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When we look back upon it, 1972 was perhaps not the most propitious
moment in human history at which to come up with an ideal as noble as the World Heri-
tage Convention. It was at the height of the »Cold War«, a time of mutual suspicion bet-
ween East and West, and between North and South. Nevertheless, it was also a time when
progress was being made in terms of increasing understanding of the importance of heri-
tage: in 1964 the Charter of Venice had been signed by representatives of a good number of
nations, and a year later the International Council on Monuments & Sites (ICOMOS) came
into existence.2 Those who framed the Charter of Venice, those who founded ICOMOS as
an international body with branches in many countries, and those who established the
World Heritage Convention – and there were many links between them all – might be said
to have »done the best things in the worst times and hoped them in the most calamitous«,
as Sir Robert Shirley of Staunton Harold proclaimed over the west door of his new church
built in 1653 during a dark moment in English history.3 It is of interest that the architec-
tural historian, Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, to whom we owe a nation-wide survey of British archi-
tecture, wrote of Staunton Harold that »For position, the house and the chapel, are unsur-
passed in the country – certainly as far as Englishness is concerned«; perhaps it is that
limitation, »Englishness«, which has been responsible for the fact that no-one has ever pro-
posed that this outstanding group consisting of a great country house, designed landscape,
and a church which is a remarkable example of »Gothic Survival« well into the seventeenth
century, should be put forward for inscription on the World Heritage List; but it is a very
important place, in terms of complex cultural values, nevertheless.

It could also be said that 2002 is not necessarily the most auspicious time at which to
be celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of the World Heritage Convention: two of its sig-
natories, India and Pakistan, have for the past year been threatening one another with
nuclear war; and it has been reported that few of the intelligentsia, in either country, are
aware of or at least are prepared to articulate what a staggering amount of human suffering
such a war would entail, or what a huge threat it would pose to the cultural heritage; and
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it was as recently as April 2001 that the world watched helplessly while the Bamian Bud-
dhas in Afghanistan were destroyed in the name of religious purity. Throughout recorded
history, war and iconoclasm have often been the agents of destruction by certain repre-
sentatives of humanity of buildings or artefacts which other representatives of humanity
have regarded as possessing exceptionally important values, especially artistic or spiritual.
So it is especially true that we today are called »to do the best things in the worst times«
and »to hope them in the most calamitous«. It is central to my contribution to thinking
about the World Heritage Convention that behind the concept of world heritage – the patri-
mony of all humanity – there have to be some unifying values, and perhaps they can best
be indicated by the words creativity, spirituality, and wholeness.

I have spent part of this summer on the World Heritage Site archipelago of islands collec-
tively known as St Kilda. This group of islands is at the remotest north-western corner of
Europe, way out in the Atlantic, a hundred miles from the Scottish mainland, and forty-six
miles from the nearest Outer Hebridean island. It has a unique ecology, governed by its
extraordinary geographical situation, geology, climate and historical circumstances: for
example, it has one of the largest colonies of sea-birds in the world, and the largest colony
of gannets; a collection – they refuse to form a »herd« – of Soay sheep exceptional in their
genetic purity, in effect pre-historic sheep, wandering around today, completely unman-
aged; and there is a marine life around the islands of astonishing richness, owing to the lack
of disturbance and other factors. It has all these constituents in a balance, in short there is
a »wholeness« about the place. Secondly, it can represent for us the »creativity« of human-
kind: not only the creativity spoken of by the archaeological and built heritage (though that
is remarkable enough, with layers of housing surviving from pre-historic times to the Cold
War military base of the late 1950s) but the creativity of human beings in an essentially hos-
tile environment. The population of St Kilda, in common with many off-shore islands, has
been evacuated or decimated, and then resettled, several times in its history; that is part of
the pattern, even the significance.4 Behind all this there is a magic about St Kilda, which
seems to strike everyone who goes there, and which perhaps can best be described as »spiri-
tual«. The tangible evidence for the spirituality of St Kilda, or at least its main island of Hirta,
lies in the three known sites of former churches, whose names suggest fairly early origins;
but the burial ground or cemetery of Village Bay is near-circular, which nearly always sug-
gests a pre-Christian burial or sacred site, and it is known that the present walls of c.1830
deliberately followed what had been there before and were already thought to be ancient.
[illus. 1]

