Oppositions journal’s volume 25 included the translation 
together with a number of  articles focused not only on the interpretation of  Riegl’s work 
from the postmodern perspective, but also texts addressing themes of  memory and 
monuments. Translated text received immediate traction, while raising the question of  what 
architecture retains that is independent of  style – a remarkable point in Riegl’s theory. 


The translators acknowledged that Riegl’s language and style used in the original 
essay were considered incomprehensible to readers during the 1980s. His complex language 
and writing style were present throughout his extensive body of  work and not specific to 
one publication only, making his texts not easily accessible to a broader audience beyond 
experts. Therefore, the task of  the translators was to make the text intelligible for 
architecture audiences by adopting contemporary terminology and writing style, and 
through the implementation of  visual references, which were previously missing. Riegl’s 
original essay did not contain any drawings or photographs, as opposed to other 
publications, such as Die spätrömische Kunst-Industrie, including photographed artworks from 
the period in question. The nature of  the text-only essay seems to be explained through the 
fact of  it being written as a preface to the legislative proposal for monument protection in 
Austria. The inclusion of  images in the English translation is particularly significant 
because it assists the reader in understanding otherwise very abstract concepts. These 
images were selected by the translators, who admitted in their final notes that the selection 
was somewhat arbitrary. However, both translators as architectural historians (and not 
preservationists or art historians) used images rooted in architectural culture. The 
translation therefore not only revived Riegl’s theory but also repositioned it visually and 
intellectually within a postmodern architectural culture.


 Besides Ghirardo’s translation of  Moderne Denkmalkultus, she also translated Aldo Rossi’s texts from 2

Italian to English for the first time.
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3. Oppositions 25 


The issue of  Oppositions 25, devoted to the topics of  memory and monuments alongside 
the publication of  Riegl’s translation, was edited by Kurt Forster. It is worth noting that the 
volume of  the Harvard Architecture Review magazine, published two years later, was quite 
similar in content.  Among the contributors to Oppositions 25 were historians, theorists, and 3

practicing architects including Kurt Forster, Anthony Vidler, Ignasi de Sola-Morales, Alan 
Colquhoun, or William H. Gass.


In his opening essay of  the volume, Forster emphasized the importance of  returning 
to Riegl’s preservation theory at the time:


What makes Riegl’s study of  monuments and his speculation on the historical fate of  art 
and architecture a touchstone for our own thinking today? At a time when casual 
borrowing of  historical forms for new buildings is said to signal the end of  modern 
architecture, a true historian’s view is both sobering and challenging. When daylight raids 
on an already ransacked body of  historical architecture are again becoming routine in 
some schools of  architecture, there is every reason to reflect on the historical course, its 
relationship to history. And, in the modern era, history lies before our eyes in the form of  
its “monuments” (1982: 18).


Forster’s statement emphasizes the return to memory and history in architectural discourse 
at the time. It was essential to review the notion of  the monument not only as a theoretical 
and historical concept, but also from a perspective of  a built structure, which often took 
the form of  a ruin. The question Forster raises suggests that Riegl’s preservation theory 
and his concepts of  how art and architecture evolve historically are still pertinent in the 
1980s. Moreover, they can serve as a foundation for engaging monuments in a broader 
architectural discourse. Forster also refers to contemporary architects and architecture 
students who are often inspired by the limited possibilities of  historical styles and forms 
that have already been exhaustively explored. He emphasizes the need to reflect on the 
relationship between history and architecture. The role of  history is essential in shaping the 
cultural values that monuments hold. These values are constantly changing as society 
confronts new social, political, or economic situation. History, therefore, remains visible 
through the monuments of  the built environment. This situation can be observed not only 
during the period of  postmodernism but also beyond, as far as reaching contemporary 
issues appearing in architecture nowadays. 


 Both journal volumes focused on the notion of  monuments and memory, but from different 3

perspectives. While Oppositions 25 focused on Riegl’s essay and concepts of  monuments/memory, the 
Harvard issue addressed monumentality represented in the context of  the urban fabric while reflecting on the 
postmodern architectural discourse. Nevertheless, both magazines show the direction that architecture was 
taking in redefining the role of  new monuments in the 1980s.
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4. Oppositions and the Institute


Publishing the translation of  The Modern Cult in the journal Oppositions had multiple reasons. 
Kenneth Frampton, the editor of  Oppositions and instrumental figure at the Institute for 
Architecture and Urban Studies (IAUS) in New York, invited Kurt Forster to join the 
journal as its editor (volumes 12-25). Forster was therefore able to include Riegl’s 
translation in volume 25 under his editorial leadership. 


