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On Porter’s Reims

Shirin Fozi

EW ARTICLES HAVE AFFECTED MY THINKING AS MUCH AS “GOTHIC ART,

the War and After,” the short, blunt, and powerful essay that Arthur Kingsley

Porter wrote about the destruction of Reims Cathedral during the First World
War.”® Mourning the loss of the fallen vaults, the broken facade sculptures, and “the
warmest, the most pulsating, the most daring” stained glass known to medieval France,
Porter presented his eulogy for the cathedral as a caution against restoration. Trying to
repair the damage, he argued, would only present a falsification of the monument even
more pernicious than the destruction itself. He pleaded, “Let the destroyed monuments
of France stand as ruins, but noble, poetic, beautiful ruins, not machine-made, modern
churches”

As a graduate student in the twenty-first century, I was deeply moved by this
perspective, published in 1917. Porter was writing even as the destruction of his war was
still raging, and I was reading at a time when conflicts in the Middle East were causing
their own calamitous damage to invaluable artistic achievements of the past. That same
day, as I was hunting for images of Reims in the photograph archives of the Fine Arts
Library, I came across a professionally-made photogravure from Porter’s own private
collection. Produced at Reims at an unknown date during or just after the Great War, it
showed the sculpted Gothic head of some unidentified queen, a fragment broken from
the fabric of the cathedral and placed upon an unrelated pedestal. The picture had been
taken at a poetic three-quarters angle, the face of the queen framed by her soft veil,
her mild expression gazing into space with a sweet, sad expression. The photogravure
had been printed on textured paper, its matte surface and slightly yellowed appearance
revealing its own age and fragility. Everything about this object—the noble, beautiful
appearance of the fragment, the age of the photograph, and its ability to represent the
medieval history of the cathedral within the modern context of a brutal war—seemed
to speak in the language of Porter’s article. Seeing a picture that he himself had bought,
in some sense as a souvenir of the very destruction that had caused him such pain, I
suddenly saw Porter himself—a hero for the study of medieval sculpture, a towering
figure even among Harvard’s long line of distinguished art history faculty—as a tangible
presence, available not only through his writings, but also through this special access to
the images he himself had owned.

16 Arthur Kingsley Porter, “Gothic Art, the War and After;” The Journal of the American Institute of
Architects (October 1917): 485-487.
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This moment is still, for me, the central experience of the Fine Arts Library. More
than the sum of its vast holdings, the library and its archives represent the accumulated
experiences of generations of art historians, scholars who viewed their common past
through the shifting lenses of their own unique historical moments, and left behind
their papers, their photographs, and their perspectives for future generations to share.

Female head from Reims Cathedral. Reproduction. Arthur Kingsley Porter Collection, 175 R276 2C(z) 20.
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