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In this article authors consider the dilemma of whether or not to reconstruct architectural 

monuments in the context of recovering their religious and cultural meaning. The dilemma 

reaches beyond the question of whether to restore historic buildings. It becomes about 

preservation of cultural heritage. As the significance of historic monuments extends beyond 

their physical form, care and consideration must be taken on how to approach the restora-

tion process to preserve the specific meaning of these monuments after the restoration. Here 

we discuss the historical, religious and philosophical context of creation and destruction  

of the Bamiyan Buddhas. These considerations will be used as example on whether ancient 

architectural monument should or should not be restored. 
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В представленной статье авторы рассматривают вопросы реконструкции архи-

тектурных памятников в контексте восстановления их историко-культурной цен-

ности. Разрушение культурного наследия человечества в силу социальных или при-

родных факторов происходит повсеместно, и соответственно дилемма восста-

навливать их либо нет становится фокусным вопросом в каждом конкретном слу-

чае и требует комплексного подхода с точки зрения этической, религиозной и эко-

номической целесообразности. Совокупный подход к решению аналогичных задач 

представлен на примере рассмотрения вопроса о целесообразности реставрации 

религиозных памятников в Бамианской долине. 

Ключевые слова: реконструкция, архитектурные памятники, восстановление,  

реставрация, историко-культурная ценность, целесообразность. 

 

Introduction Global destruction of cultural heritage is occurring worldwide and brings 

into focus the question of whether or not to reconstruct architectural monuments as a means 

of recovering their meaning. The 2001 demolition of the ancient Buddha statues in the Bam-
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iyan Valley in Afghanistan foreshadowed a wave of deliberate desecration of the world’s 

iconic cultural sites, including Palmyra and Aleppo in Syria [1]. Natural disasters and human 

activity are also destroying significant architectural sites, as happened during the 2015 

earthquake in the Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, where hundreds of structures within the World 

Heritage Site have been affected. 

Discussion The dilemma reaches beyond the question of whether to restore historic 

buildings. It becomes about preservation of cultural heritage. The Russian philologist Dmitry 

Likhachev accurately stated the essence of the problem: “A person who does not like to see 

old photos of his parents does not appreciate them, and if a person is indifferent to historical 

monuments, then he is indifferent to his country” [2; p. 209]. Architectural monuments help 

us to understand the history, promote respect for different traditions and help in cultivating 

national pride. As the significance of historic monuments extends beyond their physical 

form, care and consideration must be taken on how to approach the restoration process  

to preserve the cultural meaning of these monuments after the restoration. 

These kinds of questions are especially important for future architects because of the 

grand scale of restoration work and consequently large costs involved in such projects. A lot 

of architectural objects that were once considered great cultural achievements were lost 

throughout history, and we only know about them from written sources where they were 

depicted in paintings or sculptural descriptions. Most of them were built to proclaim the 

power of ruling authorities or for religious purposes. Therefore, the pros and cons for deci-

sion making about the necessity of undertaking such projects must be considered by special-

ists who have expertise in multiple areas such as architecture, history, sociology, etc. 

History suffers from near-sightedness. When we look at the historical and cultural herit-

age of humanity over the last few millennia, we tend to focus on what we lost relatively re-

cently. For example, the idea to rebuild a copy of the Library of Alexandria or Pharos Light-

house does not rise to the top of the agenda. But following the disruptions of the 20th century 

during World War II, when European masterpieces of architecture and art were destroyed,  

a powerful wave of reconstruction projects drove public attention to the immense value  

of cultural heritage of humanity as a whole. Some of the European cities like Dresden were 

literally rebuilt and reconstructed almost as a precise copy of how they looked before the war. 

The restoration debate acquired a new meaning following a vandalizing event that oc-

curred in the very start of 21st century in Afghanistan. European historians, anthropologists 

and humanitarian ambassadors initiated a prominent media campaign in the effort to bring 

attention to the destruction of the Buddha statues of Bamiyan. A group of Swiss architects 

developed a detailed plan as to how to restore the destroyed monument based on the  

3D photogrammetric reconstruction [4; p. 10]. However, the same approach as was undertak-

en with post-war reconstruction of European cities was criticized as a culturally-insensitive at-

tempt to imposed western values and standards to restoration of a Buddhist cultural monu-

ment. Here we discuss the historical, religious and philosophical context of creation and de-

struction of the Bamiyan Buddhas. These considerations will be used inform an opinion  

on whether this ancient architectural monument should or should not be restored. 