The St Kilda archipelago is owned by The National Trust for Scotland, while Staunton
Harold church is now owned and managed by The National Trust which, in England, Wales
and Northern Ireland, exists as an independent foundation to preserve places of historic
interest or natural beauty for the permanent enjoyment of the nation; the Trust preserves,
protects and opens to the public over 200 historic houses and gardens, 49 industrial monu-
ments, woods forests, fens, farmland, downs, moorland, islands, archaeological remains,
nature reserves, villages – for ever, and for everyone. There is a real sense in which the two
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National Trusts, founded in 1895 and 1931 (in Scotland) respectively, anticipated the World
Heritage Convention. A crucial difference, though, is that whereas the founders of the
National Trusts looked to establish organisations which would, between them, preserve
both cultural and natural heritage for the good of the British nation – though both mem-
bers and visitors to Trust properties include citizens of very many countries – the World
Heritage Convention sought to establish a concept which would be valid for all humanity.
That is certainly a noble ideal: the idea that certain places are so remarkable for their cul-
tural or natural values that they should be preserved, protected, managed and shared for
the benefit of all human beings, indeed we could extend this to all living creatures, since
we now more and more recognise the indivisibility of all living creatures when it comes to
a strategy for cherishing and sustaining the earth.

The World Heritage Convention is perhaps one of the noblest ideals which has ever
been conceived: its natural allies are those impulses of the human spirit which are working
towards peaceful settlement of conflict, trusteeship of the earth’s resources, spiritual as
opposed to material values, compassion for all that lives and moves upon the earth, the long-
term view as opposed to the short-term view. Like all true spiritual impulses, it is distinc-
tive through being a conscious attempt to swim against the current – for it appears that the
most natural current flowing through the affairs of nations, as of many individuals, is that
of exploitation of the earth’s resources and of other human beings.

Illus. 1 St Kilda, WHS. The village burial ground, a sacred site of great antiquity, on the main island
of Hirta.
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Such a noble ideal naturally has an intellectual ancestry, and it would be a fascinating
and worthwhile exercise to trace this ancestry through the literature of world-wide thought.
However, I believe that we can conveniently locate many of the most important strands of
thinking through the influence of the writings of John Ruskin (1816–1900), the English art
critic and philanthropist, who lived from 1872 until his death in the English Lake District.
The English Lake District is itself a candidate for World Heritage status as a mixed cultural
landscape of great diversity, interest, and world-wide influence through the ideas of the Lake
Poets, especially William Wordsworth, and Ruskin himself. Ruskin’s claims on our atten-
tion include the fact that he foresaw many of the characteristic problems of our current era,
including the overcrowding of our planet, the pressures on natural resources and especial-
ly water, the harmful effects of pollution, and the results of our largely abandoning – in the
headlong flight towards material progress – our heritage of natural materials and fine crafts-
manship. Cherish above all the local was also one of his key ideas: against the notion of
»universal value for all humanity« we have to balance the fact that much of our natural and
cultural heritage is special because of its context, that is to say its local value. The archipe-
lago of St Kilda would not be so remarkable in its bio-diversity, archaeology and built cul-
ture if the islands were, for example, moored just off Glasgow. Its remoteness and its
wildness are integral to its special nature.

