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Future Anterior—the Tense and Tenor of Restoration
At every point the tense and tenor of the grammatical structure
of the future anterior has to do with archivization, restoration,
and preservation.1 It is precisely the tense of the future anterior that throws us into a time that never allows us to abide in
either the past or the future as accomplished. It simultaneously points to the future and to the past without being grounded
by the present, and therefore, upsets any notion of given
time. In other words, it is a time that will have never fully taken
place.2 And if we can’t be self-present to that time—a time that
cannot be entirely “grasped”—it will have never fully taken
place in us. The future anterior opens up a time rather than
assuming that it has already been interiorized as memory—or,
at the very at least, it will be a memory that is haunted by the
“materialized supplement” and “external” archive.3 In relation
to a discussion of the future anterior, Jacques Derrida notes:
“The given moment is never given. That this given moment be
given is just what is never given in advance, and here we have
arrived, too soon, of course, well in advance, at the question
of destination.”4
Curiously enough, the phrase “given moment” occurs in
the first sentence of the most infamous and enigmatic definition of restoration, written by the nineteenth-century architectural theorist and restorer Eugène Viollet-le-Duc. In volume
eight of his epic Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architectecture
française du XIe au XVI siècle he writes, “Both the word and
the thing are modern. To restore an edifice means neither
to maintain it, nor to repair it, nor to rebuild it; it means to
reestablish it in a finished state, which may in fact never have
actually existed at any given moment (moment donné).”5 The
rub, of course, is the coupling of “finished state” with “given
moment.” But Viollet-le-Duc perpetually modifies, and in fact
undermines, his notion of a “finished state” in his entry on
restoration, thus the emphasis is thrown back on that fact
that “the given moment be given is just what is never given in
advance.” If we are willing to grant a hearing to this interpretation, then the temporality of restoration that Viollet-le-Duc
outlines in that first sentence should be characterized as
“untimely”; a Nietzschean word that is never meant to suggest
a condition ‘out of time,’ but rather a time that is always in
excess of any given moment.6 From my perspective, it is exactly
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Viollet-le-Duc’s suspension of “any given moment” that makes
him so interesting for us now. There are no “givens” and no
“moments” that are over and above what he has—or for that
matter, what we have—to give to them.
But Viollet-le-Duc’s phrase has been taken as just the
opposite. Charles Rosen has recently summarized the most
widely accepted interpretation of Viollet-le-Duc’s temporality
of restoration:
For the restorationist, time was conceived as a directional
series of segmentable points, such that the best access to
history became the rational, inferential re-construction of
a given point or sequence of points on evidence available
in the present.7
In the practical language of restoration, this is meant to suggest that Viollet-le-Duc’s purported goal in restoring medieval
structures was to create a “unity of style” in a supposedly
pure state, even if that finished state (for example, thirteenthcentury Gothic) was part of a structure built over subsequent
centuries, and included styles from other eras. Most astute
commentators, however, including Rosen himself, are quick to
point out that Viollet-le-Duc never adhered to ‘absolute principles’—and they must add this required caveat since Violletle-Duc says this himself a few pages into his article in the
Dictionnaire Raisonné: “the adoption of absolute principles
for restoration could quickly lead to the absurd.”8 But these
caveats are ultimately construed to reinforce the dominant
interpretation, not to question it.
I would be more inclined to characterize Viollet-le-Duc’s
conception of time as “implicated”: a time that is not over
there “in segments”—a set of discrete temporal units following each other as successive moments in a line or sequence
organized in relationship to a distant and stable ‘present’—but
rather a time that we are part of, involved in, caught up in the
midst of, but which we never quite master, and are thus also
a-part from. In an age of rampant historicism, Viollet-le-Duc
was not content to provide an account of architecture that was
simply “in” history or time, segmented or not, but rather one
that opened up a time and history for architecture to come. If
the concept of the ‘untimely’ suggests the construction of an
origin that is a disruption in the fabric of time, and that opens
up a space for thought to happen as an event, then Michel
Foucault’s image of the relationship between historicity and
origin in The Order of Things captures Viollet-le-Duc’s attitude
towards historicism quite well: “It is no longer origin that
gives rise to historicity; it is historicity that…makes possible
the necessity of an origin which must be both internal and
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2. Drawing of an ideal thirteenth century Gothic cathedral by Viollet-le-Duc.
(Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture
française du XIe au XVIe siècle, vol. 2,
1866)

