RECONSTRUCTIONS - EXPENSIVE, LIFE-SIZE TOYS?

The 1916 Organic Act mandates the
National Park Service to preserve
its cultural resources. The Act
states that the Service is to leave
its resources "unimpaired for the
enjoyment of future generations.”
Nevertheless, there is no mandate
to recreate vanished historiec struc-
tures. Traditionally, the Service
has supported the reconstruction of
numerous historic structures it be-
lieved necessary to interpret its
various sites. However, there are
numerous philosophical, economic,
and practical reasons why recon-
structions of vanished structures
should not be attempted by the Na-
tional Park Service.

Perhaps the most obvious drawback
is that such structures are not
historic. Reconstructions, while
they may be accurate, are never
authentic. They are modern copies
of the past, and lack the innate
quality of being historic struc-
tures. Because they reflect mod-
ern values and perceptions, be-
cause they are built with modern
techniques, and because they pos-
sess no structural link to the
past, reconstructions are marked
with an absence of historic in-
tegrity.

Reconstructions are usually e-
rected as props for the inter-
pretation of a site. The per-
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ceived need for a reconstruction
implies that the site's authentic
resources, entrusted to the Na-
tional Park Service by Congress
or the President, are inadequate
in and of themselves.,

The belief that we can "improve"

a historic site through the intro-
duction of nonhistoric elements
runs counter to our commitment to
leave our nationally significant
resources "unimpaired for the en-
enjoyment of future generations.”
In fact, reconstructions frequent-
ly necessitate the destruction of
original material, especially foun-
dations. Such insensitivity to
original historic fabric, regardless
of condition or appearance, is due
in large part to the absence of a
strong commitment (throughout all
levels of Park Service management)
to the preservation of our cultural
resources, an attitude was thorough-
ly attested to during the January
1979 Harpers Ferry Conference on
Historic Preservation.

At best, reconstructed buildings
only illustrate how the past may
have looked, not how it did look.
Reconstructions are plagued, on
the one hand, by insufficient

data to allow a truly accurate re-
production, and, on the other, by
the almost unavoidable desire to
beautify what was not always a

beautiful past. As a result, the
Park Service misleads the public

in their effort to understand past
life styles. The contemplation of
ruins, foundations, and other in-
complete structural remnants from
the past, when assisted by historic
photographs, drawings, scale mod-
els, accounts from contemporary
diaries, journals, and newspapers,
can usually evoke a much more accu-
rate sense of the past than recon-
structions which often stray from
the truth in their efforts to pan-
der to modern asethetic tastes and
sensibilities.

Reconstructions are very expensive.
Their costs include planning, ex—
tensive research, and the recon-
struction itself. Added to this
are the costs of furnishing a new-
ly built structure, which involves
planning, extensive reresearch, and
acquisition of the furniture or the
making of period pieces. These ob-
jects must be served and, therefore,
must compete with many signifcant
objects already in the Service's
possession for which very limited
curatorial funds exist.

To the expense of reconstruction
are added the increased costs of
interpretation, maintenance, and,
in some cases, site development.
Most of these costs are ongoing

and, in time, can amount to huge
expenditures. A large and com-
plex reconstruction will require
additional interpretive staff to
explain the site to the public.
The structure also has to be
maintained, thus requiring an
increased maintenance workload.

A newly built structure may also
attract more visitors and, there-
fore, create pressure for addi-
tional site development such as
increased land acquisition, a
larger visitor center, expanded
maintenance facilities, and addi-
tional parking facilities.

All of this absorbs funds which
could better be used for the pre-
servation of authentic historic
sites, for the conservation of
our 10,000,000 historic objects
that are in dire need of profes-
sional attention, and for criti-
cally needed research that would
enable us to understand better

the truly historic resources that
are under our control. As long as
the Service has original cultural
resources which are in need of pre-
servation, the expenditure of funds
for reconstructions and associated
activities (totaling approximately
$14,000,000 in the current five-
year program) could be considered
in direct conflict with the spirit
and intent of the Organic Act.

Without question, the issue of Na-
tional Park Service involvement
with reconstructions is frequently
political in nature. In several

instances, the Service is obliga-
ted to administer sites which were
reconstructed by a separate pri-
vate or public organization. More
often, the Service is "encouraged”
to erect a "new” historic structure
under local political pressure.

Seldom, however, do Park Service
representatives make articulate,
sustained, and persuasive argu-
ments against proposed reconstruc-
tions. Although reconstructions
should be considered only when
"all prudent and feasible alter-
natives to reconstruction have
been considered” (Management Pol-
icies V-17), proposals to repro-
duce a historic structure are regu-
larly introduced and accepted with
little, if any, consideration of
the alternatives.

The gradual accretion of reconstruc-
tions under Park Service management
tends to detract from the Service's
truly significant and authentic cul-
tural resources. Reconstructions,
regardless of ownership, are not
unique. Any private or public organ-
ization can erect a "historic struc-
ture.” Indeed, reconstructed his-
toric villages are proliferating a-
cross the United States. As a com—
mercial enterprise, history can be,
and indeed is, big business. As
these reconstructions increase, the
distinction between authentic survi-
vors of the past and imitations of
the past becomes less clear. The
Park Service's collection of unique,
original, and nationally signifi-

cant structures becomes confused
and watered down by the continued
addition of non-unique, nonhistoric
reconstructions.

While the "Williamsburg syndrome"
constituted the popular approach
to historic preservation for sev-
eral decades following 1927, the
preservation community at large,
both in the United States and in
Europe, has grown to recognize

the inadvisability of recreating
our structural past. Organiza-
tions ranging from the Interna-
tional Centre for the Study of

the Preservation and the Resto-
ration of Cultural Property in
Rome, Italy, and the Society for
the Preservation of New England
Antiquities have long acknowledged
that reconstructions are in reality
the'brojectionoffartasyintoob—
jects of the past. The authors
of With Heritage So Rich, the re-
port of the Special Committee on
Historic Preservation, which pre-
sented the philosophical founda-
tions upon which the National His-
toric Preservation Act of 1966 was
based, summed up professional pre-
servationists' attitudes toward re-
constructions by labeling them “ex-
pensive lifesize toys, manufactured
for children of all ages who have
forgotten how to read.” The re-
port goes on to observe that "They
may be effective instruments of edu-
cation, amusement, propaganda or
some kind of special pleading, but
they have precious little to do with
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history, and absolutely nothing_to
do with historic preservation.”

In short, with its continued inter-
est in reconstruction, the National
Park Service has not kept pace with
changing trends in historic preser-
vation philosophy--a philesophy that

has become more sophisticated in ap-
proach, more sensitive to and appre-

ciative of original historic fabric,
and increasingly more in tune with
the original intent of the 1916 Or-
ganic Act to preserve nationally
significant cultural resources. Cmm
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