Those ideas of Ruskin’s which are specifically relevant to the World Heritage Conven-
tion are contained, I believe, within »The Lamp of Memory«, a key chapter in The Seven
Lamps of Architecture. The book was translated into French, German and Italian, and later
into other languages. The key ideas are as follows. First, the relationship between heritage
and memory: »Architecture is to be regarded by us with the most serious thought. We may
live without her, and worship without her, but we cannot remember without her.«5 A par-
ticularly inspiring idea, novel for its day, concerns stewardship of the earth’s resources:
»God has lent us the earth for our life; it is a great entail. It belongs as much to those who
are to come after us […] as to us«6 – if only Ruskin’s generation, and now ours, had the
good sense to take that to heart. This idea related closely to the idea of trusteeship, which
directly inspired the setting up of the two National Trusts in the United Kingdom: »It is again
no question of expediency or feeling whether we shall preserve the buildings of past times
or not. We have no right whatever to touch them. They belong partly to those who built
them, and partly to all the generations of mankind who are to follow us.«7 It would be inte-
resting to have had Ruskin’s thoughts about what in our contemporary world we call »adap-
tive re-use«, or the skilful and appropriate re-use of buildings which for one reason or an-
other have outlived their original purpose; but we can be sure that he would have been
sympathetic, writing elsewhere in »The Lamp of Memory« that »the people who destroy
anything causelessly are a mob, and Architecture is always destroyed causelessly«8. There
is virtually no building which cannot be re-used, given imagination and resources; and also
a certain patience, as the right new use does not necessarily come about straightaway. We
sometimes need to play what is called a »long game«, and protect and monitor the building
meanwhile, not allowing it to deteriorate or become the subject of vandalism.
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A whole clutch of Ruskin’s ideas have been determinative in influencing the way in
which we view the past, for example in his emphasis on »age value«, as was noted c. 1900
by the Austrian art historian Alois Riegl. »For […] the greatest glory of a building is not in
its stones, nor in its gold. Its glory is in its Age, and in that deep sense of voicefulness, of
stern watching, of mysterious sympathy, nay, even of approval or condemnation, which we
feel in walls that have long been washed by the passing waves of humanity.«9 Who has not
felt deeply moved, even shaken, by entering some great shrine – the Taj Mahal, Canterbury
Cathedral, the Blue Mosque in Istanbul – in the gathering light of dusk, and sensing in an
almost tangible way the »passing waves of humanity«; and the same feelings may be gene-
rated in an even more painful way by entering the precincts of a former concentration camp,
for example Auschwitz, which like the other examples mentioned is a World Heritage Site.
Related to the idea of »age value« is that passage which includes one of Ruskin’s happiest
phrases, the »golden stain of time«: »It is in that golden stain of time, that we are to look
for the real light, and colour, and preciousness of architecture; and it is not until a building
has assumed this character, till it has been encrusted with the fame, and hallowed by the
deeds of men, till its walls have been witnesses of suffering, and its pillars rise out of the
shadows of death, that its existence, more lasting as it is than that of the natural objects of
the world around it, can be gifted with even so much as these possess, of language and of
life.«10

The final group of ideas, which continue powerfully to affect the way in which we actual-
ly look after our cultural monuments in many countries, and as we strive to preserve their
authenticity, deals with the processes of restoration and first of all with unskilful or misdi-
rected restoration as the enemy of authenticity: »It is impossible, as impossible as to raise
the dead, to restore anything that has ever been great or beautiful in architecture. That
which I have above insisted upon as the life of the whole, that spirit which is given by the
hand and eye of the workman, never can be recalled.«11 A related idea, which still requires
to be emphasised and explained in many circles, is the importance of surface: »What
copying can there be of surfaces that have been worn an inch down? The whole finish of
the work was in the half inch that is gone. […] There was yet in the old some life, some
mysterious suggestion of what it had been, and of what it had lost; some sweetness in the
gentle lines which rain and sun had wrought.«12 At Lincoln Cathedral, where I am chair-
man of the Fabric Advisory Council which guides the conservation programme, we have
had to agree, after two highly-informative and stimulating international seminars to discuss
the issues which arise, to replace panel by panel the Romanesque Frieze on the west front
which is one of the glories of the building; we are gradually taking the panels into storage,
and planning for their display in a specially-contrived museum, preferably in an existing
building close to the west front, so that they will be in a stable situation, suitably conserved
and monitored, and interpreted to visitors in an appropriate way, somewhat similar to the
Bayeux Tapestry or the great collection of sculptures displayed in the Palais du Tau, along-
side the cathedral at Reims, in France. Mindful of what Ruskin has taught us, we are not
trying to replace the panels with close copies, for »what copying can there be of surfaces
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that have been worn an inch down«, and there are many areas where features are missing
or broken; rather we are commissioning, from sculptors Alan Micklethwaite and John
Roberts, new versions which are certainly respectful of the spirit of the original but where
missing elements are being supplied after close consultation with the doyen of Romanesque
studies in Britain, Professor George Zarnecki. [illus. 2] Still greater freedom was exercised
by sculptor Rory Young in devising for the new west portal of York Minster, together with
one of the senior clergy of the cathedral, a new programme for the Genesis cycle; while the
Minster’s own carvers, who carried out the new work from Rory Young’s models, were
given a great deal of freedom to invent the superb ornament of inhabited foliage which char-
acterises the other orders of the doorway. This is a tremendous step forward, in the spirit
of Ruskin, as the new work actually adds something of beauty and interest and therefore
of value to the Minster, without pretending to be ancient work, or copying what was there
before and had become too fragile (as at Lincoln) to remain in situ. In fact the west portal
exactly meets another of Ruskin’s ideas about restoration (or re-creation as I would prefer
to call it) when something has truly outlived its useful life, or has been destroyed, or which
needs protection in a museum environment because of its condition: »Look necessity full
in the face, and understand it in its own terms […] do it honestly, and do not set up a Lie
in their place.«13

