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“Everywhere pillage and destruction were the order of the day.”

—Abbé Grégoire, “Rapport,” 1793
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Preface

When Taliban soldiers destroyed the Bamiyam Valley Buddhas of 
Afghanistan in 2001, Americans were shocked. Many were also appalled that 
cultural treasures were looted when the United States invaded Iraq. Some saw 
these actions as evidence of a “clash of civilizations,” as striking examples of 
the incompatibility of the tolerant Western world with the religious zealotry, 
inflexibility, and even barbarism of the Muslim East. However, in their out-
rage at these actions in the Middle East, Americans seem to have conveniently 
forgotten that some of the world’s most ruthless destruction of religious and 
cultural artifacts has been done in the very heart of the West—in England, 
France, and Northern Europe—and was also perpetrated when Europeans 
conquered the Americas. The values of protection and preservation of art and 
architecture now taken for granted in the West developed only after a long 
series of political and cultural changes dating back to medieval times.

This is not to say that the West ever had a monopoly on iconoclasm. 
Iconoclasm is a worldwide phenomenon that dates back at least three thou-
sand years, but since it would be impossible in one volume to cover its global 
history, this study focuses primarily on European iconoclasm and the coun-
tervailing preservation of religious buildings and artifacts in Europe. I begin 
by examining movements that have ravaged images, artifacts, and structures. 
I then consider how state-promoted violence, whether fostered by ideologies, 
nationalism, industrialization, or today’s economic development, have been 
responsible for much of the destruction wrought on artistic and architectural 
“heritage.” But such destruction may not be prompted solely by religious, 
ideological, political, or economic differences. Some scholars have linked 
such destructive episodes to a kind of genocide, arguing that the purpose in 
attacking a people’s “lived or built environment” can be to destroy the people 
themselves, or at the very least their way of life.

Although much destruction has obviously resulted from warfare, the mili-
tary causes of destruction are not the main interest here. Rather, this book 
explores iconoclastic and preservation movements in civic institutions and 
nations, and the emergence in the last quarter of the twentieth century of an 
international movement to support nations seeking to preserve their cultural 
“wealth” as part of a shared world patrimony. Thus the focus is how state-build-
ing motives that have channeled popular emotions to destroy images emerged 
later to rescue and protect them, and how the trauma of twentieth-century 
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nationalist bellicosity and postwar regret and anxiety about future wars have 
led to the idea of world patrimony, a heritage that not only belongs to indi-
vidual nations, creeds, or ideologies, but to all people.

Heritage or heresy, also the title of this study, can of course be reversed. In 
recent years, heritage has come to designate preservation of historic patrimony. 
During outbreaks of image aversion, church, temple, synagogue, or mosque 
buildings; decorations; and illuminated books have come under severe attack 
as heretical. In the nineteenth century, ironically, the recovery of this scorned 
Christian heritage in Europe became central to reinforcing national iden-
tity. National ideologies emerged in which it became tantamount to heresy 
to denigrate this heritage, while medieval sites were restored to conditions 
that never existed and a neo-medieval architecture appeared that imitated the 
once scorned style. Indeed, overenthusiastic restoration itself became a kind 
of iconoclasm, as it could radically alter the lived environment with demoli-
tion and reconstruction of features of medieval buildings.1

Today, in the age of mechanical reproduction,2 with the heritage industry 
thriving, many cultural critics are dubious about the mushrooming of heri-
tage sites,3 the marketing of heritage, the corporate economic exploitation of 
tourism to historic and other valued sites, and the proliferation of “imitation” 
heritage more akin to heresy than to heritage.4 On the other hand, perhaps 
the prestige of the established old monument provides some sort of conso-
lation, as a token of imagined past securities that can never be retrieved;5

or perhaps it just provides proof of past ages before the present time when 
“novelty” tends to be valued above all else.6 However, the recently selected 
wonders of the world (July 2007) suggest that ancient edifices, including 
Stonehenge, the Taj Mahal, Easter Island, Parthenon, the Colosseum, and 
the Pyramids of Giza (among the choices of the online survey)7 are valued 
more as visual and recognizable icons or as lone and dead testimonies to once 
living brilliant civilizations. Historic sites become like tombs of ancient cul-
tures visited by tourists who collect photos of themselves with backgrounds 
of bygone civilizations.

Although the triumph of preservation over destruction may seem a history 
of progress from “medieval” to “modern” times, this study will emphasize that 
history is not so simple or linear as might be assumed. Empires, kingdoms, 
realms, nations, traditional societies, governments, religions, and, today, non-
governmental organizations have promoted both destruction and preserva-
tion throughout this long history. Therefore, the story unfolds with many 
discontinuities, reversals, and dramatic changes in policy. The idea and prac-
tice of preservation is not a modern phenomenon but rather a continuous 
one that has been brutally punctuated by destructive episodes. The looting of 
the Baghdad Museum in Iraq provides sufficient evidence that international 
agreements are by no means extensive enough to provide permanent pro-
tection of cultural patrimony. But these destructive episodes possess a sadly 
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palliative aspect in that they provoke new questions, debates, commitments, 
understanding, and international accords about what it means to destroy or 
preserve a shared cultural heritage.

Usually distinguished from vandalism, strictly defined, iconoclasm is 
the deliberate destruction of religious artifacts regardless of size or location: 
sculpture, paintings, icons, buildings, and whole cities.8 The major West-
ern destructions during the eighth- and ninth-century Byzantine iconoclast 
controversy, in the European Reformation, and in the English Reformation 
(sixteenth century) and the Cromwell Revolution in England (seventeenth 
century) were justified on religious grounds and based on a rigid literal reading 
of the first or second commandment,9 forbidding “graven images” or “idols,” 
as stated in Exodus (20:4)10 and Deuteronomy (5:8)—commandments that 
would distinguish the ancient Hebrews and Jews from their idol-worship-
ping neighbors, whether Babylonian, Egyptian, Greek, or Roman. The term 
vandalism was coined in 1794 by Abbé Gregoire to characterize both the 
state-sponsored and individually inspired destruction unleashed by the revo-
lution in France.11 France has had three major outbreaks of iconoclasm, to 
be discussed in this book. The vandalism of the French Revolution was not 
restricted to religious artifacts and buildings because during that time, all 
symbols of feudalism and the monarchy became objects of revulsion.12 Both 
vandalism and iconoclasm are particular varieties of violent expression that 
usually are preceded by intellectual, political, or personal justifications.

I approach this study primarily from the point of view of a medievalist 
with training in theology, examining how the medieval world view as repre-
sented in its symbol system of images and buildings was assaulted or destroyed 
in the early modern period in England, the Netherlands, and elsewhere in 
Europe, and then how the nineteenth century “discovered” the period and 
its “Gothic” past and awoke to what they considered a specifically Euro-
pean heritage. Giorgio Vasari (1511–74), the Renaissance Florentine artist, 
architect, and author of Lives of the Painters, used both “German” and “stilo
gotico” (Gothic style) as terms of derision about medieval art and the Middle 
Ages in general, initiating the scorn for the medieval artistic legacy.13 But the 
English word “gothic,” probably coming from French and used to describe 
the style of church architecture with pointed arches, ribbed vaulting, and 
flying buttresses that developed in Western Europe from the twelfth through 
the sixteenth centuries, was first used to describe this specific style of archi-
tecture only in the seventeenth century. For the French in the late eighteenth 
century, all monuments of this medieval past were rejected first as “heretical” 
legacies of feudalism; but making national heritage required restoring this 
same “monumental” architectural and artistic history.14

During iconoclastic outbreaks, images (as artifacts and buildings)15 arouse 
awe and ire in people, and while I do not deal with the nature of individual 
psycho-religious responses to these devotional practices and items, I examine 
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concentrated communal efforts both to destroy and to restore them. This 
study argues that these state-sponsored violent assaults against symbolic arti-
facts prompted responses that proclaimed the values of tradition and conti-
nuity or heritage. From a historical perspective, then, we might see the end 
of the Middle Ages not as a descent into empty symbol without content, as 
has been argued,16 but as a deliberate destruction of the forms of religious 
practice that regulated and enriched the calendrical life of the community. 
Whether “official” feasts of the Middle Ages or “unofficial” carnival celebra-
tions, liturgical cycles of feast and fast days, with their appropriate images 
of biblical figures, saints, and theological symbols, deeply affected life in the 
medieval period,17 and all became suspect during the Reformation in the 
north of Europe. From a postmodernist view of the plastic arts, the calendri-
cal celebrations of the Middle Ages constitute a kind of living sculpture, a 
“commemorative representation” that spoke a symbolic language about the 
meaning or use of a particular place.18 The Reformation shoved this living 
sculpture from the stage of history, to eventually replace its psychic benefits 
with the idea of citizenship of the sovereign nation.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Destruction and 
Preservation: 
Continuities and 
Discontinuities

We went to Peter-house, 1643, December 21, with officers and soldiers. . . . 
We pulled down two mighty great angells, with wings, and divers other 
angells, and the 4 Evangelists, and Peter, with his keies on the chappell door.

—The Journal of William Dowsing1

Just as Goliath felled by David, the immense statue of Saddam Hussein 
that had overlooked the city of Baghdad toppled to the ground, fallen among 
other debris of war, pieces of bombed buildings, shattered glass, bits of fuse-
lage, and unexploded ordinance. His was not the first monumental decapita-
tion—many other examples come to mind. What Parisian citizens believed to 
be the medieval kings of France that stood in a row above the west entrance 
to Notre Dame fell at the time of the French Revolution, just like the lopped 
heads of Mary, Jesus, and countless saints during the Reformation and the 
Cromwellian Revolution in England.

More recently, we can recall the statue of Reza Khan, the father of the Shah 
of Iran, toppled with his horse in 1979, of Mussolini pulled to the street, or of 
Hitler and Stalin finally deposed from their seeming secure public sites.

Symbolic destruction of this type possesses a long-standing tradition, with 
examples going back to ancient Egypt and Athens and to the well-known 
habit of ancient Romans destroying images of dead emperors or recarving 
statues to remind us that the power of rulers is replaceable and at the same 
time to demonstrate the final loss of power of the decapitated.2

As Saddam lost his footing, the Baghdad Library, a repository of Iraq’s 
heritage that archived tens of thousands of manuscripts, books, and Iraqi 
newspapers, was likewise pillaged. When flames engulfed the library, they 
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destroyed countless manuscripts. Likened to the Mongol sacking of Bagh-
dad in 1258, the invasion, the burning of the library, and the looting of the 
Iraq Museum in Baghdad stand as among the most barbarous and tragic 
cultural destructions of modern times.3 In the preface to The Looting of the
Iraq Museum, the editors write, “Within a month of the American invasion 
of Iraq in March [sic] 2003, people around the globe and from all walks of 
life were stunned by the news of the systematic looting and wanton destruc-
tion of the Iraq Museum in Baghdad, one of the world’s great repositories of 
Western civilization. Within its vaults and display cases were artifacts chroni-
cling more than 60,000 years of history; not just Iraqi history, but human 
history, our history.”4 Yet, despite the fact that American and foreign archae-
ologists had repeatedly warned the Pentagon about the dangers to this cul-
tural wealth, the military claimed it did not anticipate the widespread looting 
of antiquities.5 About five thouand of the fifteen thousand estimated looted 
items as of April 2006 had been returned, and donations from the U.S. State 
Department, Packard Humanities Institute, and the Iraqi Culture Ministry 
have returned the museum to order, although it awaits a time of peace when 
it will reopen to the public.6

The Iraq case provides a textbook model of how heritage, that is, the 
natural and cultural wealth of a geographical region that links a group of 

Figure 1. Afghanistan, Bamiyan Buddhas after destruction, 2001.
An armed Afghan man stands guard at the location of the destroyed Buddha statues 
seen behind him in Bamiyan, central Afghanistan, Tuesday April 9, 2002. Carved 
into the cliffs over 1,500 years ago, they were destroyed by the Taliban in 2001. (AP 
Images: 0204090898.)
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people, however loosely, is destroyed and preserved. Iraq has an estimated 
ten thousand archaeological sites, and for a country its size, one of the larg-
est collections of ancient artifacts in the world. Baghdad’s National Library 
and National Museum were not only repositories of this cultural heritage but 
also sources for documenting the region’s complex history and identity. Iraq’s 
heritage is therefore a major global, historic, and scholarly resource, as well 
as a source of revenue from tourism and of intellectual and aesthetic pleasure 
for all those interested. The curious and student alike, along with researchers, 
collectors, and aesthetes both abroad and within Iraq, made use of this reposi-
tory of the past, and its loss constitutes a major cultural disaster.7

What makes this human and cultural catastrophe especially saddening is 
that Ancient Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq) has sustained “literate cultures” 
for 3,500 years, with a series of different rulers (Sumerians, Assyrians, Baby-
lonians, etc.) that prized “archives” and “private scribal collections” in palaces 
and temples from ancient times.8 It was in Iraq some 1,200 years ago—not 
in the European Renaissance—that the great recovery of ancient Greek 
culture began. Harun-al Rashid (reigned 786–809 CE), the caliph who 
appears frequently in 1001 Nights, was an avid collector of ancient Greek 

Figure 2. Hungarian Revolution, Stalin Fallen, October 24, 1956.
Hungarians witness the fallen statue of Josef Stalin in front of the National Theatre 
in Budapest on October 24, 1956. Demonstrators revolting against communist rule 
in Hungary pulled the statue to the ground; then it was smashed to pieces by the 
people. (AP Images: 561024021.)



4   Heritage or Heresy

texts. His son, Caliph al-Ma`mun (813–33), expanded his father’s patron-
age of archival work, sponsoring the translation of Greek texts into Arabic 
and founding the bait al-hikma (Academy of Wisdom in Baghdad), which 
surpassed the Persian University of Jundaisapur as a major center of science. 
Scholars of all races and religions, committed to what today we label a “uni-
versal world heritage,” neither specifically Islamic nor Arabic, came from all 
over the world to the academy, whose library was enriched by the many trans-
lations from Greek. Concerned with preserving a “universal” heritage, the 
scholars who worked at the academy translated Galen’s medical texts as well 
as Aristotle’s Physics, the Greek New Testament, and works of Plato, Ptolemy, 
Euclid, Pythagoras, and Hippocrates.

Of Iraq’s ten thousand archaeological sites, the World Heritage Conven-
tion only protects two, Hatra and Ashur (Qal’at Sherqat), the first capital of 
the Assyrian empire and the religious center of Assyria, respectively. Accord-
ing to the World Heritage Convention, in 2000 the Iraqi government pro-
posed a number of tentative places as world heritage sites including Numrud, 
situated on the Tigris River south of Mosul; Nineveh (ancient strata), the 
Ancient Mesopotamian city mentioned in the Bible; the Fortress of Al-Ukhai-
dar, built in 774–75 by Isa ibn Musa; Ur, the city of the Sumerian moon god 
Nanna, the traditional home of the biblical patriarch Abraham (Gen. 12:4–5) 
and one of Gilgamesh’s cities; Wasit, founded in 701 by al-Hajjaj bin Yusuf 
Al Thaqafi, Islamic governor of Iraq; and one of the great cities of Assyria, 
Samarra, recognized as possibly the largest archaeological site in the world 
today. Sadly, not only have these heritage designations been forgotten because 
of the Iraq war, but violence in Iraq has also damaged Samarra’s mosque 
shrine and its spiral minaret dating from the ninth century and reflecting the 
adopted style of the Ancient Mesopotamian ziggurat. Today, a U.S. military 
base has been built next to this testimony to the multilayered history of the 
people who have lived for millennia alongside the area’s two great rivers.

The treatment of heritage follows a pattern among diverse peoples and 
times. Whether destroyed or preserved to build national unity or religious 
movements; as a result of conquest, war, or revolution; or simply to satisfy 
human greed, rage, or other impulses, a region’s heritage often becomes the 
victim of political and social upheaval, warfare, or even of planned struc-
tural or economic changes. 9 The first Gulf War isolated Iraq culturally as 
well as politically, leading to the plunder and sale of artifacts stolen from its 
museums and archaeological sites. Loss of position and power on the world 
economic and diplomatic stage made plundering its cultural wealth both easy 
and silent, as has happened so frequently in the past and most infamously in 
recent times under the Nazi regime.10 Although the UNESCO convention 
signed in Paris in 1970 forbids the illegal transfer of cultural artifacts, many 
of Iraq’s objects found their way to Switzerland, the world’s fourth-largest 
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art market, whose own government recognizes the country’s reputation as a 
center for illegally transferring cultural goods.11

Many recent examples of state-sponsored or individual destruction of 
national patrimony or cultural symbols come to mind. For example, in the 
case of the Bamiyam Valley Buddhas of Afghanistan, according to newspa-
per reports in 2001, Afghanistan’s supreme leader Mullah Mohammed Omar 
ordered the destruction of all statues, including two ancient and towering 
images of the Buddha, issuing the following edict: “In view of the fatwa of 
prominent Afghan scholars and the verdict of the Afghan Supreme Court, it 
has been decided to break down all statues/idols present in different parts of 
the country. This is because these idols have been gods of the infidels (unbe-
lievers), who worshipped them, and these are respected even now and perhaps 
maybe [sic] turned into gods again. The real God is only Allah and all other 
false gods should be removed.”12 While the reason given appears to be reli-
gious, based on the court’s interpretation of Islamic law, clearly other motives 
underlay the decision. The act of violence against cultural symbols of alterna-
tives to Taliban Islam was not just a defiant act of resistance against external 
political and cultural criticism; it was also an effort to impose national unity 
and purpose against military and tribal challenges within Afghanistan. An act 
that deliberately contradicted the values upheld by modern Western museum 

Figure 3. French Kings/Kings of Judah from Notre-Dame de Paris, from gallery on 
the western façade (1220–30), pulled down in 1789 and found in 1977 in a mass 
grave at the Hôtel Moreau. (Musée de Cluny, author’s photo.)
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culture, the destruction, it has been argued, was also a performance “designed 
for the Internet . . . an elaborately staged destruction” that was itself a pur-
poseful communication.13

Going back in time, we can find other examples of such symbolic destruc-
tion. When Hindu fundamentalists destroyed the sixteenth-century Babri 
Masjid Mosque in 1990, built by the Mughal emperor Babur in Ayodhya, 
India, that stood, according to tradition, over the Hindu temple built where 
the god Rama was reputedly born, they hoped to replace it with a Hindu 
temple. This case is a specific example of how politicized local memories 
can replace a multilayered historical past and trump scholarly authority.14

Stemming from politically promoted religious tensions between Moslems 
and Hindus in India, the attack directly strengthened the Hindu Nationalist 
Party, which came to power almost immediately after this event.15

The Cultural Revolution in China (1966–76) encouraged defacing or 
destroying any objects or artifacts that smacked of imperial domination. In 
the furor to “destroy the old world; establish the new,” in a classic example 
of early Cultural Revolution Red Guard art, a worker is pictured smashing a 
crucifix, a Buddha, and classical Chinese texts, all representing imperial dom-
ination.16 It is now conceded that the Cultural Revolution that sponsored the 
devastating mob violence had more to do with the economic failures of Mao’s 
Great Leap Forward than with criticizing a return to bourgeois life style. 
In a sophisticated political ploy to conceal these problems, the government 
unleashed a youth movement to focus energies by attacking the symbolic 
remnants of the pre-Communist state.

Similarly, in the former Soviet Union, Stalin’s regime justified the massive 
destruction of many of Moscow’s churches ostensibly to build the metropoli-
tan railroad, but today many observers contend that it was part of an effort 
to destroy the Russian Orthodox religion and break its hold on the Russian 
people. Icons central to Orthodox traditional practices were shunned, cov-
ered, or destroyed. Today, they are hunted for and restored.17

State- or ecclesiastically sponsored violence against cultural sites also 
occurred in Spain with the “crusade” against Iberia’s non-Christians (Islamic 
Spain), beginning with the Sacking of Toledo in 1085 and proceeding spo-
radically but insistently until the capture of Granada in 1492. At least until 
1492, the Spanish victors did guarantee some sort of religious freedom, but 
their policy was to take over mosques and either destroy them or reconsecrate 
them with holy water and turn them into Christian churches.18 Based on 
a program of conquest and eventually of “national unity” from 1492, the 
Catholic kings adopted a program to erase the legacy of Judaism and Islam 
in Spain.

This policy of intolerance sailed across the Atlantic where, to conquer 
Mesoamerica, according to both Nahuatl and Spanish accounts, the conquer-
ors drained lakes, destroyed “idols,” and raided and burned sacred buildings.19
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In Latin America, or New Spain, it is important to distinguish between the 
bellicose iconoclastic religiosity of the military and the activity of some early 
missionaries, such as the Franciscans, who adopted a policy of syncretism of 
Christian ritual with Aztec (Nahua) religion, even though Emperor Charles 
V had ordered the following: “In regards to temples and adoratories, His 
majesty mandates that you demolish the temples [but] without scandal, and 
with the necessary prudence, and that the stone be used to build churches 
and convents.”20 In fact, as recent scholarship has shown, the Franciscans 
actively sought to mix the native religious practices, buildings, and symbols 
with their own21 in a tradition reaching back to Pope Gregory I (590–604), 
who had stipulated in his letters pertaining to the conversion of the English 
not to destroy the temples, only the idols.22

Indeed, much of our knowledge of that first century of contact between 
Europe and Mesoamerica comes from the work of Fray Bernadino de Sahagún, 
first “anthropologist” of the area, who, in what is today called the Florentine 
Codex, collected Nahuatl texts that he recorded in the original language and 
also translated into Spanish.23 We get a rather different picture of the actions 
of the friars in Yucatán from Fray Diego de Landa who, as the “kind” face of 
the conquerors, nonetheless in setting out to convert the Mayans to Christi-
anity, scorned idols and temples while contributing to the destruction of the 
indigenous way of life and enslaving its people.24

Islam, like Christianity, had also endured periodic outbreaks of icono-
clasm centuries before the attacks on the Buddhas in Afghanistan, although 
there is little evidence of destroyed images during the medieval period.25 A 
hadith of Muhammad, “verily the most unprofitable thing that eats up the 
wealth of a believer is building,” and a strict reading of the Koran 5:92, “O 
believers, wine and arrow-shuffling, / idols and divining arrows are an abomi-
nation, some of Satan’s work; then avoid it,” seem to prohibit religious art 
and architecture.26 For example, in Egypt, Islamic rigorism led a fanatical Sufi 
in 1378 to deface the Sphinx of Giza so that it lost part of its face.27 While 
the rigorists of the Reformation were smashing the stone heads of religious 
figures, Moslem rigorists also rubbed out human heads depicted in miniature 
paintings in precious Persian manuscripts.28

As is apparent in China’s Cultural Revolution, religious sectarianism is 
by no means the only cause of outbreaks of state-sponsored or individual 
iconoclasm/vandalism. The French Revolution, a secular movement, led to 
the destruction of religious buildings and artifacts in order to eliminate what 
revolutionaries had come to see as a corrupt and decadent ecclesiastical and 
feudal power in French society. In this case, like the Reformation in England, 
destruction or “vandalism” was deemed palliative. It was state-sponsored 
cleansing of the built environment.

Indeed, for the last two hundred years, as national consciousness and the 
secular idea of the nation-state have been formed politically, intellectually, 
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and culturally,29 the destruction of cultural centers and artifacts continues to 
play a prominent role in various conflicts, such as recent and ongoing struggles 
over religious sites, as in Tibet, Kosovo, Bosnia, Jerusalem, and Iraq. Destroy-
ing the cult sites of others, as has been recently argued in the examples of war 
against buildings and libraries, is a deliberate attempt to disparage or erase cul-
tural or collective memory and thus to eliminate a people’s sense of who they 
are.30 This is an example of what has been called “instrumental iconoclasm, in 
which a particular action is executed in order to achieve a greater goal.”31

As recently explored in The Rape of Europa, the Nazi regime and Hitler 
in particular, infamous for his efforts to erase a people, also sought to root 
out “degenerate” art, purging more than sixteen thousand modern works. At 
the same time, he amassed a huge collection of stolen “old” European mas-
ters that were to be on display in a museum of European art in honor of his 
regime—in other words, to create a new collective memory. The effort failed, 
but many of the works remain missing. Indeed, inflicting purposeful destruc-
tion on architecture, art, and artifacts was commonplace in World War II.

In 1939, fearing accidental or deliberate damage to Chartres Cathedral 
as at other medieval cathedrals, like York Minster for example, the sacris-
tans removed all stained-glass windows and stored them in basements to save 
them both from thieves and bombs as a precaution prior to the World War 
II. The town of Chartres unfortunately was not spared bombardment. The 
cathedral had already sustained pillage of its relic treasury and mutilation 
of many bas-reliefs, along with other deliberate damage during the French 
Revolution (1789) and its aftermath (although these actions were more char-
acteristic of a kind of “expressive iconoclasm, in which the desire to express 
beliefs and give vent to feelings is achieved by the act itself ”).32

In 1940, during the infamous nine-hour blitz, the Germans bombed Cov-
entry, one of the best-preserved medieval cities in England, although there 
were no military targets in Coventry. The attack was the most sustained 
assault of a city in war history. Its purpose was to demoralize the people of 
Britain. By the end, Coventry’s medieval cathedral was a skeleton.

In a similar act of violence against artifacts in 1945, the Allies attacked 
Dresden, the German city that was richest in terms of cultural heritage, after 
the British had adopted a policy of firebombing cities and civilian centers.33

Dresden as a cultural center was not thought to be a war target, and it had 
become a refuge for civilian populations fleeing the war-torn regions in Ger-
many. An estimated one hundred thousand civilians also became victims of 
the firebombing of the city.34

As acts of instrumental and expressive iconoclasm, the assaults against 
the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon 
in 2001 provide contemporary examples of symbolic buildings that became 
objects of destructive zeal. As symbols of U.S. military and economic power 
(what some would call the true religion of the United States), both buildings 
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represented what “America” meant to the iconoclasts who attacked them. 
Destroying them was a symbolic decapitation of the United States on reli-
gious grounds because to these Islamic fundamentalists, the buildings repre-
sented a kind of apostasy.

In a discussion of iconoclasm, it is important to distinguish between iso-
lated incidents (expressive iconoclasm); premeditated, planned destructions 
(instrumental iconoclasm); and a combination of both. The isolated inci-
dents that occur regularly throughout history and in many different areas 
are performances, speech acts, individual acts of rage, acts of disappointed 
love, corrective efforts, or acts of hedonism directed against specific targets. 
They may be labeled deviant behavior, or they may be understood as having a 
cultural, social, or political purpose.35 Individuals or groups act on their own 
impulses to destroy an offensive artifact or object, as in the case of tearing 
down icons, like statues of Mussolini, Stalin, or Saddam Hussein, or when 
José Bové, the French “eco-saboteur” farmer deliberately smashed into a half-
built McDonald’s in Millau, France in 1999. Even the common habit of 
tearing up the photographs of former lovers or spouses, as if the destruction 
of the photo would erase the emotional power the person once exercised, is 
a similar gesture.

Figure 4. World War II Coventry Cathedral, United Kingdom, ruins destroyed by 
German air raids in 1940, Friday, March 12, 1943, clergymen form a procession. 
(AP Images 430312020.)
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Complex sociopsychological motives as well as political or ecclesiologi-
cal agendas often underlie the destructive action. Psychological reasons that 
motivate iconoclasts to perform their acts of destruction certainly include 
rage, which is sometimes justified; religious fanaticism that excludes any chal-
lenges to its unbending view of the world; and even artistic taste. The trait 
defining the act of destruction is not what is destroyed but who performs the 
act and what motivates that individual. For example, a person who, in an 
expressive iconoclastic act, throws blood on a painting is considered a vandal, 
like the person who smashed the second toe of the left foot of Michelangelo’s 
David in 1991, whereas such an act would be considered legitimate when a 
state or ideology condones or sponsors destruction of artifacts. The word “ref-
ormation” itself, ideologically colored with notions of progress and renewal, 
puts a positive label on events that led to the mass destruction of the medieval 
symbol system and calendrical lifestyle.

Discussing individual acts of iconoclasm, usually called vandalism, in a 
brilliant little essay entitled “Iconoclasts and Their Motives” (1983), David 
Freedberg, an eminent expert on iconoclasm,36 argued that among the many 
examples of iconoclastic actions against works of art in the second half of the 
twentieth century (Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, Michelangelo’s Pietà, Rembrandt’s 
The Nightwatch, Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait, Bryan Organ’s Princess of Wales,
etc.), three main impulses prompted the attackers: attention seeking; revolt 
against the hold an image had on the perpetrator; and primitive feelings of 
hatred like those that had impelled legitimated iconoclastic movements in the 
past.37 When a legitimate institution (state, religion, nation, etc.) channels 
individual resentments against an entire class of artistic images, a combina-
tion of both instrumental and expressive iconoclasm can erupt.

Although religious conflict is often cited as the cause of iconoclasm, 
emphasis on religious motives actually conceals political and economic forces 
that are often more powerful factors in the destruction. Building a national 
or group identity and common purpose against perceived threats to national 
stability must also be recognized as a major factor. For example, destruction 
of the remnants of Roman(papal) art in England during the Reformation 
had as much to do with building the English nation as it did with liturgical 
reform38 (as will be discussed in Chapter 2). Here, iconoclasm possessed the 
instrumental function of destroying “collective memory” in the form of art, 
architecture, and liturgical and devotional practices.

Also, economic forces and resentments play a role, as in Christian destruc-
tion of the cultural property of Jews and Moslems in Reconquista Spain; in 
Protestant attacks on the signs of the Roman Church in England, the Neth-
erlands, and France during the Reformation; and again in France during the 
revolutionary period. These outbreaks of iconoclasm had as much to do with 
appropriating property and destroying traditional economic alliances as with 
religious intolerance of what were considered heretical practices.
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Also, destroying artifacts and the “symbolic capital”39 of others, whether 
artifacts that represent the group identity and social memory of a people or of 
the divinities they worship, is a cultural war-making mechanism. The Spanish 
destruction of buildings and religious artifacts in the Americas in the sixteenth 
century was a forceful way of eliminating resistance to Spanish political and 
economic domination. Leaders can use, foment, and direct the emotions of the 
populace or their own policing powers to disparage or erase a people’s symbol 
system and its objects in order to advance political, cultural, or economic pro-
grams that may actually have little connection to religious beliefs.

Clearly artworks, whether visual art or architecture, are not the deities, 
spirits, saints, or invisible forces they represent. They are signs of these beings 
and forces, but not the entities themselves. Nonetheless, art does have the 
ability to evoke such a powerful sense of the actual presence of these enti-
ties and a sense of connection to them and awe of them that the distinction 
between image and what it signifies may disappear to the viewer. Anxiety 
about excessive ornamentation in religious devotion and the tension between 
intent and reality explain the concerns expressed about visual aids to religious 
contemplation, as espoused by the Cistercian reform movement, especially 
under the rule of Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) who warned against the 
dangers of too much visual stimulation in the emerging sculptural renaissance 
of the twelfth century.40 Although he was only addressing himself to monastic 
environments, Bernard’s concerns were more about architectural flamboy-
ance and sculptural fantasy—in other words, about the necessity of austerity 
in monasteries, which such artistic excess contradicted. The Cistercians were 
neither iconoclastic nor against visual art because they promoted their own 
austere style, even though after the death of Bernard, they too turned to the 
new artistic developments patronized by the Cluniac order.41 Nonetheless, 
the representation of “idolatry” as a dangerous seductress in late medieval 
and the pre-Reformation illuminated manuscripts points to the ongoing ten-
sion about the power of images.42 The 1325 Sienese discovery of a statue of 
Venus by the fourth-century BCE Greek sculptor Lyssipus offers an example 
of this fear of the power in works of art. The Sienese placed the statue on a 
communal fountain until they began to fear it would bring bad luck, so they 
dismantled it, broke it into pieces, and buried it in Florentine territory, hop-
ing that its evil power would damage their Florentine enemies.43

Even defenders of images, like Pope Gregory the Great, worried about 
what constituted appropriate reverence for visual display.44 As the Renais-
sance writer Leon Battista Alberti noted in On Painting (1435), “Painting 
possesses a truly divine power in that not only does it make the absent pres-
ent (as they say of friendship), but it also represents the dead to the living.”45

This special power to make the absent present, which Alberti labels “divine,” 
is precisely the element that consoles the sympathetic viewer and agitates the 
potential vandal or iconoclast.46
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Cardinal Paleotti (1522–97) of Bologna, who wrote Discorso intorno alle
imagini sacre e profane (Discourse on sacred and profane images [1582]) in the 
wake of the image crisis during the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, 
was aware that because neither the painter nor the viewer of the painting 
could be guaranteed to “see” and understand the painting in the same way, 
the sign and signified were indeed not unified, creating a further complexity 
in the power of the image itself.47 As Freedberg argues, when “critical pres-
sures are brought to bear on this tension” between the image and what it rep-
resents, “men and women break images, as if to make it clear that the image 
is” just an image, that it “is not living,” and that it possesses “no supernatural 
embodiment of something that is alive.” By attacking or destroying the image, 
“they disrupt the apparent unity of sign and signified,” to force the viewers’ 
recognition that the object is ordinary material.48 The link between imagina-
tion and sense perception that traditionally justifies the use of visual art in 
meditative and liturgical religious practices does not guarantee a religious 
ascent, and indeed the pure pleasure derived from the artifact may sensu-
ally arrest the viewer in an aesthetic experience rather than advance religious 
growth.49 Some iconoclastic viewers do not recognize this distinction; and 
fearing that viewers are venerating matter, they believe the difference between 
sign and signified must be dramatically demonstrated. This anxiety can erupt 
into “idol-breaking” iconoclasm. To emphasize the separation between the 
image and what it signified, the early Christians reached a compromise, what 
came to be labeled as the middle way that separated adoration (latreia) for 
God alone from veneration (dulia) reserved for images.

Confusion over adoration and veneration and a failure to distinguish 
between sign and what it signifies may lie at the basis of the desire to destroy. 
When there is this misunderstanding of symbolic value, the artifact takes a 
quasi-mystical hold on both destroyers and venerators. This “symbolic value” 
has multiple meanings because for religious venerators, it may evoke ecstasy 
and lead to deepened religious experience; for those who fear idolatry, it 
becomes corruption, falsity, and heresy; for collectors and social climbers, 
it conveys economic and cultural power beyond the obvious pleasure and 
delight in owning or having seen something of value; and as noted, for build-
ers of nations it can either symbolize tradition to be rejected as invalid, or 
tradition to be upheld as national identity and historical patrimony.

In this study, we will see that defenders of religious art and iconoclasts 
repeatedly revert to discussions of images as “matter” or as prototypes of 
something else. Yet the dichotomy is ultimately false because images are 
always both and more. To the destroyer, smashing a statue, building, or image 
symbolizes an assault on its provenance as if its destruction ends the enemy 
it represents. Describing one such iconoclastic episode during the civil war 
between the Puritans and the Royalists in England, the Mercurius Rusticus,
a pro-Royalist paper, says of the Puritan soldiers, “They strook off the heads 
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of all the Statues, on all Monuments in the Church, especially they deface 
the Bishops Tombs, leaving one without a head, another without a Nose, one 
without a hand, and another without an Arme. . . . they pluck down, and 
deface the Statua of an Ancient Queen, the wife of Edward the confessor . . . 
mistaking it for the Statua of the blessed Virgin Mary.”50

For iconoclasts, the distinction between a sign (or symbol) and what it 
represents does not exist. The sign possesses only a single significance, and to 
destroy it is to expose both the sign (image) and what the iconoclast makes 
or believes it to signify as powerless. Destroying images of kings and rulers, 
thus, has the emotional force of an assassination. No matter what intellectual 
and religious arguments are advanced to justify the iconoclastic outbreak, 
fundamentally the iconoclast seeks to destroy the power the image possesses, 
to erase it from memory, or to abolish the consolation it provides.

Closer examination of the emotional state of the perpetrator reveals another 
aspect of the iconoclastic mentality, a kind of narcissism. With an egoistic 
desire for attention, the perpetrator combines the hold the object has on his 
imagination with hatred of it, and failing to separate external reality from 
his psychosocial needs, he smashes the offending object. Like Narcissus who 
takes his image as reality, the iconoclast cannot discern the multiple mean-
ings of images and gives a privileged position to his or her own emotional 
desires, passions, and compulsions over any others, whether of history, tradi-
tion, communal values, and so on. This is what some have called a “malig-
nant narcissism” that very often afflicts celebrities or others in the public eye. 
Because the nature of their work makes them the center of attention, they 
really do start to take their internal or psychic situation as the exclusive real-
ity. Gradually, they tend to discredit all the external evidence of the (harmful) 
impact of their narcissism. This becomes a malignant narcissism when the 
person afflicted simply discards external evidence as nonsense compared with 
his or her psychic reality.51 Leaders of iconoclastic movements, like individual 
vandals, appear to share a similar kind of malignant narcissism. Some preser-
vationists and theorists about restoration/conservation have been accused of 
a similar single-mindedness that may not be malicious but that nonetheless 
fails to countenance alternative views and leads to solutions that neglect the 
complexities, even irresolvable problems of conservation.52

In Civilization and Its Discontents, when Freud argues that a human 
aggressive death instinct impedes civilization, he confronts one dimension 
of the destructive impulse that compels iconoclastic movements and actions. 
Freud’s idea of the struggle between Eros and Death, love and aggression, 
between “the instinct of life and the instinct of destruction” that describes the 
human drama53 also applies to the iconoclast and to the preservationist. Not-
withstanding the many flaws in Freud’s psychology, his distinction between 
the destructive impulse and the love impulse (death/Eros) provides a credible 
explanation of the iconoclast’s literal-mindedness, narcissism, and inability to 
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tolerate complexity or to discern split intentions and meanings. For under the 
illusion that his or her radical attitude is absolutely correct, he or she mistakes 
the sign for the real and sees no alternative but to destroy it. The hatred of 
the symbol and what it represents develops into an uncontrollable passion to 
deface or erase it. The acts of violence and intolerance against artifacts, there-
fore, are often as much acts of desire as acts of destruction.