Besides Oppositions, IAUS also produced other publications such as Oppositions Book 
Series, quarterly journal October and Skyline magazine. It served as a non-profit architecture 
studio and think tank, operating between 1967 and 1984, and later re-opened in 2003. It 
was founded by architect Peter Eisenman, and its activities were “conceived as interface 
between academia and architectural practice” (Förster 2024: 7). 


The journal Oppositions was produced by the Institute in between 1973 and 1983 in 26 
volumes. Its editors included besides before-mentioned Kurt Forster, also Frampton, 
Vidler, Gandelsonas, or Eisenman, among others, and its contributing authors varied 
widely: from practitioners to academics, from theorists to historians, from international to 
English-speaking. 


Journal’s texts aimed to discuss themes within “sections such as “History,” “Theory,” 
“Criticism” and “Documents,”” (2024: 387). This editorial framework materialized the 
Institute’s position between academia and practice which was further described by journal’s 
member of  an editorial staff  and architectural historian Joan Ockman. She claimed that the 
journal stood as “the first number of  self-styled ‘little magazine.’ Oppositions appeared in 
September 1973 after at least two years in preparation. Proclaiming itself  a ‘Journal for 
Ideas and Criticism in Architecture,’ Oppositions constituted a unique appearance on the 
American architectural publishing scene in these years, its provenance being neither 
academic nor profession, and its orientation being strongly European” (1988: 181). Many 
of  the journal’s volumes serve as evidence of  the journal’s European orientation – the 
search for topics with a European background and publishing previously not translated 
texts into English. Introducing Riegl to US-led discussions in the 1980s was, therefore, a 
part of  the journal’s vision: “Oppositions, along with the Institute itself, was greatly 
responsible for insinuating a largely unfamiliar body of  theory and ideology into the 
architectural discussion on this side of  the Atlantic, as well as for ushering in an 
unprecedentedly strong emphasis on the theory itself; and the impact of  this, especially in 
the schools, but also within an initially suspicious profession, was substantial” (1988: 192). 
This statement shows the journal’s mission to introduce theories and concepts previously 
unknown in the US, such as The Modern Cult of  Monuments, while focusing on the 
development of  architectural theory, history, and criticism. 


Besides such translations, a large volume of  European architects’ projects was 
reviewed, interpreted and published in the journal. Through the critical stand of  journal’s 
editors and writers, they reflected upon its title, which has a triple meaning: “positions” as 
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taking a position, “oppositions” as standing against mainstream architecture, and “zero 
positions” as a position that brings something new to architectural discourse. Including 
Riegl’s translation within this framework reflected the journal’s ambition to challenge 
disciplinary boundaries and reintroduce theoretical depth to architectural discourse – by 
taking a new position on a decades-old theory, which was written in an Austrian context 
from a postmodern perspective. 


	  


5. Postmodern View and The Modern Cult


The machine age at the turn of  the twentieth century introduced a level of  automation, 
speed, and efficiency previously unimaginable. It transformed the nature of  work, social 
interactions, and the built environment, producing a new human experience marked by 
both stimulation and overload (Colomina, Wigley 2016: 96). Architectural spaces where 
human presence left no traces or memory embodied the sense of  amnesia and detachment. 
Many modernists viewed postwar reconstruction of  cities as an opportunity to realize 
technological ideals and erase historical continuity. For this reason, Riegl’s concept of  age 
value received little attention during the height of  modernism and only gained significance 
once the movement waned. His theory proved relevant in societies confronted with the 
ruins left by the World Wars, where architects had to reconsider how to engage with the 
physical remains of  the past. These circumstances prompted a broader redefinition of  
architectural identity and historical narrative. By the 1980s, Riegl’s concept of  age value was 
revisited in relation to postmodernism’s focus on multiplicity, shifting meanings, and 
contextual interpretation.