Finally, Ruskin gave the best advice which has ever yet been given about the alternative
to restoration, which is the patient day-by-day or year-by-year responsible vigilance and
maintenance of a historic building, advice which in many official quarters has yet to be acted
upon. We could all do worse than commit the following lines of Ruskin, incandescent with
conviction, to heart: »Take proper care of your monuments, and you will not need to re-
store them. A few sheets of lead put in time upon the roof, a few dead leaves and sticks
swept in time out of a water-course, will save both roof and walls from ruin […] do not care
about the unsightliness of the aid: better a crutch than a lost limb; and do this tenderly, and
reverently, and continually, and many a generation will still be born and pass away beneath
its shadow.«14

I have said earlier that I believe the essence of »universal value«, that is
something which can be said to be an aspect of the patrimony of all humanity, lies in cre-
ativity, spirituality and wholeness. »Wholeness« may be the critical quality inherent in wil-
derness places, like the untamed landscape and astonishing wildlife of St Kilda; though
even there the ingenuity or inventiveness of the St Kildans led them to construct over 1,400
»cleits« or storage chambers which run like a silver thread across the landscape. Adam
Nicolson has commented on the connexion between islands and holiness, pointing out that
there is evidence that »in Britain, in particular, islands were thought of as holy places long
before the Christian idea of the hermit arrived here from Egypt in the sixth century«, and
quoting the Classical Roman author Plutarch to the effect that »many of the islands off Bri-
tain were uninhabited and widely scattered, some of them being named after deities and
demigods«15. In fact all the World Heritage Sites which I have visited, in many different
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countries, seem to have to one degree or another the quality of »spirituality«, though often
observers will use different words, for example speaking about »intangible values« or about
the »magic« of the place. 

I want now to refer to one or two more examples, the first being Stone-
henge, one of the best-known of all heritage sites, in all probability, though few seem to
realise that the World Heritage Site does not consist simply of the »stones«, the monu-
mental heroic circle of stone megaliths which has fascinated artists and antiquaries for many
centuries. [illus. 3] In fact the World Heritage Site’s official designation is »Stonehenge, Ave-
bury and Associated Monuments«; a recent study has pointed out that this is in fact an extra-
ordinary archaeological and cultural landscape and that for the first time such a new under-
standing gives us an opportunity to treat it as such, and to respect the »wholeness« of its
character: the landscape consists of over 2,000 hectares of land containing a high density of
both buried and visible archaeological sites and monuments, in fact there are 738 individ-
ual archaeological sites or monuments; and we can say that the landscape is the »result of
millennia of interactions between people and their environment and reflects the changing
cultures, belief systems and technologies from the Mesolithic to the modern day«16. 