Destruction and desecration may have long and infamous histories, but 
the desire to preserve and acts of conservation are not new phenomena either. 
One could argue persuasively that “destruction,” whether perpetrated by 
individuals, groups, or states, is invariably done in the name of “progress” 
or reform, that is, the need to erase the past and start afresh. State-sponsored 
destruction is often violent political and social engineering, somewhat paral-
lel to a pattern of modern economic engineering that occurs when states and 
corporations destroy urban environments or villages and traditional lifestyles 
to construct dams, roads, and airports or mine the earth for resources. Preser-
vation, on the other hand, has been historically done in the name of memory, 
although it too possesses an ideology of progress, as will be discussed in this 
book.

Reverence for the dead, like the impulse to destroy, is almost as basic to 
human life as eating, sleeping, and creating communities. In contrast to the 
general view that the modern era as a consequence of Enlightenment sci-
ence and disciplined interest in the past invented the concept of preservation, 
much evidence remains for considering “preservation” a continuous human 
activity. Already in prehistoric times, humans shared a common concern for 
their dead, and this commitment led to creating places of “reverence” that 
have been held and preserved as memorial sites.54 While the place, form, and 
manner of these kinds of sites may have altered over time, the habit of com-
memoration endures.55 Religious or ritual activity from the dawn of humans 
living in societies also has required not just sacred sites, but sacred symbols 
and ritual actions, which themselves were like moving sculpture. Similarly, 
almost since the advent of “civilization” (i.e., people living in cities), humans 
have created archives to store and preserve learning. Again, the kind of pres-
ervation or the material media of the learning or ritual item may have under-
gone radical changes, but the archiving and revering habits endure,56 almost 
as if a biological imperative compels the safeguarding repetitive activity.57

Like the urgings of the destructive impulse, many different values compel 
preservation. As this study will discuss, preservation provides “symbolic capi-
tal” that is as important as destruction has been. The modern idea of preser-
vation and the museum as institution emerged with academic specialties in 
antiquities, art history, and architecture.58 However, to make these develop-
ments possible, aesthetic or historic values had to become independent mea-
sures of worth as had happened beginning in the eighteenth century.59 This 
contribution in the wake of one of the worst outbreaks of destruction, the 
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French Revolution made preservation “progressive” and destruction retro-
grade, at least in reference to European heritage. With the emergence of eco-
nomic forces to steer the market value of “heritage” items, preservation today 
has both a symbolic and economic value—adding social and cultural prestige 
and increased capital to the owners of legacy items, whether museums, librar-
ies, or individuals. This kind of preservation that removes the art object from 
its original context, some argue, is itself a kind of iconoclasm, for it places the 
object in a wholly new setting where its meaning can be radically altered and 
the memories or feelings it was created to support erased to be replaced by a 
new set of meanings, memories, and emotional attachments.60

Religious practices foster the ongoing preservation of sites and artifacts 
that in some cases have witnessed little change, other than necessary repairs 
and adjustments to facilitate new liturgical practices or stylistic innovations, 
which some also consider iconoclastic in itself. Baroque overlays in Roman-
esque churches were responses to changes in spirituality and religious ideology, 
but their dramatic reworking of church interiors strikes many as destruction 
rather than artistic or spiritual renewal. Today, having cult sites function as both 
museums and sites of worship places further strain on these environments. In 
such religious settings, preservation is a way for a religious community to con-
tinue its linkages to the past—but to a dynamic living past that recalls through 
bodily liturgical actions.61 Indeed, it has been argued that the Gothic cathedral 
was itself a “symbolic memory-place.”62 Certainly the cult of relics, saints’ days, 
and memorial sites in Christianity created both times and spaces for perform-
ing remembrance and recollection of events and their actors.63

In the West, the first state-sponsored preservation/reconstruction move-
ment began when the Emperor Constantine the Great admitted Christianity 
to the imperial court (313 CE). While a tradition of Christian images, image-
making, buildings, and holy places already existed by the early fourth century 
(as will be discussed in Chapter 3), veneration of holy sites took on a cen-
tral function after the so-called Edict of Milan,64 which granted freedom of 
worship to Christians and returned confiscated property.65 Eusebius of Cae-
sarea (260–339)—contemporary of the Emperor Constantine and author of 
Ecclesiastical History, the first history of Christianity—wrote of Constantine’s 
pledge to adorn Jerusalem, for example, “that sacred place” with “beautiful 
buildings.”66 From the first century, “holy” described virtuous Christian men 
and women, the ekklesia or Church, or the scriptures. With the changes of 
the fourth century—testified to most forcefully in Eusebius’s Onomastikon,67

a guide to locations mentioned in the Bible—sites became “holy,” labeled 
with expressions like the “most blessed place,” “the saving cave,” the “holy 
cave,” “the most holy cave,” and the “most marvelous place in the world.”68

Constantine undertook many monumental building enterprises as he 
sought to ornament Rome and Constantinople, but he also brought to Chris-
tianity an imperial sanction for the pagan notion of the sacredness of places 
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and things. This change encouraged not only building on a massive scale but 
the idea that certain places deserved special reverence.69 Constantine’s mother 
Helena and his mother-in-law Eutropia were among the first to make pil-
grimages to Palestine. By choosing sites that were associated with Christ, the 
patriarchs, and the matriarchs—including Bethlehem, the Mount of Olives, 
and Mamre/Terebinthus—they facilitated the emperor’s grandiose building 
plans for the area.70 Eusebius’s Onomastikon, lost, like earlier geographical 
works describing ancient Judea, the Temple, and Jerusalem, is an early testa-
ment to the importance conferred on ancient sites associated with sacred 
Judeo-Christian history. Constantine’s success in promoting the idea of the 
holy place was immediate and durable, marking the beginning of a long his-
tory of the veneration of holy places and relics and the practice of pilgrimage 
as a legitimate Christian practice.71 Of course this program was as necessary 
to the emperor’s political designs as it was to satisfying his proclaimed reli-
gious purposes.72 Nonetheless, the significance of this development is clear: it 
initiated an ambitious Christian building program and officially installed the 
idea of reverence for historic remains.

The Constantinian revival of the sites of the “sacred events” of Christian-
ity brought into the open Christian memory and connection to the dead, 
a tradition continued throughout the medieval period with the cult of the 
saints that was a central feature of the Christian liturgy.73 Furthermore, after 
the definitive collapse of the Western Roman Empire (in 476), interest in the 
past did not decline. For example, one of the most important figures of the 
late antique period, Cassiodorus (ca. 485–585), the Calabrian Roman offi-
cial-turned-monk, preferred “to preserve old buildings because in preserving 
them we shall win no less praise than from building anew.”74 Praising restora-
tions of old buildings on the grounds that early inventiveness is brought to 
perfection, Cassiodorus argues that restorations make old buildings revive.75

Also, the case of Hadrian’s Pantheon in Rome, built in the first half of 
the second century, demonstrates continuing concern for conservation and 
preservation. Turned into a Christian basilica in 609, it has experienced mul-
tiple restorations beginning with L. Septimus Severus’ in the early third cen-
tury and continuing to the present. As the nineteenth-century architect and 
restorer of French monuments, Eugène Emmanuel Viollet le Duc (1814–79) 
noted in his article on restoration, in ancient and medieval times buildings 
were restored when possible, and when not possible, became spolia (remains 
from older buildings) for new buildings.76 As already mentioned, Gregory the 
Great and John of Damascus stand out as ardent defenders of buildings and 
artifacts used for traditional commemorative or meditative practices. In later 
centuries, we find Master Gregorius’s The Marvels of Rome, written in the 
late twelfth or early thirteenth centuries,77 providing an inventory and history 
of ancient Roman buildings that survived with descriptions of their size and 
statuary. Gregorius’s work is not unique, for beginning in 1300, Pope Boniface 
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the VIII’s Year of the Jubilee, works such as Mirabilia Urbis Romae (Marvels 
of the City of Rome), which encouraged pilgrimages to Rome, became more 
common. Later, Petrarch’s letter written from Rome to Giovanni Colonna 
between 1337 and 1341 offers yet another example of medieval interest in 
the architectural legacy of the Romans. His letter both laments the passage of 
time and lauds the remnants of the ancient Roman past in an elegy presaging 
Renaissance fascination with the Greco-Roman heritage.78

Following the papal exile in Avignon (1305–77) and the Great Schism 
(1397–1417) when Pope Martin V returned to Rome, a devastated city of 
only seventeen thousand people in 1420, a new approach to preservation 
emerged. Papal bulls recommended the conservation of the city of Rome, not 
just its churches and holy sites, but also its ancient buildings. In the bull Cum
almam nostram urbem of 1462, Pope Pius II Piccolomini (sounding like the 
Romantic poets will more than three centuries later) promoted the ancient 
remains as beautiful for giving the city its charm, while reminding us that 
human works are fragile.

But this story is not so simple. Raphael (1483–1520)—named inspector 
general of arts by Pope Louis X in 1515, the first such position—lamented 
the collapsing ruins of ancient Rome in what amounts to a funeral oration. 
Yet he embraced the new, which led to tearing down old Saint Peter’s (a 
fourth-century basilica) and reassigning the marble from the Forum, the Cir-
cus Maximus, and the Aventine to the building of the new Saint Peter’s in 
the rinascita style,79 the word later invented by the painter, architect, and 
writer Giorgio Vasari (1511–74) to describe the changes in artistic expres-
sion of what we now call the Renaissance. What was lost when the new Saint 
Peter’s replaced the fourth-century basilica? The medieval strata of the church 
became the victim of the new style and the “modern” Roman Church, even 
though much of the spolia from the ancient world that had found a home in 
old Saint Peter’s was redeployed to the new church.80

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries began to rediscover, appreciate, 
recover, and imitate this medieval strata of western Europe. Even the nine-
teenth-century writers without religious faith or even sympathy with religious 
adherents began to describe a transcendent feeling that this legacy of past ages 
evoked for them. Their responses to medieval cathedrals, architecture, and 
art celebrate a sense of grandeur, immensity, light, and transcendence. For 
example, Victor Hugo wrote of Notre Dame as a symphony in stone, whose 
statuary, sculpture, and carvings produce its silent grandeur.81 Viollet le Duc, 
as if in erotic rapture, in a letter to Prosper Mérimée (1803–70) about the 
French bas-reliefs decorating medieval churches that had “nothing to do with 
antiquity,” described the exquisite purity, artistic satisfaction, and ravishing 
form of the medieval works.82

John Ruskin (1819–1900), in his accolade to architecture as a source of 
psychological consolation, writes, “Architecture is the art which so disposes 
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and adorns the edifices raised by man for whatsoever uses, that the sight of 
them contributes to his mental health, power, and pleasure.”83 Praising Roman-
esque art, he likened its forms to nature: “The Romanesque arch is beautiful 
as an abstract line. Its type is always before us in that of the apparent vault of 
heaven, and horizon of the earth. The cylindrical pillar is always beautiful, for 
God has so moulded the stem of every tree that it is pleasant to the eyes. The 
pointed arch is beautiful; it is the termination of every leaf that shakes in the 
summer wind, and its most fortunate associations are directly borrowed from 
the trefoiled grass of the field, or from the stars of its flowers.”84

Auguste Rodin (1840–1917), another lover of the French medieval cathe-
dral as the emblem of “national” character, wrote, “The cathedral is the syn-
thesis of the country. I repeat: rocks, forests, gardens, the northern sun, all 
this is captured in its gigantic body, all France is in our cathedrals, just as all 
Greece is in its Parthenon.”85 Americans were also seized by medieval forms, 
most famously, Henry Adams (1838–1918), who described Chartres’ twelfth-
century windows as inspired, even divine: “These three twelfth-century win-
dows, like their contemporary Portal outside, and the flèche that goes with 
them, are the ideals of enthusiasts of mediaeval art; they are above the level of 
all known art, in religious form; they are inspired; they are divine!” 86

The proto-environmentalists in America, whose interests in the U.S. natu-
ral patrimony parallel the European turn to the historic past, even adopted 
this rapturous architectural language to laud and defend the natural beauty 
of the New World. Of the experience of the ponds at Walden, Henry David 
Thoreau (1817–62) recalled, “White Pond and Walden are great crystals on 
the surface of the earth, Lakes of Light . . . like precious stones . . . more beau-
tiful than our lives.”87 John Muir (1838–1914), in a similar vein, enthralled 
by Yosemite, likened the natural to sculptural forms: “Then I went above to 
the alphabet valleys of the summits, comparing cañon to cañon, with all their 
varieties of rock structure and cleavage. . . . [T]he grand congregation of rock 
creations were present to me, and I studied their forms and sculpture. . . . The 
grandeur of these forces and their glorious results overpower me, and inhabit 
my whole being.”88 For Americans, it was the natural beauty of their adopted 
land that spurred their desire for preservation and conservation, leading in 
1872 to the creation of Yellowstone, the first national park in the world. A 
number of U.S. presidents after the 1906 Antiquities Act, initially designed 
to protect prehistoric Native American ruins and artifacts, declared hundreds 
of thousands of acres “objects of scientific interest.” Teddy Roosevelt was the 
first to use the act, declaring Devils Tower, Wyoming, the Petrified Forest in 
Arizona, and the Grand Canyon national monuments between 1906 and 
1908. Ironically, the government’s plan to flood the Grand Canyon in the 
1970s to create hydroelectricity incited a massive publicity campaign by one 
of the greatest U.S. environmentalists of the twentieth century, David Brower 
(1912–2000). Like the earlier environmentalists Thoreau and Muir, Brower 
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linked natural and cultural “beauty.” He ran full-page ads in the New York
Times to counter the government’s argument that flooding would allow tour-
ists to get closer to the top of the canyon, asking, “Should we also flood the 
Sistine Chapel, so tourists can get nearer the ceiling?”89

Europe’s celebrated cultural wealth was falling into decay and desolation as 
a result of deliberate destruction or neglect due to religious wars, revolutions, 
industrialization, and shifting tastes from the sixteenth century on. Accord-
ing to Belgian art historian Roger H. Marijnissen, we cannot calculate the 
number of works of art “lost or destroyed in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Works of the highest order were treated with casual contempt. 
Style and taste were changing, and old-fashioned works of art no longer held 
any interest. Numerous masterpieces underwent scandalous tribulations.”90

The nineteenth-century’s interest in recovery and preservation was possible 
partly because, despite the civic unrest, war, and violence of the previous 
two centuries, some notion of secular and religious tolerance, no matter how 
flawed, had emerged in the Enlightenment, and with it an idea of aesthet-
ics that separated abstract ideas of “beauty” from the particularities of the 
religion faith. In addition, a commitment to national history and patrimony 
in many European countries became central to the formation of the modern 
nation. Connection to the past came to be associated with the history of a 
nation, with its own nexus of problems, rather than with the narrative of the 
heroes and heroines of Christianity whose celebration in “historic buildings” 
had earlier linked living believers with the dead through the celebrations of 
the liturgical year, the cult of the saints, and the burial of the dead. Romantic 
writers and artists began the nineteenth century’s long nostalgic meditation 
on the architectural and artistic remains of the medieval period, but from an 
aesthetic rather than a religious point of view.

Ongoing preservation of cultural monuments (cult sites and artifacts that 
were in use) up to the nineteenth century reflected a tradition of continuity, 
that is, making the buildings and artifacts conform to standards of taste, 
beauty, use, ecclesiology, theology, and religious experience that suited the 
attitudes of the particular moment in time, unless the item was deemed too 
degraded to be salvaged. But in the nineteenth century, a radical shift took 
place because the focus became restoration under the influence of nine-
teenth-century ideas about scientific history and philology. Ruled by the neo-
medievalism of the period, architects removed features that had been added 
to buildings over the centuries while they strove to make artistic decisions 
based on style, history, and what was deemed to be the syntax of the build-
ings.91 What is continuous, as far as religious artifacts are concerned, is the 
idea of habitual use, adaptation, and preservation. But the scientific approach 
to restoring a “historical” past on secular grounds is a new development. 
Another radical change has taken place in the twentieth century because the 
notion of conservation has challenged the whole idea of “restoration,” which 
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has been deemed unfaithful to the original context and meaning of historic 
buildings, artifacts, and spaces.92

The twentieth century has produced a global approach to conservation 
of what is now called world heritage. Convened in 1972, the Convention 
Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, an 
agency of UNESCO, sought to redress increasing threats to world patrimony 
caused not just by neglect, decay, or warfare, but also by the rapid social 
and economic changes that are causing irremediable damage or destruction. 
The agency, whose interests are secularist and simultaneously global and 
local, was charged to oversee the protection of “architectural works, works 
of monumental sculpture and painting, elements or structures of an archae-
ological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and combinations of features, 
which are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, 
art or science,” and also nature preserves.93 To arrive at this point of preserva-
tion requires a wholly new commitment to a global project that includes all 
peoples, cultures, and religions. Of course, in removing these sites from the 
dangers of modern political and social strife, they also become sources of local 
revenue through tourism, another feature of the global economy, itself pos-
ing different sets of problems that are also the concern of world bodies like 
UNESCO.94 Despite all the accompanying instruction that informs the sites, 
setting these world heritage places apart also contributes to decontextualizing 
them while, according to the ideology of UNESCO, nonetheless providing a 
“common heritage” for a universalized notion of humankind. In UNESCO’s 
ideology lies a commitment to an idea of civilization belonging to a universal 
family of humankind in which all local heritages are given equal respect. 
Modern notions of preservation, civilization, and universalism are applied 
here with all their potential exclusionary and limiting pitfalls. However, just 
as the Enlightenment’s notion of tolerance advanced a universalist ideology of 
culture,95 this development aspires to make both natural and cultural wealth 
the shared patrimony of the people of the world rather than a focus of strife.

Today, in an amazing contrast with the past, organizational support for pres-
ervation has become so powerful that heritage advocates are nowadays even 
criticized for overzealous protection of buildings and artifacts. Now, when pres-
ervation has local, national, and global networks of support, there are growing 
complaints that “heritage professionals once seen as selfless are now targets of 
suspicion, often thought backward looking, deluded, self-seeking, or hypocriti-
cal.”96 A look back to the circumstances that led to modern preservation move-
ments shows, however, that preservation has a far longer history than is generally 
believed. Furthermore, the sense of urgency underlying the preservationist con-
cerns of the last two hundred years directly emerges from the disorienting effects 
of rapid change combined with nostalgia for a simpler past,97 and from deracina-
tion, dislocation, and destruction of natural and built environments, as a conse-
quence of industrialization, urbanization, and now globalization.



C H A P T E R  1

Destruction: Idolatry

Tear down their altars, smash their pillars, put their sacred posts to the fire, 
and cut down the images of their gods, obliterating their name from that site.

—Deuteronomy 12:3

When King Josiah (621 BCE) ordered the cleansing of the Jerusalem
temple in ancient Judea and the eradication of idolatry, he deposed idola-
trous priests; burned and defiled all other cult sites; and destroyed altars, 
pillars, and statuary (2 Kings 23:4–20), initiating the first major iconoclastic 
movement. Similar destruction occurred again during the Byzantine icon-
oclastic crisis. Witnesses during the first Byzantine episode watched icons 
burned, pillaged, and destroyed in city and countryside alike. Punishments 
for those who resisted included mutilated bodies, cut off noses, eyes poked 
out, hands and ears cut off, and flagellations. Soldiers destroyed icons and 
burned monasteries.1

One word echoes throughout the three major episodes of destruction of 
religious art and architecture in the Judeo-Christian tradition: idolatry. To 
attack cult practices and destroy cult environments and artifacts, all three 
cases of iconoclastic outbreaks discussed here—King Josiah’s Deuteronomic 
reform,2 the Byzantine Iconoclast controversy (726–843 CE), and the western 
European Reformation—invoke the second commandment, “You shall not 
make a carved image for yourself nor the likeness of anything in the heavens 
above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth” (Exod. 20:4). 
Many explanations exist for these outbursts, but among the numerous efforts 
to understand them, two facts are clear: (1) visual display (as icons, images, or 
other items used in religious practice) becomes suspect for religious reasons; 
and (2) the destruction becomes official policy.

Although tearing down the sanctuaries; desecrating the holy places; and 
destroying the books, artifacts, and visual symbols of other peoples has been 
widespread throughout history, destruction within the iconoclasts’ own tradi-
tion is less common. The three cases to be discussed here describe occasions 
when the iconoclasts took up hammers, chisels, and whitewash against their 



22   Heritage or Heresy

own traditions; and reaching back into what they considered an earlier pris-
tine practice of their religions, they accused their coreligionists of idolatry.

Three of these major iconoclastic episodes have similar features and com-
mon patterns of motives and results. What they share—besides the accusa-
tion of idolatry in their polemic against images, based on what appear to 
be sincere religious convictions—is that the religious function is assumed 
to state power while rulers attempt to restrict, change, or destroy cult sites; 
undermine cult practices and their practitioners; indoctrinate their people; 
and in doing so, to centralize political-religious power to themselves. In addi-
tion, the status of the artifact becomes suspect because confusion about the 
artifact itself and what it represents emerges. Devotional practices deriving 
from the sense that some spiritual, magical, or other special powers reside in 
the religious object are labeled superstition, and the devotional object there-
fore becomes the focus of derision and destruction.3 Both iconoclasts and 
those who cherish religious artifacts agree that onlookers perceive some spe-
cial significance in the “icon” or “image.” This fact is important because, in a 
sense, this “special” status implies that the visual object possesses an intrinsic 
value, thus laying the foundation for images to become artistic products that 
can be removed from particular cultural contexts.

In all three of these cases, outbreaks of iconoclastic actions occur when 
the political leader overrides the separate roles of ruler and priest to assume 
the role of both ruler and priest, while becoming upholder of law, both reli-
gious and secular. At the same time, these iconoclastic episodes promoted a 
polemical rereading of the Bible, one that restricted possible interpretations 
and narrowed the biblical canon but also produced a sophisticated defense of 
the function of images in religion, one that not only sustained an argument 
for preserving religious art but ultimately led to a case for preserving secular 
art as well.

Idolatry

Two biblical texts appear to justify destruction of images. The first, Exo-
dus 20:4 (and its restatement in Deuteronomy 5:7, 8), the locus classicus for 
Hebrew iconoclasm and later outbreaks, is the second commandment in the 
Decalogue. The second is Deuteronomy 12:3, based on the commandment, 
the divinely inscribed exhortation to destroy cult images: “Tear down their 
altars, dash in pieces their pillars, and burn their Ashe’rim with fire; and you 
shall hew down the graven images of their gods, and destroy their name out 
of that place.”

Contrary to the popular modern belief that the Decalogue is an absolute 
set of ethical norms, in fact, it actually is one of those biblical texts whose 
reception and interpretation differs profoundly according to the historically 
determined situation of the religious community receiving it. The authoritative 
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reception of the Decalogue, even within the biblical canon itself, has varied 
greatly. In certain periods it has had greater normative power, whereas in 
others, it has taken its place within an amplified ethical discussion involving 
numerous other biblical texts.4

Biblical scholars highlight the fact that the status of the commandment 
against idols, labeled the second commandment, although no numbers appear 
in the original, is subject to debate. Textual problems have not been resolved, 
and some argue that it reflects a later Deuteronomic addition.5 Furthermore, 
some biblical readers have taken the second commandment as an unchanging 
inflexible rule, treating it as a “monolithic concept” and therefore ignoring or 
overlooking the variety of attitudes toward images to be found in the Hebrew 
Scriptures themselves,6 particularly those referring to the opulent decoration 
of Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 6:11–35), built with divine approval: “Con-
cerning this house which you are building, if you will walk in my statutes and 
obey my ordinances and keep all my commandments and walk in them, then 
I will establish my word with you, which I spoke to David your father” (1 
Kings 6:12). The temple was amply decorated with statues and with carvings 
of cherubim, palm trees, and open flowers (1 Kings 6:24–35; also Ezekiel 
41:17–20).

Also, one needs to account for the fact that, whether deserved or not, the 
second commandment did acquire a canonical status. Regardless of changes 
in its normative status, it came to possess a timeless power, inscribing icono-
clastic tendencies into Judeo-Christian tradition and appearing as a proof 
text to justify destructive episodes; although, as the Hebrew Bible attests, its 
prohibition was regularly ignored.7

Given the reception of the Decalogue as normative, it is not surprising 
to see it invoked during episodes when religious artworks become suspect. 
During both the Byzantine controversy and the Protestant Reformation, the 
Decalogue emerged as juridical. The eighth-century Byzantine emperors Leo 
III and Constantine V, and the sixteenth-century king of England and son of 
Henry VIII, Edward VI adopted the injunction attributed to Moses, intend-
ing to eliminate what they considered idolatry from their respective realms 
and restore the “pure” religion of the early Christian Church.

Since idolatry is the charge that prompted these episodes of destructive 
furor, let us begin with what it meant in the context of early Christianity 
(pre-third century CE when the first definitively dated Christian art appears). 
Because Jews and Christians more or less shared the First Testament (that is, 
the Hebrew Scripture or its Greek translation, the Septuagint) and it became 
the basis of New Testament “Christian” writing, Jewish and Christian history 
and ideas about idolatry are intertwined. We cannot speak of one without 
also speaking of the other. The translators of the Septuagint, produced in 
Egypt where the Jews were a minority among “idol worshippers,” adopted 
the term eidolon (Greek for “idol”),8 which was used by Greek-speaking Jews 
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and Christians for cultic images. For Plato, this word meant “illusory phe-
nomena” that come from the deceptive senses in contrast to “pure” ideas or 
forms that the soul apprehends.9 Earlier, Herodotus had used the word sim-
ply to describe copies or figurative representations. The word eidolon is also 
sometimes used in non-Christian and non-Jewish Greek for cultic images.10

The Hebrew Bible uses a large range of terms to designate idols, which are 
repeatedly decried (words associated with uncleanness and worthlessness are 
most common).

The Septuagint’s frequent use of the word eidolon (ninety-six times) 
replaces no fewer than fifteen different terms used in the Hebrew Bible to 
denote heathen images and the gods they represent. Eidolon is the specific 
word used in the Septuagint version of the second commandment (Exod. 
20:4; Deuteronomy 5:8), and it belongs to Jewish polemic directed against 
other gods and intended to protect Jews from those others in the ancient 
world who are identified with “idol worship.” The first and second com-
mandments combined, therefore, function as a strategy to distinguish Jews 
from non-Jews, the first requiring Jews to be faithful to Yahweh and the sec-
ond showing an absolute refusal to see anything other than idolatry in the 
non-Jewish or pagan cult of images.11 Deuteronomy 4:15–18 elaborates on 
the prohibition against images: “Since you saw no shape when the Lord God 
spoke to you,” no one knows what God looks like, so he cannot be repre-
sented. An idol is an attempt to represent what is invisible, thus blurring 
the line between the invisible God and the animated “idol.”12 Since images 
played a major role in cultic practices of the people surrounding the ancient 
Jews, the biblical injunctions against such idol worship constitute a warning 
to avoid contamination by local customs of others.13

“Idolatry,” with the sense of giving reverence to images as such, is never 
addressed in the New Testament gospels; but Paul, drawing from Jewish tra-
ditions, on several occasions decries worship of what he labels images (eikon
[see Rom. 1:18–32; 1 Cor. 12:2; Acts 17:29]). Also, writing about “pagan” 
images, he specifically associates eidola with demons (1 Cor. 8:4; Gal. 4:8), 
which are not to be feared but avoided. Of course, the book of Revelations 
also criticizes idols, in this case, using the word eidola: “The people did not 
repent of the work of their hands or give up worshipping demons and idols” 
(Rev. 9:20).14 As Joel Marcus highlights, idolatry is listed as a vice in the 
New Testament (Gal. 5:20; Col. 3:5; 1 Pet. 4:3; Rev. 21:8), and idolaters will 
not inherit the dominion or God, while Christians should avoid both idols 
and idolaters (1 Cor. 5:10–11, 6:9). Finally, idolatry in the New Testament 
acquires a specific moral valance because sexual immorality, desire for money, 
and participation in pagan food festivals are all identified with idolatry. This 
usage suggests that idolatry is linked to common pagan social customs that 
the new religionists are to avoid. We should not underestimate this sociologi-
cal dimension because it was common to feast on meat in pagan festivals; for 
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the new religionists to avoid this tradition would be to miss out on a festive 
event that for many provided one of their few opportunities to eat meat.15

(Gregory the Great also addresses this pagan habit in relationship to the con-
version of the English in the sixth century CE. Following his “middle way” 
pastoral approach, he advised that the old habit of killing oxen to offer to 
the pagan gods be replaced with a religious feast in which the animals would 
still be killed (in huts outside the church), but God would be thanked for his 
generosity [Letter 11:56]).

In Romans 1:18–23, Paul offers a sharp critique of pagan icon (eikon) wor-
ship that clearly links icons with idols. This advice contrasts with 2 Corinthi-
ans 4:4, where he reconstructs the ancient idea of eikon or image into Christ 
as eikon tou theou (Christ as image of God), who as man can be rendered 
in person. Paul, in Jewish tradition, appears to deliberately interrogate the 
“lived space” of the Greco-Roman world, where ancient pagan divinities were 
visually represented everywhere (in and outside the temples, in household 
shrines, in the streets, in the hills, and in the cities) and to replace these “pres-
ences” with the eikon of God, Jesus, who could be visualized in the people 
of God and in the narrative history of the people of God.16 Thus, following 
from this very provocative argument, we can perhaps fill the empty gap from 
the death of Jesus to the year 200, where so far we have found no examples 
of Christian art—when the first Christians might have imagined Christian 
theology and narrative in a uniquely symbolic form.17

Ancient Hebrew Iconoclasm

This story will begin in Jerusalem, “the center of the world,” as Saint Jerome, 
Church father and fourth-century Latin translator of the Bible, quoting Eze-
kiel, put it: “Thus says the Lord God, ‘This is Jerusalem, which I put among 
the nations, and surrounded by the lands’”(Ezek. 5:5–6).18 Why Jerusalem? 
As the contested site today of the most revered monuments of three of the 
world’s major religions, how Jerusalem acquired its contemporary importance 
is not difficult to understand. According to biblical tradition, it became King 
David’s capital for the joined kingdoms of Judea and Israel (2 Sam. 5:1–25), 
and David planned a temple there to house the Ark of the Covenant (2 Sam. 
7:1–29). His son Solomon built the temple in 957 BCE (1 Kings 6–8), which 
the Babylonians destroyed in 586 BCE as they drove the Hebrews into exile 
in an effort to erase the people and the God they worshipped. During the 
Jewish revolt against the Romans in 70 CE, the second temple, completed 
in 515 BCE, was destroyed by the Romans, again forcing the Jews into exile. 
Like the Babylonian assault, the Romans destroyed the temple as part of an 
effort to eliminate the people and their God.

The still-standing Western Wall, or Wailing Wall, of the erstwhile Jew-
ish Temple, built between c.20–18 BCE to 26 CE was actually part of 
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the supporting structure for the Temple Mount (the mount itself believed to 
be the site of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac). Constructed during the period of 
Herod the Great (who ruled from 37 BCE through 4 CE) it remains the holi-
est site of Judaism. In addition to its Jewish history, the mount is also the site 
of at least two former Roman temples and the still-standing Umayyad Dome 
of the Rock (built ca. 687 and 691 CE), the supposed site of Mohammed’s 
night journey (Sura 17:1 in the Koran).

Jerusalem also holds the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, presumed site of 
the resurrection of Jesus (finished ca. 335 CE). The ongoing tension over 
religious heritage sites has politicized these three sites in Jerusalem, placing 
them within the crossfire of simmering sectarian violence. They epitomize 
how buildings can dramatize or stage a continuous performance of collec-
tive memory, whether enshrined in sacred texts, reinforced by liturgical prac-
tices such as pilgrimage, or expressed by the triumphs, losses, and aspirations 
of the various religious faiths. (For example, for Christian fundamentalists 
prophesying about the impending end time and second coming after the 
Jews return to Israel and rebuild the temple, Jerusalem’s “sacred sites” stand 
as battleground for the final conflict over contested religious and political 
claims).

As noted, the book of Deuteronomy, and the Deuteronomic strand of the 
Bible, represents a powerful censorship of images, cult sites, and altars for the 
ancient world. And when King Josiah of Judah (2 Kings 21:23–24, 22:10), 
who reigned from 640 to 609 BCE, put Deuteronomy’s prohibitions into 
action, the Bible recorded the first documented case of iconoclasm.19 Biblical 
scholars generally agree that an important rhetorical purpose of the “Deu-
teronomic history” was to highlight the Deuteronomic laws and to show the 
Hebrew people that they were suffering because they violated the laws. This 
rhetorical move links obeying these laws in particular as the means to avoid 
political catastrophe, while also explaining the exile on having failed to abide 
by these laws.20

Josiah, King Amon’s eight-year-old son, came to the throne after his father 
was assassinated, and he reigned in Jerusalem for thirty-one years (2 Kings 
21:23–24, 22:1). Of Josiah, the Deuteronomic author writes, “He did what 
was right in the eyes of the Lord; he followed closely in the footsteps of his 
forefather David, swerving neither right nor left” (2 Kings 22:2). The narra-
tive in 2 Kings reflecting the primary interests of the Deuteronomic writer 
portrays the period of Israelite/Judean history preceding Josiah’s reign as a 
betrayal of Yahweh, for both King Manas’seh, Josiah’s grandfather, and King 
Amon, Josiah’s father, placed “graven images” in the house of the Lord (2 
Kings 21:7–22). Accordingly, the biblical writer reports that the Lord com-
municated via the prophets, his servants, as follows: “Because Manas’seh 
king of Judah has committed these abominations, and has done things more 
wicked than all that the Amorites did, who were before him, and has made 
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Judah also to sin with his idols; therefore thus says the Lord, the God of 
Israel, Behold, I am bringing upon Jerusalem and Judah such evil that the 
ears of every one who hears of it will tingle” (2 Kings 21:11–12).

Biblical scholars argue that another writer, the second Deuteronomist, 
editing the Deuteronomic history to provide a parallel with the Babylonian 
Exile, probably wrote this section (2 Kings 21:10–15) to attribute the fall of 
Jerusalem and Judah in 587–86 BCE to the apostasy of Manas’seh.21 Thus the 
writers, like the prophet Ezekiel, writing from exile, seek to explain Judah’s 
weakness before enemies as a betrayal of Yahweh because of the reinstitution 
of idol worship. In other words, the Hebrew prophet interprets the Babylo-
nian destruction of the temple and the effort to eradicate the Jewish people 
and their religious practices as divine punishment for idolatry.

When Manas’seh died, his son Amon, as the biblical writer portrays him 
forsaking the Lord, “served the idols that his father served, and worshipped 
them” (2 Kings 21:21–22). A boy-king, Josiah came to the throne after his 
father’s two-year reign, inheriting what the Deuteronomic writer clearly pres-
ents as a religious climate of apostasy. Thus began the “Deuteronomic Ref-
ormation,” in which foreign priests and shrines (Canaanite) were destroyed 
and all cultic challenges to the centrality of Jerusalem and Yahweh worship 
were eliminated. Josiah, as hero of this history, emulated David and tried to 
restore the kingdom by centralizing the cultus at Jerusalem and restoring the 
annual feast of Passover.

When Hilkiah, the high priest, proclaimed he had found “the book of 
the law in the house of the Lord” (2 Kings 22:8), which he presented to the 
king, he was giving the king what is now called the book of Deuteronomy 
in the Bible. The discovery of the document, ostensibly found by workers 
restoring the Jerusalem temple under King Josiah’s instructions (2 Kings 
22:3–7), was the given reason for the Jerusalem convocation. Josiah publicly 
proclaimed this “book of the law” that Hilkiah found as the book of the 
covenant (Moses’s laws), swearing to uphold it before the men of Judah and 
Jerusalem, the priests, prophets, and “all the people, both small and great” (2 
Kings 23:1–3). As the king commanded the cleansing of the temple, he initi-
ated the first major iconoclastic movement. Instituting Passover as if it were 
a reinstitution, “as it is written in this covenant” (2 Kings 23:21–23), Josiah 
established the feast that had not been kept, according to the Deuteronomic 
writer, “since the days of the judges who judged Israel” (2 Kings: 23:22). 
These actions made a public declaration of the priestly power of the king, of 
the centrality of Jerusalem, and finally of the defeat of any opposition to this 
centralized power.

