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Re-Making French
Revolutionary
Iconoclasm

Richard Clay

Vandalism and the autonomy of art
As Peter Weibel has written, “Since the French
Revolution, the breaking of images and des-
truction of idols has been linked to the rhetoric
of progressive revolutionary politics”!. His com-
ments point to the ongoing resonance of what
one might call the “iconoclasm” (etymologically,
“image breaking”) of the revolutionary decade in
France and, indeed, its historiography. In 2011,
global news coverage of the struggle to topple
the Gaddafi regime in Libya regularly included
films or photographs of Libyans defacing, pulling
down, trampling, or burning images associated
with the temporal government whose authority
they were challenging. The breaching of repre-
sentational objects” physical integrity continues
to be a means by which diverse groups and in-
dividuals represent and imagine contested power
relations between a state, its citizens, and wider
communities. Significantly, none of the Western
news reports of the recent events described
above seemed to acknowledge any contemporary
condemnation of the perpetrators. No interviews
were disseminated with the artists whose work
was damaged, and no reports featured suppor-
ters of the regimes who on political or historical
grounds could have regarded as valuable the da-
maged objects?. In contrast, when the Bamiyan
Buddhas in northern Afghanistan were destroyed
over the course of several days by the Taliban in
2001, media outlets widely reported UNESCO’s
condemnation of an act of “vandalism” that in-
volved objects whose historical and aesthetic
worth the organization acknowledged? (fig. 1).
Tellingly, the Taliban’s actions were labeled
with a term that was coined during the French
Revolution to connote the alleged barbarism of
contemporaries whose damaging of represen-
tational objects was considered comparable to
the behavior of the German tribe, the Vandals,
which sacked ancient Rome*. The term’s original

users, like the authors of the available books on
“vandalism” during the French Revolution and
UNESCO, implicitly recognized targeted objects
as being privileged products of a civilization’s
material culture that were of such aesthetic and
historical worth that they should be regarded as
being set apart from wider struggles in the world.
Scholars focusing on treatment of the Bamiyan
Buddhas, on the other hand, like more recent
historians of the Revolution, have avoided the
pejorative phrase “vandalism” and deployed al-
ternatives deemed more appropriate by resear-
chers aspiring to the unachievable goal of ob-
jectivity®. Implicitly or explicitly, the authors
acknowledge that the value given to represen-
tational objects can vary from viewer to viewer
and that academics should be wary of using their
own culturally specific value systems when ex-
plaining, rather than condemning or condoning,
the behavior of the people whom they study.
Since the publication of Le Vandalisme jacobin
by Gustave Gautherot in 1914¢, only two mono-
graph-length studies have focused on iconoclasm
during the Revolution; tellingly, both books also
referred to “vandalism” in their titles. The first,
by Louis Réau, appeared in 1959 and was repu-
blished in a longer form in 19947; the second, by
Frangois Souchal, was published in 1990%. Both
authors made key contributions to their field of
study, offering widely researched (if often poorly
referenced) surveys of a vast and complex field.
They made extensive use of newspapers and
pamphlets, diary entries, letters, and the mass
of detailed official records pertaining to govern-
ment programs of iconoclasm that followed the

1. The larger

of the Bamiyan
Buddhas, in
1963 (left) and
after destruction
by the Taliban
in 2001 (right).
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2. Anonymous,
Alexander Lenoir
defending the
monument of

the Abbaye de
Saint-Denis, Paris,
Musée du Louvre,
Rothschild col-
lection.

