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1. Borobudur in grave danger

Borobudur was simply a mound of rub-
ble and earth, overgrown with shrubs and
trees, when it was rediscovered in 1814.
A total clean-up that followed soon,
transformed it into a huge monument
that later on became well-known all over
the world.

Minor excavations and restaurations,
carried out at intervals during the 19th
century, rescued it for ever from further
oblivion. Towards the end of the century,
however, it was realised that the wup-
keep of such a big monument required
more than incidental repairs only. And
so huge plans regarding what would be
the best way to secure its soundness
were made and taken into the most serious
considerations, leading finally to the Go-
vernment’s decision to restore it as far as
possible.

It was Th. van Erp, a man of genius, to
whom credit was given for the execution
of this large scale restoration. Within 4
years, from 1907 till 1911, he acquitted
himself of this formidable task. And it
is to him, indeed, that the present genera-
tion is indebted for the regained greatness
of Indonesia’s most magnificent historical
monument.

Van Erp apparently did not think it
necessary to dismantle the slanting walls
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and the sagging floors. It might have been
because of financial considerations, but it
is true that his ingenuity found out the
solution with regard to the keeping in
balance of the walls and the floors by
means of the construction of new, rein-
forced floors over the entire galleries and
platforms.

And Van Erp’s calculations and technic-
al precautions prove to be quite reliable,
at least during the following 50 years.

Due to the complete confidence that Van
Erp always had enjoyed from the Archae-
ological Service of Indonesia, the saggings
and even the leaning walls were further
taken for granted. Only regular observa-
tions and measurings were carried out as
a routine work.

Special attention was therefore paid to
the physical alterations of the surface of
the stones, that showed more and more
evidences of deterioration. With regard
to this particular phenomenon UNESCO
was asked for its advices in 1956. And her
expert, the late Professor Coremans, came
after one month of minute examinations
to the conclusion that the main and fun-
damental cause of the degradation of the
stones was: water. He was not able,
however, to recommend the proper means
of how to stop definitely the harmful
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effects of the moistness of the stones,
without creating new harmful agents of
another kind.

In 1959 the discovery of an alarming
deviation in the leaning process of the
walls diverted the attention towards the
moisture problem. Measurings and level-
lings showed that certain parts of the
leaning walls followed quite another way
of development than could be expected.
According to the figures those parts were
developing into an upright position!

A close examination pointed out that
the measurings were very much distracted
by bubblings on the surface of the walls.
Some of those bubbles even covered the
whole middle part of the walls, so that
it became very clearly visible that several
stones had shifted from their original
places while new cracks were found at
many Spots.

Moreover, an intensive survey all over
the leaning walls brought to light that
irregularities in the development of the
slanting and sagging process were found
in many other parts of the monument,
though not of the same kind.

A further investigation towards the cause
of the bubblings and other irregularities
led to the conclusion that again water
was the greatest enemy. Around those
particular places the flowing away of the
water inside the monument was apparently
retarded due to the less permeability of
the soil. The accumulation of water of
course brings pressure to bear upon those
parts of the walls, so that a shift in a
horizontal direction takes place.

As the presence of such an unexpected
force had always been excluded from any
calculation, it was found out that continuous

observations and regular measurings were
no longer allowable. The less so, as the
process of decay will naturally go on in
an accelerated pace.

And that is why it is only reasonable
that in 1960 the Archaeological Service
drew the Government’s attention to the
alarming condition of Indonesia’s greatest
monument by declaring: Borobudur is in
grave danger!

2. The problem of safeguarding

It is a matter of fact that a monument
in the open air is exposed to rainfall and
sunshine, and subject to cold and heat,
alternating by the turning of wet and dry
seasons and of day and night. It is quite
impossible to prevent it from the destructive
effects of weathering processes. A total
isolation from the air, by chemicals for
instance, will certainly do more harm,
as the stones must keep «breathingy».
So another means 'should be looked for.
And in doing so, a thorough study of the
weathering process should be carried out.

As said, the main cause of deterioration
is the harmful effect of water. The rain-
water penetrates the monument through
the vertical seams between the stones
of the galleries and the platforms, and
also through the holes in the porous stones
themselves. It further flows downwards
along the slopes of the hill inside the
structure, while binding minerals and salts
from. the eroding earth. It then penetrates
the lower lying walls of the monument
in an outward direction through the hori-
zontal seams and holes and evaporates
at the surface of the stones.

It stands to reason that the above sim-
plified course of things is only partially
true. Much of the water remains inside the
monument, being kept by the earthen core