The “Deuteronomic reforms” may indeed have had such concrete politi-
cal purposes. First, they established Jerusalem as the capital of the kingdom; 
second, with the elimination of challenges to the monarchy, all taxes, tithes, 
and contributions would come to the capital; and third, Jerusalem became 
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the only true spiritual center of Yahweh worship. Thus this first recorded 
instance of a state-sponsored iconoclastic movement, while prompted by reli-
gious fervor and a return to imagined “roots,” had other political motives. 
The biblical narrative presents Josiah receiving the Ark of the Covenant 
with the Deuteronomic tablets as a new Moses and a king in the tradition of 
David. As a ruler with divine support, he set about destroying all the “idols.” 
But at the same time, he was able to garner the revenues that would have gone 
to alternate hill shrines and direct them to Jerusalem, where he could con-
centrate power while annexing parts of Israelite territory. With his increased 
revenues, he could strengthen the army, expand his territory, and begin a 
major program of political, economic, religious, and juridical reform cen-
tered in Jerusalem.22

Of course, if we look at 2 Kings 24, we discover that these reform moves 
did not protect Judea, which fell first to Egyptian and then to neo-Baby-
lonian domination and to the reinstallation of “foreign” idols. Indeed, the 
prophet Ezekiel, writing from exile, makes more references to idols (eidolon)
and idol worship as the cause of Israel’s failure than any other biblical text 
(twelve times). In his “warning oracles,” referring to the period prior to the 
fall of Jerusalem to Babylon, the prophet reports the words of the Lord to his 
listeners: “Hear the word of the Lord God. . . . I am bringing a sword against 
you and I will destroy your hill-shrines. Your altars will be made desolate, 
your incense-altars shattered, and I will fling down your slain before your 
idols. . . . Your altars will be waste and desolate and your idols shattered and 
useless, your incense-altars hewn down” (Ezek. 6:3–7). Ezekiel, thus, blames 
apostasy for his people’s suffering because when they chose multiple cult sites 
and multiple gods, they rejected Yahweh.

This begins the story, but it was hardly the end. These same biblical texts 
would be cited during the Byzantine iconoclast controversy and during the 
Protestant Reformation. This first recorded example from the Bible high-
lights several traits of such movements. These include consolidating political 
power to a particular place (such as Jerusalem, and later Constantinople) and 
person (King Josiah in Judah, the emperor in the Byzantine Empire, and the 
king in England). As the ruler controls the civic domain, he also assumes 
priestly power, thus combining the roles of priest and ruler and simultane-
ously undermining religious functionaries outside the hierarchical structures 
of the royal family, as, for example, local cult leaders in the Josiah case, monks 
or clergy who would not comply with the imperial edicts as in the Byzantine 
case, and in the English Reformation, monks or clergy loyal to powers out-
side England (i.e., Rome and the primacy of the pope). In these cases, the 
immediate result was to overcome opposition from political or religious chal-
lenges. Religion became an appendage of the state, subservient to the central 
power of the ruler and indeed an essential tool of the ruler. The intellectual 
foundation of the movement relies on a narrow reading of biblical texts that 
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assume a doctrinal role to uphold the position of the ruler as God’s agent on 
earth. This is a strand in Christianity that began at the time of Constantine’s 
conversion to Christianity.

Inspired by Constantine’s victory at the Milvian Bridge (312 CE) and the 
end of Christian persecutions by the Roman Empire, Eusebius of Caesarea 
and Lactantius, the two most influential Christian intellectuals of the fourth 
century, developed a Christian theology of imperial rule—to explain and 
intellectually support Constantine’s triumph.23 Eusebius’s narration of the 
Milvian Bridge event in his Ecclesiastical History—when Constantine suppos-
edly saw a cross in the sky that presaged his victory (and the victory of Chris-
tianity)—restored the God of battles from the ancient Near East as developed 
in Hebraic historiography and simultaneously introduced to Christianity 
the idea of providential temporal history and the ruler as God’s agent. The 
Hebrew Bible histories, whether the story of Moses’s exodus from Egypt or 
Joshua’s conquest of Jericho, show a war god busily intervening on behalf 
of his people, both to punish the oppressors, as in the flight from Egypt, 
and to award victory to his people, as in Joshua’s victory, while the divin-
ity intervenes to punish the chosen people as well as outsiders for idolatry, 
among other moral violations.24 The Eastern Roman Empire (which came to 
be called the Byzantine Empire) renewed this tradition by merging the impe-
rial and religious function. It has been persuasively argued that in the century 
that preceded the outbreak of iconoclasm in the Eastern Empire—from the 
death of Emperor Justinian (565) to the reign of Heraclius (610–41) who 
repelled the Arab surge in Jerusalem and recovered the “true cross”—this 
imperial-religious fusion evolved into an imperial cultus with its own liturgi-
cal formalism. Although they existed long before this time, icon use and icon 
veneration as imperially supported customs rose in this period.25

Byzantine Iconoclasm

The Byzantine Empire’s iconoclasm furor created a major crisis lasting from 
the 720s to 843 CE, the latter date when orthodoxy was finally restored after 
a century of internal violence. To understand the circumstances that led to 
this civil and ecclesiastical turmoil, it is essential to recognize how vulnerable 
the Eastern Roman Empire found itself in the face of seventh-century Persian 
and then later Islamic expansionism. By 619, Persia had conquered Egypt, 
Jerusalem (614), Damascus (613), and Antioch (611). A brief look at the 
entry of the Byzantine chronicler Theophanes in his Chronographia, a history 
of Byzantium from 284–813, for 610 provides an overview of how weak the 
Empire had become: “In this year the Persians captured Caesarea in Cap-
padocia and took therein many tens of thousands of captives. The Emperor 
Herakleios found the affairs of the Roman state undone, for the Avars had 
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devastated Europe, while the Persians had destroyed all of Asia and had cap-
tured the cities and annihilated in battle the Roman army.”26

Because images were used to ward off enemies (apotropaia) and as safe-
guards for cities (palladia), in this climate of constant warfare, veneration of 
images became widespread in the Eastern Empire. In fact, the first account of 
a miracle tied to a religious image appears in Evagrius’s Ecclesiastical History
(late sixth century).27 In this instance, Evagrius alleged that when the Persians 
laid siege to Edessa in 544 an icon of Christ saved the city.28 Already in the 
sixth century, devotion to the Virgin Mother, the theotokos, was growing, 
having been officially promoted at the Council of Ephesus at the end of the 
fourth century. But her position as “mediator” gained particular resonance 
in the Eastern Empire because by the sixth century, as the emperor figure 
assumed greater religious and “theocratic” ceremonial power, the theotokos 
(Mary) emerged as the patroness of the city, the empire, and the imperial 
household. Icons and veneration of the Virgin were growing in popularity 
among the powerful and powerless at the same time.29 By 626, the patriarch 
had images of the Virgin and Child painted on the west side of the city where 
the Persians were attacking: “On all the gates to the west of the city . . . the 
venerable patriarch had painted . . . images of the holy figures of the Virgin 
with the Lord her son.”30 George the Pisidian, writing a poem on the success-
ful outcome of the Avar War in 626 (Bellum Avaricum) wrote, “If a painter 
wished to show the victorious outcome of the struggle, he would place in the 
foreground [as the conquering hero] the one who gave birth without seed 
and paint her image [eikona].”31 When the Arabs again laid siege to Constan-
tinople in 717/18, an image of the Virgin was carried around the walls with 
the relics of the “true cross.”

Theophanes tells the story of the 717 Arab assault on the imperial city, to 
emphasize the role of the theotokos in saving the city. Beginning and ending 
the siege on August 15, the feast of the Koimesis, the chief feast day of the 
Virgin Mary, the savior of Constantinople, Theophanes has the assault last 
just one year and attributes the city’s salvation to the “intercession of the all-
pure Theotokos,” that is, the mother of God (CTC 545–48). Primarily, this 
evidence highlights the fact that icons in the sixth century had become part of 
the imperial “propaganda” mechanism that linked the earthly emperor with 
the divine emperor and pantheon.32

Prior to the iconoclast movement, religious images were a major feature of 
Byzantine life, whether used by clergy, secular authorities, or ordinary peo-
ple. There is little doubt among experts that without the active support and 
involvement of the emperors, iconoclasm could not have thrived. Indeed, it 
has even been argued that unlike other doctrinal heresies in the early Church 
spurred by religious debates among bishops and theologians, iconoclasm was 
an imperial heresy. From the late sixth and early seventh centuries, showing 
the increasingly theocratic character of the empire, the numismatic evidence 
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reveals that the emperors began to favor Christ icons over their own images. 
During the reign of Justinian II (685–95), new coins were minted for the first 
time with Christ’s image on the obverse accompanied by the words “king of 
kings,” and the emperor’s on the reverse of coins with the words, “servant 
of Christ.” The relationship between king and Christ was clear: the human 
ruler was the servant of the heavenly king. Prior to this time, the coins had 
been minted with the emperor’s portrait on the obverse.33 In fact, the alleged 
Quinisext Council of 692 in Constantinople specifically promoted images of 
Christ. The Eighty-Second Canon prescribed that images of Christ as human 
replace images of Christ as lamb:

Since therefore it is the perfect that should be set down in coloured depic-
tions before the eyes of all, we decree that the lamb that takes away the 
sin of the world, Christ our God, is henceforth to be set forth in icons in 
accordance with his human form, in place of the old lamb, through which, 
grasping the depth of the humility of God the Word, we may be led to the 
memory of his life in the flesh, of his passion and saving death, and the 
redemption that was thus brought about for the world.34

The iconoclast outbreak is generally divided into two periods, the first 
beginning around 726 with Leo III (717–41), first iconoclast emperor, who 
had to defend Constantinople against an Arab siege, and continued by his son 
Constantine V (741–75) under whom the furor reached its highest peak. In 
787, after the death of Leo IV (775–80), when the Empress Irene was regent 
for her son, iconoclasm was officially condemned as a heresy at the Second 
Nicene Council, but then came the second outbreak in 814 when Leo V 
(813–20) reopened the attack against images. His son, Michael II (820–29), 
followed in his footsteps, but at the Council of 843, once more when another 
widow (Theodora) of an iconoclast emperor, Theophilos (829–42), became 
regent for her son, icons were finally restored to orthodoxy.

Scholars of the iconoclastic outbreak in the Byzantine Empire represent a 
multitude of explanations about what happened and why, but as one expert 
has expressed it, the scholarship represents multiple explanations with little 
evidence.35 Since the iconoclasts destroyed much of the art of the previous 
periods, and the lovers of icons destroyed the arguments the iconoclasts had 
advanced for their actions so that none of their writings would survive in 
their original form, we cannot be certain of much except that an iconoclasm 
crisis occurred and that it was rebuked eventually as heretical.36 But we can 
see the outline of the movement as mandating destruction and the restoration 
of “orthodoxy” as a return to continuity of traditions and to preservation.

The many explanations for what encouraged the outbreak include, for 
example, a secular reform movement spurred by Leo III (717–41) and Con-
stantine V (741–75), whose reorganization of the military, law, and agriculture 
also included the Church.37 A second explanation points to a genuine religious 
reform intended to rid the empire of idolatry.38 Some see it as stemming from 
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an opposition between the Greco-Roman past and eastern Christianity, and 
a correction of a return to paganism.39 Some, using Theophanes’ Chrono-
graphia, claim that a man imbued with Arab doctrines gave Leo III the idea.40

Along the same lines, others have ascribed the influence of aniconic posi-
tions from Arab or Jewish scholars on the emperors.41 Even though a certain 
presbyter John, vicar of the oriental patriarchs, attributed the beginning of 
the iconoclast movement to a Jewish-Moslem conspiracy in his report to the 
Seventh Ecumenical Council held at Nicaea, modern scholarship has rejected 
the theory that Islamic or Jewish iconoclasm influenced the emperors.42 It is 
generally agreed that the emperors were listening to the advice of their own 
bishops who were trying to appease God.43

For some scholars, theology is the most significant aspect of the contro-
versy, bringing to the fore many apparently unsettled issues about the nature 
of Christ (fully human or fully divine, consubstantial with the Father), the 
Eucharist, and the status of the holy in society.44 For some, the icon discus-
sion was in fact a continuation of Christological debates that the Church 
council of Chalcedon (451), which had focused on disputes about the nature 
of “Christ,” had supposedly finally settled.45 Peter Brown’s original argument 
suggested that the iconoclasts focused on a few central symbols of Christian-
ity (sign of the cross, church building, and the Eucharist), with the intention 
of undermining the widespread regional piety or local patriotism that had 
produced a multiplicity of images that the emperor chose as a scapegoat for 
a demoralized Byzantine society.46 Finally, as Averil Cameron sums it up, 
no single explanation reveals precisely what happened and why.47 However, 
church historians, social historians, theologians, and art historians at least 
agree on one point: even though some ecclesiastical figures may have sup-
ported iconoclasm, the imperial household initiated and encouraged the cri-
sis, and iconoclasm became a primary mechanism for supporting the imperial 
cult. Indeed, in the letter Pope Gregory II reputedly wrote to Leo III, Gregory 
accuses the emperor of having taken on the role of priest, and Leo is reputed 
to have written, “I am ruler and priest.”48

Given the context of warfare and instability by the early eighth century, 
a time in which enemies were constantly harassing the borders of the East-
ern Christian Empire, the Empire was near total collapse.49 Leo III was not 
an educated man but a military leader who, after his field successes in the 
Caucasus (comprising present day Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and parts of 
Russia) and when the Arabs were besieging Constantinople in 717/18, seized 
imperial power and was thus elevated to emperor. What happened around 
726 to instigate the formal suppression of images? According to Theophanes, 
when a volcanic eruption of monumental magnitude occurred in the Aegean 
Sea in 726 and created a new island, Leo III concluded that God had caused 
it: “In the summer season of the same year [726], a vapour as from a fiery 
furnace boiled up for a few days from the depth of the sea. . . . In the midst 
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of so great a fire an island that had not previously existed was formed and 
joined to the Sacred Island. . . . Thinking that God’s wrath was in his [Leo 
III] favour instead of being directed against him, he stirred up a more ruthless 
war on the holy and venerable icons” (CTC, 559).

In addition, despite the fact that they had been repulsed around 678, 
the Arabs in 726 were again threatening the Byzantine Empire. Attacking 
Nicaea, only sixty miles from Constantinople where they were defeated, they 
were nonetheless able to seize Caesarea in present-day Israel.

In the tradition of the Hebrew Scriptures, Leo came to hold idolatry respon-
sible for these events, attributing them to divine wrath. His first act according 
to Theophanes, was to remove the Christ icon from above the Chalke, the 
bronze gate at the imperial palace (CTC, 559).50 In this, he followed the tra-
dition of “divine destiny” conferred on the monarch, as Eusebius initially had 
expounded it when Constantine became the first Christian Roman emperor. 
With this historical and political tradition in the foreground, the iconoclastic 
emperors sought to assert the imperial cult once more: emperor as ruler, war-
rior, and upholder of the laws of the true faith, although very specifically of 
the Ten Commandments, as The Ecloga, his laws, make clear.

Indeed, the fact that Leo saw himself as such a leader is no more evident 
than his undertaking in the early eighth century, again 726, to revise the code 
of Roman law compiled by Justinian in the sixth century. He begins The
Ecloga, a synopsis of the laws compiled in Greek for his subjects, who by this 
time did not know Latin, with the following:

A selection of laws arranged in a brief and compendious form by Leo and 
Constantine the wise and pious Emperors taken from the Institutes the 
Digests the Code and the Novels of the Great Justinian and improved in 
the direction of humanity; edited in the month of March, 9th Indiction in 
the year of the world 6234 [726].

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Leo 
and Constantine the Faithful Emperors of the Romans.51

As Emperor of the Romans, Leo takes on himself the role of a new Moses 
or a new Josiah, instituting laws that restore a pure form of Christianity but 
upheld by the imperial edict.52 Although The Ecloga does not deal at all with 
iconoclasm, the emperors do assert their dependence on biblical standards 
of righteousness, taking on themselves the standard as rulers according to 
Christian law. The emperors emphasize that they also adhered to the divine 
sanction that awarded them their position when they conclude the introduc-
tion with the following plea for protection: “that we may not incur the wrath 
of God as transgressors of His commandments” (Manual of Roman Law, 70). 
Again, showing how the emperors attached themselves to model lawgiv-
ers, in addition to revising the Justinian code according to Judeo-Christian 
terms, one of the remarkable features of The Ecloga is that it also included 
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a synopsis of the Mosaic Law, culled from Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuter-
onomy (Manual of Roman Law, 142–44).

Without wishing to overstate the case, this dependence on the Deuter-
onomic canon suggests that the first iconoclast emperors’ biblical canon, 
although not restricted to the Hebrew Bible, certainly accords the Torah, 
without Genesis, a privileged position. Indeed, when Leo sought to justify 
his iconoclastic actions, according to John of Damascus (b. latter half of the 
seventh century, d. ca. 750),53 he appealed to the Hebrew texts that forbade 
images (Exod. 20:4; Deut. 5:7–8). John’s three treatises on divine images 
(726 to early 740s) would confront the iconoclast charge that the “snare of 
idolatry” had seduced the Church. 54

Leo III rejected the “middle way,” the term John of Damascus used to rep-
resent the orthodox position55 between adoration and veneration56 that had 
been argued earlier by Pope Gregory I (590–604). In 730, Leo summoned 
a council of bishops and church functionaries in which he communicated 
his decree to abolish the cult of images. The Patriarch of Constantinople, 
Germanus, refused and was immediately sent into exile. The Roman pontiff ’s 
attempts to intervene and overturn the decree failed. Pope Gregory II (715–
31), in fact, had protested against iconoclasm, and Gregory III (731–41) at 
the 731 council condemned iconoclasm as a heresy.

Emperor Leo used this edict as a rationale for seizing the papal provinces 
in Italy (Calabria, Sicily, and Illyria), and while keeping the tax revenues, he 
assigned their jurisdiction to the Patriarchate of Constantinople.57 For Leo, 
the emperor was a sacred being: “I am king and priest,” (Basileus kai hiereus
eimi) he wrote to Pope Gregory II, as he strove to eliminate any images that 
competed with his royal function.58 Images of Mary or Christ as imperial 
figures would express rivalry with the emperor’s position on earth. After 730, 
according to the correspondence between Germanus and three bishops from 
Bithynia (read into the record during the fourth session of the Council of 
Nicaea in 787 that restored icons), priests, monks, and lay people who did 
not comply with the iconoclastic edict were persecuted, while icons, murals, 
and ciboria were eliminated and saints’ relics burnt.59 The particular accusa-
tion according to the letters was idolatry based on a rigid reading of Exo-
dus 20:4.60 However, Leo’s iconoclasm was temperate compared to his son’s. 
Coming to the throne in 741, Constantine unleashed the iconoclastic furor 
to imprison monks, burn books, and destroy icons in an effort to root out 
what was deemed the most grievous sin, idolatry. The primary sources for 
precisely how iconoclasm was prosecuted during his reign are limited to the 
opposition, but nonetheless, we can get an alarming picture of what unfolded 
during those years.

Indeed, during the iconoclastic period, demonstrating that it was what was 
portrayed that was at issue and not images themselves, imperial art took the 
place of religious art in churches, on coins, and in public buildings. Although 
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the evidence is not bountiful and the destruction was probably not univer-
sal, the images of saints, Christ, Mary, and even New Testament narrative 
cycles came down, particularly in major churches in Constantinople—for 
example,61 and they were replaced with plain crosses and nonrepresentational 
vegetal or avian imagery in churches and the emperor’s image and a plain 
cross on coins. After civil war and other wars of conquest following the impe-
rial tradition begun by Constantine the Great, in 754 Constantine V called 
an ecumenical council. All the bishops from the Eastern Empire appeared, 
but the Western Church and some Eastern patriarchs did not attend. Proving 
how much the iconoclastic outbreak was linked to the imperial assumption 
of religious power, this 754 council placed the Byzantine emperors in the 
apostolic succession:

For this reason, therefore, Jesus, the author and agent of our salvation, 
as in the past, he had sent forth his most wise disciples and apostles with 
the power of the most Holy Spirit in order to eliminate completely all 
such things (as idolatry), so also now he raised his devotees, our faithful 
kings—the ones comparable to the apostles, who have become wise by 
the power of the same Spirit—in order to equip and teach us, as well as to 
abolish the demonic fortifications which resist the knowledge of God, and 
to refute diabolic cunnings and error.62

The Council concluded with several anathemas—including the prohibition 
against images based on biblical citations from the New Testament, particu-
larly the Gospel of John (“God is spirit” [John 4:24]), and Exodus 20:4, 
Deuteronomy 5:8 (the prohibition of images), and Deuteronomy 4:12—that 
God spoke but had no form:

Let no man dare to pursue henceforth this impious and unholy practice. 
Anyone who presumes from now on to manufacture an icon, or to wor-
ship it, or to set it up in a church or in a private house, or to hide it, if 
he be a bishop or a presbyter or a deacon, he shall be deposed; if he be a 
monk or a layman, he shall be anathematized and deemed guilty under 
imperial law as a foe of God’s commands and an enemy of the doctrines 
of the Fathers.63

Under “imperial law,” images could not be adored; made; or kept hidden 
in churches, monasteries, or homes. Defenders of images were to be con-
demned, and the state would prosecute offenders. All religious were to swear 
allegiance to this edict and to follow its prescriptions. At the same time, when 
Constantine encountered resistance from the monasteries, he attacked them, 
forcing monks to break their vows, wear lay clothes, and leave their monas-
teries that in the view of the iconoclasts had become houses of prostitution. 
Those who refused, he imprisoned in an effort to destroy monasticism itself. 
Terrorizing his people with his religious politics, Constantine’s cleansing of 
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the churches meant the destruction of relics, pulling down of crosses, cleans-
ing walls of frescoes, and elimination of all human images.64

Written probably forty-two years after the death of Saint Stephen around 
765—in other words, during the hiatus between the first and second out-
breaks of iconoclasm—Stephen the Deacon’s The Life of Saint Stephen the
Younger (807)65 provides a cohesive narrative of what happened under the 
iconoclast rulers. During the first phase of iconoclasm Stephen was a hermit 
with a community of twelve monks at Mt. Auxentios in Bithynia. After the 
754 Council outlawing icons and mandating their systematic destruction, 
monks flocked to Stephen, imploring his help. Stephen the Deacon’s life 
of the saint provides a gripping description of what was happening during 
the most heated period of the persecution of icon lovers. The hagiographer 
records that following the Council of 754, the pious watched the impious 
burn, pillage, and destroy sacred icons both in the country and in the city 
(section 26). When Stephen was imprisoned because of his resistance, he met 
342 persecuted monks from different regions (section 56) who recounted the 
various outrages, including their mutilated bodies (cut off noses, eyes poked 
out, hands and ears cut off, flagellations, shaved heads), all because they had 
supported icons (section 56). In addition to watching the icons burn, monks 
were asked publicly to repudiate them, and when they refused, they were 
punished (section 58). In the following section, a monk from the monastery 
of Peleketa recounts how on the night of Holy Thursday, on the order of 
the emperor, a crowd of soldiers entered the monastery and caged, whipped, 
burned beards, and cut off the noses of the monks, and then burned the 
monastery (section 59). Whether or not the account exaggerates the facts 
matters less than that it reveals the intensity of monastic outrage at forced 
iconoclasm.

This period of iconoclasm came to an end when the Empress Irene ruled as 
regent for her son beginning in 780. In 787 the Seventh Ecumenical Council 
at Nicaea, linking the orthodox Christian belief in the human incarnation 
of God as Jesus with the image crisis, sought to end this controversy with 
an unequivocal declaration that supported representational art in religious 
practice:

The production of representational art . . . is quite in harmony with the 
history of the spread of the gospel, as it provides confirmation that the 
becoming man of the Word of God was real and not just imaginary, and as 
it brings us a similar benefit . . . following as we are the God-spoken teach-
ing of our holy Fathers and the tradition of the Catholic Church—for 
we recognize that this tradition comes from the holy Spirit who dwells in 
her—we decree with full precision and care that, like the figure of the hon-
oured and life-giving cross, the revered and holy images, whether painted 
or made of mosaic or of other suitable material, are to be exposed in the 
holy churches of God, on sacred instruments and vestments, on walls and 
panels, in houses and by public ways. . . . The more frequently they are 
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seen in representational art, the more are those who see them drawn to 
remember and long for those who serve as models, and to pay these images 
the tribute of salutation and respectful veneration.66

But the Council did not put a stop to the polemics, and with a back-
ground of Slavic, Bulgarian, and Arab threats to the empire, a second round 
of iconoclasm began when Leo V (813–20) came to power. Looking back 
over the previous period of iconoclasm (according to contemporary sources), 
Leo associated long successful imperial reigns with iconoclasm and brief, 
weak reigns with the return of icons. Indeed, if we look at the period, long 
reigns did coincide with the first period of iconoclasm when Leo III and his 
son Constantine V together reigned from 717–75. What followed were four 
emperors between 775 and 813, and Leo was well aware of this fact. In the 
Definition (Horos) of the Council of 815, he blamed the restoration of icons 
on the frivolity of a woman, and he specifically recalled the period of peace 
after the Council of 754 declaring the iconoclastic doctrine: “The Council 
having confirmed and fortified the divine doctrine of the holy Fathers and 
followed the six holy Ecumenical Councils . . . wherefore the Church of God 
remained un-troubled for many years and guarded the people in peace; until 
it chanced that the imperial office passed from [the hands of ] men into [those 
of ] a woman and God’s Church was undone by female frivolity.”67

Nicephoros (758–828), imperial secretary during the reigns of Leo IV and 
Constantine VI, under whom iconoclasm was condemned at the Seventh 
Council of Nicaea in 787, provides one source of information about this 
second iconoclast outbreak. When the Empress Irene blinded her son (Con-
stantine VI), Nicephoros withdrew from public life, only returning under 
Emperor Nicephoros I and becoming a monk, a priest, and rising to patriarch 
all in 806. When Leo V (813–20) began the second attack, Nicephoros orga-
nized the resistance, and as a consequence had to abdicate his post and retire 
to a monastery where he wrote several treatises against iconoclasm. In three 
discourses against the iconoclasts, Nicephoros set out to repudiate their argu-
ments and their actions.68 Citing Canon 82 of the Quinisext Council that 
had mandated the use of icons with Christ as human rather than as a lamb, 
Nicephoros accused Constantine V of heresy and apostasy. His arguments 
defended icons on the consistent and traditional grounds that they referred 
to their prototype, without being the prototype, and he garnered his support 
from the Bible (Old and New Testament), from the Fathers of the Church, 
and from Church tradition as recorded in the councils of the Church. For 
him, the iconoclasts were heretics because they repudiated Church tradition 
and the Fathers, and thus, they fractured the universal Church.69

In the Byzantine example of instrumental destruction, we again see some 
major similarities to the Deuteronomic history of King Josiah. First, this 
attack is state sponsored, and the ruler has assumed the roles of both king 
and priest (Moses and David redivivus). The ruler does indeed strengthen 
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his hold over his domains through this widespread attack that uses the Bible 
and religious powers to control his realm and subjects. Second, the argument 
for destruction is based on narrow readings of specifically selected biblical 
texts from Exodus and Deuteronomy (the second commandment). Third, 
challenges coming from alternative power structures (like local cult leaders 
in the biblical case or monks and those loyal to the Roman episcopacy in the 
Byzantine case) are condemned and persecuted when possible. Finally, both 
venerators and haters of images believe or fear the power ascribed to the arti-
fact, while one side wishes to destroy it and the other to preserve it.70 For icon 
venerators, the image itself has the power to evoke divine truth, but not in 
some simplistic idolatrous transfer. Rather, God could reveal himself through 
a multitude of signs including images, liturgical items, water, candles, and so 
on.71 When the Second Council of Nicaea anathematized those who denied 
that Christ could be represented in his humanity, those who denied the gos-
pel events and ideas could be represented visually, and those who refused 
to “salute such representations as standing for the Lord and his saints,”72 it 
secured the future of Western religious art and ultimately the basis for preser-
vation of all art that is widely accepted today.



C H A P T E R  2

Destruction: Iconoclasm 
and the Reformation in 
Northern Europe

May God will that our lords be like the pious secular kings and lords of the 
Jews whom the Holy Spirit praises. In sacred Scripture they have always had 
the power to take action in churches and abolish what offends and hinders 
the faithful.

—Andreas Karlstadt, “On the Removal of Images”1

Figure 5. View of ruined Wenlock Priory. (British Library 019153.)



40   Heritage or Heresy

Unfortunately such examples of iconoclastic mayhem, Byzantine-
style, did not quietly disappear into history. Europe experienced another 
outbreak of destructive religious zeal during the late medieval and early 
modern period. As Reformation ideas spread across Europe, one of the first 
outbreaks occurred in Basel in 1529 when angry mobs took over the town. 
The day after the destruction, the scene was like a battlefield after war: “The 
images lay everywhere in and about the churches, some with heads missing, 
others with hands, arms, or legs lopped off. There remained little that the 
authorities could do beyond attempting to legitimize and regularize what 
had already transpired. City workmen were dispatched to the cathedral and 
other churches, where they systematically removed and demolished all the 
remaining cult objects overlooked by the iconoclastic mob, and whitewashed 
the walls.”2

Similar scenes were repeated in France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and 
England before Reformation frenzy came to an end. In England, after Henry 
VIII ordered the dissolution of the monasteries in 1536–39, eight hundred 
abbeys were destroyed, literally overnight. Among the oldest buildings in 
England, the eight hundred included Saint Augustine’s Abbey in Canterbury, 
dating to the conversion of England in 597; Lindisfarne Priory, founded on 
Holy Island by Saint Aiden in 635 as a center of early Anglo-Saxon Christi-
anity and where Saint Cuthbert was prior; Pershore, dating to 681–89; and 
Shaftesbury, founded by Alfred the Great, whose sister was its abbess in 888. 
The abbeys had provided medical care, works of charity, craft patronage, edu-
cation, and social services that would not be replaced for centuries.

What early modern iconoclasm shares with the ancient and medieval 
examples is how the ruler asserts civic, political, and religious power to police 
pious practices and to impose change, while applying harsh measures to over-
throw any opposition to these revolutionary changes in religious practice. 
Ominous and dangerous were the simultaneous emergence of secular polic-
ing powers that invaded the privacy of the home and monitored personal 
devotional practices.

Cleansing the remains of other cultures or what were deemed corruptions 
of Christianity that challenged purity became common in the early mod-
ern period. Spain, where Arabs had invaded in 711 and eventually came to 
occupy and rule two thirds of the country, offers a good example. When the 
“Reconquista” of the peninsula began with the sack of Toledo in 1085, Castile 
advanced its gradual control of the peninsula and as Arab cities fell, mosques 
in conquered areas were cleansed or destroyed, and the cultural artifacts of 
non-Christians were destroyed or reused. After the final conquest of Granada 
in 1492 and the expulsion of Jews and Muslims, all remaining mosques and 
synagogues were appropriated and reused or destroyed. In Italy, the Domini-
can reformer Savonarola (1452–98), a Catholic zealot predating the northern 
Reformation, who built on calls for religious reform going back to Dante, 



 Destruction: Iconoclasm and Reformation in Northern Europe 41

Petrarch, and Catherine of Siena, among others, was chiding Florentines to 
abandon their wanton ways in the 1490s. By the end of the decade, inspired 
by Savonarola’s charismatic preaching power at two famous carnivals—Fat 
Tuesdays (brucciamenti delle vanità [burning of vanities]), one on February 
7, 1497, and another the following year on February 27, 1498—Florentines 
seemed to go mad as they burned or mutilated books, artifacts, and art works. 
This new religious custom ended only when Savonarola himself was hanged 
and burned.3 Similar outbursts of iconoclasm also occurred in the Nether-
lands, France, and Switzerland.4

Like the Byzantine crisis, England, where a major state-sponsored icono-
clastic movement developed, also had two phases: the first during the reign 
of the Tudors (from the 1530s during Henry VIII’s reign to the death of 
Elizabeth in 1603), and the second during the Puritan Revolution (1625–
60). England’s Reformation witnessed both state-sponsored (instrumental) 
and spontaneous (expressive) outbursts of “group solidarity” burnings and 
destructive rampages.5 The focus here is the Tudor crisis and the political 
circumstances under which it became state policy to destroy artifacts and 
buildings. The Cromwellian Revolution will play a role in the discussion of 
how York Cathedral was spared during the Puritan Revolution.

Reformation iconoclasts actually looked back to the Byzantine world 
to support their assault on religious images. In reaction, no doubt, to what 
was perceived as widespread abuse of images, John Calvin (1509–64), one 
of Europe’s most ardent iconoclasts, sharply attacked the defense of images 
advanced during the Byzantine crisis at the Second Council of Nicaea (787). 
In fact, Calvin turned back to another ancient document to support his case. 
He found the Libri Carolini, produced around 790 in France, to question 
the legitimacy of the 787 Nicene Council. The Libri Carolini argued against 
the orthodox Byzantine acceptance of images as settled at the Council on 
the following grounds: The Word is the guide to salvation, and images are 
ultimately just material objects made by human hands. They are merely for 
decoration or commemoration. (The Council had used the word adoratio for 
both veneration and adoration, which overlooked the distinction between 
veneration and adoration.) The Libri Carolini’s argument permitted art for 
devotional practices, but rejected what it perceived as the excessive “venera-
tion” adopted at the Byzantine Council.6

The Libri Carolini never had official ecclesiastical sanction, and in fact, 
in response to its reservations about images, Pope Hadrian (d. December 25, 
795) had invoked Gregory the Great’s middle way and supported the Second 
Nicene Council’s settlement. The Libri Carolini disappeared from official 
view.7 Calvin’s interpretation of the image issue ignored the whole tradition 
defending images, while he resurrected anti-image sentiments from the Caro-
lingian (i.e., Germanic) past as good ammunition for the iconoclasts.8
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Iconoclasm in the European Reformation confronts us with a legacy of 
prejudices that stem from the triumph of Protestantism in Northern Europe, 
creating a still evident though muted religious rift between Catholic and 
Protestant Europe. In contrast to the Byzantine case, where the iconoclasts 
eventually lost, Protestant Europe prevailed in terms of its desired reforms 
and in forming the dominant viewpoint about the history of the period. This 
version of history extols a superior form of religion, the formation of the 
“modern” nation—and justifies the destruction of traditional forms of Chris-
tian religious practice, including the use of paintings, statues, and other reli-
gious artifacts—and adopts a polemic of the triumph of “true” religion over 
what it labels as superstition, magic, and paganism. This stance is expressed as 
strongly today as it was in Calvin’s era. For example, in a recently republished 
collection of three Reformation treatises on “sacred images,” the editors state 
in their introduction “That the widespread iconoclasm of the Reformation 
represented a necessary step for the development of modern Christianity, and 
one could say also of Western culture, is an unquestioned and unquestionable 
assumption.”9

This opening quote that embraces a division of Protestant versus Catholic 
Europe claims the northern European form of Reformation Christianity as 
the “modern Christianity.” It adopts a teleological view of Christian history 
linked with Western hegemony, a prejudice so widespread that it has become 
a tacitly accepted assumption, recited repeatedly in text books and school 
matriculation exams, taught in university history classes, used in scholarly 
books about the period, and regularly inserted into daily newspapers and tele-
vision patter. With a nod to the unfortunate destruction of a symbol system 
developed over 1,500 years that sustained a communal life, many defenders 
of the Reformation argue that iconoclasm was historically necessary.10

This scorn for pre-Reformation Christianity (or the medieval period in 
general) is enshrined in The Actes and Monuments of these Latter Perilous Days
(1563)11 of John Foxe (1516–87). A major sixteenth-century Protestant his-
torian of the events, Foxe may not always have his facts correct, but he none-
theless reveals the vitriolic anti-Roman (and anti-medieval) polemic of the 
times. The first edition of Actes and Monuments appeared in 1563, and its 
views represent an anti-Roman sentiment common until very recent times. It 
continues to inform popular belief and is taught by professors in elite insti-
tutions. Indeed, the popular vision of brutality and superstition about the 
Middle Ages carries prejudices as violent as those directed at the Orient or 
the Middle East that have been rightly attacked by Edward Said, who was the 
first to systematically show how scholars, artists, and writers have promoted 
and upheld such views.12 Recently, however, efforts to redress this reigning 
historical prejudice have emerged as scholars are now recognizing how state-
promoted violence led to the dismantling of the medieval world, its religious 
practices, and the artifacts it had created and patronized.13
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Not all Protestantism was uniformly anti-iconic. Martin Luther (1483–
1546) had rejected the iconoclastic doctrines being advanced by the radi-
cal reformers Andreas Karlstadt (1486–1541), Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531), 
and Calvin, all leaders of the “removal” movement during the Reformation.14

Showing a more traditional understanding of the role of images in a ser-
mon in 1522, Luther spoke about the threat to images, saying, “[Misunder-
standing of images] is no reason to remove all images. . . . We must permit 
them. . . . But you are to preach that images are nothing.”15 Image-breaking 
created civic disorder, as was immediately shown by the rioters at Wittenberg 
who, while Luther was out of town, overturned statues and altars and burned 
images and paintings in a parish church. This first case led to a rift between 
Luther and Karlstadt.16 Nürenberg, the imperial city, was able to preserve its 
altars and statues because of the adoption of Lutheran principles, whereas in 
Zurich, where Zwingli triumphed, a 1524 edict led to the destruction of all 
“material accessories” to worship. Many Southern German and Swiss towns 
that followed the Reformation adopted Zwinglian rather than Lutheran ideas 
about religious images, so churches were cleansed of paintings and statues.17

But both reformers and traditionalists in Wittenberg in the 1520s had resisted 
the idea of removing images from churches despite the polemics of Karlstadt. 
Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560), biblical theologian and Luther’s colleague, 
developed a doctrine that separated God’s law, which was unchanging, and 
human customs that were subject to change. Images and relics in this sys-
tem were allowable because they supported religious practices, but they are 
supplementary and not essential.18 Like the Catholics who argued against the 
radicals, Melanchthon shared the opinion of two traditionalists, Hierony-
mus Emser (1478–1527) and Johannes Eck (1486–1543), who argued that 
images are not idols, as will be discussed in the next chapter.