The postmodern period, when Riegl’s work re-emerged, was characterized by a 
renewed engagement with memory, history, and the fragment. Alongside Riegl, thinkers 
such as Walter Benjamin (Werckmeister 1982), Sigmund Freud (Derrida 1967; Bédard 
1994), or Aby Warburg (Forster 1976; Gombrich 1986) were also reconsidered for their 
reflections on temporality and the persistence of  the past. Postmodernism’s renewed 
attention to historical reference, context, and local tradition was, in many ways, a reaction 
to modernist universalism. This tendency was further reinforced during the 1980s through 
international conferences and emerging approaches to cultural heritage in both institutional 
and academic settings, all of  which foregrounded the developing theme of  memory in 
architecture.  One such example was a conference organized in April 1984 in Washington, 4

D.C., by several organizations including UNESCO, the Smithsonian Institute, the U.S. 

 Since the late 1930s, only a few discussions regarding monumentality have taken place, for example, 4

in: “In Search of  a New Monumentality: A Symposium by Gregor Paulsson, Henry-Russell Hitchcock, 
William Holford, Siegfried Giedion, Walter Gropius, Lucio Costa, Alfred Roth,” published in Architectural 
Review CIV (September 1948): 117-128. Two of  these discussions were published in Yale’s journal Perspecta: 
one article on “Monumental Architecture; or the Art of  Pleasing in Civic Design,” a response by Henry Hope 
Reed, Jr. to Ruskin in Perspecta 1, Summer 1952: 51-56; and another article on “Monumentality” by the painter 
Neil Welliver in Perspecta 11, 1967: 23-31.
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Committee of  the International Council on Monuments and Sites (US/ ICOMOS), and 
the U.S. National Trust for Historic Preservation. This conference, entitled “The Challenge 
to Our Cultural Heritage: Why Preserve the Past?” resulted in an eponymous book 
publication two years later (1986). The event was attended by professionals from various 
fields, while signaling a global interest in preservation and the notion of  monuments and 
memory that transcended the disciplinary boundaries of  the time. The proceedings 
publication included an essay by the Norwegian art historian Stephan Tschudi-Madsen, 
returning to Riegl in connection with restoration debates in the German-speaking world:


Around the turn of  the century, the German-speaking countries began to join the leaders 
in the fields of  art history and restoration philosophy, with scholars such as W. Frodl and 
A. Riegl. They had been restoring just as much and in just the same way as the rest of  
Europe, but ideas such as Alterswert (age value) came to the fore (1986).


The author also refers to the predominance of  conservation over restoration at the turn of  
the century, which can also be seen in Riegl’s and Frodl’s approach. The term conservation 
is used here in contrast to the traditional approach of  restoring objects to their original 
state.


6. Contemporary Reception of  the English Translation of  The Modern Cult


The return to The Modern Cult discussed in this article refers exclusively to its English 
translation and its impact on architecture. Numerous Western architects, historians, and 
theorists reinterpreted his axiological study since the translation became available. Authors, 
especially those who contributed to volume 25 of  Oppositions journal, expressed interest in 
Riegl’s preservation theory beyond Austrian national borders and gave it a new meaning in 
an international context. Therefore, Riegl’s work provided a foundation for a new way of  
thinking about historic monuments and their values in the postmodern era and beyond. 


The English translation served as a basis for new interpretations of  multiple 
contemporary architects. One of  contemporary scholars analyzing Riegl’s preservation 
theory is a Swedish architect and researcher Thordis Arrhenius who reflected upon The 
Modern Cult in her dissertation later published as Fragile Monument on Conservation and 
Modernity (2012). Her work positioned Riegl as one of  the fundamental preservation 
theorists in the development of  historic preservation as a discipline. She also claimed that 
Riegl’s age value serves as “the extension of  heritage into mass-culture” (2004: 75). In 
other words, the age value becomes a medium between a monument and people’s everyday 
culture. This resonates with the postmodern thought when mass culture was promoted and 
widely celebrated using various mediums such as art (pop-art), television, newspaper, 
among others. Arrhenius is also a protagonist of  contemporary experimental preservation, 
which explores new methods of  working with monuments while rejecting the restoration 
in line with Riegl. The experimental preservation group prefers to work with original 
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artifacts, oftentimes using touchless preservation methodology, which Riegl also promoted. 
Furthermore, the group builds on Riegl’s concept of  unintentional monuments while 
working with found objects, specifically with “quasi-objects,” assigning them new 
meanings, functions, and values. This approach can be further seen in the project of  an 
architectural historian Lucia Allais who collaborated with MOS Architects on the 
installation Legible Pompeii Monditalia for Venice Biennale in 2014. Besides applying 
experimental preservation in such project, Allais has also been engaged with Riegl’s work in 
her research. Her dissertation, later adapted and published as Designs of  destruction: The 
making of  monuments in the twentieth century (2018), reviewed Riegl’s theory within the context 
of  the twentieth century monument protection and international policy making. She 
identified the role of  The Modern Cult arguing that here “Riegl hoped both to provide a 
practical guide for dealing with different constituencies competing to re-make an 
architectural object and to build a universalist aesthetic theory where monuments were 
seeds for a communitarian, international empathy” (2018: 17). Riegl’s influence here can be 
viewed by the establishment of Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), which is part of  the 
UNESCO World Heritage Convention, adopted in 1972. The development of  OUV stood 
as a reaction to the various global trends and events: loss and damage to cultural heritage 
sites around the world during the post-World War II era, growing recognition of  the 
importance of  protecting cultural sites not only nationally but also globally and increasing 
awareness of  international cooperation in heritage protection.  Building upon Riegl’s 
already proposed value system for classifying monuments became thus an operational tool 
for various agencies to transform and adapt objects based on the contextual relevance, 
meaning, and use. 