3. Hubert Robert,
The Bastille dur-
ing the First Days
of its Demolition,
1789, Paris,
Musée
Carnavalet.
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proscription of signs of feudalism, of royalty in
1792, and of “superstition” in 1793, as well as
unofficial acts throughout the period. Although
both authors also engaged with comparably ex-
tensive records relating to the official preserva-
tion of objects — an area that is also the focus of a
rich historiography? —, Réau’s and Souchal’s em-
phasis lay firmly on describing, accounting for
and condemning damage they labelled as “van-
dalism”, rather than on contemporaneous pre-
servationist practices and debates. In trying to
explain the alleged barbarism of “vandalism”,
Réau asserted that much revolutionary destruc-
tion was motivated by cupidity, but he also clai-
med that to “vandals” beauty was “’une épine
dans l'ceil’. La beauté les offense et les humilie.
Les étres inférieurs, et qui ont conscience de leur
infériorité, haissent instinctivement tout ce qui
les dépasse”!? (fig. 2). Even when discussing the
foundation of the Louvre museum during the
first Republic, Réau’s choice of sources highlight-
ed revolutionary resistance to, rather than sup-
port for, preservation'!.

By the time of the Republic’s foundation,
however, legislation already protected pros-
cribed objects that teams of artists, connois-
seurs and amateurs deemed to be of sufficient
aesthetic and/or historical worth to warrant
preservation. In other words, sets of goods pri-
vileged by experts on these grounds had come
to be recognized by the state as being autono-
mous of — that is to say, set apart or detached
from — wider political and religious struggles
and therefore worthy of physical protection. The
champions of such views of culturally esteemed
objects had lived through the latter part of a cen-
tury over the course of which France had wit-
nessed what Olivier Christin has described as
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an “autonomisation du champ artistique et la
transformation des images (liées a une fonction
cultuelle ou politique) en ocuvres d’art (liées a
une fonction esthétique)”'?. Christin’s work is
important in that it points to the emergence, par-
ticularly among the educated classes, of autono-
mizing discourses relating to certain images and,
I would add, other kinds of particularly valued
cultural objects. Since the Revolution, such dis-
courses have gradually become more dominant,
underpinning Réau’s, Souchal’s and UNESCO’s
condemnations of “vandalism.” It is important to
acknowledge, however, that during the period of
the Revolution such views were far from being
universally held. This fact explains the scale of
official and unofficial object mutilations and des-
tructions that were, and often still are, bemoaned
by supporters of preservation who think about
objects and their treatment in ways that differ
from those whom they condemn as barbarians.

New approaches to iconoclasm

Nineteen years ago Richard Wrigley noted that
there was “an extensive literature on Revolutionary
iconoclasm”!®. He was writing in the aftermath
of the Revolution’s bicentenary, a time that saw
something of a surge in publications dealing with
the subject!*. Almost all of the authors, like several
of those whose work preceded them'®, eschewed
the term “vandalism” as an analytical category.
Many opted to write instead about “iconoclasm,”
choosing to more or less explicitly ignore Réau’s
observation that the latter word, being rooted in
the Greek eikon (image), could not be applied to
the treatment of buildings (which he quite rea-

sonably regarded as being a key part of the field
of study; fig. 3). In his influential 1997 book The
Destruction of Art, which focused on the centuries




following the Revolution, Dario Gamboni shared
some of Réau’s reservations about the limits of
the word “iconoclasm” but certainly not the ear-
lier historian’s condemnatory tendencies, suggest-
ing the term “the destruction of art” as an alter-
native'®. His nuanced discussion of the notion of
“destruction” acknowledged that his term shared
some problems with “iconoclasm” - i.e. the em-
phasis that both appear to place on an arguably
false dichotomy between making and breaking'”.
Indeed, he noted that “Richard Wrigley has rightly
insisted on the importance of transformation and
reuse” '8, a tendency that has since become appar-
ent in the historiography of the French Revolution
that avoids pejorative references to “vandalism.”
Recently, Andrew McClellan and I have
taken differing but complementary approaches
in essays on the same case study, that of Edmé
Bouchardon’s statue of Louis XV that stood in
the Place Louis XV in Paris (now the Place de la
Concorde) until revolutionaries pulled it down
in August 1792" (fig. 4). The tight spatial and
relatively broad chronological approaches adop-
ted in our respective studies allowed us to evi-
dence the sculpture’s contested and mutating
meanings and worth to diverse audiences from
its inauguration up to and beyond its toppling.
Building on the work of Stanley Idzerda and
Jeffrey Merrick*®, we explored how the sta-
tue’s meanings were regularly transformed by
words that were sung, spoken, or written about
(and sometimes even on) the monument?'.
Importantly, we also made extensive use of the
visual evidence provided by drawings, prints and
paintings — a choice that is surprisingly unusual
in the context of the historiography of icono-
clasm during the French Revolution. Many such
images reinforced officially endorsed views of
the royal sculpture’s significance, but the lif-
ting of censorship during the Revolution meant
that images could also begin to use depictions
of the statue, its overthrow, its empty pedestal,
or the sculpture of Liberty that replaced it as re-
presentational resources for criticizing contem-
porary regimes. As such, over the course of se-
veral decades the statue was repeatedly — in
Wrigley’s terms — “reused”, sometimes in words,
sometimes in images, but eventually through
the breaching of its physical integrity, which had
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arguably become more readily imaginable and