Iconoclastic ideas, on the other hand, circulated widely in Switzerland, 
and one of the worst episodes of art destruction took place in Basel in 1529 
when angry mobs attacked the churches. The burning of the remains, like the 
bonfire of vanities under Savonarola in Florence, took place on Ash Wednes-
day, and the pyres smoldered for two days and nights, according to witnesses. 
Erasmus, who was living in Basel at the time, saw the destruction, but he 
certainly did not approve of it, as we know from several of his letters that 
refer to the riotous destruction.19 He was appalled when he witnessed all the 
statues—whether in churches, vestibules, porticoes, or monasteries—thrown 
into fires if they could burn, and the rest broken. Neither value nor handi-
craft spared them, he wrote.20 After witnessing the destruction in Basel, Eras-
mus left as quickly as possible for Catholic Freiberg, writing in a letter to a 
friend how soothing it was to arrive to this well-mannered city where he did 
not hear such destructive talk.21 An inspirer of the reforming movement and 
a Christian humanist like his friend Thomas More, Erasmus was aware that 
images had limits as devotional aids (which is completely consistent with 
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Catholic tradition, as we will see in the next chapter), but he was no icono-
clast.22 Again, there is an obvious difference between criticizing the spiri-
tual efficacy of devotional images or even questioning devotional practices 
themselves and actually destroying the images. A chasm separates these two 
possibilities.

Andreas Karlstadt’s treatise, “On the Removal of Images,” published in 
Wittenberg in January 1522, played an important role in this episode because 
it had circulated widely in Basel and had strong adherents among the city’s 
Protestants. It represents the radical position against images espoused during 
the Reformation. Karlstadt begins with the following premises:

1. That we have images in churches and houses of God is wrong and con-
trary to the first commandment, Thou shalt not have other gods.

2. That to have carved and painted idols set up on the altars is even more 
injurious and diabolical.

3. Therefore, it is good, necessary, praiseworthy, and pious that we remove 
them and give Scripture its due and in so doing accept its judgment. 
(Karlstadt, 21)

Taking the Hebrew Scriptures literally, ignoring the nuances that allegory 
and other hermeneutical methods had allowed during the previous 1,500 
years, or even Melanchthon’s historical argument, Karlstadt uses a num-
ber of biblical proof-texts to justify the removal of images. Of course, Exo-
dus 20:4–5, the Decalogue prohibition of idols, gains new importance, as 
does the King Josiah story of the model of righteous kings (2 Kings 23:4ff.). 
For Karlstadt, the significance of the Josiah story is simple; secular policing 
powers must trump religious authority, or more directly, the secular police 
should assume the religious function: “From this everyone should observe 
how in accord with divine justice priests should be subordinate to kings. 
For this reason our magistrates should not wait for the priests of Baal to 
begin to remove their vessels, wooden blocks, and impediments, because they 
will never begin. The highest secular authority should command it and bring it
about” (Karlstadt, 41, italics mine).

Karlstadt pits the written word against images and undertakes to disman-
tle Pope Gregory I’s defense of images by arguing that as a papist, Gregory 
“offers to a likeness the veneration which God has given to his Word” when 
he “says that pictures are the books of the laity” (Karlstadt, 26). In a rhetori-
cal address, he asks Gregory to defend how people can learn from the image 
of the crucified Christ and concludes that this is impossible and therefore it 
cannot be true that images are the books of the laity.23 In a further assault on 
Gregory, he insists that pictures cannot instruct—only books can (36–37). 
Even more provocative than his assault against long-held Western acceptance 
of religious imagery in churches, with his attack on Gregory, Karlstadt argues 
for the intervention of rulers, who by “divine right” may “force priests to expel 
deceitful and damaging things” (41). Taking as his models the iconoclast rulers 
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Hezekiah and Josiah, who crossed the line between ruler and priest, Karlstadt 
recalls how as a pious king, Josiah had ordered the priests to destroy all cult 
sites outside Jerusalem:

Had, however, our rulers accepted divine counsel and fulfilled its command 
and driven the knavish and seductive blocks of wood from the church 
under pain of appropriate punishment, we would have to praise them as 
the Holy Spirit praised Hezekiah, who ripped down images, hacked down 
groves and broke up the image which God had given, as is described in 2 
Kings 18[:3ff.]. May God will that our lords be like the pious secular kings 
and lords of the Jews whom the Holy Spirit praises. In sacred Scripture 
they have always had the power to take action in churches and abolish 
what offends and hinders the faithful. (By divine right they may force and 
compel priests to expel deceitful and damaging things.) Anyone can see 
this in 2 Kings 23[:4ff.], where it is written that King Josiah ordered the 
high priest and the other priests to throw out all the vessels, pillars, and 
the like which were made for Baal; and he burnt them outside the city of 
Jerusalem. (40–41)

While Karlstadt’s treatise may not have been the particular intellectual 
instrument that spurred the English movement, it testifies to the politi-
cal-religious climate that had led to the iconoclastic outbreaks throughout 
Europe and to the situation in areas where reformation ideas had taken hold 
in the decade prior to England’s Reformation. Reflecting the imminence of 
the crisis, Henry VIII’s proclamation of 1530 or thereabouts, under Thomas 
More’s guidance, banned a number of continental books, mostly by Luther 
and Zwingli, but also by Melanchthon and Bugenhagen and English books 
written by the reformers (Foxe, 4.667–70).24 Luther’s lectures on Deuteron-
omy, Zwingli’s Commentary on True and False Religion, and Bugenhagen’s 
Commentary on Kings, all banned, all deal with religious imagery. Events on 
the continent and the iconoclastic ideas that had inspired them were now 
roaming the land in England.25

Thomas More had written Responsio ad Lutherum (Response to Luther)
in 1523, and his Dialogue Concerning Heresies written in English with a lay 
audience in mind appeared in 1529.26 He identifies his opposition in this 
dialogue specifically, naming Luther, Bugenhagen, Tyndale, and Karlstadt, 
among others. Karlstadt made a number of proposals that became essential to 
the unfolding political situation in England. These included his argument for 
the absolute authority of the monarch over the realm in all matters, including 
those of conscience, and also the narrowing of the biblical canon, both neces-
sary preconditions for the religious reform in images in England. While it can 
be argued that tensions about religious images had been a recurrent concern 
in Western and Eastern Christianity from the patristic period through the 
Cistercian reform movement, and that these worries were current in pre-
Reformation Europe in general as well as in England,27 nonetheless, there 
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is a monumental difference between complaint and diatribe against idola-
trous image making and image adoring and the periodic violent outbursts 
that characterize iconoclastic movements. The former represents a corrective 
stance, the latter an attempt to obliterate. In this moment of English history, 
a new importance given to the Decalogue and the absolute authority of the 
ruler over all matters within the realm, both religious and secular, combined 
to unleash the impulses that led to destroying England’s “medieval” artistic 
heritage.

The Tudor Reformation

Henry VIII (1491–1547), the second Tudor ruler of England (1509–47), 
had initially supported orthodoxy (i.e., traditional religion and loyalty to 
Rome) when the Reformation began to stir in Germany. Henry earned the 
title “Defender of the Faith” (Fidei Defensor) in 1521 from the pope, for a 
treatise against Martin Luther (Assertio septem sacramentorum) that was likely 
written by John Fisher (1459–1535), bishop of Rochester and chancellor of 
Cambridge University. In addition, Henry had added his personal voice to 
the academic, ecclesiastical, and secular authorities’ polemic against Luther 
in the 1520s.28 Indeed, as noted, as late as 1530, he had promulgated a royal 
proclamation that as sovereign lord in the “true Catholic faith of Christ’s 
religion,” he must preserve his people from the “sedition of Martin Luther 
and other heretics”; and to protect his realm from “pestiferous, cursed, and 
seditious errors,” he ordered that no books or preaching should support these 
heresies in his realm. Among a number of books he cited as a danger to the 
realm, we find William Tyndale’s (1494–1536) translation of Genesis and of 
Deuteronomy.29

However, this commitment to orthodoxy declined when Henry’s press-
ing need for a divorce came to the forefront of English politics by the end 
of the decade.30 Nonetheless, when attacks on traditional religion swept over 
England during the 1530s, Henry had a number of reasons for resisting the 
cleansing of images and ending established customs that had spread on the 
continent. Most prominent of these was the civil disorder prompted by efforts 
to eliminate feast days and other religious celebrations, which were, of course, 
linked to religious art. This reluctance to adopt wholesale the iconoclastic 
programs witnessed on the continent characterizes both his reign and that of 
his daughter Elizabeth. It explains the often-contradictory royal proclama-
tions about the role of religious images that we see in both of their reigns.31

In 1532 Thomas Cromwell (1489–1540) became Henry’s chief minister. 
Whether or not because of his religious convictions, he became the author of 
England’s Reformation, with the very specific goal of strengthening the king 
as the supreme head of the church, leader of a sovereign realm, answering to 
no one.32 Cromwell was the architect and engineer of the dissolution of the 
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monasteries, the appropriation of their wealth and possessions to the crown, 
and the simultaneous dismantling of shrines across the country.33 Despite 
Henry’s reservations, iconoclasm rose to prominence in 1533 when Hugh 
Latimer (1470–1555), a controversial and polemical preacher and early sup-
porter of Henry’s divorce from Katherine of Aragon (1485–1536), was invited 
to public debates in Bristol. Latimer gained notoriety and favor with Thomas 
Cromwell in 1533 to become the prime propagandist for the reformist poli-
cies after he began preaching against images, the veneration of saints, and the 
doctrine of purgatory.34

Purgatory, the middle space between heaven and hell, a place from whence 
the dead could escape if enough people prayed for their release, came to 
prominence—according to Jacques Le Goff, a major French historian of the 
Middle Ages—in the second half of the twelfth century. Dante’s Purgatory is 
the most sustained literary-theological exploration of the meaning and func-
tion of this middle realm in the other world.35 The potential for abuse because 
of the economic element became one of the chief concerns of the reformers 
because besides paying monks and priests to pray for the dead, people gave 
money to have churches built, decorated, and painted to facilitate the passage 
of the dead from purgatory to heaven.

Shakespeare’s Hamlet shows that the belief was still vibrant even after 
the Reformation, if we can believe the ghost of Hamlet’s father.36 However, 
although the abuses were ostensibly the issue, as Eamon Duffy makes clear, 
“the most decisive outcome of the Bristol debates was the ominous associa-
tion of traditional piety with disaffection to the Crown and loyalty to the 
Papacy,”37 making loyalty to traditional practice tantamount to treason to 
the realm. With the passage of the Act of Supremacy in November 1534, 
the act that led to Thomas More’s execution for treason the following year, 
Cromwell had legally assured Henry’s position as head of both church and 
realm. Thus, as in the Byzantine case, the new orthodoxy was adherence to 
royal supremacy.38 When Cromwell was executed as a traitor in 1540, some 
believed the reform would stall, but Latimer lived on to inspire the icono-
clasm in the reign of Edward VI, Henry’s son.

With the proclamation of 1534 establishing the king as supreme head 
of both church and realm, the traditional distinction between temporal and 
spiritual powers (a division often compromised but nonetheless an ideal) was 
officially overthrown: “Forasmuch as our said nobles and commons both 
spiritual and temporal, assembled in our said court of parliament, have upon 
good, lawful and virtuous grounds, and for the public weal of our realm, by
one whole assent granted, annexed, knit, and united to the crown imperial of 
the same the title, dignity, and style of supreme head in earth immediately under 
God of the Church of England, as we be and undoubtedly have hitherto been”
(Foxe, 5.69, italics mine). Installing the king as supreme religious author-
ity was the beginning of England’s revolution against papal authority and a 
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unified Western Christianity. Without a separation of powers (ecclesiastical 
and temporal), loyalty to the realm and loyalty to its religion superseded 
traditional separations of public, secular law, and cult practice. In fact, the 
authority that replaced the priest was the king. In 1535, a royal proclamation 
abolished papal authority in England and admonished all clergy and teachers 
to eradicate, abolish, and erase the pope’s name and memory.39 While this 
may appear to be strictly political, in fact, in unraveling a thousand years of 
tradition, it was simultaneously an assault against the “collective memory” of 
practicing Christians.40

John Foxe writes that two years later in 1536, with papal power over-
thrown, the king ordered the monasteries ruined and their artifacts destroyed 
or confiscated. Foxe’s account emphasizes the role of divine providence, as he 
presents the dissolution as “true Reformation” of the church following the 
suppression of the pope’s authority:

Shortly after the overthrow of the pope, consequently began by little and 
little to follow the ruin of abbeys and religious houses in England, in a right 
order and method by God’s divine providence. For neither could the fall of 
monasteries have followed after, unless that suppression of the pope had 
gone before; neither could any true Reformation of the church have been 
attempted, unless the subversion of those superstitious houses had been 
joined withal.

Whereupon the same year, in the month of October, the king, having 
then Thomas Cromwell of his council, sent Dr. Lee to visit the abbeys, 
priories, and nunneries in all England, and to set at liberty all such reli-
gious persons as desired to be free . . . at which time also, from the said 
abbeys and monasteries were taken their chief jewels and relics. (Foxe, 5.102, 
italics mine)

Like the actions of Constantine V in the Byzantine crisis, a precursor to 
the order for the wholesale robbery and pillaging of monastic communi-
ties, was the emperor/ruler’s assumption of spiritual power. To get a sense 
of this loss, we should recall that Benedictine abbeys and cathedral priories 
had the largest libraries in England at the time. Furthermore, the buildings, 
artifact holdings, and collections comprised immense wealth, accumulated 
over many hundreds of years sometimes. The government appropriated or 
destroyed buildings and lands. Manuscripts and books, once stripped of 
bindings (sometimes with gold, jewels, brass, or other metals) and some-
times sorted for written materials that could build an English history, also 
became victims of iconoclasm. Acquisition of the wealth of these holdings 
was clearly one of the goals of the government and is corroborated by the fact 
that besides the monastic collections, books in university and private librar-
ies, including the king’s were purged and their bindings sent to the king’s 
Jewel-house.41 Cromwell was specifically involved with Lewes Priory, a Clu-
niac monastery and one of the greatest Romanesque churches in Europe, 
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because he hired an Italian engineer, Giovanni Portinari, to dismantle it so 
his son could build a grand house in its place.42 Because they leave no trace, 
the loss of books, manuscripts, artifacts, and statuary is irreversible. Ruined 
buildings often leave their skeletons behind thus reminding us of their former 
existence and their loss.

The destructive actions did not occur without reaction. In 1537 in Lin-
colnshire, twenty thousand people rebelled and in Yorkshire, forty thousand. 
Many monks, abbots, nobles, and local citizenry were executed as traitors for 
this insurrection. This, of course, does not address famous resisters, like John 
Fisher and Thomas More, and others less renowned, who were executed for 
treason because it was not clear where they stood on the Act of Supremacy 
that had made Henry the head of the English church.43 By 1536, and after 
Anne Boleyn’s demise, conservatives hoped that traditional religion might 
be restored, and when Parliament was called, Henry—through his mouth-
piece, Cromwell—asked that the religious differences that were causing so 
much unrest be settled. This convocation produced the Ten Articles, “articles 
devised by the kinges highnes majestie, to stablyshe Christen quietnes and 
unitie amonge us, and to avoyde contentious opinions, which articles be 
also approved by the consent and determinations of the hole clergie of this 
realme.”44 The conciliation unveiled in the articles reveals just how powerful 
traditional religious practice remained.

The articles, the “Formularies of Faith,” covered baptism, penance, Eucha-
rist (the sacrament of the altar), justification (or remission of sins), images, 
honoring the saints, praying to saints, rites and ceremonies, and purgatory. 
Although the sacraments were reduced to three, the last five articles appeared 
to reenforce traditional religious practice following the essential/nonessen-
tial distinction of Melanchthon. With advice against the danger of idolatry, 
saints and saints’ days could be honored; images (as long as they were not 
worshiped) could stand in churches; and customs such as eating the Eucha-
ristic bread, bearing candles, giving of ashes on Ash Wednesday, bearing of 
palms on Palm Sunday, creeping to the cross on Good Friday, and other “like 
exorcisms and benedictions . . . and all other like laudable customs, rites, and 
ceremonies be not to be contemned and cast away.” 45

In another amazing reversal of policy, the approach to images adopted 
here in many respects is not radically different from the advice that Gregory 
I gave to Bishop Serenus or that of John of Damascus (as will be discussed in 
the next chapter). In fact it appears to adopt the conventional teachings on 
images, or as Margaret Aston puts it, the Sixth Article “‘Of Images’ allowed 
for doubts about their use.” It both argued for image-breaking and yet 
acknowledged the usefulness of images.46

Another radical change of the period was a new model of ecclesiastical Visi-
tation (traditional annual visits to churches by church officials) that had been 
instituted in 1535. With the Visitations coming under royal jurisdiction, royal 
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authority replaced Episcopal responsibility.47 A series of Royal Injunctions 
under the Visitation Articles further strengthened the king’s supreme author-
ity over all religious matters. Because Cromwell was functioning as the king’s 
deputy in spiritual concerns, the Royal Injunctions of 1536 came under his 
decisive power. For example, in the first injunction in 1536, usurping the 
Pope’s power, the ecclesiastical functionaries were enjoined to uphold the 
laws of the land and particularly the king’s authority as supreme head of the 
church of England (VAI, 2.3). Moving quickly from this primary recognition, 
the fourth injunction required the dean, parsons, vicars, and so on to abolish 
superstition and hypocrisy, that is, all traditional forms of religion, including 
images: “That all superstition and hypocrisy, crept into divers men’s hearts, 
may vanish away, they shall not set forth or extol any images, relics, or mira-
cles for any superstition or lucre, nor allure the people by any enticements to 
the pilgrimage of any saint, otherwise than is permitted in the Articles lately 
put forth by the authority of the King’s majesty” (VAI, 2.5–6).

The Second Royal Injunctions (1538) that later formed the basis for both 
Edward’s and Elizabeth’s injunctions seemed to accord a special privilege for 
reading the Bible, the Our Father, the Creed, and the Ten Commandments, 
all in English; and while extolling scripture, they abhorred candles, images, 
relics, and all items “tending to idolatry” and ordered them taken down (VAI,
2: 37, 36–38), thus overriding the earlier injunctions. Despite the ten arti-
cles with their apparent conciliatory attitude, the later injunctions initiated 
a wave of destruction with the order to raze the monasteries and abbeys, no 
doubt a ploy to enrich the king while eliminating a powerful opposition to 
the reform and to the king’s authority.

The injunctions, the destruction, and a series of high-profile state-sanc-
tioned murders rendered Henry’s reign what some have called a “reign of ter-
ror.”48 One hundred years later, Peter Heylyn in Ecclesia Restaurata, a history 
of the Reformation, wrote ruefully of these years:

And being further doubtful in himself what course to steer, he [Henry] 
marries at the same time with the Lady Ann . . . whom not long after he 
divorceth; advanceth his great minister, Cromwell, (by whom he had made 
so much havoc of religious houses in all parts of the realm), to the Earldom 
of Essex, and sends him headless to his grave within three months . . . takes 
to his bed the Lady Katharine Howard . . . and in a short time found cause 
enough to cut off her head; not being either the richer in children by so 
many wives, nor much improved in his revenue by such horrible rapines. 
In the midst of which confusions he sets the wheel of Reformation once 
more going.49

But Henry’s reign was comparatively benign in contrast to what was to fol-
low. The iconoclastic movement found new opportunities in England when 
Edward VI (1547–53), Henry’s nine-year old son, was crowned on Febru-
ary 20, 1547. At the coronation, the archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas 
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Cranmer (1489–1556), intent on destroying any remnants of the influence 
of Rome in England, spoke these now infamous words: “Your majesty is 
God’s vice-regent and Christ’s vicar within your own dominions, and to see, 
with your predecessor Josiah, God truly worshipped, and idolatry destroyed, 
the tyranny of the bishops of Rome banished from your subjects, and images 
removed. These acts be signs of a second Josiah, who reformed the Church 
of God in his days.”50

Henry had appointed Thomas Cranmer archbishop of Canterbury, and 
from this cathedra Cranmer had acquiesced and indeed lent religious sup-
port to Henry’s ruthless infidelities and personal desires. When Henry died, 
leaving the crown to his sickly son, Cranmer began to enact his reformist 
convictions. Thus, linking Edward with King Josiah, Cranmer invoked the 
second commandment that forbids “graven images.” As in the Byzantine cri-
sis, Deuteronomy takes on greater importance, and the Decalogue becomes 
its central message.51

Making Edward Josiah redivivus appears to have been commonplace 
because John Foxe’s narrative for Edward’s reign also emphasizes the parallels 
with King Josiah:

If I should seek with whom to match this noble Edward, I find not with 
whom to make my match more aptly, than with good Josias: for, as one 
began his reign at eight years of his age, so the other began at nine. Neither 
were their acts and zealous proceedings in God’s cause much discrepant: 
for as mild Josias plucked down the hill altars, cut down the groves and 
destroyed all monuments of idolatry in the temple, the like corruptions, 
dross, and deformities of popish idolatry (crept into the church of Christ 
of long time), this evangelical Josias, King Edward, removed and purged 
out of the true temple of the Lord. Josias restored the true worship and 
service of God in Jerusalem, and destroyed the idolatrous priests! King 
Edward likewise in England abolishing idolatrous masses and false invoca-
tion, reduced again religion to right sincerity. (Foxe. 5.698)

For John Foxe, the iconoclastic monarch had restored the “true temple of 
the Lord.” Like Constantine V following in his father’s footsteps, Edward VI 
vigorously attacked the cult of images under the aegis of upholding God’s 
law. Among his 1547 proclamations, Edward announced his Injunctions for 
Religious Reform that, among other reforms, forbade images in churches 
while parishioners were enjoined to do the same in their own houses.52

The Visitation Articles based on the proclamation enjoin the visitors to 
check to see whether anyone obstinately was extolling the bishop of Rome 
or keeping holy days. To this, he added the following: “Whether there do 
remain not taken down in your churches, chapels, or elsewhere, any mis-
used images, with pilgrimages, clothes, stones, shoes, offerings, kissings, 
candlesticks, trindles of wax, and such other like: and whether there do 
remain not delayed and destroyed any shrines, covering of shrines, or any 
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other monument of idolatry, superstition and hypocrisy” (VAI, 2.105). Again 
in 1547, reaffirming the king’s supreme authority over religious matters and 
desire to eradicate the former practices, the Visitation Articles repeated the 
same injunctions (2.115–16).

To eliminate idolatry, visitors/inspectors were to “take away, utterly extinct 
and destroy all shrines, covering of shrines, all tables, candlesticks, trindles or 
rolls of wax, pictures, paintings, and all other monuments of feigned mira-
cles, pilgrimages, idolatry, and superstition: so that there remain no memory 
of the same in walls, glass-windows, or elsewhere within their churches or 
houses” (VAI, 2.126). Interestingly, under Henry, because replacing windows 
was costly, many remained, but here windows were also included. Many win-
dows were finally smashed during Cromwell’s Commonwealth (2.126n1). 
The lists of proscribed items had not included glass before, so its appearance 
on the list testifies to the rigor of this new cleansing.

Another feature to this proclamation includes an even more ominous sug-
gestion. When the edict included “houses” in the list of places where devotional 
imagery was proscribed, the royal realm had invaded the household, legislating 
behavior within. In 1547, essentially initiating the tenor of Edward’s reign, the 
King’s Council sent a letter to the archbishop of Canterbury for the abolishing of 
images on the grounds that despite the abolition, some common people persisted 
in their idolatry and superstition (Foxe, 5.717–18). This amounted to a declara-
tion of war against images anywhere within the realm.

Edward died in 1553, and when Mary (1553–56), the Roman Catholic 
daughter of Catherine of Aragon and Henry VIII, came to the throne while 
still maintaining (initially) supreme authority, she returned church practices 
(holy days, fast days, and all ceremonies) to what they had been under her 
father Henry in 1529. Her third royal proclamation, right after she became 
queen, offered freedom of conscience and forbade religious controversy. She 
reminded her realm that she could not “hide that religion which God and the 
world knoweth she hath ever professed from her infancy hitherto.” Though 
she recommended her subjects follow her model, she would not “compel any 
her [sic] said subjects” to do so.53 In 1553 she annulled Edward’s 1550 statute 
for abolishing images and other aids to devotion, eventually repealing all nine 
Edwardine statutes. At the same time, she reinstalled traditional religion, cit-
ing the disorder, hatred among people, and discord that had characterized the 
previous years.54 In the Visitation Articles sent to the ordinary in 1554, she 
specifically recalled the practices of her father: “Put in execution all such can-
ons and ecclesiastical laws, heretofore in the time of King Henry the Eighth 
used within this realm of England” (VAI, 2.324–25). By the time she married 
Philip of Spain, she had returned the English church to Roman authority.

But when Elizabeth came to the throne in 1558, she reinstalled the Reform 
of Images and once again eliminated traditional practices of veneration. She 
also reinstated the Act of Supremacy that Mary had rescinded in 1554 after 
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her marriage to Philip of Spain. Interestingly, John Foxe’s anti-Catholic nar-
rative about Mary’s demise and Elizabeth’s rise invokes the same providential 
explanation deployed by the second wave of Byzantine iconoclast emperors. 
When the reign of Mary, “a vehement adversary and persecutor against the 
sincere professors of Christ Jesus and his gospel” came swiftly to an end, this 
demonstrated “God’s great wrath and displeasure” (Foxe, 8.625). Thus, accord-
ing to Foxe, God favors iconoclastic monarchs and punishes their opponents.

When Foxe turns to discussing the reign of Elizabeth, he links God’s 
design, good kings (i.e., those who subvert the monuments of idolatry), 
and successful reigns. As with the Deuteronomic writer, good kings attack 
idolatry:

Of good kings we read in the Scripture, in showing mercy and pity, in seek-
ing God’s will in his word, and subverting the monuments of idolatry, how 
God blessed their ways, increased their honours, and mightily prospered all 
their proceedings; as we see in king David, Solomon, Jehoshaphat, Heze-
kiah, with such others. Manasseh made the streets of Jerusalem to swim 
with the blood of his subjects; but what came of it the text doth testify.

Of queen Elizabeth, who now reigneth among us . . . it is hard to say, 
whether the realm of England felt more of God’s wrath in queen Mary’s 
time, or of God’s favour and mercy in these blessed and peaceable days of 
queen Elizabeth. (Foxe, 8.626)

Elizabeth’s reign returned the authority over religious matters to the monarch. 
Her Royal Injunctions adopt the same kind of language and specific instruc-
tions that had characterized visitations during her brother’s time, although 
she is clearly wary about the dangers of disorder.

In the Royal Injunctions of 1559, Queen Elizabeth states her absolute 
authority over her realms, by God’s law:

1. And that the Queen’s power within her realms and dominions is the 
highest power under God, to whom all men, within the same realms 
and dominions, by God’s law, owe most loyalty and obedience afore 
and above all other powers and potentates on earth.

2. Besides this, to the intent that all superstition and hypocrisy crept into 
divers men’s hearts may vanish away, they shall not set forth or extol the
dignity of any images, relics, or miracles but declaring the abuse of the
same, they shall teach that all goodness, health and grace ought to be both 
asked and looked for only of God, as of the very author and giver of the 
same, and of none other. (VAI 3.9, italics show Elizabeth’s change of 
Edward’s article)

But she did not go as far as her brother had to eliminate images. She reworked 
Edward’s injunction, so as to discourage the destruction of images and to encour-
age preaching and teaching against them.55 However, this subtlety eluded the 
agents charged with the Visitations in 1559 because they took it upon them-
selves to remove the remaining carved images from the churches.56
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Furthermore, the 1559 proclamation included a provision that again 
reached into the privacy of the household: “Also, that they shall take away, 
utterly extinct, and destroy all shrines, covering of shrines, all tables, candle-
sticks, trindles, and rolls of wax, pictures, paintings, and all other monu-
ments of feigned miracles, pilgrimages, idolatry, and superstition, so that 
there remain no memory of the same in walls, glasses, window, or elsewhere 
within their churches and houses; preserving, nevertheless, or repairing, both 
the walls and glass windows. And they shall exhort all their parishioners to do
the like within their several houses”57 (italics mine).

The Ecclesia Restaurata reports that when Elizabeth came to the throne, 
the Protestants believed, as the Catholics had when Mary ascended, that she 
would definitively settle the religious conflicts in favor of the reformers. So, 
just as the Catholics had restored altars and returned to traditional religion 
under Mary, now “before they were required so to do by any public authority; 
so fared it now with many unadvised zealots amongst the Protestants, who, 
measuring the Queen’s affections by their own, or else presuming that their 
errors would be taken for an honest zeal, employed themselves as busily in 
the demolishing of altars and defacing of images, as if they had been licensed 
and commanded to it by some legal warrant.”58

One can have an idea about how serious this destruction was because 
the following year, 1560, the queen made a proclamation “[p]rohibiting 
[d]estruction of [c]hurch [m]onuments” because by “means of sundry peo-
ple, partly ignorant, partly malicious, or covetous, there hath been of late 
years spoiled and broken certain ancient monuments, some of metal, some 
of stone, which were erected up as well in churches as in other public places.” 
Thus, she mandates the arrest of the perpetrators and orders the clergy to 
arrange for the repairs.59

There is something even more insidious in these proclamations than just 
the legislation of religious images in public places, recalling that in pre-Refor-
mation times, it was common for religious images of many different designs 
to be found on the exterior of churches, on church property, but also gener-
ally on streets, in public squares, in fields, and in homes. Elizabeth’s edicts, 
as Edward’s had earlier, required their destruction. The Tudors promulgated 
a host of other edicts to legislate how one was to practice religion, including 
topics like fasting, reading, appropriate behavior in and outside of churches, 
and suppressing rumors about religion, for example.60 Furthermore, the 
middle of Elizabeth’s reign witnessed an increase in municipal policing of 
moral behavior (including behavior at weddings, public drinking, dancing, 
and many other types of ritual-related conduct).61 With a policing capacity 
of judges, sheriffs, justices of the peace, mayors, bailiffs, and other ministers, 
as well as most importantly the ecclesiastical courts, all under the monarch’s 
ultimate authority, the realm now emerged to dominate both the public and 
private world of the household and to legislate family religious practices, and 
in so doing to encourage local spying. The royal proclamations and statutes 
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about religion had one central political purpose: to impose religious unifor-
mity on the English people and to suppress differences. People who spoke 
against the sacrament of the mass could be hauled before a court on the wit-
ness of two others; those who failed to attend church could be fined.62

The overlap between public and private devotion came to the forefront 
when even the queen herself had her private chapel scrutinized and con-
demned. Foreign visitors attest to the fact that Elizabeth kept a crucifix in 
her private chapel. A queen’s private chapel was in many ways both a pub-
lic chapel and a model for her subjects and for foreign visitors.63 Letters 
between the exiles in Switzerland, who had left England when Mary came to 
the throne, and people, mainly clergy who remained in England, testify to 
a heated controversy over both public and private crucifixes, occasioned by 
the queen’s insistence on keeping hers. A letter from John Jewel to Peter Mar-
tyr in Switzerland in November 1559 reveals just how seriously the English 
clergy were taking the issue of private and public devotional images when he 
writes, “That little silver cross, of ill-omened origin, still maintains its place 
in the queen’s chapel. Wretched me! This thing will soon be drawn into a 
precedent. There was at one time some hope of its being removed; and we 
all of us diligently exerted ourselves . . . [But] it is now a hopeless case.”64

Three months later, Jewel returns to the topic, telling Peter Martyr that “this 
controversy about the crucifix is now at its height” and that the judges will 
decide the future of all those “crosses of silver and tin, which we have every 
where broken in pieces” (Zurich, 67–68; Latin, 39).

The issue did not go away. Thomas Sampson wrote to Peter Martyr in Jan-
uary, 1560, “What can I hope for, when the ministry of the word is banished 
from the court? while the crucifix is allowed, with lights burning before it? 
The altars indeed are removed, and images also throughout the kingdom; the 
crucifix and candles are retained at court alone. And the wretched multitude 
are not only rejoicing at this, but will imitate it of their own accord” (Zurich,
63; Latin, 36). By April 1560, Bishop Sandy reported to Peter Martyr that 
“the queen’s majesty considered it not contrary to the word of God, nay, rather 
for the advantage of the church, that the image of Christ crucified, together 
with [those of the Virgin] Mary and [Saint] John, should be placed, as hereto-
fore, in some conspicuous part of the Church.” Arguing vehemently against this 
development to the point of the queen’s displeasure, he persuaded the queen to 
his position, especially since after all, at his last visitation he had removed and 
burned “all images of every kind” (Zurich, 73–74; Latin, 42–43).

Concern over Elizabeth’s crucifix refused to evaporate, and indeed some-
one, or several persons, in 1562 entered her chapel, and as John Parkhurst, 
bishop of Norwich, reports it, “Good news was brought me, namely, that the 
crucifix and candlesticks in the queen’s chapel are broken in pieces, and, as 
some one has brought word, reduced to ashes” (Zurich, 122; Latin, 73). A cru-
cifix was back again by 1563, to Parkhurst’s consternation: “The lukewarmness
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of some persons very much retards the progress of the gospel,” he wrote to 
Henry Bullinger the following April (Zurich, 129, Latin, 77).

This whole story of Elizabeth’s crucifix highlights the unhealthy religious 
zeal of the times. Whatever her motives for having the crucifix, and some 
have argued it was her way of appeasing foreign Catholic realms while mol-
lifying traditionalists at home,65 it is entirely possible that she was sincerely 
attached to the image, even though we have no word from her to that effect. 
The furious opposition to the crucifix represents a radical invasion of private 
devotional space by church authorities. If these purists were willing to invade 
a queen’s private chapel, one can only imagine the kind of spying on neigh-
bors this climate of state-sanctioned religious zeal had unleashed.

Conclusion

Starting with a divorce and a need for a male heir to ascend to the throne, 
the Tudor chapter in England’s Reformation gives us a process of how icon-
oclastic movements flourish, particularly in the early modern period when 
the realm emerged as the policing instrument for religious matters. A flurry 
of government or royal proclamations, visitation articles, edicts, “legal war-
rants,” destruction of religious buildings and artifacts, and book banning and 
burning all testify to a realm searching to control and direct the religious life of 
its population. The absolute authority of the ruler over all matters pertaining to 
the religious life of the people, even though Elizabeth rejected this role, drove 
a wedge between loyalty to conscience and tradition and loyalty to the realm, 
in which to choose conscience could endanger one’s life. To choose tradition 
softly, as in the case of Elizabeth’s crucifix, endangered the image itself.

One tantalizing aspect of these two European outbreaks of destructive zeal 
against cultural artifacts in the guise of reform evokes the old observation that 
history tells stories according to who wins and who loses. The iconoclasts in 
the Byzantine Empire lost out to the venerators of icons, and as orthodox reli-
gion prevailed and religious art continued to play a central role, iconoclasm 
came to be regarded as a nasty chapter in Byzantine history. In contrast, the 
adherents of traditional religious practice lost in the English Reformation, 
and its historians continue to tell the story of the triumph of “true religion” 
and the “modern state” over superstition and idolatry. In the triumphal his-
tory of England, the story of the Roman Catholic “Bloody Mary” obscures 
all the blood spilled, spying on private devotions, smashing buildings, and 
mutilating art works during the reigns of Henry, Edward, and Elizabeth in 
the cause of “true religion.” One of the most shameful chapters in the history 
of both religion and art, the ruin of the monasteries and the stripping of the 
altars in England (along with all the martyrdoms that accompanied these rad-
ical actions) has yet to be acknowledged as a national crime. Ironically today 
even finding the fragments of religious art that evaded the destroying hands 
of the time remains an urgent task for English art historians and restorers.



C H A P T E R  3

In Defense of Images: 
Christian Church and 
Religious “Art”

For a picture is provided in churches for the reason that those who are 
illiterate may at least read by looking at the walls what they cannot read 
in books.

—Gregory the Great1

Early Christianity was hostile to images. So goes the standard 
argument. This presupposition provided another strong argument for the 
destruction in the sixteenth century. It assumes continuity with Jewish tradi-
tions based on the Decalogue that forbade sacred art, like the argument of 
the Byzantine iconoclasts. Pitting Jerusalem against Athens and Rome, while 
excluding artisan traditions from the ancient Middle East where Christian-
ity also thrived (Syria, Egypt, Persia, Parthia, or Palestine, for example), this 
presupposition informed the outbreaks of destruction of religious images and 
buildings in Western Christianity. Thus, many scholars, like the reformers 
who wrote against “idolatry” during the Reformation period, at least since 
the nineteenth century, have argued that early Christians were aniconic. This 
assumption remains much alive.2 In his 1990 magisterial book, Likeness and
Presence, Hans Belting wrote, without any qualifications, as if it were a state-
ment of fact, “We should always keep in mind that in the beginning, the 
Christian religion did not allow for any concession in its total rejection of the 
religious image, especially the image demanding veneration.”3

Archaeology, however, tells a very different story. As new artifacts are 
uncovered from the early Christian period, mounting artistic evidence has 
irrevocably challenged this prejudice.4 When a group of Roman antiquar-
ians, the Accademia Romana degli Antiquari, began to explore the early Chris-
tian catacombs in the fifteenth century (i.e., before the Reformation), they 
began to uncover a very different story about the use of images. Scientific 
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study of these sites began when Antonio Bosio (1575–1629), the “‘Chris-
topher Columbus’ of Roman catacombs” and author of Roma sotteranea,
which appeared in 1632, described the catacombs and their art known at his 
time.5 Modern archaeological work on Christian sites began in the middle 
of the nineteenth century, when Giovanni Battista de Rossi (1822–94), who 
is considered the father and founder of Christian archaeology, started his 
work on the Saint Callixtus catacombs (the oldest dated from the middle of 
the second century) in Rome.6 Together with twentieth-century studies, this 
accumulated archaeological work provides convincing evidence to contradict 
the long-held conviction that early Christians lacked images or artifacts with 
a distinct iconography. This aniconic theory now appears to be largely a con-
struct of the Reformation and of nineteenth-century scholars who followed 
the reformers’ lead.