Allais is also responsible for the recent English translation of  Riegl’s lesser-known 
texts from local Viennese newspapers, which were published in the academic journal Grey 
Room 80 titled Mood for Modernists: An Introduction to Three Riegl Translations (2020). This 
translation was conducted together with Andrei Pop and included three texts which extend 
our understanding of  The Modern Cult. In these writings, Riegl introduced a new type of  
value related to mood, Stimmungswert. In particular, this value can be largely observed on the 
Riesentor, Vienna’s St. Stephen’s Cathedral main portal, a site whose preservation debates 
Riegl actively participated in (Allais, Pop 2020: 14).


As Riegl’s text was never republished and appeared in English for the first time only 
in 2020, the value of  mood was little recognized and not connected to Riegl’s value system 
introduced in The Modern Cult of  Monuments. However, it can be understood as a natural 
extension of  the axiological catalogue addressing also an emotional response of  a viewer 
of  a monument, particularly in relation to the concept of  age value. The reasons why Riegl 
did not include Stimmungswert in his Modern Cult remain uncertain, but several possibilities 
can be considered. One explanation may be that Riegl developed his system of  values as a 
modern catalogue, whereas Stimmungswert aligns more closely with principles of  the past, 
particularly with Romanticism and its focus on the emotional life of  the individual, while 
his Cult reflects the orientation towards the modern thought. Another possible reason is 
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that the aim of  his axiological study was to provide a framework for the objective 
evaluation and categorization of  monuments according to their values. In this sense, the 
reflection of  mood, which is inherently subjective, would have conflicted with the objective 
and universal nature of  Riegl’s proposal. However, it is without doubt that Stimmung is 
connected to the concept of  Alterswert in a way how viewers perceive ageing monuments, 
which elicits feelings and moods in them. 


Conclusion


In architecture, had The Modern Cult of  Monuments not been rediscovered and translated into 
English in the 1980s, Riegl’s contribution would have had considerably less influence and 
resonance within contemporary architectural debates. Immediately after the translation’s 
publication, the essay gained traction among architects, historians, and theorists. Since then, 
it appeared in numerous anthologies, conference proceedings, dissertations, or 
commentaries focusing on cultural heritage and preservation, providing proof  that Riegl’s 
essay undoubtedly belongs to the classics of  Western preservation history and theory and 
has retained its relevance until today. One such anthologies calls for a return to classical 
texts because “at the time when cultural heritage is increasingly promoted as being of  
universal value (or as “world heritage”), it is particularly opportune to reexamine the 
historical and philosophical antecedents of  current issues” (Price, Talley, Melucco Vaccaro 
1996). Since architects and preservationists have been dealing with monuments, they have 
been also redefining their values and meaning for the society. Within this process, Riegl’s 
axiological study serves as a foundation or a manual for approaching monuments of  
various types and in changing contexts. His theory is particularly beneficial in today’s 
discourse revolving around the topic of  adaptive reuse while the postmodern question is 
still valid: what to do with objects that are nonfunctional or in a state of  ruin. Oftentimes, 
these structures are kept and transformed, they gain new functions, values, or materiality. It 
is not only due to economic, political, or ideological reasons. This change in architectural 
thinking can be seen as a twenty-first-century preservation turn – one that emphasizes an 
architecture of  care – referential, local, and grounded in memory and Alterswert. 
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