acceptable due to its earlier treatment.
McClellan’s findings and mine suggest that
while connoisseurs appreciated Bouchardon’s stat-
ue of Louis XV as an important masterpiece and
regretted its loss, many contemporaries saw the
object as indissociable from wider political strug-
gles and were therefore far less likely to resist its
toppling. This observation raises questions about
the extent to which images per se, and that privi-
leged category of “art objects” in particular, were
regarded in the past as being sets of signs warrant-
ing specific modes of treatment that necessarily
entailed respect for an object’s physical integrity
on the grounds of aesthetic quality or historical
value. Like Wrigley’s recent book on clothing dur-
ing the Revolution that discusses the trampling of
cockades and liberty bonnets?? or Adrian Bantjes’s
writings about revolutionary Mexico??, some of
my other research in this field has tended to ex-
plore the treatment of “images” or “art” but also
of other types of visual signs that do not fit readily

4. Anonymous,
Destruction of
the Equestrian

Statue of Louis XV
in Paris in 1792 —
Destruction of
the Pedestrian
Statue of

Louis XIV at

the Hotel de
Ville in Paris in
1792, Versailles,
Chateau de
Versailles.
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5. Anonymous,
Order of the
Procession of
the Reliquary of
Saint Genevieve
in Paris, 1709,
Paris, Archives
nationales.

into such categories?*. This broadening of the field
of study might be seen as dangerously stretching
the boundaries of “the history of art”; yet, in my
opinion, the most important recent contribution
to the development of scholarship on iconoclasm
during the French Revolution has come from be-
yond that discipline and focused on objects un-
likely ever to be classified as “art.”

Relics, religion and future research

Huge numbers of prints, drawings, paintings, and
sculptures that were damaged or destroyed during
the French Revolution were religious goods
housed in Churches, chapels, religious communi-
ties, or private citizens’ homes. But other kinds of
representational Catholic objects less readily de-
finable as “art” or even “images,” including cos-
tumes, banners, silverware, and relics, were sub-
jected to similar treatment. It is the latter objects
that are at the center of Stéphane Baciocchi’s and
Dominique Julia’s “Reliques et Révolution fran-
gaise (1789-1804)”, one part of a major scholar-
ly project being undertaken at the Centre d’an-
thropologie religieuse européenne at the Ecole
des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris?’.
Half of their 102-page study concentrates pointe-
dly on the period preceding de-Christianisation
in 1793-1794. Scholars of iconoclasm have pre-
viously paid some attention to the treatment of
reliquaries in this earlier phase of the Revolution,
when the material value of certain objects offi-
cially justified their melting down, while the per-
ceived aesthetic and historical worth of others
meant they were spared the mint. Baciocchi’s
and Julia’s detailed archival work, on the other
hand, is primarily concerned with the relics to
which no material or aesthetic value was attribu-
ted and whose historical value was often contes-
ted even among Catholics. Their research re-
minds us that the treatment of relics depended in
part on contemporaries’ views regarding their re-
ligious value as devotional objects. For example,
the market women who led numerous proces-
sions to pay honor to Saint Genevieve of Paris in
the summer of 1789 did so in thanks for her help
in protecting the Parisians who had stormed the
Bastille. To them, the relic, its reliquary, statues
of the saint, her processional banners, and her
confraternity’s prints were intimately associated
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with the problems that Catholics encountered in
the wider world. Baciocchi’s and Julia’s research
suggests that a key question for historians of ico-
noclasm during the French Revolution involves
the extent to which such non-autonomizing dis-
courses informed the physical treatment of visual
signs, including images and “art,” by various
groups of contemporaries.