foreign to it: like the virtual tip of a cone…”9 The temporality of
this image of “the virtual tip of the cone” is that of the future
anterior: a time that we think of as originary precisely through
its outsidedness to any given moment and which is thus a perpetual deferral of its accomplishment. Viollet-le-Duc is acutely
aware that he is always “too late” and “too early” so, in a
sense, he is always tarrying with what one might call an ‘anticipated belatedness.’ And isn’t that one reading of the logic of
the future anterior? If we wanted to push this a bit further, we
could see the medieval itself as an allegory of that ‘origin’ for
Viollet-le-Duc; it is a time that is in the ‘middle of things,’ but
never accessible as such except through an acknowledgment
of something like the temporality of the future anterior.
But we tend to disavow or downplay the untimely qualities of Viollet-le-Duc’s project for a more stabilized and reassuring understanding of restoration as a matter of harmony,
balance, and organic totality. In fact, the grandest specter
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3. Viollet-le-Duc, frontispiece,
Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture
française du XIe au XVI siècle, vol. 8,
1866.

of all that haunts scholarship on Viollet-le-Duc, and that has
never really been displaced despite numerous revisions, is the
characterization of him as a structural rationalist. According to
this scenario, which scholars derive from Viollet-le-Duc’s own
writings, the Gothic cathedral is explained as a carefully calibrated technical device that equalizes and counterbalances
pressures onto specific points and thus demonstrates its mastering of material forces. The supposed homeostatic elasticity
of the Gothic structure—a function of its dynamic equilibrium
of interdependent parts—is then extrapolated to all aspects of
Viollet-le-Duc’s work, including his understanding of temporality, community, and politics. In an odd twist of fate, this has
become his legacy, the purported reason for his influence as
a theorist and a precursor of modern architecture, rather than
his sophisticated understanding of historicity and temporality.
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In what follows, I would like to suggest an account of the relationship between restoration and temporality through what I
will call Viollet-le-Duc’s ‘primal scene.’
Nachtraglichkeit at Notre Dame
In his “Premier Entretien,” the first of a series of twenty published lectures, Viollet-le-Duc recounts an “extremely vivid
emotion of [his] childhood,” which is still “fresh in [his] mind,
though the incident in question must have occurred at an age
which generally leaves none but the vaguest recollections.”
He recalls being carried into Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris by
his old servant as the “crowd was great.”10 The cathedral “was
hung with black.” Viollet-le-Duc’s gaze rested on the painted
glass of the southern rose window in the transept, “through
which the rays of the sun were streaming, coloured with the
most brilliant hues.” Suddenly, at the point where their “progress was interrupted by the crowd…the roll of the great organ
was heard,” but for Viollet-le-Duc, the sound of the organ “was
the singing of the rose-window before [him].”11 Although his
“old guide” attempted to undeceive him, “the impression
became more and more vivid, until [his] imagination led [him]
to believe that such or such panes of glass emitted grave and
solemn sounds, whilst others produced shriller and more
piercing tones; so that at last [his] terror became so intense
that he [the old servant] was obliged to take [him] out.”12
Need we be reminded that the notion of the gesamkunstwerk and synaesthesia are the romantic ciphers for aesthetic
totality? Viollet-le-Duc reinforces this connection in the sentences immediately before his description of the primal scene
in Notre-Dame, in which he discusses the organic relation
between Greek art and community, which he describes as:
Uniting in the same place the various expressions of Art,
to produce in the multitude a single feeling, a homogenous emotion…blending these diverse expressions into
a kind of symphony in which each of them was to combine
in producing at a given moment (my emphasis) an harmonious, complete accord!13
(Viollet-le-Duc goes on to undermine this ‘Hegelian’ scenario
of the perfect imbrication of matter and spirit in Greek art, but
I will not pursue that here.) But notice that Viollet-le-Duc’s
experience of synaesthesia in Notre-Dame—our marker of aesthetic totalization—was hardly comforting to the boy: “at last
[his] terror became so intense that the [the old servant] was
obliged to take [him] out.”14 Viollet-le-Duc’s terror and nausea
in this primal scene—the literal inability to assimilate what has
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4. Detail of a typical thirteenth-century rose window by Viollet-le-Duc
(Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture
française du XIe au XVIe siècle, vol. 8,
1866)

