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I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. And near them on the sand
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown
And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive stamped on those lifeless things,
The hand that mock’d them and the heart that fed;
And on the pedestal these words appear:
‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works ye mighty and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
(Percy Bysshe Shelley,
Ozymandias of Egypt, 1817)
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Foreword

The conservation literature contains many books on
earthen architecture, stone and historic buildings.
Few of them, if any, deal specifically with ruins, and
this volume fills the gap admirably. Similarly, the
conservation profession has many gifted people but
there are few, if any, who are better qualified than
John Ashurst to bring such a book into being.
One of my first encounters with John was at
Tintern Abbey. Its immaculately maintained appearance contrasted markedly with photographs from
the previous century, when it was covered with ivy,
the archetypal romantic ruin. We were applying a
range of biocides to control algae and lichen, seeing
which worked best and lasted longest. I doubt
whether it occurred to either of us to question what
we were doing, or to set the evident need for maintenance into the wider context of conservation
ethics and principles. Conservation then was largely
a matter of finding the right material for the job.
This book reflects the changes that have taken
place in the intervening years. It contains much

practical advice, but it also maps out some of the
wider context in which conservators now operate.
John’s first book Stone Preservation Experiments,
co-authored with Brian Clarke and published by
the Building Research Establishment in 1972,
marked a turning point in approaches to stone
preservation. It was meticulously researched and
recorded, but few people who read the preface
went any further. The preface ended with the
memorable words ‘None of the treatments has had
any overall beneficial effect in retarding decay on
any of the sites’. Why read on? This volume, by
contrast, will be quarried repeatedly by students
and experienced practitioners alike. It provides, in
the words of Gionata Rizzi’s preface, a ‘close
encounter with ruins’: an encounter that will
inform and invigorate on every occasion.
Clifford Price
Professor of Archaeological Conservation
Institute of Archaeology, University College London
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Preface
Gionata Rizzi

Rocks impregnable are not so stout, nor
Gates of steel so strong, but time decays.
(Shakespeare, Sonnet 65)
Ruins: buried cities brought to light by archaeologists
in every part of the world; sacred temples dedicated
to divinities that we have ceased to worship; towers,
forts, strongholds, military defences made useless by
the unremitting development of new weapons;
industrial plants and factories no longer compatible
with modern techniques of production and abandoned like the carcasses of huge old-fashioned cars;
buildings that have been gnawed, mutilated and
reduced to a state that bears no relation to their original purpose; buildings that have sometimes deteriorated to a point where their original form can hardly
be recognised; buildings that only survive in the form
of isolated fragments.
Ruins are everywhere. They form a considerable
part of our architectural heritage and, actually, even
of the World Heritage List: they are preserved as
ruins, maintained as ruins and visited by a growing
number of people who, in ruins, see values, significance and meaning – in spite of their condition.
In spite of their condition or because of their condition? Henry James1 puts it clearly: ‘It has often seemed to
me … that the purest enjoyment of architecture was to be had
among the ruins of great buildings’. True, although the
enjoyment he describes is probably not only architectural: the interest in archaeological ruins and the taste
for architectural fragments go far beyond the historical and artistic importance the remains of a given
building may have; as the ephemeral traces of the
human activity on earth, ruins are actually among the
most evocative icons of times past.
Indeed, the ‘enjoyment of ruins’ seems to thrive
in contemporary sensitivity nourished, as it is, by

many aspects of our mentality: the aesthetic pleasure
in the patina of time, the romantic sensitivity for the
work of man reconquered by nature, the positivist
interest in architecture denuded of ornament and
observable in its bare ‘anatomy’, the taste for the
part wrenched from its context, for the unity turned
into pieces, for the isolated fragment.
As a matter of fact, this fascination of contemporary
culture for ruins appears to have its roots in at least two
centuries of history of ideas. A crucial moment for the
development of such sensitivity is perhaps to be seen
in the great excitement that seized Europe when
Winckelmann, before being murdered in 1769, began
to reveal to Northern Europe the extraordinary discoveries of Pompeii and Herculaneum. It is difficult
to imagine a historical moment when European culture could have reacted with greater interest to the
discovery of a buried city: eighteenth century sensibility was by then ready to become excited at the
romantic notion of the ruin, while neoclassical antiquarian taste was anxious to find in archaeological
remains new material for its aesthetic. From the end
of the eighteenth century, and for a period that was to
last many years, an avalanche of writers, thinkers and
artists descended upon Pompeii and Herculaneum:
Goethe visited the excavations in 1787, Stendhal in
1817 (‘The strangest thing I have seen on my journey …;
one feels transported into antiquity …’); and subsequently
Chateaubriand, Taine and Gautier. Thus, in a few
decades, the aesthetics of the bella ruina, the literary
sensibility for the ‘pleasing decay’, the poetry of ruins,
received a strong impulse that would have a profound
effect on the history of taste.
***
Ruins, however, do not only attract for romantic reasons. Actually, at the very same time as the romantic
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