Illus. 2 Lincoln Cathedral. The Romanesque Frieze is being moved to museum conditions on
account of its fragility. The illustrations shows one of the new versions, not copies, alongside 
(on the right) an 18th century replacement.
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It is now more than a decade since the present state of provision for visitors and access
to Stonehenge was described by a Committee of Parliament as a »national disgrace«. It is
the result of a concentration of almost intractable factors, the most difficult being that the
megalithic circle – which all visitors want to see – is on the edge of a busy main road, the
A344, and that road intersects a short distance away with one of the busiest roads leading
from London to the south-west, the A303. There are now a number of hopeful signs of
potential improvement in the situation. One is that English Heritage (which owns the stones,
on behalf of the nation, and a small area of land around them) and The National Trust
(which owns the wider estate which comprises the Stonehenge landscape or »amphithe-
atre«) now have a joint Project Team, and the two organisations seem to have both the will
and the mechanism to find a way ahead. There is also an extensive programme of consul-
tation, with local people, with national heritage and tourist interests, and with other »stake-
holders«, which is a new and useful expression which has lately come into heritage par-
lance and which essentially means anyone who has an interest in a particular site or matter.
Another is that the Government has announced its agreement in principle to putting a
stretch of the A303 road into a tunnel, and to closing the road which passes directly by
Stonehenge, the A344. These major changes cannot take place without a local public
enquiry, which is expected to start in the autumn of 2003, and then – depending upon the
outcome of that enquiry – a favourable decision by the Government minister concerned.
From the heritage point of view we are naturally anxious to know that the Government is
serious, that the huge sums of money will be forthcoming, and that the tunnel for the A303
will be long enough and will be a bore tunnel and not a »cut-and-cover« tunnel. Meanwhile,
a third important factor is that English Heritage has been able to buy a farm called Count-
ess East, some two and a half miles away, on the north-western edge of the nearby town of
Amesbury. The plan is to construct a Visitor Centre here which will have all the facilities

Illus. 3 Stonehenge, part of the WHS of Stonehenge, 
Avebury & Associated Monuments. The circle of stone
megaliths.
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to make the modern pilgrim feel welcome, looked after, and informed: well-landscaped car
parking, lavatories, a coffee shop, an exhibition which will introduce the whole Stonehenge
landscape, and a shop selling guidebooks, postcards and other merchandise. Following the
introductory experience, visitors will proceed to the rear of the building where a stylish bus
will whisk them through a tunnel under the neighbouring road, and along a former in-
dustrial railway track, to arrive at the top of King Barrows Ridge, from where there is a won-
derful view of the Stonehenge »amphitheatre«, and the stones some tantalising 15–20 min-
utes walk in the distance. It is a wonderful concept, and I believe that it will work, given
the willingness to experiment (there is a short-term and a long-term strategy), and given
the equal willingness to find ways of enabling the less able or non-ambulant visitor to reach
the stones. In fact there will be many alternative ways into the landscape, and it will be a
safer landscape when the roads have been pulled back from their current dominant aspect.
It is all very exciting. Moreover, the new Visitor Centre has been designed by the architects
Denton Corker Marshall, of Melbourne, Australia (but with an office in London) who have
a world-wide reputation for museums and other heritage-related buildings. The presenta-
tion I attended on site in December 2001 gave me great hope that the result would be a
really beautiful new building but, as always, there is a need to resolve some outstanding
questions so that the new arrangements do not, for example, impinge on the nearby listed
parkland of Amesbury Park. I am also hopeful that the transportation system could itself be
something stylish and attractive, and add perhaps a new »technical monument« to the land-
scape.

The question of a Visitor Centre in relation to a heritage site is one which preoccupies
many of us. I prefer to take a positive view and to hold that, if a Visitor Centre can be well
sited in relation to whatever site it serves and if it is well designed and crafted with respect
to local materials and traditions, then the result can be something distinctive and appro-
priate added to the heritage in our time. In Britain we have a number of good recent exam-
ples of both new buildings and adaptations of earlier ones. In 1992, the National Trust
opened a new Visitor Centre at the World Heritage Site of Studley Royal & Fountains Abbey,
designed by Edward Cullinan, who is known for his well-crafted buildings and his sympathy
for the genius loci; and in fact his Visitor Centre at the Studley Royal Estate makes lavish
use of dry-stone walling and lead for the roof coverings. It is, however, said to be expensive
to run and over-ambitious for its site. Certainly the facilities it provides are excellent, and
the administration for the Estate has now moved into it as well so that the space is more
intensively used than before. 