Architectural reconstruction became prominent in the nineteenth-century Western 

cultures, when the concept of historical monuments was created and awareness of a historic 
past was developed due to the rapid industrialization and detachment from past traditions 

[1]. Architects sought to replace missing parts of historic monuments as a means of restoring 
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them to their previous splendor. French Gothic Revival architect and theorist Eugène Em-
manuel Viollet-le-Duc’s reconstruction of the walls of the historic fortified city of Carcas-

sonne, France, is an example of such effort [3]. In the twentieth century, this trend was par-

ticularly strong in North America, where historical replicas served as living history museums, 
popular forms of presentation and interpretation of the past. 

When it comes to religious and cultural monuments, however, the question of wheth-

er to restore them or not becomes more complicated. The destruction of UNESCO Cultural 

World Heritage Sites (WHS) in conflict zones is devastating and continues to spark heated 

debate on reconstruction. Communities who behold the cultural assets of WHS ascribe spe-

cial meaning and value to these monuments. However, it may be difficult to retrieve the 

Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), including authenticity and integrity after irreversible 

damage has been done. ‘If a World Heritage property is destroyed and later reconstructed, 

could it still be recognized as World Heritage?’ is a critical question that was raised during  

a colloquium on ‘Post-Trauma Reconstruction’ held at ICOMOS Headquarters in March 2016 

[7; p.74]. This question informs the approach to reconstruction practices and principles.  

During the summit, the experts formulated a series of questions that included tech-

nical, historic, ethical and community considerations for setting up restoration guidelines [6]. 

Some of these questions are:  

1) What is the quality of documentation and information that will serve for restoration? 

2) What exactly should be recovered?  

3) To what extent is reconstruction politically, financially and technically feasible?  

4) Are the same construction materials and craft skills available? Should they, alone,  

be employed?  

5) Should contemporary building codes, mechanical/electrical/plumbing systems and 

sustainability principles be employed to upgrade original designs?  

6) Should the functions of the monuments remain the same?  

7) How much space can be left for new functions and design creativity? 

8) What are ‘the limits of acceptable change’? 

9) How can conflicting or competing interests and values be mediated? How can local, 

national and international visions be integrated?  

These are all complex, multifaceted questions that require an open debate and input 

from the local communities, as well as academic and religious scholars. Here we will only in-

vestigate the religious and philosophical aspects of the debate to discuss whether the resto-

ration of the Bamiyan Buddhas is warranted in the current historic and cultural context.  

One of the stunning examples of monumental religious art are two giant Buddha stat-

ues in the Bamiyan Valley. The statues were unknown to most people until a tragic event 

brought attention of the media around the world to them in 2001. After Taliban militia 

threatened to destroy the ancient statues, international organizations such as UNESCO and 

ICOMOS displayed great effort in trying to preserve and then (after the statues were 

bombed) to restore them. A group of scientists at the ETH Zurich has proposed to perform  

a 3D computer reconstruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas which can possibly serve for rebuild-

ing the statues at their original site [5].  

This proposal provokes ethical debate about whether the giant Buddhas should be re-

stored. Because the statues belong to Asian cultural heritage, in deciding the fate of the Bamiyan 

Buddhas we must take into consideration the Buddhist perspective on the function and purpose 
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of visual art. Since Buddhism propagates anti-materialism, impermanence of all things, and de-

scribes the ultimate purpose of art as a means of gaining enlightenment, the reconstruction  

of Bamiyan Buddhas would go against the principles of Buddhism and should not be carried out. 

In the Buddhist world art serves a different purpose than in Western society. Rather 

than being objects of admiration, works of art are meant to provide aid to meditation,  

to teach about the Buddhist doctrine, and ultimately to help the viewer attain enlighten-

ment. To a Buddhist, ancient stupas with their carved reliefs, statues and images of Buddha 

or Boddhisattva, thangkas and mandalas possess a great spiritual value, while for a non-

follower they do not have any significance besides their aesthetic qualities. Historically many 

pilgrims and merchant had travelled to witness the two colossal statues of Buddha in the 

Bamiyan valley, Afghanistan, situated on what is called the “Silk Road”, a great trade route 

that for more than a thousand years connected China and Western Asia. Many Buddhist 

must have been inspired to make the pilgrimage to see these amazing statues. The site likely 

served as a religious instrument that promoted the spread of Buddhism.  