Indeed, scholarship on relics, reliquaries,
print cultures, academic painting and sculpture,
and wider politico-religious debates suggests that,
for many eighteenth-century French people, the
primary value of a range of visual signs was reli-
gious and connected with addressing difficulties in
a broader context. Most contemporaries had pro-
bably only ever been taught about the functions
and worth of images in catechism classes, in church
and at free Catholic primary schools, could only
afford to own religious prints distributed gratis by
confraternities, and most often encountered “art”
in churches and chapels, or on the streets during
Catholic festivals when such objects were viewed
surrounded by numerous other kinds of religious
signifiers (fig. 5). Daniel Roche has shown that
65 % of prints that were owned by Parisian wage
earners in 1780 had religious themes?°. Several
scholars have worked to improve understanding
of the worth of religious images to diverse classes
of French people, exploring subjects such as ex-
voto paintings in eighteenth-century France?’
and confraternity prints in Paris?®. Others, such
as Anne Betty Weinshenker in her writings on
sculpture and idolatry?’, have grappled with how
the production and reception of art objects related
to contemporary
religious debates.
Nonetheless,
a number of to-
pics have yet to
be exploited to
the fullest. Pierre
Rosenberg was
right to note
that Monique de
Savignac’s book
about paintings
commissioned for

Parisian churches
in the eighteenth



century addressed a “chapitre négligé” in the his-
toriography of French art*’. And questions raised
in influential works on religious debates of the pe-
riod, such as that by Dale Van Kley on the extent
and importance of Jansenist and Jesuit contro-
versies around the Revolution?®!, or by Darrin
McMahon on the scale of the Catholic “counter-
Enlightenment”??, have yet to be addressed.

Official policy on iconoclasm during the
French Revolution was administered by men
whose education and modes of sociability made
them receptive to discourses that regarded ob-
jects of high aesthetic and/or historical worth
as being set apart from wider political and so-
cial struggles (i.e. as autonomous). The views
of these individuals on the exceptional sta-
tus of particular objects often anticipated those
held by Réau, Souchal, UNESCO and, in all like-
lihood, ourselves. Many of the publics of the
time, however, were far less familiar with such
modes of object evaluation and therefore would
not necessarily have concluded that the physi-
cal integrity of politically or religiously objectio-
nable signifiers should be respected for histori-
cal or aesthetic reasons. The scale of, and diverse
responses to, iconoclasm during the 1790s sug-
gests that such divergent modes of reception
complicated the mediating roles played by visual
signs in contemporary power struggles. Given
this fact, our understanding of iconoclasm du-
ring the Revolution would benefit from further
research into the visual cultures of Catholicism
during the Age of Enlightenment, including as-
sociated modes of reception that were somewhat
less likely than ours to set certain objects apart
from wider struggles. Indeed, given ongoing
contflicts over the treatment of contested objects,
I am inclined to agree with Dario Gamboni that,
“The definition and evaluation of the autono-
my of art [remains] an issue whose importance
cannot be overrated”*?. I suspect that by addres-
sing his point and exploring the survival of non-
autonomized views of art, research into the his-
toriography of iconoclasm during the French
Revolution would be enriched. In turn, it might
also help us to better understand the Taliban’s
destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas and the
very different responses it received in compari-
son to the iconoclasm of the “Arab spring.”
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I'would like to thank my postgraduate supervisee, Lauren Dudley,
for helping me to check that I had not failed to identify recent
contributions to the historiography of revolutionary iconoclasm.
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