This chapter addresses two related arguments. First, it challenges the 
working assumption that early Christianity lacked images and suggests this 
is a carelessly repeated and unsubstantiated historical prejudice. Second, 
related to the first issue, I will suggest that the defenses of pictures, icons, 
and images after iconoclastic incidents constitute early arguments for pres-
ervation and cultural continuity, suggesting that the idea of “preservation” 
that is usually associated with nineteenth-century scholarship actually has 
much deeper roots. Taking strong positions against iconoclasm and factional-
ism, while upholding unity and tradition, these defenses of images confront 
the malicious elements of the destructive actions, while they forecast benign 
results from preservation and tradition. Although different from some mod-
ern arguments for preservation, these defenses that constitute a Christian the-
ology of art nonetheless share similar convictions about tradition, reverence 
for the past, and shared “built environments.” A consideration of Gregory 
the Great’s two letters to the bishop of Marseilles, Serenus; John of Damas-
cus’s three treatises on images; and the Reformation defenses of Hieronymus 
Emser (1477–1527) and Thomas More (1478–1535) will show that their 
arguments for a middle way recommend avoiding excess and controversy 
to find a place for images in religious practices. Against those who choose 
destruction to confront a perceived infraction of “correct” devotional prac-
tices, these arguments for traditional approaches to images also present the 
idea of local heritage, an essential aspect of today’s preservation movements.

Early Christian Art

We need to put the first few centuries of Christianity in the correct context of 
a fledgling religion growing in a pagan empire that was on occasion vehemently 
hostile to it. Again, looking back with Reformation and nineteenth-century eyes, 
we too easily see Christianity as dominant, with Christ on every lip. Although 
Christianity was widespread geographically by the second century, it remained
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essentially a minor underground cult—to the Romans, a superstition and a 
recipient of intermittent pogroms and persecutions until the so-called Edict 
of Milan (edict of toleration [313 CE]). In fact, in the decade preceding the 
edict of toleration, according to Lactantius, Emperor Diocletian reinstated 
the old edicts of Emperor Valerian; and in an example of ancient iconoclasm, 
he mandated the destruction of Christian churches, forbade Christian assem-
blies, and ordered Christian scriptures burned.7 This suggests that identifi-
able Christian churches were functioning above ground, and we can assume 
they included some sort of decoration: all of this was ordered destroyed.

When Constantine made Christianity legitimate after 313, only 10 per-
cent of the population of the empire (about sixty million people) was Chris-
tian and in the preceding centuries would have been much lower.8 With such 
a limited population, it is not surprising that there are not abundant examples 
of early Christian art. Nonetheless, both archaeological evidence and primary 
texts from the period reveal that Christianity had visual representation and 
decoration at least from the year 200 CE onwards. Moreover, this evidence, 
based on the study of an ancient synagogue, also suggests that ancient Juda-
ism itself was not aniconic.9 None of the examples of visual decoration can be 
considered sudden developments, but rather a natural outgrowth of people 
living in the Greco-Roman, North African, Syrian, or Persian worlds of which 
they were a part. Whether or not Christians had visual representation before 
200 remains an argument from silence because so far persuasive archaeo-
logical evidence has not emerged. However, against traditional assumptions 
that Christianity was iconoclastic from the beginning, the material evidence 
(lamps, stamps, intaglio, gemstones, frescoes, sculpture, and funerary decora-
tions) demonstrates that early Christians did develop a decorative iconogra-
phy at least by 200.10

A number of examples of Paleo-Christian art make a persuasive case 
against the long-held view that early Christians shunned art. These include 
the Christian paintings in the Roman catacombs, the oldest dating to around 
200, the sarcophagi with Christian subjects in Rome and Provence, dating 
from around 230, and the mural paintings in the baptistery of Dura-Europos 
in Syria, dated almost a century before the Christianization of the imperial 
household.11

The Saint Callixtus catacombs in Rome, the official cemetery of the 
Church of Rome in its earliest period, originates from about the middle of 
the second century. It is named after Deacon Callixtus who, at the beginning 
of the third century, was appointed by Pope Zephyrinus to administer the 
cemetery where many early Christian martyrs had been buried. Specifically 
in the “Cubicles of the Sacraments,” we find a number of examples of early 
Christian art. Among these are the depiction of the miracle of Moses striking 
the rock, the oldest representation of a Christian baptism with a priest plac-
ing his right hand on the head of the person being baptized who is standing 
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in a stream. Other representations of baptism are the fisherman, the Samari-
tan woman at the well, and the paralytic in the pool of Bethesda. There is a 
depiction of the miracle of the multiplication of the loaves and fishes (John. 
6:1–15) and a picture of Jonah.12

Symbols abound in these frescoes. They include the Good Shepherd, either 
with a lamb around his shoulders or as a shepherd with surrounding sheep 
(of which there are eighty-eight examples in the Roman catacombs alone); 
this image symbolically represents Christ and the souls he saves, and appears 
in the frescoes, in the reliefs of the sarcophagi, and in the statues and on the 
tombs; and an orante, a praying figure with open arms symbolizing the soul 
accepting divine aid. X/P, the first two letters of the Greek word for Christ 
(Christos), is a monogram for Christ, often placed on a tomb to designate that 
a Christian is buried within. The Greek word for fish (a widespread symbol of 
Christ) ichtus, when placed vertically, forms an acrostic: Iesus Christos Theou
Uios Soter (Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior). Other symbols include the dove 
that evokes peace or the Holy Spirit; the Alpha and the Omega, as begin-
ning and end in Christ; an anchor that conveys salvation; and the phoenix, a 
mythical bird, eternal life. Also, fresco techniques are used to represent bibli-
cal scenes from the Old and the New Testament, some of them with a precise 
symbolic meaning.13

In this regard, we should also note the recent study of gems engraved 
with Christian inscriptions and symbols that were based on pagan models. 
These gems, likely made by pagan gem cutters for Christian clients, include 
examples that can be dated to the early third century according to expert 
Jeffrey Spier. The most common symbols derive from pagan imagery and 
include, as in the Roman catacombs and on Christian sarcophagi, fish, doves, 
trees, anchors, ships, and the Good Shepherd. This repertoire is a far more 
restrictive set of images than found at the time, with the fish and Good Shep-
herd occurring most frequently, although examples of narrative, like Jonah 
and Daniel, appear very early also. The selection14 seems to confirm that 
the advice of Clement of Alexandria (150–ca. 215), who wrote The Teacher
(Logos Paidagogos, ca. 200), to choose symbols that could be harmonized with 
Christian teachings was indeed adopted.15

Neither is the Dura-Europos Synagogue, a major find for Christian and 
Jewish late antique archaeology, believed to represent a unique example of 
ancient Judeo-Christian religious decoration. In the synagogue—built in two 
stages, the first at the end of the second century and the second in 244–
4516—and the Christian baptistery at Dura-Europos, we see biblical narrative 
painting that differs from the iconographic program developing in Rome and 
other Western sites.17 During the siege in 256, the Persians destroyed the syna-
gogue, but the citizens of Dura had built a fortification wall near the west wall 
of the city that buried the west wall of the synagogue, thus fortuitously saving 
that wall of the building. (Parts of the south and north walls also remain.)



 In Defense of Images 61

Since the walls are frescoed, we have concrete examples of Jewish bibli-
cal narrative painting in the early third century.18 These include a series of 
Jacob frescoes—his dream at Bethel, blessing his children, and so on—a series 
of Moses paintings, and prophets. In the Christian baptistery at Dura we 
find scenes from the New Testament, scenes of Adam and Eve, and scenes 
of David beheading Goliath. The frescoes in the Christian building at Dura 
follow a similar iconographical scheme to the Jewish building, leading experts 
to argue that the Christian frescoes functioned to evangelize to the Jews in 
their community by showing Christian continuity with Jewish history.19 In 
fact, some argue that the similarity of the painting style in the two religious 
buildings suggests a shared prototype, one that later shows up in Byzantine 
art, but more importantly may emanate from illustrated versions of the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Scripture, the Septuagint. While all scholars agree 
that the Torah roll was never illustrated, the Septuagint, along with other 
retellings of Hebrew Scripture could have been, especially since other ancient 
Greek books were illustrated.20

Besides the King Josiah story in the Bible, Jewish aniconism, in fact, may 
have been a much later development, coming roughly at the same time as the 
rise of icon veneration in the Byzantine world and in reaction to it and to the 
influence of Greek culture in Judaism. A specific case of Jewish iconoclasm in 
a synagogue at Na’aran, Palestine, uncovered in 1918 and excavated in 1921, 
provides evidence for this. Here specifically, “pagan” iconography (Helios, 
twelve signs of the zodiac) has been wrenched from a mosaic floor while the 
Jewish symbols (menorah and Hebrew writing) as well as decorative details 
(geometric designs and a bird in a cage, a basket of fruit, and two birds) 
remain. Experts argue that the Jewish community using this synagogue was 
responsible for the destruction as Judaism in the later sixth and early seventh 
centuries adopted aniconic positions to distinguish its identity from Byzan-
tine Christianity with its visual images.21

Another remarkable example of early Christian art and architecture dating 
from as early as 140–55 is at Santa Pudenziana in Rome, originally a domus
ecclesia (house church).22 An elaborately frescoed third-century site was found 
in 1977 near Verona at S. Maria in Stelle in Val Pantena. The frescoes, like 
their cousins at Dura-Europos, include scenes from Daniel, the entrance of 
Jesus into Jerusalem, and a vision of the apostolic college with Christ among 
the apostles.23 The large basilica at Aquileia, produced under the supervision 
of Bishop Theodore, a local Christian born and raised in Aquileia whose 
name is inscribed in the floor mosaics,24 was dedicated between 315 and 
320, right after the Edict of Milan (313). Its floor mosaics present a com-
plex iconographical schema with biblical narratives like Jonah and the whale 
(symbolic of the resurrection of Jesus), fish (ichthus), and the Good Shep-
herd, as well as many traditional Roman design elements (like peacocks and 
pheasants) that have been adopted as Christian symbols. It is unlikely that 
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an artistic repertoire of this grandeur and symbolic articulation could have 
sprung up overnight.25 Also, a number of sarcophagi remain from the third as 
well as the early fourth centuries,26 besides the highly celebrated later fourth-
century Junius Bassus, with a complex and highly developed iconographic 
narrative scheme.27 The sculptured sarcophagus that forms the base of the 
ambo of Saint Ambrogio in Milan is one of the few testimonies remaining 
of the basilica in the time of Bishop Ambrose (late fourth century). Here too 
we have an ambitious cycle of Old and New Testament narrative sculptures, 
still very much in late Roman sculptural style and representing the theology 
of Bishop Ambrose of Milan.28

What is the situation in which this Christian art emerged? Of the ancient 
philosophies, as later adopted by Christian theologians, Stoicism and neo-Pla-
tonism had discouraged images if people prayed to them as though they were 
gods.29 Plato (ca. 427–ca. 347 BCE), in his Phaedo, however, has Socrates 
explain in the dialogue that “pictures” or “images” function to remind onlook-
ers of what they represent, but they can never equal what they recall visually. 
Thus in essence, Plato has Socrates separate the effigy from what it represents, 
yet allows the effigy to be a recollection of the original.30

Plotinus (ca. 204–70 CE), considered to be the founder of neo-Platonism, 
on the other hand, in “On the Intelligible Beauty,” features the beauty in a 
humanly created sculptured form to argue that this intrinsic quality is an 
imitation of nature, which itself is derived from an abstract principle. Thus 
he creates, in Platonic tradition, a hierarchy of abstract value, ascending from 
the material.31 Origen (185–254 CE) writes in Against Celsius that according 
to the Greek historian Herodotus (ca. 484–425 BCE), the Scythians, Lybian 
nomads, and Persians had no statues, and that according to Heraclitus, it is 
nonsensical to pray to statues, insinuating that those who do so could not 
know the true nature of god.32 Eusebius (b. ca. 260, d. before 341 CE) quotes 
Porphyry (ca. 234–ca. 305 CE), the influential neo-Platonic philosopher, as 
writing, “There’s nothing surprising if the most ignorant look at statues of 
wood or stone, just as those who do not know how to read see only stones in 
stele, writing tablets as pieces of wood or books as nothing more than papy-
rus woven together.” The Porphyry quote then continues to discuss divinity 
as light and as invisible to human senses. Eusebius uses this to condemn the 
“modern” tendency to make statues made of gold and other rich materials.33

Augustine (354–430 CE), writing against the pagan gods in The City of
God, recalls that the pagan Roman philosopher Cicero (106–43 BCE), in 
On the Nature of the Gods, finds fault on stoical grounds with those who 
spent “whole days in praying and sacrificing . . . who set up images of the 
gods (a thing he [Cicero] condemns,) gods of different ages and differently 
dressed, with genealogies, marriages, and family relationships.”34 Again, writ-
ing against making images of gods, Augustine cites another pagan, Marcus 
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Varro (116–27 BCE), to point out that the Romans originally worshipped 
without images:

For more than one hundred and seventy years the ancient Romans wor-
shipped the gods without an image. “If this usage had continued to our 
own day,” he [Varro] says, “our worship of the gods would be more devout.” 
And in support of his opinion he adduces, among other things, the testi-
mony of the Jewish race. And he ends with the forthright statement that 
those who first set up images of the gods for the people diminished rever-
ence in their cities as they added to error, for he wisely judged that gods in 
the shape of senseless images might easily inspire contempt.35

But despite these concerns among pagan philosophers as cited by Chris-
tians, statues, images, and symbols of the gods were commonplace and nec-
essary to official ancient Roman political and religious life. The pagans had 
justified statues on grounds that sound similar to those that Christians later 
adopted to defend them: that statues are not gods, but copies to remind the 
onlooker of the divinity; the god is made human because man is made in 
god’s image; statues can exhibit miraculous powers.

Clement of Alexandria (150–ca. 215 CE), in The Teacher (Logos Paidago-
gos), who otherwise seems to follow a neo-Platonic scorn for visual art, testi-
fies to early interest in appropriate visual decoration for Christians:

Let the seals be of a dove or fish or ship in full sail or of a musical lyre, such 
as Polycrates used, or of a ship’s anchor, like the one Seleucus had engraved 
in an intaglio; or, if anyone be a fisherman, let him make an image of the 
Apostles and of the children drawn out of the water. No representation 
of an idol may be impressed on the ring, for we are forbidden to possess 
such an image, nor may a sword or bow, for we cultivate peace, nor a 
drinking cup, for we practice temperance. Many of the more sensual have 
their loves or their mistresses engraved on their seal, as if, by this indelible 
memorial of their passion, they wish to be made unable to forget their 
erotic passion.36

The earliest material evidence of Christian art demonstrates a full use of the 
images Clement recommends; although it is clear that Clement did not rec-
ommend all the decorative traditions of the ancient Greco-Roman world. His 
advice has two principles: use already existing markets; and be selective.37

By the third century, as evidence now suggests, ancient Greco-Roman 
Christians had adopted pagan Greco-Roman narrative artistic traditions, por-
trait traditions, symbolic and iconographical elements, and design elements 
in a number of diverse media (painting, sculpture, mosaics, and intaglio, 
for example). When Clement specifically suggests an interpretative element 
in the selection and use of images adopted from the ancient Roman reper-
toire, he reveals that Christianity is developing its own repertoire of symbolic 
forms. Intaglio for stamps and decorations for lamps or funerary items show 
shepherds, doves, lyres, anchors, ships in full sail, fishermen, and fish, all of 
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which could be harmonized with Christian beliefs and narratives. We know 
from Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History38 that a massive church building pro-
gram began after Constantine ended the persecution of Christians to which 
the Liber Pontificalis (Book of Pontiffs) from Pope Silvester (314–35 CE) also 
testifies.39

Further evidence of Christian art is found in the very documents that 
attack it, because the Christian polemics against art are themselves proof of 
art’s widespread use. Therefore, it is rather ironic that most arguments for an 
aniconic early Christianity were built on these polemics. The early arguments 
include some notable Christian writers, including the North Africans Tertul-
lian (160–230 CE) and Origen (182–225 CE) and the eastern Mediterrane-
ans Epiphanius (ca. 310–403 CE) and Eusebius. At the Council of Elvira (in 
Southern Spain), a local synod meeting circa 300 CE, the thirty-sixth canon 
reads, “There must be no pictures in church, lest what is depicted on walls 
be worshipped and adored.”40 While representative of situations elsewhere, 
this proves that visual display was widespread enough that it drew attention 
from local church authorities.41 Many of these polemics against visual aids in 
religious practice seem to be primarily directed against pagan artifacts, but 
they clearly also show that a specifically Christian art had begun to flourish 
in the early Church.

Origen had argued against pagan statues, stating that the prohibition 
in the Hebrew Scriptures (Exod. 20:4; Deut. 5:7, 8) applied to the ancient 
Hebrews as well as to Christians.42 He bluntly stated that it is stupid both to 
pray to statues and to pretend to do so. Christians should avoid it because 
they might fall into the trap of believing that the statues are gods.43

Tertullian was avidly against anything that suggested idolatry, returning 
to the topic on a number of occasions. Clearly focusing on pagan sculptural 
works but including “idols” (i.e., statues, engravings, and weavings) made 
of gypsum, stone, bronze, or silver, in De idolatria, he advises Christians to 
avoid all such items. He elaborates, as if it were an inappropriate profession 
for a Christian, that artists who make such things should be banned from 
the house of God.44 In Scorpiace, citing Exodus 20:2, “Thou shalt have no 
gods before me,” and numerous quotes from Deuteronomy, he argues that 
the Jews in the Bible were punished for their superstitious turn to idols.45 Yet 
from Tertullian, in De pudicitia, we know that Carthaginian Christians were 
already putting religious images on Eucharistic vessels before 210–11. Writ-
ing about interpreting the story of the Good Shepherd (Luke 14:4ff.), Tertul-
lian refers to the pictures on chalices, which show the true interpretation of 
lost sheep, the Good Shepherd, and the flock.46

One of the more famous arguments used in the Byzantine attack of images 
reputedly came from Epiphanius of Salamis in the late fourth century,47 to 
whom the English Reformers also turned as an authority.48 Referring to 
church walls plastered with the painted images of the apostles, Christ, the 
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patriarchs, and prophets, Epiphanius deplores this custom. However, the 
validity of this text was challenged during the Byzantine image crisis. In his 
treatises against the iconoclasts, John of Damascus (b. 676, d. between 754–
87) sets out to argue that Epiphanius’s text was forged: “If you say that the 
divine and wonderful Epiphanius clearly prohibited these images, then first 
the work in question is perhaps spurious and forged, being the work of one 
and bearing the name of another, which often happens.” More importantly, 
John adds, “There is the witness of the divine Epiphanius’s own church that 
his purpose was not to abolish images, for it has been decorated with images 
up to our own time.”49

Furthermore, these arguments together reveal that although some disap-
proved of visual aids to the spiritual life, there is no evidence of iconoclastic 
movements. We have no records of iconoclastic outbreaks in the first four 
centuries of the Church, so despite the fact that some apologists like Tertul-
lian, Eusebius, and Origen worried about visual display, none recommended 
wholesale destruction.50 Despite the occasional complaints about popular 
decorative traditions and the philosophical arguments against images, the 
Christian West in the first millennium did not confront a major controversy 
over images as occurred later in the Eastern Church.

It is also important to note that some early texts offered justification 
for artistic support to devotion. In fact, ardent defenders of religious art in 
the early centuries of Christianity include Hilary of Poitiers (b. beginning 
of fourth century, d. 368), who discussed images and denied the equality 
between the image and what it represents51; Paulinus of Nola (354–431), in 
his poems;52 Pope Gregory (540–604), in his argument for images as a “Bible 
for the unlettered,” written in two letters to Serenus, the bishop of Marseilles; 
and John of Damascus, in the three treatises, On the Divine Images, for the 
instructional and devotional value of icons, written in direct response to Byz-
antine iconoclasm. These defenses that rely on the force of tradition provide 
a foundation, if not the argument, for the idea of “preservation” that today, 
in our museum and heritage site cultures, we take for granted.

Paulinus of Nola in one of his poems describes a sequence of biblical nar-
rative paintings, going from Genesis to Judges, Ruth, and Kings in his church 
dedicated to Saint Felix at Nola. Most interesting is his justification for the 
paintings; “you may perhaps ask what motive implanted in us this decision to 
adorn the holy houses with representations of living persons, an unusual cus-
tom.” He explains that great crowds of pilgrims were coming to the church 
because of Saint Felix, and unsophisticated, rowdy, and loud, they needed 
guidance, so “we thought it useful to enliven all the houses of Felix with 
paintings on sacred themes, in the hope that they would excite the interest 
of the rustics by their attractive appearance, for the sketches are painted in 
various colours.”53 Here, clearly the art works function to edify the pilgrims 
and redirect energies formerly dedicated to pagan festivities into Christian 
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devotion. Rather than an accommodation to pagan artistic traditions, this is 
an evangelistic program inspired by the most elite of the time to Christianize 
the flock.

The Cappadocian fathers—Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–85), Basil the 
Great (ca. 329–79), and Gregory Nazianzus (325–84)—all seem to have 
found a place for images. Recalling the affective power of visual art, Gregory 
of Nyssa describes paintings of the sacrifice of Isaac that brought tears to his 
eyes.54 Elsewhere, he describes a martyrium decorated with images of various 
martyrs’ deeds, torments, and death, and an image of Christ in human form. 
For painting, he writes, even when silent, speaks from the wall and benefits 
the onlooker.55 Gregory Nazianzus praises the true-to-nature figures at the 
Church of Nazianzus and the superb work of the artisans.56 We also find the 
neo-Platonic notion that an image represents its prototype in John Chrysos-
tom (b. ca. 347–407) and in Basil the Great. Basil argued, in the context of 
discussing the link between the Father and the Son, that the “honor given the 
icon passes to the prototype,” a phrase based on Pauline presuppositions that 
would echo throughout the iconoclast controversy.57 According to John of 
Damascus, citing The Life of John Chrysostom, Chrysostom possessed an icon 
of the apostle Paul that he gazed at and attended to in contemplation and 
devotion (“Treatise 1,” 55).

This evidence indicates that Christians began to develop artistic traditions 
very early in their history and that a unique symbol system intended to sup-
port the central teachings of the religion had appeared at least by 200, which 
we know from archaeological remains. Adapting preexistent visual decoration 
and imagery from the pagan worlds around them, both Jews and Christians in 
the early centuries of the first millennium were developing a system of icono-
graphical and symbolic representation suitable to their ritual practices and 
unique narrative traditions, a transformation that would reflect the radical 
shift of meanings in symbolic communication in the late Roman Empire.58

Also, it now appears evident that from early Christian times, a distinction 
between narrative representation and “portrait” (i.e., icon, image, and effigy) 
permitted the development of narrative art, not just for Christians but also 
for Jews, as suggested by the synagogue and baptistery at Dura-Europos.59

Preservation and the Argument against Iconoclasm

Desire for novelty is a very modern phenomenon, driven by markets and 
commodification of culture.60 In the ancient and medieval worlds, preser-
vation was more typically the norm, so when we examine iconoclasm, we 
see that brushing aside the old as tradition, as past practice, as idolatrous 
or heretical, or as remnants of a dead or declining order occurs primarily 
when revolutionary structural changes overthrow the political, social, and 
economic status quo. Arguments against iconoclasm defend the status quo 



 In Defense of Images 67

and argue to preserve the buildings, art, and artifacts as part of a religious and 
social order that claims benefits for its members.

Gregory the Great

In response to outbreaks of violence against religious images, arguments 
against iconoclasm confront religious or antireligious zealotry and the dis-
ruption it causes. Pope Gregory the Great (590–604) wrote two letters (one 
in July 599, and the other in October 600) to the bishop of Marseilles after 
the bishop had wantonly destroyed the visual artifacts in his church because, 
he claimed, parishioners were adoring them. Gregory’s defense of images has 
proven almost juridical in the Western Church. His central idea is that visual 
art representing sacred subjects in churches functions as “letters” (litteras)
for the unlettered: “For what writing provides for readers, this a picture pro-
vides for uneducated people looking at it, for in it the ignorant see what they 
should follow and the illiterate read the same from it. Thus a picture serves as 
a text, especially for pagans (Letters of Gregory, 11.10).61

This idea was coded into Canon Law,62 elaborated by Pope Hadrian I in his 
synodal letter of 785 addressed to Irene and Constantine to support restoring 
images in the East, adapted during the High Middle Ages,63 revisited at the 
Council of Trent,64 and it appears important even today.65 A quick look at the 
Vatican Web site and its explanation of the Saint Callixtus catacombs shows 
that Gregory’s influence is still with us today: “The symbols and the frescoes 
form a miniature Gospel, a summary of the Christian faith.”66

While art historians recognize that Gregory’s justification for visual sup-
port in devotion became radically important for the history of Western art,67

the attention here is on Gregory’s concern with the dangers of iconoclasm. 
In Gregory’s middle way between iconoclasm and adoration, I would argue, 
he was following an Augustinian path that sought a pastoral accommoda-
tion to “human things.” Augustine’s distinction between uti (useful) and frui
(enjoyable)—developed in the De Doctrina Christiana (On Christian Teach-
ing [I.2–5]),68 which claims that everything can be useful while only God is 
enjoyable—espouses a position intended to guide the Christian flock. This 
position had considerable weight for Gregory’s evangelistic times. Such a dis-
tinction translates all human things into utilities that require interpretation 
and therefore have a didactic purpose.

But that “didacticism” is very ample, for it embraces learning, remem-
bering, and being moved, all of which facilitate the onlooker in his or her 
accessus (ascent) to the adoration of God. Thus, Gregory’s defense of religious 
images needs to be understood as a theology of art that includes seeing, rea-
soning, and contemplating.69 As Margaret Aston, eminent art historian of 
the late Middle Ages and Reformation periods, has written about Gregory 
and Augustine, “The ability to empty the mind of corporeal images marked 
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a critical stage in the meditative ascent,” but this via negativa (negative way) 
did not deny the valid role of the senses (sight and hearing particularly) in 
earlier stages of the accessus to God.70 This would also be true later for Saint 
Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), who worried about the distractions of 
visual imagery for his Cistercian brothers.

That Gregory understood Christian art as necessarily didactic in this 
expanded understanding of teaching follows both from his own pastoral phi-
losophy and from this Augustinian premise. Words are signs for Augustine, 
and in this sense the division between visual signs and written words might 
not be so far apart in this neo-Platonic scheme.71 For Gregory, too, the image 
or sign as inscribed, spoken, or heard word (vox carnis versus vox animae
[bodily voice versus spiritual voice]) is a means of acquiring knowledge, and 
since all human things pass through the senses, we may come to know the 
Logos (Word) through them. This is the heart of the meaning of the Incarna-
tion and Christ as eikon of God. Images thus can also function as evangelizing 
messages, but in this broader view, they can lead upward beyond the immedi-
ate sensual apprehension to meditation and then to spiritual knowledge of 
God.72

In De Catechizandis Rudibus,73 a preaching manual written for local priests, 
Augustine laid out a very practical version of the De Doctrina Christiana,
aspects of which also appear in Gregory’s Regula Pastoralis (Rule for Pastors).74

Throughout this text, Gregory singles out humility and charity as essential 
for those who would become pastors, consistently reverting to the metaphor 
of the shepherd and his sheep. Both Augustine and Gregory focus on pas-
toral matters, but one issue has particular relevance to the role of imagery 
and Gregory’s displeasure with the bishop of Marseilles’ behavior: Augustine 
and Gregory equally insist that the pastor, while upholding the double law 
of charity (love God and love your neighbor), must adapt his teaching to the 
level of his disciples. To fail to do so is to fail the faithful. Mercy, humility, 
and love should regulate the pastor’s actions, not a sense of superiority.75

Considering the opprobrium and harm the iconoclast Byzantine emperors 
and the Tudor rulers would one day inflict on pious practices and their prac-
titioners, we can appreciate the wisdom of Gregory’s middle way. The end of 
Gregory’s Regula Pastoralis emphasizes this point about humility, when, in 
using a painting analogy, he writes in humility and with charity, “I have tried 
to show what a pastor must be, and I, a poor painter, have painted a beautiful 
picture of man; and I am directing others towards the shores of perfection, 
even while I am still beaten by the waves of sin.”76

When the bishop ignored Gregory’s letter requesting that he reverse his 
actions, Gregory followed with a second letter. The focus on this letter has 
traditionally been the issue of the bible of the unlettered and the justifica-
tion of art on the grounds that people who cannot read may learn from the 
pictures, especially if a responsible preacher refers to the narratives in his 
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sermons and the laity learns to interpret the pictures through this guidance. 
Distinguishing between adoring pictures and learning from them, in the sec-
ond letter, Gregory offers the following justification of religious images:

For the worship of a picture is one thing but learning what should be 
worshipped through the story on a picture is something else. For what 
writing provides for readers, this a picture provides for uneducated people 
looking at it, for in it the ignorant see what they should follow and the 
illiterate read the same from it. Thus a picture serves as a text, especially 
for pagans. . . . 

 . . . painted images had been made for the edification of ignorant peo-
ple. (Letters of Gregory, 11.10)77

But the letter takes up several other important points. These include the 
consequences of iconoclasm, the priest’s evangelistic role, the dangers of 
schism and a pastor’s responsibility, and a theology of images:

1) Against iconoclasm: Referring several times to the bishop’s uncontrolled 
zeal and the fact that he broke the statues, Gregory condemns him for his 
indiscretion:

Burning with uncontrolled zeal, you began breaking the statues of the 
saints. . . . 

 . . .  we condemn you for having broken them. (Letters of Gregory,
11.10)78

2) Evangelism: According to the letter, the nature of the bishop’s constitu-
ency, a mixture of Christian and non-Christian, makes his actions especially 
deplorable:

Thus a picture serves as a text, especially for pagans; . . . as you live among 
pagans; when might you bring errant sheep into the Lord’s sheepfold, when 
you cannot retain those that you have? (Letters of Gregory, 11.10, italics 
mine) 79

3) Pastoralism and the dangers of schism:

Gregory several times criticizes the bishop for creating schism in his parish 
and community because of his rash actions and exhorts him to behave like 
a true shepherd. While he applauds the bishop for condemning adoration 
of the pictures, he asks him if he has ever heard of any other priest break-
ing them. If the answer is never, that should have been a warning that to 
destroy them was to raise himself up as more holy and wise than his breth-
ren. Gregory emphasizes that the correct course of action for a pastor is not 
to scatter the flock but to gather it. The bishop’s recklessness has upset the 
brethren, and thus they have suspended themselves from the community, 
so Gregory exhorts him to rein in his zeal and presumptuousness and recall 
those who have separated themselves.
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4) Theology:

Gregory emphatically repeats that to adore pictures is inadvisable, but 
nonetheless the pictures aid religious devotion: “Indeed, because you had 
banned their adoration, we fully applauded you . . . 

“Worship of a picture,” he writes, “is one thing but learning what should 
be worshipped through the story on a picture is something else.” Why, 
because “ . . . it is unlawful to worship anything made by human hand, 
since it has been written: ‘You shall adore the Lord God and him only shall 
you serve’ (Luke 4:8).” (Letters of Gregory, 11.10)80

Here, Gregory’s theology of images distinguishes between the picture, 
which has a devotional purpose and can therefore lead to adoration of God, 
and worshipping the picture, which should be avoided. This breakdown of 
the letter shows that Gregory had a number of concerns that resulted from the 
bishop’s actions. Gregory refers to the fact that the bishop was inflamed with 
an unwise and inconsiderate zeal, which had consequences: creating scandal 
and schism, which he refers to several times. He disciplines the bishop for 
scattering his flock, for recklessly following his own impulses, and for caus-
ing his flock to withdraw from communion. Gregory informs him that this 
is not the behavior of a Good Shepherd who should unite, not divide. Also, 
it is clear from the letter that the bishop works in a “mixed” community of 
Christians and gentiles and that his excessive force has scandalized both his 
own parishioners and outsiders.

A central feature of Gregory’s argument is a middle way between forbid-
ding adoration of images and encouraging respect for them, because properly 
used they are instruments of instruction, meditation, and contemplation of 
the saints and the divinity. His dictum that pictures are books for the unlet-
tered connects to teaching and pastoral care. It is the bishop’s responsibility 
to teach his parishioners to look beyond the sign to appreciate what is signi-
fied.81 Nonetheless, Gregory also sensibly warned of the danger of overzealotry 
because destruction based on such rigid positions would cause more turmoil, 
and specifically it threatened to destroy community, creating divisions and 
conflicts. For Gregory, the priest’s role, as developed in the Regula Pastoralis,
is to shepherd flock together, not to sow discord. The concerns about educa-
tion, informing parishioners about the meaning of images and learning from 
them rather than adoring them, and the danger of zealotry because it creates 
schism and scandal emphasize the common sense of Gregory’s middle way. 
The example of destructive zeal in the cases discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 
certainly prove Gregory’s point. Furthermore, for all the ostensible rejection 
of Gregory’s papist approach, the accommodations that both Henry VIII and 
Elizabeth sought over the image issue (though not the supreme authority 
issue) show them more in continuity with Gregory than with the discontinu-
ity adopted on the continent by Karlstadt, Calvin, and Zwingli.
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John of Damascus

In the Eastern Church, John of Damascus developed a theological defense 
of images. But his justification of images is not as important here as the 
dangers he identifies with iconoclasm: (1) schism or divisiveness, (2) imperial 
involvement in ecclesiastical matters, (3) abandonment of tradition, (4) fear 
of matter (i.e., dualism). The concerns he raised, I would suggest, ultimately 
provided an argument for preservation of artifacts that forecasts our modern 
idea of cultural heritage.

Like Basil the Great, who he quotes, John argued that the honor given to 
the image is referred to its prototype (“Treatise 1,” 35).82 A major figure in the 
history of Christian theology, John, the child of a prominent Christian fam-
ily, was born in Damascus and lived his entire life in the Middle East. He was 
a civil servant in the Umayyad government (the first great Muslim Caliphate 
centered in Damascus (661–750 CE), but he resigned his position to become 
a monk in Palestine where he took the name John. John, identified as Mansur, 
his Arabic name, at the Synod of Hiereia in 754, was anathematized because 
of his anti-iconoclastic writings. His life ended at his monastery in Jerusalem 
where he wrote many of his major theological works.83 John’s three treatises 
on images—which are actually three different forms of the same treatise since 
he self-plagiarizes throughout, although he adds new material in the second 
and third treatises—became very popular in Europe during the Reformation. 
Eight Latin and one French edition appeared in the sixteenth century, and 
in later centuries, this work was translated into Church Slavonic, Russian, 
Serbian, German, Italian, and other modern languages.84

As with the discussion of Gregory, I am less interested here in John’s argu-
ment for the function and justification of visual aids to devotion as devel-
oped in The Three Treatises on The Divine Images than with his rejection 
of iconoclasm, his concern about its consequences, and the connection he 
makes among icon veneration, tradition, and preservation. In an argument 
that for a modern reader smacks of anti-Judaism, John does scrutinize the 
divinely inspired commandments against “idols” in the Hebrew Scriptures 
(Exodus and Deuteronomy) that were so important to the iconoclasts, lead-
ing him into an argument that pits the New Testament against certain strands 
of the Old Testament, making the New Testament the fulfillment of the Old 
Testament (“Treatise 2,” 62–65; “Treatise 3,” 83–91).85 For John, “idols” are 
the former false gods worshipped by the ancient Hebrews against their own 
traditions, from which he carefully distinguishes “images,” for which he finds 
justification within the Hebrew tradition itself.

John’s treatises also provide an answer for those who have argued that the 
fight over images is really a struggle between the learned and unlearned. In 
the iconoclast outbreaks, as discussed in the last two chapters, the powerful 
(rulers and their ecclesiastical supporters) state mandate their own theological 
conditions on what they deem idolatrous habits of the “illiterate,” uneducated, 
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or just plain superstitious populace. While images were consistently defended 
for the “illiterate,” those who attacked them wanted to impose the practices 
of “educated” believers. However, John’s florilegia (list of citations that follows 
the treatises) cites many learned figures who testify to the value and purpose 
of visual artifacts in both public and private piety from the second through 
the seventh centuries. This is a potent argument against those who contend 
that the Church’s acceptance of visual art was an accommodation to pressure 
from below, that is, a recalcitrant Christian population that refused to give up 
its pagan habits. If we accept the argument that early Christianity continued 
artistic traditions from the pagan world, then John’s florilegia also show that 
these traditions were not restricted to the uneducated.

