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What is the proper relationship between historical architecture and the production of new buildings and cities? Are architects and preservationists
inevitably at odds, or is there a common objective that potentially unites them? Why do we assume that the architecture of the present and the
architecture of the past are entirely different things that must be handled by entirely separate sets of experts? It is necessary to examine these questions
in the light of a recovered traditional architecture and urbanism.

The Louvre, Paris, shows how an architectural
ensemble can grow over the course of centuries
while maintaining essentially the same style.
Within the courtyard, the central pavilion and
the right half of the facade were designed by
Jacques Lemercier to continue (and, in the case
of the bays to the right of the center tower, to
precisely imitate) the facade on the left half,
built to the design of Pierre Lescot a century
earlier. Photo: Steven W. Semes

Historically, restoration or completion of old buildings and the design of new buildings were simply different aspects of a single discipline. Leon
Battista Alberti, in his 15th-century Renaissance treatise, called upon the architect, when undertaking work begun by another, to respect the intentions
of the original designer rather than impose dissonant forms. He followed his own advice when he completed the façade of Santa Maria Novella in
Florence. Some sites we now think of as integral monuments took centuries to achieve their final form, requiring the commitment of subsequent
architects to realize the concepts of their predecessors. It took 400 years before Michelangelo’s Piazza del Campidoglio in Rome was finally
completed to his design.

Even when work was carried out in an architect’s lifetime, there was no clear boundary between restoration and new construction. Viollet-le-Duc and
his followers restored historic structures and designed new work stylistically continuous with the sites entrusted to their care, as at the Cathedral of
Notre-Dame in Paris, where the architects’ experience in restoring medieval sites informed the design of a new spire and significant additions on the
north side. The experience of building anew in the pre-existing style also informed the architects’ understanding and treatment of the historic
conditions.

In the 1920s and ’30s, restoration and new construction at Williamsburg, VA, were undertaken by the same team of architects. Again, investigation of
the historic site informed the new designs, and those new traditional designs informed the restoration in productive ways. While sometimes they
overestimated the degree of continuity in ways that distorted their vision of the historical evidence, the opposite error, an exaggerated sense of
discontinuity between the preservationist and the designer, has caused other, perhaps even more intractable problems.
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The Harvard Club, New York,
shows the modern preoccupation
with projecting the difference
between an addition and the pre-
existing building. The brick
elevation on the right is from an
addition to the building made by
McKim, Mead & White, the
original architects, shortly after the
building was completed in 1894,
while the glass curtain wall on the
left is the addition designed by
Davis Brody Bond and completed in
2004. The alignment of the curtain
wall mullions and limestone courses
of the addition with the horizontal
lines of the original facade is a weak
and grudging attempt to make the
discordant addition “compatible.”
Photo: Steven W. Semes

In New York, for example, one might think that the works of McKim Mead & White would be handled with great care, since the loss of one of that
firm’s great masterpieces, Pennsylvania Station, jump-started the preservation movement as a national force in 1964. But this is not the case. In the
last decade, several McKim Mead & White masterpieces have received additions that willfully contradict the architectural principles of the original
buildings. While we are relieved that they did not suffer Penn Station’s fate, the Harvard Club, the Morgan Library and the Brooklyn Museum have
been de-contextualized by the new elements, whose exaggerated sense of difference has permanently changed the way we perceive these important
landmarks.

If we take a step back and look at how architects have historically understood the relation between historic and new construction at sites of cultural
importance, we find that the most common approach is that of continuity. The Parthenon on the Acropolis in Athens, completed in the mid-5th
century B.C. as a replacement for an earlier temple on the site, continued the style of its predecessor. The Louvre in Paris expanded over the course of
four centuries without altering its essential style, and the United States Capitol expanded with the new nation, growing new wings and a dome that
continued its Neoclassical beginnings right into the 1960s, in triumphant disregard of “the architecture of its time.”

On the other hand, contrasting additions are not a recent idea. Andrea Palladio’s white stone arcades wrapping the medieval Basilica of Vicenza
embodied the principles of classical architecture and repudiated the old building’s Gothic style. Significantly, Palladio was not imposing something
new but trying to re-establish something old: a classical tradition dating back to antiquity. The handsome new buildings designed by Gabriele
Tagliaventi and a team of other traditional architects along the Rue de Laeken in Brussels similarly repudiate the structure they replaced—a 1960s
glass curtain-walled office tower—in order to reinforce an older and more valued urban character.

But this kind of intentional contrast can also pose problems for historic environments. Richard Meier’s museum to house the ancient Ara Pacis in
Rome, adjacent to the Mausoleum of Augustus, is celebrated by architects and academics but largely detested by ordinary Romans. Its blatant contrast
with its historic neighbors has even prompted calls by the Mayor of Rome for the structure’s demolition. The contemporary avant-garde has made
conspicuous subversion of context a major theme, as illustrated by Will Alsop’s Ontario College of Art & Design and Daniel Liebskind’s Military
History Museum in Dresden.

These projects, and several recent buildings approved in historic districts in New York, raise a troubling question: How is it possible to maintain the
historic character of a protected site if contemporary architects insist on a formal language that refuses to enter into relationships with the pre-existing
context on any basis other than contrast and disruption? Is the preservation establishment not perhaps a little too eager to support the interests of well-
known architects whose conspicuously oppositional stance toward the historic environment contradicts the goals of preservation itself?

There is an alternative. If we could forget for a moment our obsession with projecting “the architecture of our time,” we could see historic places as
living entities that not only can grow and accommodate change without losing the character that qualified them for preservation in the first place, but
can also provide models for new work in other places and times. In this view, the criterion that matters most is the appropriateness to its setting of a
proposed intervention, rather than conformance with rigid stylistic categories or current fashion.

We can choose continuity when appropriate — without copying historic buildings and without introducing alien forms and materials that erode
historic character. We can use contrast when called for to heal damaged places or reweave fraying urban fabrics. Accordingly, the relation between
new and historic architecture is necessarily complex and cannot be reduced to an uncritical notion of contrast. On the contrary, continuity must be
given at least equal weight in the equation.

The only thing that stands in the way of this paradigm shift is our own outmoded thinking. It is always the case that our view of the past is shaped by
our view of our objectives in the present. The sequestering of the historic built environment is a symptom of our uncritical relegation of traditional
architecture to “history.” If we are willing to view historic architecture as something more than a “document of its time,” but also the product of a
living building culture, then the integration of new elements into a historic setting need not involve the introduction of alien or discordant new forms
and materials. The historic district, for example, can be a “provocation-free zone” in which consistency of character is valued more highly than
conspicuous projection of the date of construction of each building.
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