But the Silk Road has been inactive for several centuries; the contemporary history  

of Afghanistan has been associated with politics of isolation and the country has been closed 

for tourists and pilgrims. The Bamiyan Buddhas have served their purpose during the period 

starting from the sixth century CE when they were built through the thirteenth century when 

the Silk Road stopped serving as a shipping route. After this they became largely forgotten. 

The idea of impermanence being one of the three marks of existence is central to Bud-

dhist doctrine. Everything in this world is in a constant state of flux and therefore attach-

ment to things is the cause of suffering. This idea exemplifies a keen natural observation  

of the decline of all things, be it a human being or a stone sculpture.  

Scientists working on the project to restore the statues determined that the niche  

in the cliff needs additional reinforcement or it will collapse in the next two hundred years 

due to natural decay. To take this further, in a million years the entire cliff will be reduced  

to dust. Is there a point in trying to go against the universal principle (known as the Second 

Law of Thermodynamics) that all things to fall into disorder? Buddhism more than any other 

philosophical concept embraces this principle: “Everything changes, nothing remains with-

out change”, as the Buddha himself proclaimed. Trying to preserve the statues in Bamiyan 

Valley is just a futile attempt to go against nature and against the Buddhist doctrine.  

Closely related to the concept of impermanence is the idea of non-attachment to ma-

terial things. “Attachment is the origin, the root of suffering; hence it is the cause of suffer-

ing,” the Dalai Lama said in one of his lectures at Harvard in 1988 [8; p.45]. This idea of non-

attachment to material things applies also to objects of art. In Buddhism the esoteric,  

or hidden, aspect of artwork is much more important than the exoteric, or visual. The Bami-

yan Buddhas are thought to have once been lavishly decorated, with face masks that were 

painted cold and encrusted with rubies. In fact, precious metals and stones, rare and expen-

sive paints and materials are often used in Buddhist art. This may seem contradictory to the 

Buddhist standpoint on materialism at first; however, the reason for using valued substances 

is that they are associated with prized spiritual qualities. Elaborate and expensive decoration 

was meant to add to the mystical power of the statues. Even more importantly, there must 

have been thousands of the rituals performed around the statues in the Bamiyan Valley that 

contributed to their sanctity.  
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Considering the respective weights of material and spiritual components of the Buddhist 

statues, an important question arises: If the statues were to be restored by the team of Swiss 

scientists in exact detail, would they still have the esoteric value of the original Bamiyan Bud-

dhas that were carved out by hands of Buddhist monks and prayed to for more than a thou-

sand years? And if not, is there a reason in restoring the statues that were thought to have  

no artistic value before they were destroyed? It seems like the attempt to reconstruct the 

statues is merely another challenge which demonstrates the extent of technical progress and 

an act of benevolence offered by the western civilization to preserve Eastern cultural artifacts.  

In Buddhist philosophy, works of art, such as Bamiyan Buddhas, are material objects, 

which are, by definition, perishable. Therefore, attachment to transient things, such as ob-

jects of art, is futile and ultimately leads to suffering [9-10]. The meaning that they convey 

lies deep beneath layers of golden paint and masses of rock. It is the idea that is important 

and not the visual representation. Building copies of the Bamiyan Buddhas is not likely  

to assist those who seek spiritual enlightenment; the only institution that would benefit 

from this project is the tourist industry, producing tons of useless material artifacts with im-

ages of the restored Buddhas. Restoration of the Bamiyan Buddhas is contradictory to the 

teachings of Buddhism.  

Conclusion. To make a decision about reconstruction of historical cultural monuments 

a lot of questions have to be raised and discussed. Summarized approach to reconstruction 

practices and principles must include technical, historic, ethical and community considera-

tions for setting up restoration guidelines.  Local, national and international visions on those 

problems should be considered as well. 
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