John’s first treatise takes on the issue of the danger of schism and divisive-
ness prompted by iconoclasm. Opening with a powerful description of the 
divisiveness that the iconoclastic attack has unleashed, he writes, “I see the 
Church . . . battered as by the surging sea overwhelming it with wave upon 
wave, tossed about and troubled by the grievous assault of wicked spirits, and 
Christ’s tunic, woven from top to bottom, rent, which the children of the 
ungodly have arrogantly sought to divide, and his body cut to pieces, which 
is the people of God and the tradition of the Church that has held sway from 
the beginning” (“Treatise 1,” 19). Right from the beginning, like Gregory, 
John seizes on the consequences of the destruction, choosing the strongest 
language at his disposal: the Church is “battered” and “tossed and troubled by 
the grievous assault,” and making this dissolution symbolically parallel to the 
dividing of Christ’s clothes at the crucifixion, he presents the attack against 
images as the rending of Christ’s body, that is, the Church.

This is forceful language that describes schism, which is pitted against 
the traditions of the people of God from the beginning. Citing David as 
his inspiration (Ps. 118:46), “I spoke before kings and was not ashamed” 
(“Treatise 1,” 19–20), John also recognizes imperial sponsorship as the cul-
prit for the attack against artifacts, closing the first treatise with the damning 
announcement that the emperor has overstepped the boundary of his author-
ity: “These things [efficacy of icons] are matters for synods, not emperors. . . . 
It was not to emperors that Christ gave the authority to bind and loose, 
but to apostles and to those who succeeded them as shepherds and teachers” 
(“Treatise 1,” 57).

The second treatise even more forcefully attacks the emperors for assum-
ing the priestly role to override the division between the secular and religious 
domains: “It is not for emperors to legislate for the Church. For look what 
the divine apostle says: ‘And God has appointed in the Church first apostles, 
secondly prophets, thirdly pastors and teachers, for the equipment of the 
saints’—he did not say emperors” (“Treatise 2,” 68). In the same section, he 
concludes, “We submit to you, O Emperor, in the matters of this life, taxes, 
revenues, commercial dues, in which our concerns are entrusted to you. For 
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the ecclesiastical constitution we have pastors who speak to us the word and 
represent the ecclesiastical ordinance. We do not remove the ancient bound-
aries, set in place by our fathers, but we hold fast to the traditions, as we have 
received them” (“Treatise 2,” 69).

In “Treatise 2,” even though he gives the emperors the right to legislate 
matters of this life, John condemns their intrusion into religious matters: “I 
do not accept an emperor who tyrannically snatches at the priesthood. Have 
emperors received the authority to bind and to loose? I know that Valens 
was called a Christian emperor and persecuted the Orthodox faith, as well 
as Zeno and Anastasius, Heraclius and Constantine who [died] in Sicily, and 
Bardanes Philippicus. I am not persuaded that the Church should be consti-
tuted by imperial canons, but rather by patristic traditions, both written and 
unwritten” (“Treatise 2,” 73).

The third concern raised by John about iconoclasm, which is clearly related 
to the first two—the dangers of divisiveness and imperial intrusion into reli-
gious matters—addresses “tradition.” For John, tradition is what he calls the 
“middle way,” or following “orthodoxy” (“Treatise 2,” 60–61; “Treatise 3,” 
81–82), that which has been established as “true” by scriptures, ecumenical 
councils, the authority of patristic teachings, and even unwritten traditions, 
like turning East to pray or venerating icons. John’s respect for tradition to 
argue against destruction of sacred images offers a particularly interesting 
foundation for our modern secular idea of preservation. Let us look at how he 
addresses the role of tradition. Emphasizing its importance, the issue appears 
immediately after the opening to “Treatise 1,” when he writes,

Therefore, holding firm in thought to the preservation of the ordinances 
of the Church, through which salvation has come to us, as a kind of keel
or foundation, I have brought my discourse to the starting point, as it were 
urging on a well-bridled horse. For it seems to me a calamity, and more 
than a calamity, that the Church, adorned with such privileges and arrayed 
with traditions received from above by the most godly men, should return to 
the poor elements, afraid where no fear was, and, as if it did not know the 
true God, be suspicious of the snare of idolatry and therefore decline in 
the smallest degree from perfection, thus bearing a disfiguring mark in the 
midst of a face exceeding fair, thus harming the whole by the slightest injury
to its beauty. For what is small is not small, if it produces something big, 
so the slightest disturbance of the tradition of the Church that has held 
sway from the beginning is no small matter, that tradition made known to
us by our forefathers, whose conduct we should look to and whose faith we 
should imitate. (“Treatise 1,” 20, italics mine)

John’s context, of course, is the Christian Church and the traditions that he 
maintains have been upheld from the beginning and handed down by honor-
able men. I have italicized certain words purposefully, because in upholding 
traditions, John makes an argument against destruction and for preservation
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and tradition, the first word he uses in this context. He is clearly also worried 
about the harm to the whole that comes when a minority imposes its will. 
He returns frequently to this defense from tradition, and in fact, his florile-
gia of authorities that conclude all three treatises represent a cornucopia of 
references to bolster the role of tradition—for traditions are the rocks, the 
foundation handed down. Their loss “will quickly bring ruin to [the] build-
ing” (“Treatise 1,” 58). Of course, his argument is very much in a theological 
context, but his defense translates easily into the secular domain: destruc-
tion undoes our connection to, our knowledge of, and our relationship to 
the past. In our modern language, as in any major disruption to the norm, 
whether in war or radical social, political, or economic change, this uproot-
ing that wrenches us from our sense of continuity with the past can create 
psychosocial trauma.

John’s fourth concern about iconoclasm is the fear of “matter” that inspires 
iconoclasts. A theological issue, this fear is inspired by a failure to fully appre-
ciate the idea of God as creator of matter or the meaning of the Incarnation—
that God became human, that is, was embodied in matter. The theology of 
the Incarnation (that the historical visible Jesus was the Son of the invisible 
God) is at the heart of the iconoclast crisis. As many historians of the period 
have argued and John writes, “You abuse matter and call it worthless. . . . So 
do the Manichees, but the divine Scripture proclaims that it is good. For it 
says, ‘And God saw everything that he had made, and behold it was exceed-
ingly good.’ I therefore confess that matter is something made by God and 
that it is good, you, however, if you say it is evil, either do not confess that it 
is from God, or make God the cause of evils” (“Treatise 2,” 69–70). For John, 
this is a return to an earlier schism that not only divides Christians from 
Christians but divides humans as matter from God, and in the Christian 
framework, mirrors the rift that had occurred in Eden.

John’s immediate concern is the theological and ecclesiastical implication 
in the iconoclastic fear of matter, but in fact, something else lingers in the 
margins of his discussion. For a modern reader, John’s linkage of the fear of 
matter and the hatred of visual art goes to the heart of iconoclastic and van-
dalistic activity. The visual artifact affects its viewers’ psyches, and it is this 
“matter” that the destroyers want to eradicate. In other words, for iconoclasts, 
the image is pure matter; it is that which it represents. This conviction incites 
an emotional reaction similar to the attachment found in contemporary van-
dalism that seeks to destroy the image as if it were what it represents, and at 
the same time to erase the cultural power it (the image or what it represents) 
possesses. On the other hand, venerators of visual artifacts share a similar 
attachment (whether the artifact is viewed as an end in itself or as a medium 
to rise to higher knowledge), for the work inspires an affective response.
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Two Reformation Defenses: 
Hieronymus Emser and Thomas More

Three important defenses of images appeared in the 1520s to counter the 
assault of iconoclasts like Karlstadt. The German tract of Hieronymus Emser 
and the Latin of Johannes Eck (1486–1543) both specifically respond to 
Karlstadt, and both launched their arguments on grounds similar to those 
of John of Damascus. Thomas More’s “A Dialogue Concerning Heresies” 
took up images as one of its concerns amidst the unraveling of many aspects 
of “Roman” Christianity as practiced in England. Eck and More knew each 
other because when Eck visited London in 1525, he met both John Fisher 
and Thomas More. Deploring the iconoclast attacks and rashness of schis-
matic preaching, Eck’s argument against the destruction of images follows the 
logic of incarnation theology as developed by John of Damascus: “Through 
the incarnation of the Word, the invisible God was made visible and capable 
of being represented” (Eck, 99). All three treatises confront Martin Luther’s 
ideological stance, “Sola Scriptura” (“Only Scripture”) and, defending popu-
lar piety, base their arguments on one central premise: Scripture is not the 
only guide to religious practice. For guidance, besides the Bible, Christians 
have the Church, which preexisted scripture (Jesus taught orally, after all, 
and the gospel writers may not have known Jesus, they argue), plus Chris-
tian tradition, in its theologians and saints, the councils of the Church, and 
unwritten traditions.86

Emser’s treatise, “That One Should Not Remove Images of the Saints from 
the Churches Nor Dishonour Them and That They are Not Forbidden by 
Scripture” (1522), declares its position in the title itself. Like Eck and More, 
Emser does not defend images under all conditions, for he is clearly against 
their abuse, but he recommends reform rather than overturning the tradition 
itself (Emser, 92–94). Addressing the Duke of Saxony as the shepherd of the 
faith for his people, Emser’s little treatise answers Karlstadt’s propositions 
with his own to insist on the legitimacy of images, which he distinguishes 
from “idols” on the following grounds:

 1.  That we have images in the churches and houses of God is just and in 
accord with the commandment, Thou shalt not worship others gods.

 2.  That to have carved and painted images on altars is both useful and 
Christian.

 3.  Therefore it is heretical and unchristian to remove them because 
Scripture (and the way we use them) gives no grounds to condemn 
or forbid them. (Emser, 47)

Emser’s refutation of the reformers’ argument, like the positions of John 
of Damascus and Johannes Eck, is based on the Bible, tradition, the Church 
Fathers, and the councils of the Church. Like Gregory, Emser highlights the 
potential danger of schism and mayhem if the iconoclast position is adopted 
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as state policy (Emser, 58–59, 80). For Emser, also an argument that both Eck 
and More raise, books are as problematic as images because “if God does not 
touch and attract our hearts, neither book nor image can help” (Emser, 85). 
Problems abound with reading, he suggests, because the Bible is not stuck 
in time, and it requires knowledge to decipher it, a position argued from the 
earliest periods of Christian reading (Emser, 90). In a direct confrontation 
with Karlstadt, in a very modern argument, Emser identified iconoclasm as 
a kind of idol worship itself. Because the iconoclast puts himself above all 
others, not just contemporaries, but against all the legacy of the past (Emser, 
71), he makes an idol of the present moment, allowing it to take precedence 
over all previous ethical or traditional knowledge.

Like Emser, Thomas More also knew what was at stake in the image crisis. 
He also was fully aware of the possibly lethal consequences of his opposition 
to the reforms. He saw before him the pending dangers for England and 
Europe at his critical moment on the stage of history. William Roper, More’s 
son-in-law, recording a number of conversations he had about current events 
in his Lyfe of Thomas Moore,87 reports More as saying three matters needed 
to be settled to achieve universal peace: that Christian princes at war needed 
to make peace, that the heresies afflicting the Church needed to be settled in 
uniformity, and finally that the question of the king’s marriage be settled to 
the glory of God and the peace of all parties.88

More had been battling the reformers both with the pen and through his 
position as chancellor of the duchy of Lancaster with fire, having confiscated, 
banned, and ordered burned clandestine reformation books smuggled from 
the continent that showed up at the London docks. William Tyndale’s Eng-
lish translation of the Bible was among these victims of More’s opposition 
(DCH, 456). Roper gives a compelling picture of More’s sense of the immi-
nent danger to himself and of More’s own role in the religious controversies 
that enveloped him: “I pray God,” he said, “that some of us sitting as high as 
the mountains, treading heretics under our feet like ants live to the day that 
we wish when they will have their churches quietly to themselves and they 
will be content to let us have ours.”89 Iconoclasm, in these desperate times, 
was only one aspect of More’s Dialogue Concerning Heresies, which deals with 
many issues related to the reforming activities and polemic on the continent 
and in England. Tyndale’s translation of the Bible is another focus as More 
argues against it and justifies burning it (DCH 1: 284–92).

By the time More wrote the Dialogue Against Heresies (1529), iconoclas-
tic furor was raging on the continent. Signs were everywhere that England 
might be next; indeed, as it turned out, England was next. More’s arguments 
against iconoclasm are now familiar to us. He follows the line of thought 
developed over a thousand-year tradition, probing the biblical prohibitions 
against “idols” and not against images (DCH 1, 44–46), arguing that devo-
tion to images that point to something else, that is, God, is not idolatry 
(DCH 1, 96–97), and revisiting the Byzantine councils that had debated the 
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image issue (DCH 1, 355). He also refers to Gregory’s letters to the bishop of 
Marseilles that condemn the bishop for breaking images and distinguish between 
worship and veneration (DCH 1, 356). Here More repeats Gregory’s position 
that images are the books of lay people where they read the life of Christ (“ymagys 
be the bokys of lay peple wherin they rede the lyfe of Cryste” [DCH 1, 359]). 
Using words like malice and hatred to characterize the iconoclasts’ actions (DCH 
1, 47–48), just as John of Damascus had done, More worried about the malicious 
motives of the proponents and the pernicious consequences of image destruction. 
William Tyndale set out to defend himself against More’s Dialogue the following 
year after More had been promoted to lord high chancellor of England. On the 
image question, in An Answer to Sir Thomas More’s Dialogue, Tyndale insisted that 
those who serve images are “idolaters,” and purgatory is a “poet’s fable.”90 The 
polemic continued, and as this sad chapter in history tells us, both men were dead 
within five years, both executed by the state.

Given this controversy, civil discord, and sectarian schism in which 
religious images had occupied a prominent place in polemical attacks, the 
Council of Trent, convened after the Reformation had definitively shattered 
Christian unity, also addressed both the veneration of saints and the honor-
ing of images (1563). Resolutions of the council endorsed the veneration of 
relics, intercession of saints, and honor given to images. But what is more 
important than this restatement of the Church’s traditional position is the 
argument for this continuity. First, as had Erasmus, Thomas More, and other 
Catholic reformers, the Council endorsed rooting out all abuses of religious 
practices connected to images, saints, and relics. Repeating Basil the Great, 
Gregory I, and John of Damascus, the resolution held that

the consensus of the holy Fathers and [to]the decrees of the sacred coun-
cils, [are] as follows: they are first of all to instruct the faithful carefully 
about the intercession of the saints, invocation of them, reverences for 
their relics and the legitimate use of images of them. . . . And they must 
also teach that images of Christ, the virgin mother of God and the other 
saints should be set up and kept, particularly in churches, and that due 
honour and reverence is owed to them, not because some divinity or power 
is believed to lie in them as reason for the cult, or because anything is to be 
expected from them, or because confidence should be placed in images as 
was done by the pagans of old; but because the honour showed to them is 
referred to the original which they represent.91

Why continue this tradition, knowing that abuses occur? Because the 
“images” do apparently have salutary power, can recall the articles of faith, 
can remind of God’s gifts and blessings, and can demonstrate behavior by 
example, thus encouraging greater devotion and adoration of God.92

No position of compromise emerges here with the attacks against images 
launched by the reformers. Indeed, restating the anathema of the 787 Coun-
cil of Nicaea, “If anyone teaches or holds what is contrary to these decrees: let 
him be anathema” (Si quis autem his decretis contraria docuerit aut senserit), the 
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decree defers to a long-established position that put images in the center of 
devotional practices. The council sought to root out abuses to this venerable 
tradition in devotional practices, but recommended instruction so that the 
faithful would understand the “correct” role of images.93

Twenty years later, Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti, archbishop of Bologna 
(1582), in a treatise entitled “Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre e profane” 
(“Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images”) further developed the views of 
the Council of Trent on images to take into account new developments in 
the arts in the Renaissance. Making essential distinctions between secular 
and religious art (spurred no doubt by the ongoing recovery of ancient pagan 
art and an emerging market for secular art products); public and private art; 
and painter, image, and beholder, Paleotti restated the Council’s concerns 
about abuses of religious paintings, sculpture, images, and other artifacts. He 
assigned the sacred image to a unique category, but recognized that because 
there is a distinction between what the viewer sees and the image itself, a 
beholder might view a sacred image as a profane one. He also introduced 
a radical new idea, stating that aesthetic pleasure might be an end in itself 
for some viewers of images. Here we have a Counter-Reformation Roman 
Catholic bishop vitally engaged in a discourse about art, who, recognizing its 
aesthetic power, examines its role in secular and religious life in the wake of 
the Reformation. Endorsing religious art in devotional practices, he offers an 
elaboration on the broad guidelines laid out by the Council.94

In the Josiah, Byzantine, and Tudor iconoclast outbreaks, the central gov-
erning realm was the prime mover for the prosecution of what the realm 
labeled image worship. But a radically different feature of the earlier modern 
image defenses was the willingness of the proponents of religious images to 
use the arm of the government to prosecute religious opponents. Writers like 
Emser, who addresses his defense to the Duke of Saxony, were fully conscious 
of the ruler’s power to direct policing actions against the populace, just as 
Karlstadt had asked that pious secular leaders support the image cleansing. 
More had used his police powers to ban books, and he recommended the list 
for the king’s proclamation covering prohibited books in 1530. In A Dialogue
More writes, “The serious punishment of heretics is devised not by the clergy 
but by temporal princes and good lay people and not without great cause” 
(DCH 1, 430).95 When reformers and traditionalists turn to secular powers 
to police religious matters, we are witnessing a significant social and politi-
cal redirection. In England certainly this no doubt explains why so many on 
both sides lost their lives when they chose loyalty to conscience over loyalty 
to the realm. On the other hand, as national administrations become the 
dominant institutions debating and legislating this religious artistic heritage, 
we recognize the emerging power of government to determine whether to 
destroy or preserve this legacy. Much of England’s medieval art, artifacts, and 
architecture was destroyed or assaulted in this period. What remained was left 
for Oliver Cromwell and the English Civil War, in which the medieval legacy 
was once more the object of state-sponsored violence (see Chapter 5).
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From Local Culture 
to World Heritage: 
Córdoba’s Mosque/
Cathedral

Although many artifacts and buildings were damaged or lost during
the iconoclastic periods discussed previously, much did survive this Christian 
violence in the late medieval and early modern periods. In some cases, despite 
national politics; ethnic, civil, and religious conflicts; and other outside pres-
sures, a local citizenry committed to its civic environment arose to preserve its 
city’s signature buildings and artifacts. For example, the Cathedral of Córdoba 
in Spain, and York Minster, a medieval English cathedral, were, for the most 
part, spared iconoclastic outbreaks in their national settings. The Cathedral 
of Córdoba was originally a medieval Andalusian mosque, itself built over a 
Visigothic church. Although it has been used as a Christian church since the 
Christians recaptured the city in 1236 and reconsecrated it as a Christian 
church, it is to this day called the Mezquita (mosque). The survival of both 
York Minster and Córdoba’s Mosque during tumultuous times suggests that 
an idea of “preservation” also existed in the Middle Ages.

Córdoba’s Mezquita and the city where it resides became a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 1984. Roughly one hundred years earlier in 1882, it 
had been designated a national monument, a permanent and perennial testi-
mony to Spanish-Muslim culture.2 But its recent recognition by the arbiters 
of national and international culture cannot do justice to the extraordinary 
prestige the building held in the opinion of Córdoban citizens for the previ-
ous millennium, indeed from the time of its initial construction.

Civic Humanism and Córdoba’s Mosque/Cathedral

Scholars have argued for some time that the well-recognized sense of civic 
life of the fourteenth-century republics in the early Italian Renaissance3 had 
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deep pan-European roots that suggest continuity rather than radical change.4

Indeed, Isidore of Seville (570–636), the Visigothic author of Etymologies, a 
foundational encyclopedic text for the Middle Ages, defined a city as “a num-
ber of men joined by a social bond. The name comes from the citizens who 
live in it.” 5 This suggests that for Isidore, civic humanism constituted citizens 
tied by a social bond to their urban environment. Isidore does not mention 
the religious or ethnic identity of the citizens, for the people themselves as a 
social unit define a city. It is the city that binds them. Indeed, we do not need 
to turn to the Italian rinascita (rebirth) to find examples of civic humanism, 
because the idea of people joined by the city in which they live appears in 
many medieval Latin written texts as well as in the Islamic tradition.6

A Latin work, identified as “Descriptio Cordovbae” (“Description of 
Córdoba”), written two centuries after King Ferdinando III’s 1236 Christian 
conquest of Córdoba,7 with the name Jerónimo attached to it testifies to an 
enduring admiration for the city and to a profound sense of civic pride.8

Belonging to a tradition of laudes civitatum (praise of the city), in which the 
author might praise a city for its unique qualities, including its ancient build-
ings, its climate, and its geographical environs; express utopian longings for an 
ideal city; or express nostalgia for a once great city, the tract expresses a melan-
cholic affection for Córdoba’s legacy, while describing the city’s many features.

Figure 6. View of the Great Mosque, Córdoba, from David Roberts, Sketches in
Spain taken during ye yeares 1832 and 1833 (London: Hodgson & Graves, 1837) 
(author’s photo).
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Jerónimo’s descriptio urbium (description of a city) follows the ancient 
Roman topos, for example, Statius in his Laudes Neapolis,9 or Cassiodorus (ca. 
485–ca. 585) who provided the formulae for praising cities and citizens in his 
Variarum,10 medieval Italian descriptions of cities11 and Iberian traditions for 
praising cities.12 In another example of Iberian civic praise, Alfonso de Palen-
cia wrote a laudes civitatum that showed that a civic conscience also existed 
in Seville in this period. In a eulogy entitled De laudibus Hispalis (In praise of
Seville), Alfonso, who has abandoned his hometown of Palencia for Seville, 
gives the city’s mythological and historical background, the population, the 
natural surroundings, and the mercantile opportunities it provides.13 Also 
extant is an encomium (risala) of Islamic Spain by Al-Saqundi (d. 1231), 
which includes, among the many Iberian cities it praises, Granada and Seville, 
although Córdoba earns the most attention.14 Al-Saqundi’s, Jerónimo’s, and 
Alfonso de Palencia’s descriptions follow a city-praising convention found in 
Iberia, to offer genuine accolades for living cities and for their environmental, 
economic, and cultural wealth, whether erstwhile or current.

The manuscript of Jerónimo’s descriptio urbium was discovered just thirty 
years ago and is listed in the catalogue of pre-Trent Spanish manuscripts in 
the library of the University of Salamanca in Spain. The codex that includes 
the manuscript, also dated in the fifteenth century, is written on paper in cur-
sive Gothic script with Arabic numerals. As to who the author was, Manuel 
Nieto Cumplido, the manuscript’s editor, hypothesizes that he was the canon 
of the Royal College of San Hipólito of Córdoba, who had lived in the city 
during the reigns of Henry IV (1454–79) and the Catholic kings (Isabel and 
Ferdinand [1479–1516]).15 The work begins with an introductory poem, in 
which the author tells us he was born in Córdoba, but that he became an 
adult in Italy. He also informs us that from youth, he traveled widely, going to 
the Aegean Sea, crossing the Bosporus, and visiting the cities of the Byzantine 
Empire. He claims he had seen most of the cities of the Orthodox East. He 
indicates generally that he knew the famous kingdoms of the “moors,” but he 
insists, “Who could omit Córdoba from among these? For this place, I pro-
pose to write in prose about its worthy beauty that shines with the brightness 
of a royal metropolis.”16

What makes Jerónimo’s text remarkable is that it expresses admiration for 
a city, its buildings, and its civic environment that had once been a major 
cultural center of the Umayyads, the continuation of the Islamic caliphate 
in Damascus (661–750 CE), founded by Abd-al-Rahman I (756–88) who 
fled Syria as an exile to reestablish the Muslim dynasty in Al-Andalus that 
lasted from 756 to1031. Jerónimo considers Córdoba’s preeminent building 
as one of the Seven Wonders of the World. After the Christian conquest, as 
archives make clear, both Christian rulers and citizens’ support shielded not 
only the mosque, but also many other features of the city from harm during 
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the massive social, economic, and military changes in Iberia from 1236 to the 
restructuring of the mosque after 1521 by the architect Hernán Ruiz.

Of the three main political centers in reconquered Spain in the thirteenth 
century—Toledo, Córdoba, and Seville, where major mosques had stood—
Córdoba’s Mezquita remains comparatively intact despite major changes in 
politics and architectural styles. By contrast, Toledo’s main mosque, itself 
founded on a sixth-century Visigothic church, was completely transformed 
after 1227 when King Ferdinando laid the first stone for Toledo’s Gothic 
cathedral. Seville’s cathedral, which also occupies the site of a mosque, pulled 
down in 1402, is a late Gothic building with little trace of any Arab ori-
gins aside from its decorated bell tower, La Giralda, and its patio of orange 
trees. Nonetheless, despite the erasure of the building, both the tower and the 
cathedral exhibit mudéjar elements (see List of Terms).

What were the circumstances that assured the survival of Córdoba’s 
mosque after the Christian conversion of the city while the other two were 
completely transformed? Initially the mosque, as the central monument of 
the Islamic city, was a site for memorializing and naturalizing the claims of 
Umayyad supremacy and rebirth. The Arabic, Latin, and Castilian testimonies 
to the building from the time of its foundation to Jerónimo’s fifteenth-century 

Figure 7. Tower of the Giralda, Seville, from David Roberts, Sketches in Spain taken
during ye yeares 1832 and 1833. (London: Hodgson & Graves, 1837) (author’s photo).
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text include descriptions of the city, the initial construction of the mosque, 
and its various additions and embellishments. In describing appropriated 
features and architectural innovations, these texts highlight how civic pride 
combined with political and aesthetic principles to govern the city’s most 
important monument, despite the radical changes in who was ruling.17 They 
also demonstrate how a major city monument can represent different cultural 
and political narratives with diverse ideologies while simultaneously express-
ing shifting civic loyalties.

Revealing both a sense of decline and pride in Córdoba’s fortunes, Jerónimo 
concludes the encomium for his city with a plea for its recognition as a great 
city: “I have put these things together so that in the future this glorious city 
will not be unknown by its own inhabitants and so thus recognized, it will be 
consequently more esteemed.”18 He wanted his city to enjoy its due recogni-
tion. Thus, he offered a nostalgic retrospective view of Córdoba, the city; its 
region, its main buildings, particularly the “temple,” (the word Jerónimo uses 
for Córdoba’s Mezquita); and the city’s reputation as a center of learning.

Jerónimo’s work is not unique, for a number of Arabic descriptions of the 
city and its monuments also exist from the period. Although written after the 
caliphate had either declined or had begun to decline in power (from 1009–
31, the Córdoban caliphate was in a civil war that broke the territory into 
taifa kingdoms), these descriptions may be memorials of the earlier “golden 
age” of Umayyad ascendance, just as the mosque itself was an expression of 
memory and revival. Among the Arab writers are Ibn Hayyan (b. Córdoba, 
ca. 986, d. 1076), considered the greatest historian of the Umayyad period, 
who tells of Abd-al-Rahman II’s enlargement of the mosque19; Abu ‘Ubayd 
Al-Bakri (1040–94), his disciple20; Al-Himyari (d. 1178), who describes 
the Mezquita in great detail, quoting from Al-Idrisi (1100–1166)21; and 
Ibn ‘Idhari (d. 1295), who compiled Ibn Hayyan’s work.22 Also, Ibn Hazm 
(994–1064) refers to the building in The Dove’s Neck-Ring.23 Ibn Khaldûn 
(1332–1406), recording the rise and fall of dynasties in his renowned Muqad-
dimah, touches on architecture to compare the nave of the Umayyad Mosque 
of Córdoba with Roman aqueducts in Carthage, the Pyramids of Egypt, and 
other buildings as examples of strengths and weaknesses of various dynas-
ties.24 After the Christian conquest, Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada (1170–1247), 
the archbishop of Toledo, in Historia de Rebus Hispanie (History of Spanish
Concerns) specifically refers to the beauty of the building, the best of the 
Arabs’ architecture.25 Also, the Primera Crónica General de España (First Gen-
eral Chronicle of Spain), attributed to Alfonso X el Sabio (1221–84), discusses 
the city and the mosque.26 All of this written attention to the city and its 
major building suggests a kind of “collective memory” at work, in which the 
building itself refers to earlier architectural styles and decorative traditions, 
while the historians record its splendor and the city’s past glory.27
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Writing retrospectively, Ibn ‘Idhari, who compiles most of the previous 
Arab chronicles about the Spanish Umayyad period beginning in 792, tells 
the history of the fleeing representatives of the overthrown Syrian dynasty and 
of the city they came to rule. In 756, when Abd al Rahman I, grandson of the 
Umayyad Caliph Hisham, abandoned Syria after the Abbasid28 forces attacked, 
he fled across North Africa to enter Al-Andalus, and as leader of his army he 
managed to unify the region. Ibn ‘Idhari explains that Abd al Rahman I made 
Córdoba the capital, which became a cultural mecca, believing, “When I [Abd 
al Rahman I] entered Spain, I remembered the prediction given to my grandfa-
ther that I would make the Umayyad dynasty revive after its fall.”29

Nonetheless, this first emir, the émigré (el Inmigrado), never forgot his 
homeland in Syria, and these memories informed the architecture of his new 
home. Ibn ‘Idhari recounts that in 766, the first emir restored the walls of 
the city and built numerous mosques,30 attracting many immigrants from 
Syria. Again, according to the Arab historians, the first Spanish emir was 
an eloquent and rhetorically gifted speaker, who wrote poetry recalling his 
lost homeland: “My body, you know, is in one place, but my heart and its 
affections in another. Marked by destiny, a separation that had to happen, it 
chased the sleep from my eyelids. Divine will that decided this divorce, will 
decree perhaps a day of reunion.”31

With an apparent commitment to placing Al-Andalus, and specifically 
Córdoba, in a cosmopolitan context, Ibn ‘Idhari told his readers that when 
‘Abd al-Rahman I began to build the Mezquita, he wanted to invest in a 
mosque that would have a unique international reputation, reflecting the ori-
gins of the immigrants.32 He tells us that Christians and Moslems had been 
sharing a Christian church, the Visigothic church of San Vicente that stood 
on the site of what would become the present building:33

Thus, the Moslems agreed with the barbarians of Córdoba to take half 
of their very large church, which is situated in the middle of the town; 
in this half they built a major mosque while leaving the other half to the 
Christians, but they destroyed all the other churches. However, when the 
number of Moslems grew in Spain and Córdoba . . . this mosque became 
insufficient: they had to add galleries . . . When Abd al-Rahman arrived in 
Spain and was installed in Córdoba, he examined the question of aggran-
dizement . . . He called together the barbarians of the town and asked 
them to sell their portion of the church that they still held, offering them a 
very good price given the terms of the treaty to which they had submitted 
themselves. Thus the Christians abandoned their half.34

The claims of the medieval Arab historians were proven when archaeo-
logical investigations in 1932–36 uncovered the Paleo-Christian Visigothic 
basilica of San Vicente, the mosaic floor, about ten feet below the present 
building, made available to public view in 2005. The discovery helped to place 
the provenance of the building’s architectural details and provided further
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evidence for the earlier strata of the building. 35The findings included Ionic 
and Corinthian capitals,36 Visigothic impost blocks (a heading placed on a 
capital, in this case looking like an inverted stone pyramid with a square 
rather than pointed base), the Visigothic church’s presbytery screen dividers 
(some also reused as window lattice work in the mosque) and altar pedestals. 
All of the columns, in fact, in the first strata of the Abd al-Rahman I mosque 
had been taken from Roman and Visigothic buildings.37In a tradition of reuse 
and appropriation that has roots in the ancient and medieval Mediterranean, 
the Christian church on which the mosque was built had itself been on the 
site of an abandoned Roman temple.38

The Arab compiler Al-Himyari described the four extensions to the 
mosque carried out under the auspices of four rulers. The first, the construc-
tion of Abd al Rahman I, was completed in 785 and today is still the oldest 
building used in Spain. Ibn Hayyan’s chronicle of the years 796 to 847 pro-
vides an expansive description of the additions to the mosque made during 
the reign of Abd al Rahman II (833). This second expansion added two naves 
to the original nine and a northern porch that was united with the western 
and eastern ones surrounding the patio. In an eloquent hyperbolic testimony 
both to the ruler and to the beauty of the building and to its comparabil-
ity with other famous monuments, not unlike Jerónimo’s later praise, Ibn 
Hayyan quotes various poets from Abd al Raman’s court to record that the 
emir had “built a mosque that no-one other than God could make,” except of 
course Mecca’s mosque, built by the prophet. Further hyperbole on the spe-
cial status of the building comes from another poet that Ibn Hayyan quotes, 
who praises it as the best building, saying that all the mosques of Mesopota-
mia and Syria cannot equal its beauty.39

However, it was under Al-Hakam II’s rule that the chef d’oeuvre, the 
mosaic mihrab (prayer niche), was built (961). According to both the Chris-
tian Primera Crónica General de España and the Arab historian Ibn Hayyan, 
who praise him for his piety, Al-Hakam had initiated an age of peaceful coex-
istence with his Christian neighbors.40 The Christian King Alfonso X praised 
him as a “a man who defends God . . .  and kept the entire land in peace . . . 
and had no need to make wars.”41 According to Ibn ‘Idhari, from the moment 
that Al-Hakam ascended to the caliphate, he occupied himself with enlarg-
ing the mosque. That Byzantine artistry was ascendant, we discover, as Ibn 
‘Idhari tells us that Al-Hakam wrote to the Byzantine rulers seeking an expert 
worker in mosaic who would come with materials to build and decorate the 
mihrab in the style of the Damascus mosque, built by his Umayyad ancestors, 
which also featured the work of Byzantine craftsmen. At the same time, the 
artisan was to train local workers (Mamluk slaves) to do mosaic tiling.42

In fact, Al-Hakam’s notable additions, the mihrab and the maqsura (entrance 
to the mihrab area), introduced new elements to the building in an exuberant 
artistic celebration of the triumph of the reborn Umayyad caliphate. When 
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he had the luxurious mihrab built in 961, he had its inscriptions assert the 
victory of Islam over Judaism and Christianity, just as in the Dome of the 
Rock in Jerusalem, another Umayyad masterpiece:43 “In the name of God, 
the clement, the merciful, there is no God except him—all that lives and per-
sists. God has made descend on you—the prophet of the book of truth, tes-
tifying to what preceded him. He made the Pentateuch, the Gospel, formerly 
as guide to men. He has made the Koran descend.” 44The inscription defers 
to Islamic triumph in which Judaism and Christianity (the Torah and the 
Gospels) are replaced by the “book of truth,” the Koran. It demonstrates that 
the mihrab had much more than the single function of orienting the faithful 
toward Mecca, especially given the opulence of its decoration.45 The creation 
of Byzantine artisans with local Moslem and Christian helpers, this “orna-
ment” of specifically Córdoban artistic expression with Syrian and Byzantine 
craftsmanship, was completed between 965 and 970, remaining to this day 
a unique example of mihrab art. Liturgical practices unique to Córdoban 
Islam were enacted in front of the mihrab, and it has been argued that these 
innovations were a reaction to the presence of Christians in the community. 
(The muezzins prayed in front of it before the call to prayer; the Koran was 
carried around the mosque with a candle in front of it before the actual read-
ing, suggesting some syncretism with contemporary Christian practice).46

The maqsura was intended only for the royal family. Its polylobed arches, 
a spectacular architectural innovation, signal the entrance to the mihrab, 
an octagon-shaped room decorated with white marble with a shell-shaped 
cupola, the first in the history of Islam. Its mosaic detail is conspicuously 
rich, but not purely for decoration because its nonrepresentational symbol-
ism invokes the numinous, while simultaneously displaying some of the most 
refined Byzantine mosaic skill.47

Al-Hakam’s addition highlights how the building was to echo the Great 
Mosque of Damascus, a kind of dialogue with his Umayyad ancestors48 and 
demonstration of the caliphate’s cultural triumph over political adversity. Both 
the building and its features made clear references to the imperial mosque, 
the Great Mosque of Damascus, on the grounds of which the ancestors of 
the Umayyads had also once shared space with the Christian Damascenes. 
Córdoba’s mosque, too, with its appropriation of late antique and Byzantine 
styles, was a “dialogic adaptation” that made a statement both to its own 
parent mosque and to its late antique architectural and stylistic ancestors. As 
a monument to the restored power of the Umayyads, its images as messages 
made a statement about the political power of the Córdoban caliphate. 49

Thus, together with Al-Hakam’s decorative additions, the mosque com-
bined the remains, artistic traditions, and reminiscences of other buildings 
and cultures to stand as an encyclopedia of ancient and medieval Mediter-
ranean art and architecture. These echoes of the past include appropriated 
features like the horseshoe arch, based on Visigothic models (as still stands 
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at San Juan de Baños), and Roman building techniques such as the red brick 
and white stone striping in the arches combined with superposed arches as 
in the Roman aqueduct in Mérida, a style like that used at the Great Mosque 
of Damascus, likewise based on ancient models.50 Such appropriation was 
a covert continuation of earlier traditions, but at the same time it created 
something completely new. This reception was not borrowing, copying, or 
translating, but maintaining a dialogue with former cultural models and con-
nections.51 Furthermore, the reappropriated spolia from the ancient Romans 
and Christian Visigothic times (with crosses scraped out), Byzantine mosa-
ics, Syrian-style arches, and hints of Jerusalem’s Dome of the Rock, which 
the Umayyads had also built, further contributed to the building’s memorial 
function as public art, political memory, 52 and confirmation of Umayyad 
revival. In a display of cultural syncretism that incorporates earlier contribu-
tions, while at the same time assimilating them and still dramatically stat-
ing something new, the maqsura and the mihrab, with their inscription and 
artistic repertoire of styles were also the settings for an ongoing liturgical per-
formance of the Córdoban caliphate’s triumph over adversaries, a memorial 
gesture that expressed victory over the past but also connection to it, whether 
in the religious or political domain.53

Standing as a beacon of the political power and visual imagination of the 
caliphate, the mosque has also left traces of its actual builders. The numerous 
signatures in Arabic script or with Christian images (the anchor, thau signs, the 
morning star, and the fishing ship made like an arrow)—primarily on capitals, 
columns, and imposts, but also on arches and bases dated to Al Hakam II’s and 
Almanzor’s amplifications—are in many ways the most powerful testimonies to 
how both Moslems and Mozarabs (Christians living an Arab lifestyle) contrib-
uted to the building and maintenance of the Mezquita.54

By the end of the tenth century, the mosque had followed the expanding 
needs of the Islamic faithful with the final and fourth addition completed 
under Al Mansur (called Almanzor in Castilian historiography) in 987, 
according to the Arab historian Ibn ‘Idhari.55 All the additions to the build-
ing adopted the 785 original style and arrangement of arches and columns 
to maintain the stylistic unity evident to this day in the building.56 When Al-
Himyari introduced his history of the building’s construction, he described 
it in terms of its uniqueness, aesthetic perfection, and “universal” reputation: 
“In Córdoba stands the celebrated mosque, of universal renown; its vast area, 
its perfect design, its wealth of decoration and its solid construction make it 
one of the most beautiful monuments in the world. The Marwani Caliphs 
were careful to preserve the building, and carried out successive extensions . . . 
until it became an almost perfect monument, whose intricate detail could not be 
appreciated at first sight, and whose beauty almost defied description . . . This 
mosque does not have an equal for ornamentation, width or length among 
the Moslems.”57 Al-Himyari, writing after the Umayyad decline (ca. 1031), 
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nonetheless heralds the mosque as a monumental testimony to Umayyad 
brilliance, uniqueness in the Islamic world, and thriving continuity.