been incorporated—outlines the possibilities (or impossibilities) of restoration as such. These traumatic events suggest
the real possibilities and limitations of physical, aesthetic,
and historical restoration. The analogy to the Gothic cathedral is precisely not one of a harmonic symphony, but rather
a dissonance and excess of sensation more akin to a work
by Boulez, Berio, or Stockhausen. In other words, this scene
is a comment on the impossibility of—or better yet, disanalogy—between synaesthesia, the gesamkunstwerk, and restoration. It would appear that Viollet-le-Duc is unable to achieve
what the philosopher Rebecca Comay has called the aesthetic
mandate: “the attempt to convert pain into the plastic object
of empathic scrutiny.”15 This inability to fulfill the ‘aesthetic
mandate’ marks the limit of the drive to make whole what has
been broken.
What really emphasizes this as not just a primal scene
but also a powerful scene of instruction is that Viollet-le-Duc
includes his own subjectivity in the scene of representation.
One might say that he stages his desire towards his very
objects of interest, and thus his mode of attachment haunts
such object relations. Samuel Weber makes the provocative
claim that the modality of the future anterior—its entailing
a conjecture on an uncertain state of affairs, thus deferring
any sense of closure—requires a theoretical discourse that
stages its movement rather than describes its progress.16
Viollet-le-Duc’s staging of this primal scene has, like all primal
scenes, the temporal structure of nachtraglichkeit, Freud’s
major contribution to a theory of temporality.17 Viollet-le-Duc’s
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5. Interior view, south transept rose
window, Notre-Dame Cathedral, Paris,
France. (Public domain photograph)

primal scene is partially constructed through subsequent
experiences as an adult that then loop back and transform
that inaugural event in ongoing acts of analysis, revision and
reconstruction. Slavoj Žižek suggests much the same thing in
his discussion of the future anterior, when he notes that the
repressed past can only be known when interpretation itself
intervenes in its object and changes it.18 The temporality of
the future anterior in and as nachtraglichkeit disrupts the very
possibility of a division between an event experienced in ‘its
time’ and temporal anachronism.19 More precisely, it gives
that dislocated relationship a structure, logic, and traumatic
efficacy.
One might even go so far as to say that the temporal logic
of the historical monument as such is “the future anterior of
the after-the-fact.”20 If Viollet-le-Duc was the first to explore
this temporality in depth during his life-long work with the
Commission des Monuments Historiques, then Alois Riegl
provided the first explicit thematization of this temporality in
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his seminal essay “The Modern Cult of Monuments” (1903). In
that essay, Riegl distinguishes between the intentional monument (gewollte) and the historical monument, which he characterizes as unintentional (ungewollte). Riegl makes it very
clear that intentional monuments are constituted a priori, and
unintentional ones are constituted a posteriori or belatedly as
historical monuments.21
Viollet-le Duc’s account of his primal scene suggests that
we should be wary of the temptation to separate his so-called
over-imaginative work from his more ‘serious’ adherence to
standards of archaeological objectivity. These are certainly the
polar regions of Viollet-le-Duc’s thought and practice, but I am
not convinced such a cleaving is possible or even desirable.
There is, one might argue, no objective ground or reality that
anchors his imaginative work; rather, it is the traumatic real of
his fantasy scenes that gives the so-called reality or objective
ground its consistency in the first place (needless to say the
more precise an account we can provide of the nature of this
consistency the better). Or to put this in a slightly different
way, we might say that in his work fact and fantasy interpret
each other, and without the fantasy we would not have much
to be interested in, because we are precisely interested in his
“interestedness” in the historical object.22 That is, in restoration it is our investments in objects that is our primary interest; our ‘cathexes’ (to use the language of Freud), which are
always an investment with ‘interest.’ Which is simply to say
that architecture stubbornly remains a perpetual transformational object that never completely splits into a clearly demarcated subject-object or subject-subject relationship, nor does
it do away with the antagonisms, conflicts, aggressions, and
resistances that such objects call forth. The ‘tense’ of the
future anterior enables us to shift in a nuanced way within
the complex temporal conditions that the restoration process
entails.
The Future Anterior to Come
Some brief words of caution about the future anterior are
also in order here. We must be careful not to overstress the
anticipatory aspects of the future anterior. If we do, “the what
will have arrived” disintegrates into the much less interesting simple future, “it will arrive,” and the simple past, “it has
arrived.” My sense is that Viollet-le-Duc tends to avoid this
trap. Evidently we need to preserve the “singular both” of
the “past anterior” and the “future to come” in order to avoid
something like Leon Krier’s “creative (forward-looking) restoration,” or debased forms of nostalgia that we are reminded
of on the anniversaries of September 11th.23 One can therefore
understand reservations about the possible dangers of sub62

lating the past anterior and the future to come in the name of
some forms of the future anterior.24 But that is a risk that we
must take. The time is right for the future anterior; a time that
opens a space for thinking about the very real stakes of restoration, preservation, and temporality. It welcomes that future
to come that has not yet arrived, but that will have been written in its name.
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