At Avebury, which is the other main focus of the World Heritage Site of »Stonehenge,
Avebury & Associated Monuments«, the National Trust has again taken the lead and com-
missioned state-of-the-art visitor facilities but here they make clever use of the farm build-
ings of Avebury Manor farm: the shop is in the former cart shed, the restaurant and lava-
tories are in the former stables, and the introductory exhibition (which includes archive
film material, and other vivid techniques) is in a large medieval barn, which has meanwhile
been beautifully repaired and conserved. 
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Two Visitor Centres that have recently opened in Scotland seem to me to be specially
worthy of mention: one is the Visitor Centre at Arbroath Abbey, commissioned from James
Simpson by Historic Scotland, and superbly built of red sandstone, beautifully crafted, and
wonderfully well-related to the west front of the Abbey church; and the other, opened only
in June 2002, is the Visitor Centre at Glencoe, in the Highlands, designed by Gaia Archi-
tects of Edinburgh, for the National Trust for Scotland. [illus. 4] This most recent Visitor
Centre of all, although Glencoe is not actually a World Heritage Site (but a case could eas-
ily be made), has pleased me greatly. For heritage sites, and World Heritage Sites in parti-
cular, should surely be setting the highest standards in terms of ecological responsibility, of
stewardship of the earth’s resources, in the present-day and increasingly-urgent spirit of John
Ruskin. First of all, the building does not register as one huge building, but is laid out as a
»clachan« (Gaelic for »village«), so looks more like a settlement than a building. The archi-
tects have suggested, rightly, that »this allows what is a large building to sit well within
both the wider landscape and a woodland setting, satisfy stringent planning conditions and
reduce the energy needed to ventilate the buildings.«17 I liked the responsible use of ma-
terials, principally timber: all the timber used has come from Scotland, respecting Ruskin’s
dictum that we should pay attention to the local (and also incidentally use less fossil fuel
in transporting materials from one country to another); the timber has not been treated che-
mically, on health grounds; and all components are removable for easy maintenance or
replacement. In fact, the whole building can be easily dismantled and re-assembled, if neces-
sary. I liked the use of colour also: off-whites, blues (roof coverings), and unstrident yel-
lows. The water used on the site comes from a spring in the hills above and is held in a
newly-constructed reservoir; it is treated through silver-copper ionisation, to avoid the need
for chlorination; the lavatories are low-flush and the taps low-flow. Sewage is treat ecolo-

Illus. 4 Glencoe Visitor Centre, Scotland. By Gaia
Architects for the National Trust for Scotland. 
On approach it looks more like a »clachan« or village.
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gically on site. Heat is provided by a boiler which burns locally-sourced woodchips. In fact,
from beginning to end, every aspect of the building and its relationship to its environment
seems to have been thought through. Best of all, perhaps, the buildings are raised up off the
ground so that tree roots and groundwater may rest undisturbed, there is adequate venti-
lation underneath, and the buildings have a light footprint which could easily be removed.
It is the absolute opposite of the approach of the great eighteenth-century English architect,
Nicholas Hawksmoor, whose gravestone proclaims: »Lie heavy on him earth, for he: Laid
many a heavy stone on thee«! Here at Glencoe we have a building which is new, beautiful,
well related to its landscape, modest in its inspirations, flexible, maintenance friendly, pro-
vides all the facilities which a modern visitor needs, and is above all sending the right mess-
ages of ecological friendliness and sustainability to a world which is hungry to know how
to do such things well, and appropriately. Moreover, I believe that it readily fulfils my con-
ditions of creativity, and wholeness; I would be prepared to argue also that it fulfils my con-
dition of spirituality, first of all in relation to the landscape, which is one of the most pain-
ful to visit (on account of the Glencoe Massacre of 1692) as well as one of the most beautiful
in terms of wild landscape in the British Isles; secondly, that ecological responsibility of this
intensity is a spiritual quality; and also because the buildings have the lightness and deli-
cacy of a Japanese temple. [illus. 5]