Commitment to the city, its buildings, and the civic achievements of the 
Arabs continued after the Christian conquest in 1236. As Arab cities fell to 
the Spanish conquerors, mosques that were not destroyed were consistently 
blessed with holy water and reconsecrated as Christian churches. Rodrigo 
Jiménez de Rada reports that once the city had been captured, the Mezquita 
was washed with holy water and turned into a church of the Blessed Virgin.58

In fact, at the time of the conquest, although estimates vary, Córdoba had at 
least five mosques, all of which, including the Mezquita, were converted to 
Christian churches.59

Christian Reuse of Buildings

The continued use of buildings that had served other cults was customary 
for both early Christianity and early Islam. The official sanction for such uses 
was established for Christianity in 601 when Pope Gregory I, in a letter to 
Mellitus, abbot among the Franks, outlined an approach for Christian mis-
sionaries to deal with the buildings and “idols” of their new converts. The 
letter represents an important statement about buildings that would prove to 
be as important as Gregory’s two letters to the bishop of Marseilles condemn-
ing iconoclasm. Thinking about the situation in England, where Augustine’s 
mission was thriving, Gregory wrote,

The temples of the idols among that people [the English] ought not to be 
destroyed at all, but the idols themselves, which are inside them, should be 
destroyed. Let water be blessed and sprinkled in the same temples, and let 
altars be constructed and relics placed there. For if those temples have been 
well constructed, it is necessary that they should be changed from the cult 
of the demons to the worship of the true God, so that, while that race sees 
itself that its temples are not being destroyed, it may remove error from its 
people’s hearts, and by knowing and adoring the true God, they may come 
together in their customary places in a more friendly manner.60

Gregory’s letter provides corroboration for what archaeological evidence has 
also demonstrated about the reuse of pagan buildings in the Paleo-Christian 
period. Such reuse includes baths, thermal tanks, temples, and other build-
ings. Numerous examples remain, including Santa Pudenziana, Santa Maria 
Antiqua, Santa Maria in Cosmedin, and San Teodoro (all in Rome), and 
Santa Giustina at Ravenna and Santa Maria della Rotonda at Albano.61

Gregory’s letter seems to reflect his own pastoral and evangelist approach, 
for he recognizes the “customary” role of the “well-constructed” extant build-
ing in the life of the people. Not wishing to disrupt this relationship, he recom-
mends changing its iconography by removing “idols” or representation of “other 
gods” while letting the building stand. His letter provides corroboration for a 



 From Local Culture to World Heritage 89

tradition that Saint Pancras, in Canterbury, had been a “heathen” temple, 
containing an image of Aethelberht, king of Kent (560 CE), which was con-
verted to a Christian church after the king also converted.62 This dynamic 
synergistic process adapts the earlier historical building to a new cultural 
form, while keeping the original alive. As mentioned in the introduction, 
this pattern of reuse or adaptation continued in later evangelist periods, as in 
Reconquista Spain and in Latin America, for example.

When Gregory was pope, one of the most prized buildings of the Romans, 
the Pantheon—the temple to all the gods built during the reign of the great 
patron of architecture, Emperor Hadrian (117–38), who was born in Spain—
stood deserted, its colossal statues of Augustus and Agrippa under the portico 
and the neglected replicas of dead caesars in their shrines beneath the gilded 
dome. The last decades of the sixth century were nasty times for Rome: in 
589 massive floods caused the Tiber to break its banks, inundating Rome and 
destroying the papal granaries and a number of churches. A plague ravaged 
the city, while the Lombards renewed their attacks. The Pantheon watched 
silently. Its great bronze doors were closed, while the rain from the floods 
must have covered its floor, and the rising waters of the Tiber rushed toward 
it. The citizens of Rome believed it was haunted.63

Gregory’s letter recommending the conversion of pagan temples to Chris-
tian churches no doubt contributed to the restoration of the Pantheon, 
because Boniface IV who succeeded to the papal mantle in 608, according 
to the Liber Pontificalis, asked “the emperor Phocas for the temple called the 
Pantheon, and in it he made the church of the ever-virgin Saint Mary and 
all the martyrs.” According to the papal records, the emperor then conferred 
many gifts on the church.64 However, half a century later, the Pantheon, 
along with several other bronze decorated buildings, was pillaged when the 
emperor Constantine (Constans II) came to Rome and stayed twelve days 
during Vitalian’s tenure as pope (657–72). Constantine dismantled all the 
city’s bronze decorations, removed the bronze tiles from the roof of the church 
of Saint Mary ad martyres (Pantheon), and had them sent to Constantinople, 
the imperial city, where they never arrived because they were seized by Arabs 
in Sicily and ended up in Alexandria.65 Such was often the fate of the wealth 
of churches and other religious buildings, but the Pantheon itself survived to 
become one of the most admired and imitated buildings in the world, despite 
its temporary neglect and violation. Gregory’s letter provides corroboration 
for what archaeological evidence has also demonstrated about the reuse of 
pagan buildings in the Paleo-Christian period.

This pattern of reuse and transformation of a building does not hide 
its past; rather, new cultural, political, and social meanings are laid over its 
old state, creating the new building yet still reminding its viewer of former 
times,66 as, for example, the Visigothic imposts and capitals used in the Córdo-
ban mosque that just barely conceal the scraped out crosses that once decorated 
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them. Thus, the capture of the city of Córdoba and its wealth, “the first of all the 
[Andalusian] cities,”67 had greater political and cultural meaning if the memory 
of its Islamic past was not erased because, among other reasons, it stood as a 
constant reminder of the triumph of the Christian Spanish forces over its for-
mer Arab inhabitants, just as the references to Syrian Umayyad buildings in the 
Córdoban mosque had previously functioned for the revived caliphate.

Alfonso X’s Primero Crónica General demonstrates the prestige the city 
and the Mezquita in particular held for the Christian conquerors. Like Al-
Saqundi who writes of Córdoba, “It was in olden times, the seat of the empire, 
center of science, beacon of religiosity, seat of nobility and of the primacy,”68

Alfonso, in similar terms, praises the city as “the city that history names the 
first of all cities, the patron and example for all the other cities of Andalu-
sia.”69 Turning to the building, he records that his father returned the bells of 
Santiago de Compostella to Galicia from whence they had been captured by 
Almanzor in 972 and hung in the Mezquita.70 Al-Saqundi also tells us that 
the bells had been lamps in the mosque and that the expansion had been built 
on the backs of Christians with materials from destroyed churches in Alman-
zor’s regions, “touching on the great mosque, already you have heard that the 
lamps were made with the bells of the Christians, and that the enlargement 
that Almanzor made was built with earth that the Christians carried on their 
shoulders from churches that he destroyed in his regions.”71 Singling out Cór-
doba’s Mezquita as unique among the Arab mosques, Alfonso writes, “The 
mosque of Córdoba, the most beautiful [most moving] and largest of all the 
other mosques built by the Arabs.” He then records the Christian conquest 
of it when his father made it a church dedicated to the Virgin Mother, and 
when the bishop, in the long-established pattern endorsed by Pope Gregory I, 
blessed it with holy water. Then the king allotted income for its upkeep.72

Besides functioning to perpetually recall the triumphal Christian capture 
of the city and its cultural wealth, the mosque perhaps also inspired memory 
of the local builders and the Christian bodies that had hauled the stones to 
build Almanzor’s enlargement. The city and citizenry’s commitment to the 
building, as the historical record confirms, was both consistent and fierce. In 
1261, the council and good men of the town, alarmed about the state of con-
servation of the ancient Mezquita, wrote to King Alfonso X, the Wise, “The 
church of Saint Mary has much damage in its woodwork and it is necessary 
to repair it in many ways and the king has to be attentive so that there not be 
discredit in losing this noble church.”73

In fact, under Alfonso X, according to archival evidence, several royal 
decrees reveal that the conservation of the ancient Mezquita, the Aljama of 
Córdoba, worried the king deeply, as it also did several popes including Alexan-
der IV, Clement IV, and Nicholas III, who were preoccupied with organizing 
the diocese. 74 For example, according to Córdoban civic archives, on Febru-
ary 5, 1260, Alfonso gave money for works of repair, gave his revenue shares 
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to the bishop and the town council for repairs, forgave the church its dues to 
be used for repairs, and asked the preaching friars for money to repair the build-
ing. Córdoba’s civic archives for the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries 
testify to various aspects of public maintenance, with money given for upkeep of 
the water supply that the Arab city had developed so effectively, and rents from 
shops adjacent to the cathedral and annual “taxes” deliberately set aside for the 
upkeep of the Mezquita.75 Decrees exist from Ferdinando’s time through the time 
of Isabel and Ferdinand (dated from 1254 to1480) for giving funds or demand-
ing pay to the local mudéjar craftsmen for their work on the cathedral.76

Jerónimo’s text reveals the position that the Mezquita and its city held 
for a Córdoban two centuries after the Castilian conquest and re-Christian-
ization of the city. It also vividly demonstrates appreciation of the aesthetic 
aspects of the building, itself an exemplar of the city’s proud heritage: “Let 
us turn then to the celebrated city which lacks prior praise of narrators but 
has left something in it worthy of praise.”77 Like Al-Saqundi’s earlier praise, 
Jerónimo’s encomium of the city describes it in hyperbolic terms, including 
its geographical region, with the Guadalquivir River, the fertile countryside, 
the climate, the sierra (which he likens to named biblical mountains), and its 
templum (temple).With parallel interests in the region’s agricultural prosperity, 
Jéronimo, as Al-Saqundi, refers to its wealth in fruit; plentiful grain, enough 
to feed all of Spain; and rich viticulture, the latter a feature that the imams, 
according to Al-Saqundi, had tried to eradicate, but because of Al-Hakam’s 
refusal to obey them, they failed.78 Jerónimo adds that the area also is generous 
with fish and every kind of bird, a place where nobles can liberate themselves 
from worry and find solace in the recreational activity of hunting.79 In addition, 
he praises the city’s brilliance and the great philosophers who once lived and 
worked there. Although he refers to the city’s recent calamities and suffering, 
which might mean the loss of population due to the ethnic violence of 1391, 
plague, civic unrest, or the silting up of the Guadalquivir River, all of which 
contributed to the reversal of the city’s fortunes, for Jerónimo, it remains a city 
like the earthly paradise with a unique heritage (peculiaris hereditas):

This generous city must be counted among the most significant and popu-
lous cities of all the latitudes and its fame makes clear that this ancient 
capital of kingdoms, the famous throne of ancient kings must declare itself 
according to its own dignity and unique heritage. Its excellence deserves 
praise of such celebrated privilege that once like a diadem crowned all “the 
kings of Spain.”Once with the influence of the higher stars, it was accus-
tomed to engender men of great genius who, with a natural predilection, 
were dedicated to philosophy.80

Here Jerónimo mentions neither names of kings or philosophers, but he 
extols the past history that pertains to the dignity and honor of his city and its 
unique heritage. This is not an encomium for Jews, Christians, or Arabs, but a 
eulogy for a city, and its past glories.
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Jerónimo’s section on the famed building—“the temple worthy of every class 
of praise,” the Mezquita, which primarily concerns us here—while glorifying 
Spain, still is a sign for him of the unique honor of Córdoba. Here, he exhibits a 
specific Córdoban civic humanism and aesthetic sensitivity, as values unique to 
a particular city identity: “It has a ‘temple’ worthy of every kind of praise whose 
most palpable beauty reanimates the spirit of whomever contemplates it. It is 
the glory of Spain and a distinct sign of the honor of Córdoba.”81

With a refined sense of architectural aesthetics, even before an articulated 
theory of aesthetics has yet to emerge, Jerónimo describes the orderliness 
and symmetry of the columns and the artful construction of the building as 
having the power to move onlookers to admiration. He writes of the waves 
of arches and columns flowing incandescently through the building, “Not 
without cause does the artistic construction of such a great building move 
the men who contemplate the number and height of the marble columns to 
admiration. The talent of the architects determined the most orderly struc-
ture so that from any part that one looks the view flows majestically.”82

Describing the minaret—a distinctly Islamic construction that was con-
sidered an architectural marvel, which he calls a tower, showing he does not 
identify it with its Islamic past—Jerónimo details its decorations and how 
one ascended from within: “There stands a famous tower [the minaret] con-
structed with blocks of stone, marked with geometric carvings and decorated 
with lattice-work of marble, whose crowning finishes with a pinnacle covered 
with bronze. One ascends it from the interior via two sets of steps.”83

With an appreciation for the memorial function of the monument that 
ignores political, religious, and ethnic differences, Jerónimo also tells of a 
gilded chapel (capella [built in mudéjar style after the reconsecration of the 
building]), in which, he informs us, the bodies of the kings [Fernando IV 
and Alfonso XI] are buried. In a separated room, he tells his readers, kept for 
perpetual memory of the living, resides a throne decorated with marble of a 
certain king Almanzor, elegantly realized with an artistic cover. While not-
ing stylistic variety and at the same time ignoring the religious and political 
distinctions between the later chapel and the mihrab, he describes another 
marble chapel (capella) whose roof finishes with a stone shell shape, deco-
rated with two columns of jasper in its entrance, with its facade composed of 
mosaics of artful marquetry [the mihrab]. Then he informs us that one enters 
the temple by twelve doors protected by brass, revealing that in the fifteenth 
century, Christians continued the Islamic custom of entering the complex via 
one of the twelve doors.

Rhapsodically, he rhetorically compares the “temple” of “our [his] city” to 
the Seven Wonders of the World, all “pagan” monuments: “What remains to 
be said of this famous temple? Historians refer to just Seven Wonders of the 
World,”84 and he lists the temple in Ephesus; the sepulcher of King Mausolo; 
the bronzed statue called the Colossus; the marble and gold statue of Jupiter 
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Olimpico that Phidias made; the king of the Medes, Cyrus’s palace; the walls 
of Babylon that Queen Semiramis built; and the Pyramids of Egypt. But in 
a final hyperbolic flourish, he asks about his own temple wonder: “But, do 
these monuments stand out from the rest when one contemplates the temple 
in our city?”85

Much is remarkable in this encomium, verging on eulogy for Córboba’s 
environs and its temple. First is the memorial celebration for the city of the 
author’s birth. Second, the author expresses an admiration that stems from 
appreciation for the unique aesthetic qualities of the style of the building 
and its special features, including the waves of arches, the prayer niche, and 
the minaret, which he singles out for attention. This expression of a sense 
of beauty, itself unusual for the time, seems to ignore the issue of how the 
architectural structure of the building supported its cult status. Indeed, since 
Jerónimo calls the mihrab a chapel, he seems to assume that it functioned just 
like other chapels in the “temple.” Córdoba, he writes, is a city that houses 
a building equal to all the ancient pagan buildings and sculptures called the 
Seven Wonders of the World, his admiration stemming from appreciation for 
skilled workmanship and design.

This praise of a monument so profoundly colored with the work of other 
societies in an age when Anglo-, Franco-, and Italo-Gothic had emerged as a 
thriving pan-European style—not just in the rest of Europe, but in Burgos, 
León, and Seville—offers a startling example of appreciation for a monu-
mental icon recognized as a local jewel. This is not the result of provincial-
ism because Córdoban manuscripts also feature the Hispano-Flemish Gothic 
style, so the city was not cut off from the influences of the new artistic devel-
opments.86 In Italy, from whence Jéronimo writes, and particularly in Flor-
ence, radical new developments in architecture based on a renewed interest in 
the Roman past challenged medieval architectural styles, while a scramble to 
retrieve the Greco-Roman legacy was in full swing. Yet, records show that this 
author and the citizens of Córdoba treasured their own unique building (and 
the city and environs where it stood), although it lacked all the architectural 
and design traits being adopted elsewhere in Europe.

Following the expansive description of the temple, Jerónimo turns to 
other distinct features of the living city-center. First, he gives a brief descrip-
tion of the Alcázar, built by Alfonso XI on the site of the Arab building and 
in Jerónimo’s time used as a city palace for the kings of Spain. But rather than 
describing the building in detail as he had the temple, he expresses admira-
tion for its gardens and patios, whose engineering, he claims, denies nature. 
Also, although already mentioned earlier when he discussed the Guadalqui-
vir River, Jerónimo turns to the water system (a legacy of the Umayyads), 
supplied by subterranean channels from the river, which powered artificial 
fountains and sustained a garden. In addition, he remarks that the palace 
possessed patios specifically designed to take advantage of agreeable breezes. 
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Jerónimo also stops briefly to inform his readers about the city’s ongoing 
civil life, for its “theatrum” or civic building is where judges met to resolve 
legal disputes, an aspect of civic life to which Al-Saqundi’s praise of Córdoba 
devotes considerable attention.87

When Ferdinando III conquered Córdoba, he had adopted a policy of 
tolerance toward the citizenry, not unlike that of the Umayyad rulers, an 
approach that his son Alfonso X continued. Prior to the conquest, in Arab 
Córdoba, Christians and Jews could practice their religion within existing 
buildings, although they were not allowed to build new ones.88 The Fourth 
Lateran Council (1215) had sought to limit contacts between Christians and 
Moslems to economic transactions, thus banning marriages and social con-
tacts between the two groups. The chronicles suggest these intermarriages 
had been occurring regularly among the kingdoms within Spain, as most 
notably the case of Al-Hakam II, child of the Christian slave named Maryan, 
according to Ibn Hayyan, and the Caliph Abd-al-Rahman.89 Alfonso’s Siete
Partidas had restated the Fourth Lateran decrees on relationships between 
Moslems, Jews, and Christians, barring Jews and Moslems from having sexual 
relations with Christian women, forbidding oppression of Christians or the 
holding of Christian slaves, but allowing synagogues the “right to freedom of 
religion,” to use a modern phrase, while clearly encouraging conversion to 
Christianity.90 The mosques, on the other hand, had already been converted 
to Christian churches.

Despite increasing legal tension between minorities and the Christian 
majority, the city still admired the legacy of the Arabs, especially the work-
manship in the Mezquita, many stylistic aspects of the Islamic building hav-
ing developed into the mudéjar style. The mudéjar-style chapels built within 
the Mezquita in the fourteenth century (Capilla Real or Chapel of San Pedro) 
and a mudéjar-style synagogue built in Córdoba in the fourteenth century 
(1315) provide evidence for this stylistic preference. In Toledo, the opulent 
Sinagoga del Tránsito, built in the fourteenth century and patronized by 
Samuel Levi, treasurer to King Pedro the Cruel of Castille, also in mudé-
jar style, is further evidence of continuation of the artistic traditions of the 
Arabs, absorbed into reconquered Iberia and transformed into the unique 
Iberian mudéjar forms. As Gualis Borras puts it, the source of mudéjar art 
can be found in the Christian acceptance of the art of Islam, an acceptance 
stimulated by their attraction to the art of the vanquished.91

The military, political, and religious reconquest that pitted Christian 
against Moslem Spain beginning in 1085 does conceal the rich mixture of 
civilizations that characterized the seven centuries in which Moslem, Jews, 
and Christians lived together first in Islamic and then in Christian-ruled Spain. 
Nowhere is this interlacing, hybridity, or syncretism more evident than in the art 
and architecture produced even as the Reconquista moved south.92 But despite 
this affection for Islamic art and architecture, the repopulation of Andalusia by 
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Christians from the north led eventually to an official “anti-Judaism,”93 while 
the situation of the mudéjar population of Córdoba (what remained of what 
was once one of the most vital cultures in the Arab world) had radically declined 
by the time of the Catholic kings, Isabel and Ferdinand.94

During the time of the Reconquista, the kings had attempted to maintain a 
social culture of convivencia, that is, living together,95 a term that has invited 
some controversy since Américo Castro first used it, among the diverse 
groups in Andalusia. This was a type of legal and social coexistence after areas 
were taken over by Christians, but records show that friction was developing, 
particularly because the Jews were refusing to wear signs to distinguish them-
selves from Christians, and both Jews and Moslems (and Christians who were 
threatened with excommunication) resisted the “taxes” (tithing a tenth to the 
Church) required of all citizens, as decreed by the Fourth Lateran Council 
and restated by the Castilian kings.96 Beginning in the thirteenth century, as 
Islamic cities fell to the Christians, Andalusia witnessed an intermittently vio-
lent and systematic eradication of the Islamic population with a substitution 
of Christian colonists from the north of Spain under the monarchical policy 
of fueros. This policy encouraged Christians from the north (nonlanded peas-
ants and “knights” [caballeros] who were often nobles) to move to the newly 
conquered territories in the south. In a method to repopulate going back to 
the Christian conquest of Toledo in 1085, the system gave those who moved 
enough land to survive, in return for which they had to provide military ser-
vice for the continuing campaigns further south.

By the end of the thirteenth century, ethnic and religious distinctions had 
become increasingly rigid with new sumptuary regulations to distinguish 
non-Christians from Christians. In 1312, the Council of Zamora, in a tradi-
tion going back to the Theodosian code (438 CE), banned the sharing of 
meals and sexual relations between Christians and Jews.97 In Córdoba in the 
fourteenth century, the municipal functionaries failed to address many out-
breaks of delinquency and ethnic violence and then resisted their responsibil-
ity to be just, further exacerbating the social tensions.98 Several royal decrees 
in this period make it clear that the kings discouraged undermining Jewish 
financial activities in the region.99 For example, when Christian townspeople 
viciously attacked the Jewish population of Córdoba in 1391, inspired by 
the fiery preaching of Ferrand Martínez of Seville, the king (Don Enrique) 
decreed that the guilty be punished; in 1404, the king again demanded that 
the citizens compensate the Jewish population.100

Despite this climate of ethnic tension, the fact that Córdoba’s Mosque/
Cathedral experienced few major changes from the time of its conversion 
to a Christian church suggests that it possessed a special status in the city’s 
civic culture. In contrast to other religious buildings from the Arab period 
that were razed and replaced, as noted in the case of Toledo or Seville, it is 
comparatively unchanged. The Arab historians’ claims that it was built as a 
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monument that would have universal prestige suggest that the mosque had 
possessed a powerful place in local and international esteem, as Jerónimo’s text 
also attempts to uphold. Not only the citizens of Córdoba but the Christian 
rulers who conquered the city were fully aware of its reputation. Loyalty to its 
aesthetic form continued. Indeed, when the building came under pressure in 
the late fifteenth century to adapt to new ecclesiastical styles along the lines 
of contemporary church architecture, as established in Toledo, Burgos, and 
León, the local Christian citizenry reacted forcefully to prevent the changes.

Bishop Alonso Manrique (1516–23), who was born in Toledo, had been 
the chaplain to Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, who appointed him bishop 
of Córdoba. Alonso Manrique’s experience of cathedral building had been 
formed in Toledo, so for him the Gothic model in which the presbytery, the 
altar, and the choir occupied the principal foci of the building provided the 
ideal setting for the celebration of the mass. For Manrique, the ideal cathe-
dral followed the Gothic as model, just as in Seville that was built on the 
site where the main mosque once stood. Thus he arrived to Córdoba with 
a preconceived idea of how a cathedral ought to be built and arranged. The 
idea was to create a cruciform church within the existing building, with the 
beginning of the reconstruction of the cathedral in 1521.

But skeptical about the proposed project, the town council resisted. In the 
meantime, searching for building materials, those charged with the work set-
tled on the ruins of the Medina Azahara, the spectacular palace, built by Abd-
al-Rahman III (978–80) to celebrate the rebirth of the Umayyad caliphate 
and sacked by North African invaders in the early eleventh century. But three 
days after the contract for the building materials was signed, the city council 
raised a clamor, charging that the mayor and head of the church planned 
to knock down the major work (the church) of this city. The members of 
the city council registered their annoyance with the proposed remodeling, 
claiming it was an affront to the city, especially for those who had chapels 
in the cathedral. The bishop reacted forcefully, threatening excommunica-
tion to the dissenters, and the king was consulted to adjudicate. The Hernán 
Ruiz–designed cruciform building within the extant building did go forward, 
contributing the Renaissance strata to the Mezquita, with less damage to the 
Islamic footprint than originally conceived.101 The record shows that local 
support for maintaining the integrity of the building was enormous, even 
though this appreciation went against reigning styles of ecclesiastical archi-
tecture in European Christendom. Jéronimo’s text, written a century before 
these events, taken together with these reports in the city’s archives, provide 
powerful witnesses to Córdoban citizens’ commitment to their city, its cathe-
dral, and its peculiaris hereditas during the time of the massive social, political, 
and economic restructuring to create the Spanish nation.

This unique case of Córdoba’s mosque/cathedral demonstrates the mul-
tiple functions of single monuments and their memorial functions in a city’s 
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self-understanding: First the Umayyads’ desire to restore their glory and estab-
lish their links with their Syrian past is commemorated stylistically in the 
building itself and by the historians who wrote about it. Afterwards, because 
of the city’s international reputation, the additions to the building made a 
triumphal statement about the revived Umayyad caliphate, as recorded by 
the Arab chroniclers. Even though by the time they were writing, Medina 
Azahara had been sacked and the caliphate had declined, the Mezquita still 
stood. After the Spanish conquest, the Primera Crónica General and Jimé-
nez de Rada recorded how the Mezquita became a captured political and 
aesthetic icon that erased the Islamic building’s cult function although not 
the Islamic character of the building itself. Finally, two centuries after the 
Christian capture of the city, Jerónimo’s laudes civitatum celebrates it as the 
jewel of Córdoba, the eighth wonder of the world, preserving the memory of 
the city’s past glories.102

Conclusion

While we might lament the Renaissance/Baroque addition to the building, 
it does reflect its continued use, while also respecting the changing liturgical 
practices adopted by people of faith in this town at different times. The locals 
were and remain committed to preservation of the beauty and integrity of 
the site. Like France and England’s Gothic revival, Spain also experienced a 
revival of mudéjar-style architecture in the late nineteenth century when the 
Mezquita became a national monument, and in the early twentieth centu-
ries as an active political regionalismo (culture of regionalism) surged. This 
period saw the building of Toledo’s railway station, Seville’s Estación de Cór-
doba, Seville’s Hotel Alfonso XIII, and Seville’s Museo de Artes y Costumbres 
Populares, all in “Moorish” revival style. Rafael Romero Barros (1832–95) 
and son Rafael Romero de Torres (1865–98) promoted the idea of local his-
tory and local culture, while also drawing attention to the artistic traditions 
that Córdoba’s monumental buildings featured.103 They argued, while pre-
senting their portrait of Córdoba, that because national history suppresses 
“local” history and culture, its places, themes, authors, and buildings remain 
unknown and sometimes even ignored in their own city. Their goal, as they 
wrote, was to bring local history to the forefront.

Ironically, it was not Córdoba’s international reputation in the Middle Ages 
but the city’s local resistance that rose to preserve it in later times. Córdoba’s 
Mezquita became a model case for ICOMOS (International Commission on 
Monuments and Sites), an organization responsible for nominating sites to 
UNESCO for the World Heritage List,104 when the group met in Córdoba in 
1973. The recommendations for restorations and protection of monuments 
pertinent to distinct cultures were based on the 1964 Venice Charter that had 
adopted the position that historic monuments are living witnesses of their 
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age-old traditions. Highlighting a commitment to conservation or historic 
preservation and the historical integrity of the building and its artifacts—not 
unlike the argument made by Gregory the Great, when he ruled that the 
former buildings of the newly converted ought to be preserved—Articles 4 
through 13 of the ICOMOS conclusion feature the contribution made by 
the Mezquita because of its complex cultural history. Rejecting the idea of 
restoration as had been practiced in the nineteenth century (to be discussed 
in Chapter 8), Article 4 links conservation to permanence; Article 5 recog-
nizes that conservation needs to favor what is useful for society; Article 6 
makes recommendations about maintenance of the traditional colors, size, 
and effects of the built environment; Article 7 links the monument to its 
history from which it cannot be separated; Article 8 deals with decorations 
that are an integral part of the building, stating that sculpture, painting, and 
other decoration ought not to be removed (having the mihrab and a crucifix 
in the same building exemplifies this recommendation); rejecting restoration 
in favor of conservation, Article 9 emphasizes that the building should be 
allowed to feature its aesthetic and historic value (the Mezquita’s mixture of 
Byzantine, Syrian, Visigothic, Islamic, and Renaissance and Baroque strata 
exemplifies this); Article 10 recommends the use of modern techniques to 
achieve these conservation goals; and Article 11 again reiterates that all strata 
of the building’s history should be respected and maintained, and in the case 
of missing elements (Article 12), new ones must harmonize and all additions 
must respect the building’s integrity (Article 13).105

Now forty years old, these recommendations almost seem intended for 
Córdoba’s mosque, which offers a model of how the multilayered cultural his-
tory of a building simultaneously records the connection of people through 
their shared cultural patrimony. Recent bellicose outbreaks that have led to 
the destruction of buildings with similar histories suggests that the Córdoban 
population of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries had greater apprecia-
tion for cultural legacy than many have in our own times. The burning of the 
sixteenth-century Babri Masjid Mosque in 1990 that the Mughal emperor 
Babur built in Ayodhya displays the opposite impulse.106 Similarly, the Chi-
nese invasion of Tibet in 1949 that led to the massive destruction of temples 
(more than six thousand), like the destruction of Bosnian patrimony and 
Sarajevo’s library just fifteen years ago, and the recent assault on Iraq’s heri-
tage together present a shattering picture of recent assaults on the cultural 
legacy of “others” in spite of an ideology of world patrimony, which makes 
Córdoba’s medieval compromise seem comparatively enlightened.
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York Minster: From Local 
to National Preservation

This discouragement from the publick does not in the least abate in me a 
value for local histories.

—Francis Drake, Eboracum

When Henry VIII ordered the ruin of the abbeys and religious houses
in England in 1536, York had more than a dozen abbeys and monasteries and 
several religious-order run hospitals and poor houses.1 In 1537, serious rioting 
broke out in Lincolnshire to protest the revolution in religious practices, and 
it eventually spread to Yorkshire. John Foxe blamed the seditious preaching of 
monks and priests for the people’s objection to these forced changes to their 
customary religious behavior: “A new insurrection in Yorkshire [followed] . . . 
through the instigation and lying tales of seditious persons, especially monks 
and priests; making them believe, that their silver chalices, crosses, jewels, 
and other ornaments, should be taken out of their churches. . . . The number 
of these rebels was nearly forty thousand. . . . This their devilish rebellion 
they termed by the name of a ‘Holy Pilgrimage.’”2

Even if Foxe exaggerated the numbers, his account reveals a seething rage 
among the people still very much attached to their religious customs and ready 
to rebel at any new provocation. England was just half a century away from one 
civil war (and in fact only a century before another would erupt), and Henry’s 
ordered disruption of traditional religion had spurred this civil unrest that 
would remain just barely below the surface for the entire reign of the Tudors.

The county of York suffered the results of yet another Henrician edict 
when he ordered the seizing of church property and overturning of the cults 
connected to death and the afterlife in 1546: “[As] Defender of the Faythe 
and of the Churche of Englond and also of Irelond, in erthe, the supreme 
hedd . . . Where by one acte in our Parliament . . . there is gyven and graunted 
to us full power and auctoritie to assume and take into our hands . . . all 
chauntries, hospitalls, colleges, free chappells, fraternyties, brotherhedds, 
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guylds, and sallaries of stipendarie priests, within this realme of Englond and 
Wales.”3 Ostensibly intended to restore “true religion,” in fact, the act states 
clearly that the revenues from the sales would be used to support the wars 
against the French and the Scottish.4 Most importantly, this action allowed 
the king to appropriate all local Church wealth to the crown, while ending 
the services it provided (education, medical care, aid to the poor, etc.), thus 
centralizing revenue and power.5

These events seem to be a fitting preamble to a discussion of how York 
Minster escaped the devastating results first of the Tudors’ and later of Oliver 
Cromwell’s iconoclasm when the city once again faced an attack on its “fab-
ric.” While the monasteries had been destroyed during Henry VIII’s reign, 
and statuary, stained glass, and altar screens further attacked under Edward’s 
brief reign, many churches still preserved much. During the English Civil 
War (1642–1651) and its aftermath (1649–1653), these again became the 
focus of iconoclasts. The journal of William Dowsing, an agent of the Earl of 
Manchester, provides a vivid document of the 1644 attack on church deco-
rations, including stained glass, statuary, roof bosses, elevated and railed-off 
altars, organs, brasses, and stone crosses.6

What happened in many other cathedrals during the Civil War and 
Cromwell’s reign contrasts with York’s adamant local resistance. For example, 
Durham Cathedral was closed in 1650 to incarcerate three thousand Scot-
tish prisoners. At Exeter Cathedral, as in so many others, stone altars had 
been dismantled and wall frescoes whitewashed away under Edward VI. But 
when Sir Fairfax and Cromwell captured Exeter in 1646, the cloisters were 
also destroyed. Lichfield Cathedral was under siege three times during the 
period to experience serious damage, and at Wells Cathedral, puritan zeal-
ots attacked windows, stonework, and other furnishings, while thieves stole 
whatever was moveable.

Bruno Ryves collected accounts of the spoliation of English churches dur-
ing the Puritan Revolution in Mercurius Rusticus, a complaint of the recent 
ravages to the countryside, recording plundering, sacrilege, and other profa-
nations. On Canterbury’s desecration, it records, “The soldiers, entering the 
Church, and Quire, Giant-like, began a fight with God himselfe, overthrew 
the communion table, toare the velvet cloth from before it, defaced the goodly 
screen, or tabernacle work, violated the monuments of the dead, spoyled the 
organs, brake down the ancient railes, and seats, with the brazen [bronze] 
eagle which did support the Bible, forced open the cupboards of the sing-
ing-men, rent some of their surplices, gownes, and bibles,” and it concludes, 
“But what our forefathers thought Religion to build up, we their degenerate 
posterity think Piety to pull down.”7

What makes the history of the “reception” of York Minster remarkable 
is that despite this sectarian violence; state-sponsored destruction; radical 
shifts in taste, style, and religious practices; as well as political upheavals 
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and economic restructuring, the cathedral’s windows, sculptures, and other 
images managed to remain comparatively unscathed.8 York Minster being 
spared from iconoclasm is partly fortuitous, but its survival also has concrete 
links to local history, imagination, and civic pride. The attachment to local 
places, traditions, and shared civic spaces that played the critical role in the 
fate of the city of York and its cultural wealth during the Cromwellian siege 
of the city in 1644 gives an idea of what attachments and affections could 
be excited to spur future preservation movements, whether local or national. 
In this seventeenth-century case, pride of place based on local heritage and 
civic humanism came forward to preserve the building and its artifacts. The 
celebration of the minster as a national monument became the project of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when, as noted, medieval cathedrals 
as a group began to enjoy renewed interest and admiration as part of the 
“national” history of Great Britain.

York Minster from the Fourth to 
the Sixteenth Centuries

The minster tells a story reaching back to ancient Christendom in England 
with a building history lasting more than three hundred years. Recording the 
dedication and commitment of gifts and financial resources of clergy, nobil-
ity, merchants, guildsmen, craftspeople, and peasantry during that period, it 
also has left traces of the political fissures that led to deposing kings and civil 
war.9 Yet York’s cathedral exemplifies the highest point of medieval architec-
tural achievement, the city and the cathedral possessing much of the stained 
glass that survives from the medieval period in England,10 while it remains 
the largest church in northern Europe to this day.