Illus. 5 Glencoe Visitor Centre, Scotland. The delicacy of the timber architecture and the inter-
mingling with the landscape recall Japanese temple architecture.
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I have been equally impressed and greatly moved by visiting in 2001 the
Leshan Buddha, in the Sichuan Province of south-west China. The Leshan Buddha was
carved out of the living rock, beginning in CE 873, the work of construction taking about
two hundred years. The impulse to construct it came from a Buddhist monk who was dis-
tressed by the number of ship-wrecks which occurred in the turbulent waters here at a point
where three rivers meet. It is part of an island, and the whole island with its eco-system is
a World Heritage Site. It is one of those places where the natural values and the spiritual
values seem equally important, and to add up to one spiritual whole. Although it is possi-
ble to arrive by boat, we arrived by road at the top of the site. There is ample car parking,
and clear signage, though sometimes the translation into English appeared somewhat
peremptory (e. g. »Keep Moving«); there is a small hotel in which it would surely be a
delight to stay, with a quiet courtyard and the atmosphere of pilgrimage – in fact it still is a
genuine place of pilgrimage, as I could see from the devout attitude of some of the visitors,
and not just a tourist experience or »heritage« site; there is a small »tourist village« where
postcards, stamps, and local craftwork can be purchased; and there is an admirable exhi-
bition which explains (as so few sites do) the conservation history of the site, from the
1870s onwards, when it was first rediscovered and freed from the over-burden of soil and
vegetation. In particular the recent conservation exercise was explained, and in this case –
apart from routine removal of vegetation and consolidation, in themselves important for the
long-term preservation of the Buddha – the work has included resurfacing the head (with
its remarkable curly hair), hands and feet; the main trials, to get the appropriate colour and
texture, are left exposed on the rock as a living exhibit and a useful control.

As at all places of pilgrimage, it is important to follow the route laid down
by custom and long usage. This is certainly possible here, as there are steps cut into the
rock on either side of the Buddha, and you descend one side and go up the other, taking in
as you do the breath-taking riverscape. It seems churlish to find something to complain at,
but the only notes which jarred with me were the notice preventing pilgrims from placing
gold leaf on the toe-nails of the Buddha, which I have often seen done at other sacred sites,
for example the World Heritage Sites of Ayutthya, Si Satchenalai, and Sukotai in Thailand,
and the fact that at the foot of the Buddha, when you turned to look upwards, the most
insistent visual impression in the foreground was a large blue umbrella bearing the legend
(in Chinese and English characters) »Pepsi-Cola«. [illus. 6] But we all make unintentional
mistakes, and you could at least light a stick of incense and say a prayer or chant a mantra
(as many did), or commission a calligraphic scroll recording your pilgrimage, at a small stall
set discreetly by the side. Altogether, a visit – or rather pilgrimage – to the Leshan Buddha
is a most satisfying experience.

As I review in my mind the World Heritage Sites that I have visited, and in some cases
advised on (for example Durham, St Kilda, Stonehenge and Studley Royal & Fountains
Abbey, and others in India, New Zealand and Thailand), I find myself more and more thank-
ful for the concept. It is most important that the inscription of a World Heritage Site on the
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World Heritage List does not become a political football, though there are many circum-
stances where it is all too easy for this to happen; a World Heritage Site should be able to
convey certain messages, and these are the messages which will make a reality of serving
the expectations and needs of all humanity: creativity, spirituality, wholeness. It is my hope
and aspiration that in the next thirty years, politicians, heritage specialists of all kinds, and
citizens, will feel more and more like stakeholders who have a real interest in and even pass-
ion for their World Heritage Sites. Craftsmen should be encouraged to take responsibility
for their own work. Architects should be given the opportunities to design new and beau-
tiful and ecologically-sound buildings. Old surfaces and weathered materials should be res-

Illus. 6 The Leshan Buddha, WHS, Sichuan Province,
China. The umbrella inscribed »Pepsi-Cola« strikes a wrong
note, but so much else here is exemplary in presentation of
the site to the public.

Noble ideal or political football?    237



pected. Local distinctiveness, in all its forms and possibilities, should be joyfully embraced
for materials and skills. Above all, we should be able to experience World Heritage Sites as
places which speak eloquently of those qualities and characteristics which truly unite shat-
tered and torn humanity. They should be, as often they are when not perverted for tourism
in the wrong or negative sense or exploited for any other inappropriate reason, places of
healing and refreshment. In short, they should be places of giving, and there can be no
nobler ideal nor time at which this has been more needed.

The first thirty years of the World Heritage Convention is indeed something to be thank-
ful for, and to be celebrated.
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