York possessed a venerable position in the history of Christianity because 
Constantine the Great, who would become the first Christian Roman 
emperor, was proclaimed emperor in 306 while in the city. Six years later, 
Constantine ended persecutions of Christians and made the religion one of 
those permitted in the empire. The reputed Bishop Eborius from Eboracum 
(York) was among three bishops who went to the Church Council of Arles 
in 314, thus providing evidence for the presence of Christians in York even 
before the official conversion of Constantine to Christianity on his deathbed 
in 337.

Christianity more or less disappeared from the region, along with the 
Romans, when they withdrew to help defend Rome from invasions in the 
fifth century. An effort to introduce Christianity to the island occurred again 
when Pope Gregory the Great sent missionaries to convert the English in 
597. Led by Saint Augustine, accompanied by forty monks, the mission in 
the south proved successful, and after a Kentish Christian princess, Ethel-
burga, married King Edwin in York, Christianity was reestablished in the 
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north of England when the king converted on Easter day in 627. Certainly, 
the original church buildings, including a baptistery, whether or not on the 
precise space of the present minster, can be dated to this time. Bishop Pauli-
nus, who had accompanied Ethelburga from the south, baptized the king in 
a small wooden church, and it is generally accepted that soon after, Edwin 
built a stone church dedicated to Saint Peter that enclosed the baptistery in 
deference to the role of Rome in York’s conversion history, a dedication that 
endures to today.11

When Bishop Ecgbert was consecrated in 732, the see of York officially 
became an archbishopric. Gregory the Great had earlier designated that the 
two Christian seats—York and Canterbury—should share the primacy, with 
each taking a turn as leader,12 and although this was honored more in the 
breach than in reality, York held this primary position in British Christianity. 
In addition, a number of notable scholars and saints were intertwined with 
York’s history. These include figures like Saint John of Beverley, archbishop 
of York from 705–17 (d. 721) and founder of a school for priests in his home 
town of Beverley, and Ecgbert (732/4–66), archbishop, friend of the great 
medieval scholar Venerable Bede (672–735), and the founder of the cathedral 
school with its transcontinental reputation. Bede was the teacher of Alcuin, 
who became master of the cathedral school in 766–81 and later master of 
Charlemagne’s palace school. Another important figure for the cathedral was 
Saint William Fitzherbert, archbishop of York (1143–47; 1153–54), whose 
shrine would be destroyed during the Tudor iconoclastic period.

The importance of this specifically Yorkan Christian history to the city 
can hardly be underestimated. A series of stained glass windows in the cathe-
dral, finished in the fourteenth century, celebrate the triumph of Christianity 
in the north of England. Echoing a theme already highlighted in the west 
window of the nave, where York’s archbishops as “the apostles of Christian-
ity in the north” stand beneath “the apostles of the New Testament,” the 
easternmost window on the south side of the clerestory presents thirty-eight 
stained-glass figures and many others in the tracery-light openings, all drawn 
from the early seventh to late eighth century Northumbrian conversions and 
based on Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731).

Bede (673–735) was himself a northerner, although his history, as the title 
itself declares, sets out to feature the history of the English, linking south 
to north through a story of conversion that Pope Gregory the Great, whose 
letters to the English missionaries he highlights in his history, had initiated. 
Among the figures on the stained glass are Pope Eleutherius (reigned 174–
89), the fourteenth Roman bishop; King Aelle of Deira (560–605), the last 
pagan king of Northumbria; King Edwin of Deira, the first Christian king 
of the north and builder of the first church; Bishop Paulinus, who accompa-
nied Edwin’s Christian wife to the north; and Pope Gregory I himself. The 
stained glass narrative is clearly intended as a celebration of York’s ancient 
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and revered role in the history of Britain’s Christianity, and more specifically 
of York itself.13

This early history of Christian York, commemorated in the cathedral’s 
glass, is the beginning of the story of how the city and its minster celebrated 
its Christian origins. As the stained glass windows recording this history and 
the patrons who had their names or coats of arms inscribed on them empha-
size, York’s early conversion history and Christian legacy still possessed con-
siderable civic power in the fourteenth century. The minster, as we know it, 
was under constant construction from the period of Archbishop Thomas of 
Bayeux (1070–1100), who began the new building on the site of the old 
Roman fortress. It was continued by a series of bishops, including Archbishop 
Roger Pont l’Evêque (1154), who extended the main transepts to the width 
they have in the present building, and Walter Gray (appointed archbishop 
in 1215), who began the rebuilding in the Gothic style of French cathedrals, 
to the rededication of the cathedral in 1472. From 1215 on, the most spec-
tacular features of the cathedral architecture and artifacts were completed, 
including the south transept (1220–44), the north transept (completed in 
1253), the five-sisters window, the chapter house (begun ca. 1260), the new 
nave (begun in 1291), the great west window (completed in 1338), the Lady 
Chapel (begun in 1361), and the east window (finally glazed in 1405–8).14

Royal interest in York is less evident, although during the wars between 
Scotland and England (most intense from the 1290s through the 1330s), 
under the first three Edwards (Edward I [reigned 1272–1307], Edward II 
[reigned 1307–27], and Edward III [reigned 1327–77]), York intermittently 
was the seat of government so that it earned the title of second city of the 
realm. Edward III had married Philippa of Hainault in the minster (1328),15

and during the reign of his grandson, Richard II (1377–99), York received a 
royal charter (1396), elevating the city to county status and giving it the right 
to govern itself and elect its own mayor.16

The minster had attained its present-day size by its completion in 1500. 
Its grandeur testifies to the generosity and commitment of the people of 
Yorkshire, a patronage celebrated and remembered in the artifacts within the 
building. When Henry VIII came to the throne, the medieval city stood as a 
splendid testimony to its citizens’ generosity, “with its guildhalls, alms-houses, 
and forty parish churches, its minster completed within living memory, its 
conventual buildings—pre-eminent among them the magnificent Abbey of 
Saint Mary—as yet unthreatened by secular hands. The chief architectural 
change to befall Tudor York was the virtual obliteration of the monastic 
group, which speedily became stone-quarries.”17

Visitation records from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries suggest that 
a certain degree of carelessness characterized liturgical practices at York Min-
ster. Nonetheless, in contrast to other sees (Canterbury, Wells, and Durham, 
for example), the city remained lukewarm or rebellious toward the changes 
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underway during the Reformation.18 Indeed, support for the rebels during 
the pilgrimage of grace came even from the cathedral, as John Foxe claims. 
Of course, the fact that the kings (Henry VIII and Edward VI) seized the 
church’s treasures and much of its income could hardly have endeared them 
or the auspices under which they were acting to either the resident secular 
clergy or the local community.19

Besides its obvious imposing presence, whereby the minster as the central 
building of the city generated a sense of civic life, other features no doubt 
contributed to its civic role. First, local education was promoted due to two 
Lateran decrees (i.e., from the papacy), one in 1179 and the second in 1215, 
that had stipulated that metropolitan cathedrals had to provide free educa-
tion to local citizens. At least from the twelfth century on, a cathedral school 
in York, “one of the largest and most important schools in the country,” did 
offer education in grammar to the poor of the community with the inten-
tion of making education possible for the entire city.20 Also, York’s school, 
although not a national center like Oxford or Cambridge, offered higher 
studies as a local institution.21 Secondly, Richard II’s 1396 royal charter that 
essentially put the mayor in charge of the city had provided civic liberties and 
had no doubt increased citizen self-awareness. Third, the stained glass that 
celebrates York’s Christian history provides good evidence that already by 
the fifteenth century, York had developed a strategy for promoting itself as a 
historical city, showing that the city’s self-awareness as a unique civic environ-
ment was a feature to be promoted and advertised. 22 Fourth, the veneration 
of Saint William Fitzherbert, archbishop, was a lively and vigorous local cult, 
uniting the community in a shared celebration and memory unique to the 
city. And there were other cults of particular importance to the city, including 
Saint Blaise, Saint Christopher, the Holy Trinity, Corpus Christi, and Saint 
Anne, together contributing to the celebration of the local. Also, when Rich-
ard Scrope (1350–1405), chancellor of England under Richard II and arch-
bishop of York from 1398, stood up to Henry IV, who had deposed Richard 
from the throne, he became a local cult hero. When he insinuated that Henry 
had usurped the throne after he threw his cousin Richard in prison in 1399, 
Scrope was beheaded outside of York in 1405, and from the early fifteenth 
century, Scrope was venerated as a martyr.23 Fifth, heraldic family images, 
dating back centuries, that decorated the minster testify to local “cultural” 
investment in the site. From an economic point of view, the fact that the 
minster was in a constant state of “being built” and decorated for almost 
four hundred years must be recognized as having provided work for masons, 
sculptors, glaziers, glass designers, carpenters, weavers, and a host of other 
“fabric” makers. Building the cathedral functioned as a long-term public 
works project, a proto-Keynesian redistribution of income, that contributed 
to the economic well-being of the city.
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Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly for York’s civic life during 
the late Middle Ages, the city itself supported over a hundred different crafts, 
indicating its economic health. In a show of civic enthusiasm, fifty-four craft 
guilds jointly sponsored and performed the annual Corpus Christi dramas 
and pageants (on the Thursday after Trinity Sunday, sometime in June, a feast 
day established in 1263), a larger group than in any other cycle in England.24

Despite constant complaints about the cost, the entertainment brought the 
entire region together in a day of common celebration, pleasure, relaxation, 
and rowdiness on the streets of the city.25 In fact, the religious guilds exerted 
a strong influence on the city, Corpus Christi alone having enrolled 16,850 
members in the century and a half before the Reformation.26 The Corpus 
Christi pageant and plays, of course, were both casualties of the Reformation.27

As an expert on the minster in the late Middle Ages concludes in his survey of 
the history of the governing body of the minster “the voluminous records of 
the fifteenth century” suggest that what changes happened in the governing 
body of the church did not seem to affect the role of the cathedral in popular 
opinion. The cathedral clock summoned the aldermen to council meetings; the 
prelates and lords met in the chapter house; and the minster held the largest 
repository of chivalric heraldry to demonstrate its link to noble patronage. Resi-
dents of the city visited the church as members of the city’s various guilds and 
visitors came to admire the marvelous building.28 In many ways, it functioned 
like the civic center in modern cities, even though after the Reformation urban 
authorities gained power that the cathedral formerly held.29

York Minster: Survival in an Age of Iconoclasm

The building survived the outbreak of violence against buildings and reli-
gious artifacts that began during the English Reformation and did not defini-
tively end until the Restoration in 1660.30 Local advocacy, informed by a 
sense of civic commitment, took on a prominent role in this struggle against 
the destructive pressures.31 Also, partly because many monuments to local 
citizens replaced those formerly occupied by saints in the wake of the Ref-
ormation, local lay persons had a considerable investment in the cathedral’s 
well-being. 32

Two early works by York citizens James Torre (1649–99) and Fran-
cis Drake (1696–1771) recount the story of how York was spared major 
iconoclastic destruction in the Tudor and Cromwell periods.33 Torre, who 
dedicated his life to York’s antiquities, published a little treatise called The
Antiquities of York City, collected from the papers of Christopher Hildyard 
(1615–94), who had written and had published the first history of York in 
1664 within living memory of the Civil War. Drake, “of the City of York, 
Gent.,” as declared on the frontispiece of his book, wrote the most important 
history and description of the city in the century, which appeared in 1736.34
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He had read the manuscript on the city written by Sir Thomas Widdrington 
(d. 1664) and used Torre’s notes, beginning his monumental encyclopedic 
project in 1729.35

Because the Royalists (i.e., those loyal to the king) held York when the 
Civil War broke out (the first war in 1642–46, and the second in 1648–
49), the city became a major battleground. When the Parliamentarians (i.e., 
those loyal to Oliver Cromwell) laid siege to the city in 1644, the minster 
faced yet another crisis of survival. An enemy army was about to capture 
and overthrow the city, the citizens, and its signature buildings. In addition 
to the threat from outside the city, the civil wars had already forced citizens 
to build defensive earthworks, leading to the violation of gardens, orchards, 
and enclosed pastures as well as suburbs, which were often spoiled to create 
defenses around cities.36 During the Civil War, according to Thomas Wid-
drington, the Parliamentarians attacked York’s suburbs, resulting in the burn-
ing and razing of up to four hundred houses.37 Under close siege, the Royalist 
leaders congregated in the minster, which further threatened the building. At 
risk, as in so many wars to this day, were the building’s integrity, the fate of 
all its artifacts, and its library.

The earl of Manchester, major-general of the Eastern Association of Crom-
well’s army and the same person who led the assault on York, had appointed 
the Puritan iconoclast, a civilian official William Dowsing on December 19, 
1643, to implement the Parliamentary Ordinance of August 28, 1643, and 
to take down remaining objects of superstition. Most Puritan iconoclasm, 
in fact, was the work of civilian officials rather than of Parliamentarian sol-
diers, although they, too, did their share of looting.38 Dowsing was busy at 
work inspecting and destroying “idols” all over East Anglia in 1643–44, as 
he records in his Journal, writing in a typical entry, for example, “Madlin 
College, Dec. 30. We brake downe about 40 superstitious pictures, Joseph 
and Mary stood to be espoused in the windowe.”39 The same fate could have 
been awaiting the York Minster, so far not a severe victim of iconoclastic 
zeal. In fact, when the Parliamentarian generals asked the city to surrender 
in the summer of 1644, the Royalists holding the city responded with their 
own stipulations, highlighting their concern for the minster and its artifacts. 
Numbers three and four of their specific propositions for rendering the city 
spelled out several items that were germane to the survival of the Cathedral:

That the gentry have liberty to go to their own houses, and be protected 
from violence, and not questioned for what they have done. And that the 
townsmen may enjoy all privileges as before. . . . That the garrison placed 
here be only Yorkshire men.

That all the churches be kept from profanation: That the divine service 
be performed therein, as formerly: That the revenues belong to the officers 
as it has done. (Eboracum, 165)40
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Several features of this particular set of stipulations are curious, but the 
Parliamentarians, who believed that after victory they could determine their 
own rules for the city, rejected these along with the others. First, the citi-
zens demanded that the victorious army garrison be only Yorkshire men. 
This suggests that they believed citizens would follow allegiances to family, 
friends, and local traditions, and civic over national loyalty. Second, they 
hoped the churches would be spared any damage, showing their allegiance to 
long-standing tradition. They wanted services to continue in the Laudian lit-
urgy,41 then in practice. Laudianism was a liturgical practice and theological 
position associated with William Laud, bishop of London (1628) and arch-
bishop of Canterbury (1633), and with Richard Neile, bishop of Durham 
(1617), bishop of Winchester (1627), and archbishop of York (1632). They 
promoted the tradition of divinely instituted order of bishops and the clear 
authority for the Church and its ordained ministers. They wanted the restitu-
tion of the wealth and jurisdiction to the Church of what had been confis-
cated during the Reformation; they desired a return to the rich decorations of 
the pre-Reformation, an emphasis on the sacraments rather than preaching 
as a means to grace; they also rejected strict Calvinist doctrines of predestina-
tion. Finally, they wanted to protect the Church revenues from confiscation. 
The Parliamentarians rejected these stipulations two days later, and the siege 
continued. But, what is fascinating about this story is that when the city 
yielded a month later, the Parliamentarian generals together conceded pre-
cisely what the citizens had earlier requested. For our purposes, it was Article 
XII that saved the churches: “That neither churches nor other buildings shall 
be defaced, nor any plunderings, nor taking of any man’s person, nor any 
part of his estate suffered; and that justice shall be administered within the 
city by the magistrates according to law, who shall be assisted, therein, if need 
require, by the garrison” (Eboracum, 170).

The earl of Manchester, the head of the army in the north, and Ferdinando 
Fairfax, a Yorkshire gentleman, along with several other Parliamentarian army 
leaders, signed the agreement. After the capitulation and the declaration of 
peace, Fairfax remained governor of York with his son; and, according to leg-
end, he threatened to shoot anyone who attempted to harm the city’s monu-
ments, particularly the minster.

Torre’s The Antiquities of York City specifically applauds the role of this 
same Ferdinando Fairfax in saving York from destruction. The book’s dedica-
tion to Sir William Robinson, member of parliament for the city of York, 
written by Francis Hildyard, reflects an ideology of civic humanism and local 
pride. He claims he writes for “the Honour or Advantage of the city of York” 
that had allowed York to thrive in the past and which he desires for its future, so 
that it retrieve, “its ancient Splendour and Glory, from which it is most unhap-
pily fallen.”42 Introducing the story of York’s antiquities with an accolade of 



108   Heritage or Heresy

the city, to its ancient splendor, to the loyalty of its citizens, and with a plea for 
retrieval of its past glory, Torre’s work is heraldic publicity for the city.

The second dedication to the book, written by Francis Hildyard, is to 
Robert Fairfax, alderman of the City of York. It singles out how Lord Fairfax’s 
commitment to York saved the city and its minster from destruction during 
the Cromwellian siege:

To publish the Antiquities of the City of York, without some acknowledge-
ment how Propitious Your Name and Family has been to this Ancient City, 
would be injurious and ungrateful to its benefactors: That generous and 
tender Regard of the then Lord Fairfax (altho’ at that time in a detestable 
Rebellion against his Sovereign) to the Preservation of that Ancient and 
most Magnificent Structure the Cathedral of this City, when he Com-
manded the Parliament Army at the Siege of it, by making it Death to level 
a Gun against it, notwithstanding it was then a refuge and shelter to the 
Loyal Citizens who defended it against Him, and his saving the City, as 
well as its Cathedral, from being made an Heap of Rubbish, ought always 
to be remembered with a due Respect.43

Whether the facts are true or false, Hildyard credits a Yorkshire citizen with 
the “preservation” of the city and its cathedral against iconoclastic threats, 
even though Fairfax was politically and militarily allied with the Parliamen-
tarians and therefore in opposition to the so-called rebels within the city. In 
doing so, Hildyard essentially pays homage to an idea of loyalty to the local 
environment that trumps national politics in favor of civic virtue. In essence, 
the cathedral stood against political opposition, as it upheld citizen unity and 
civic loyalty reaching back more than a thousand years. The minster, as build-
ing and as repository of the city’s Christian history and communal support, 
and even (or perhaps especially) as playground (if the records of recreational 
activities within the building are to be trusted),44 could unify despite national 
political oppositions.

Indeed, the status of the building in the citizens’ cultural practice and 
imagination may have played a decisive role in saving York’s cultural wealth. 
The number of books about the city’s antiquities appearing in the post–Civil 
War period present a convincing case for a strong sense of civic loyalty and for 
an emerging tourist industry. For example, an Irishman named Thomas Gent 
(1693–1778), who had emigrated to York, became a major Yorkshire pub-
lisher. The Preface to his little book published in 1730 and titled, The antient
and modern history of the famous city of York; and in particular manner of its 
magnificent cathedral, commonly call’d York Minster explains his intention. 45

Espousing civic loyalty, he colors his beginning with a sense of nostalgia for 
what has been lost to the city and its citizens, while extolling its remaining 
legacy. He will treat “the sublime Subjects of this antient Church and City” 
(Gent, iii). “And [referring to his book] if this little Piece be a Means of pro-
moting a nobler Design, and furthering a more diligent Enquiry; if in the 
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meantime it calls from Oblivion some things that might have been longer 
forgotten, or entirely lost; I hope my Zeal for the Honour of this city will 
be acceptable to the Publick, (at least not offensive) to the most generous 
and Splendid ornaments of it” (Gent, iv). The occasion for the book, Gent 
explains, was its usefulness, its means to inform visitors who come to see the 
building: “Walking one evening with some Friends towards Heslington, near 
York, and our discourse being of the Minster, etc., I happen’d to say, ‘Twas a 
pity, that when so many Gentlemen and Ladies came to view so fair a Fab-
rick, these should be wanting a little Book, describing as much as possible 
the inimitable beauties thereof; that by taking such a Memorial along with 
them, they might at a distance discourse the better of what they had seen” 
(Gent, vii–viii).

Several issues come to the surface in this preface, and they are all informed 
by a sense of civic commitment: (1) Gent applauds the intrinsic beauty of the 
building, the fabric he chooses to describe zealously for York’s citizens; (2) 
he is writing a tour guide for visitors to the cathedral; and (3) he recognizes 
that tourists might need such a guide to understand what they are seeing. His 
deference to the needs of tourists and the connection between what the city 
offers and the potential interests of visitors to it also reflects a pending eco-
nomic change, for the book seeks to inform a consuming clientele, ready to 
patronize the city and its artifacts in a radical new way, replacing pilgrimage to 
saints’ relics with tourist visits for historic knowledge or aesthetic pleasure.

The most famous history of York from this period is the Eboracum, by 
Francis Drake of the City of York, Gentleman., which declares on its title 
page where the author’s commitments lie. Using York’s ancient name, which 
emphasizes that the book is a history of the city and its antiquities, from “its 
original to the present times,” making full use of authentic manuscripts, pub-
lic records, ancient chronicles, and modern historians, Drake also provides 
a history of the cathedral church and the lives of its archbishops. This is an 
ambitious encyclopedic project, intended to celebrate York as an ancient city 
with its unique secular and religious history, both of which Drake links to 
its central building, the cathedral. Drake is less interesting for the accuracy 
of his account and his hypotheses about the history than for his explanation 
of how York survived threats to its artistic fabric and what that reveals about 
local and civic pride.

In the preface, Drake proclaims that his goal in writing the book is “to 
revive the memory of a decayed city, at present the second in Britain, but 
of old the first, and in antiquity, the glory of the whole Island” (Eboracum,
preface). He knows that York’s history is unlike any other English city, and 
he is completely aware that as a consequence, he is writing a different kind of 
history, a “local history” as he calls it, one that does not meet with such honor 
or encouragement from the world as general historians receive. Further, he 
writes, referring to the growing interest in the history of England as a nation, 
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“we have an instance before our eyes of an history of England taking a prodi-
gious run; and making its way, at no small expense to the buyers, almost, into 
every family in the kingdom. And, will in time be as much engrafted there, 
made familiar, and had in as great regard as the old family Bible” (Eboracum,
preface). In making this contrast between local and national history, Drake 
testifies to a growing national sentiment being grafted via reading onto the 
psychic (and civic) imagination of every English person, as English history 
alongside the Bible as reading matter takes its preeminent place in every Eng-
lish person’s home. Lamenting the difficulties in writing the kind of “local” 
history he is undertaking, he will not be deterred: “This discouragement 
from the publick does not in the least abate in me a value for local histories” 
(Eboracum, “preface.”)

Drake’s local history applauds York’s ancient origins and its native geo-
graphical wealth, for it resides in “the richest, pleasantest, and most extensive 
valley in Britain, if not in all Europe” (Eboracum, 1). In terms of national or 
royal history, 1625, when Charles I came to the throne, to the Restoration 
in 1660 appears to be the period that interests him most, for he spends more 
space here, although he does cover the history from the departure of the 
Romans to the beginning of the Stuart reign in 1603. But the part of York’s 
recent history most important to Drake is the start of Charles’s reign, when 
York would become the last stop in the Cromwellian triumph: “We now 
enter upon a busy reign indeed, unfortunate . . . both to prince and people. 
The prince’s prerogative and the people’s rights here clashed so furiously, that 
in the end they were both lost in anarchy and confusion. Tyranny and aiming 
at absolute power, the topicks the malecontents threw against king Charles’s 
government, was by the just judgment of God, in the person of Cromwell, 
sufficiently retorted” (Eboracum, 134).

Drake seems far more invested in the people who had lived, worked, and 
died in the city. Certainly, he lists the kings of England, beginning with those 
of Deira before the north was united with the south, but he is equally inter-
ested in providing lists of archbishops, vicars, and rectors of various parishes 
in the see of York, all the viscounts and high sheriffs going back to 1069, rep-
resentatives in parliament, mayors, and bailiffs, along with their professions, 
for example (Eboracum, 350–70). The cathedral’s history is as much a history 
of those who lived; donated gifts of candles, plate, vestments, and so on; 
died; and were buried in its confines, as it is of the building’s intrinsic artistic 
merit. He lists the gifts and their donors, as if reminding of profanations that 
might be avoided in the future, “lest the altar should again be robbed of its 
present ornaments” (Eboracum, 524). In other words, for Drake, York’s his-
tory is about the city’s people, buildings, religious customs and practices, and 
natural environment more than about its place in a national history. When 
his city became the last front of a war within the nation, he lamented, “What 
share our city bore, in these home-bred divisions, is very considerable; and 
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since not handed down, so distinctly as it ought, by any historian, I have 
taken pains to collect from manuscripts, records, and histories . . . The reader 
will find that our city’s loyalty was, in an especial manner, exemplified to 
its injured sovereign” (Eboracum, 134). Writing after the restoration of the 
monarchy, Drake seeks to set the record straight, singling out the story of the 
“injured sovereign” and the particular suffering and loyalty of his city, which 
he points out other historians overlook.

Dedicated to the “History and Antiquities of the Church of York,” book 
II begins with the ancient origins of York’s Christianity, which Drake presents 
as predating the Augustine conversion of the south. Deferring to the tradition 
that King Lucius requested Christian missionaries from Pope Eleutherius, 
he writes, “It is plain that the Christian religion had footing in Britain, long 
before the days of Constantine the Great [306 CE]” (Eboracum, 400). Thus 
Drake, following the tradition grandly represented in the Great East Window 
(fifteenth century), asserts York’s ancient Christian roots and separates the 
city’s Christian past from the rest of England’s. Drake calls this east window 
“the wonder of the world, both for masonry and glazing . . . very near the 
breadth and height of the middle choir” (Eboracum, 527).

The glass panels of the Great East Window comprise a pictorial Bible in 
the tradition of Pope Gregory’s defense of visual art as “bible for the unlet-
tered.” However, the bottom row of nine windows, incidentally those that in 
many ways are more visible to viewers from below, celebrate York’s political 
and religious history. On the left are kings and on the right side, religious 
figures central to the Christian history of York. The kings—Ebrauk, Lucius, 
Edwin, and Edgar all belonging to York’s ancient past are followed by Wil-
liam I, Edward the Confessor, and Edward III (English kings). Exactly in the 
middle, between the kings and religious figures, is the donor Bishop Skirlaw 
of York, followed by Saint William; Saint John of Beverly; Saint Egbert; Pope 
Gregory the Great of the second conversion; Saint Paulinus, first archbishop 
of York; Saint Wilfrid; and Saint Eleutherius, the pope believed to have origi-
nally converted York, among others. With the entire biblical narrative from 
creation to apocalypse depicted in the glass, this iconographical representa-
tion testifies to the long-standing idea of York’s status as a Christian city with 
a unique ancient history. The bottom row of the Great East Window with 
York’s Christian heroes links them to the sacred history that precedes them in 
the glass above. Drake’s history in many ways follows this tradition.

The description of York’s cathedral continues with a careful inventory of 
its many features. Drake singles out the chapter-house as unique: “To begin 
with the out-buildings, I must first enter upon a description of the chapter-
house; which disdains to allow an equal, in Gothick architecture, in the uni-
verse” (Eboracum, 476). He is a partisan of his city, revealing both his politics 
and his commitments unabashedly. “After all,” he writes, “this noble struc-
ture had like to have met its fate, in the late days of rapine and sacrilege [the 
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Cromwellian revolution]; for we have a tradition very much credited, that a 
certain person in this city had obtained a grant, from the pious legislature, 
of those days to pull down the chapter-house as a useless part of the church. 
We are further told, that the man had certainly effected it, and had designed 
to have built stables out of the materials, had not death surprised him a week 
before the intended execution of his wicked project” (Eboracum, 478). This 
serendipitous death preserved not just a Yorkshire treasure, but one of the 
few remaining chapter-houses because those that had not been razed under 
Henry VIII were ordered destroyed by Oliver Cromwell on grounds that they 
had lost their communal purposes under the new political order.

Providing many engravings of the cathedral so readers can see rather than 
simply read, Drake nonetheless writes under the picture of the chapter-house: 
“John Drake, . . . Prebendary of the Metropolitical Church of York, lest Time, 
or other accident should either destroy or deface this magnificent structure, 
presents this view of it to posterity. 1736” (Eboracum, 476–77). His antiquar-
ian sense of pending disaster reminds his readers that only a few years have 
passed since the time when all of York’s antiquities might have been shattered 
and its buildings turned to stone quarries, as so many were.

Of the cathedral, he says,

To conclude this low account of our magnificent fabrick, but which indeed 
no words can illustrate as it ought to be, I shall only say, that it is a build-
ing of that magnitude and extent, that, even in those ages which affected 
the erecting of religious structures, it took near two centuries to compleat. 
Since which it has stood above three more, and hitherto escaped the teeth 
of corroding time by wind and weather; or, what is much more destructive 
than either of them, party zeal. . . . That this fabrick may stand firm and 
transmit to late posterity the vertues of its founders; and continue, what it 
has long been, not only a singular ornament to the city and these northern 
parts, but to the whole kingdom. (Eboracum, 533–34)

While recognizing the dangers of organic decay and deliberate destruction 
that remained threats, Drake’s encomium lauds those citizens who dedicated 
their resources and energy to the city’s well-being, synthesized in the city’s 
ornaments, particularly in its cathedral, which he recognizes as a decoration 
for the entire kingdom, thus connecting local to national history.

These eighteenth-century works record a history of civic loyalty and sug-
gest how it surfaced to save the cathedral from the iconoclastic furor in the 
previous century.46 Even though the writers praise the building’s beauty, a 
value that they promote, in fact, in the century and a half when Christopher 
Hildyard, James Torre, and Drake were writing, Gothic as a style was com-
peting with the ascendance of classical and neoclassical models. This was the 
period in which Christopher Wren (1632–1723) built Saint Paul’s Cathe-
dral in London (1675–1710) and Greenwich Hospital (1696–1715), not to 
mention the numerous replicas of the Roman Pantheon that appeared in the 
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eighteenth century—Lord Burlington’s in 1717, the Bagno at Chiswick, and 
the Pantheon at Stourhead of 1753–54, for example. By the late eighteenth 
century, neoclassical style was dominant, as William Chambers’ Somerset 
House (1776–86) or the Panthéon in Paris (1780) testify. New buildings 
were following the classical ideal adopted from the Renaissance on, especially 
on the continent and in the fledgling United States of America, where the 
classical ideal became the adopted style for civic buildings.47 By the 1740s in 
England, however, fake medieval castles were also the rage, giving way by the 
end of the century to Gothic revival, which would play a central role in the 
Protestant revival in the middle of the next century.

Gothic as Style and the Shift to National Patrimony

England passed an Act of Toleration that allowed free practice of religion in 
1689, forty-five years after parliament, at the height of Cromwell’s Civil War, 
had passed the ordinance to demolish “monuments of idolatry,” that is, all 
the religious artifacts (paintings, sculpture, stained glass, etc.) not destroyed 
during the reign of the Tudors. The act was a culmination of a number of 
events besides England’s tumultuous civil war. On the continent, Louis XIV 
of France assumed absolute power in 1661 and attempted to make France an 
all-Catholic country by revoking the Edict of Nantes that in 1598 had sought 
to end religious violence, thus creating the climate for more civic unrest. John 
Locke (1632–1704) and Pierre Bayle (1647–1706), who were living as exiles 
in Holland at the time, emerged to challenge the policies of persecution of 
dissenters that had dominated both religion and politics in Europe for the 
previous several centuries. 48

Adopting an argument that the business of government and the practice 
of religion should not overlap, Locke’s letters concerning toleration published 
in 1689 and 1692 were in fact not arguments for tolerance as an ideal but 
against persecution as a policy. His letters were translated into French in 1710 
and provided the foundation for Voltaire’s Treatise on Tolerance, published in 
1764 with the French translation of Locke’s A Letter Concerning Toleration.
While exposing the grim history of Christian intolerance and still arguing 
that tolerance had indeed been long valued as an ideal, Voltaire argued for 
“universal tolerance” and for natural law that guarantees all humans certain 
universal rights.49 Expressing a profound discontinuity with the past, these 
intellectual projects of the Enlightenment laid the groundwork for the archi-
tectural and artistic preservation movements of the nineteenth century.

Persuasive evidence for this shift toward appreciation of this legacy appears 
in A Tour Through England and Wales, written by Daniel Defoe (1660–1731) 
in 1724–26.50 Defoe’s guidebook celebrates Britain—ruled by a Hanoverian 
king, true; but together with a landed aristocracy, a burgeoning economy, 
and a stable government, he presents an England preparing itself for change.51
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Primarily focusing on economic issues, in two volumes, Defoe takes us all 
over Britain, beginning in the south and southwest and wending his way 
north. His description of York, “indeed a pleasant and beautiful city” (TEW,
2.228), is what concerns us here. Admitting his book is a general overview, 
he still manages to recall York’s Roman past, its modern bridge (as large as 
the Rialto in Venice, he boasts), and its “modern” cathedral, begun around 
1313 (TEW, 2.229). He writes, commending the minster’s modernity, “It is a 
Gothick building, but with all the most modern addenda that order of build-
ing can admit. . . . I see nothing indeed of that kind of structure in England 
go beyond it.” (TEW, 2.229). He goes further in his praise: “As then this 
church was so compleatly finished, and that so lately that it is not yet four 
hundred years old, it is the less to be wondered that the work continues so 
firm and fine, that it is now the beautifullest church of the old building that 
is in Britain” (TEW, 2.230).

Defoe’s description turns around four central points: (1) labeling a build-
ing Gothic and then claiming it possesses modern amenities, (2) calling it 
“beautiful,” (3) establishing heritage as a value, and (4) identifying that heri-
tage as British. Secular values dominate his observations, and indeed if we 
compare what he says of Canterbury—where he details how it was founded 
under a good bishop of Rome (Pope Gregory the Great) in contrast to those 
popes “that usurp’d honour of Universal Bishop” and the Canterbury bishops 
who had once “plagued, insulted, and tyranniz’d over the Kings of England” 
(TEW, 1.116), a reference primarily to the martyr Thomas Beckett, Arch-
bishop of Canterbury who was murdered by agents of Henry II in the twelfth 
century—we recognize his commitment to national monarchy as the unifier 
of a nation. As for York Minster, Defoe mingles a strong appreciation of 
the beauty of this religious structure with the building of modern Britain, 
a secular nation with a history to be found in its many regions ripe for eco-
nomic development (in this case, Yorkshire) and in its architectural heritage. 
Between Daniel Defoe’s Tour-Guide and the late nineteenth century, dozens 
of books and articles appeared on the city of York and its minster, testifying to 
the turn to the idea of legacy and history that discovering the medieval period 
provided England as it developed national consciousness.

When Joseph Halfpenny (1748–1811) published Gothic Ornaments in the
Cathedral Church of York, Drawn and Etched by Joseph Halfpenny in York, he 
signaled the shift in taste that would lead once again to architectural prestige 
for Gothic as a style. Now separated in most ways from its cultural and ritual 
matrix that had vivified it in the medieval period, Gothic as style emerged 
to support the national history of Britain as the country moved into the 
height of its imperial and industrial power. Because of what Halfpenny selects 
to draw from the minster, his book offers us an insight about this pending 
change in style. High Gothic mesmerizes him as he gives four general views 
(of the church and the chapter-house) to feature its spaciousness, lightness, 
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and expansive reach. But what clearly fascinates him are the “specimens of 
Gothic ornaments,” of which he gives us 175. Although he includes veg-
etal, animal, and human ornaments, overall he produces an exaggerated view 
of the grotesques in the building, the very details that would most shock 
the neoclassical affections of his own times. Then quoting from the Treatise
on the Decorative Parts of Civil Architecture, Halfpenny opposes the classical 
revival in the architectural model that emerged in the Italian Renaissance to 
promote Gothic as a neglected but extraordinary style of which England has 
many examples that in turn demonstrate the nation’s own ancient history. He 
wishes the style were better understood, more carefully studied, and saved 
from neglect and even worse, loss. His drawings seem to dwell on everything 
that is a challenge to the mathematical crispness, geometric precision, and 
simplicity of classical and neoclassical design. Gothic detail, grotesques, lace, 
filigree, and intricacy, which he renders in exaggerated form, fascinate him, 
as he indeed presages the change in taste about to dominate the next cen-
tury, when the tracery, grotesques, and narratives of medieval times reappear 
in literature and architecture. Halfpenny pleads that “the remembrance “of 
these “extraordinary” buildings be preserved, while he laments the neglect 
they now experience. 52 His pleas were not without result because York’s pres-
tige would now emerge based on new criteria of taste (English Gothic) as a 
source for antiquarian interests and as a foundation for establishing England’s 
national heritage, a feature of Gothic he also emphasizes.

On the cusp of rediscovery as a national treasure, York Minster faced its 
worst disasters in the nineteenth century. Two devastating fires overtook the 
minster, one in 1829, started by a fanatical iconoclast who believed he was 
following God’s design by setting the building on fire,53 and the second in 
1840. Nineteenth-century Britain, one could argue, was obsessed with its own 
history, even while it was expanding its empire all over the world. In 1857, 
under the auspices of Her Majesty’s Treasury, The Chronicles and Memorials of
Great Britain and Ireland during the Middle Ages appeared, collecting together 
materials on the history of England from the invasion of the Romans to the 
reign of Henry VIII. The preface to the three volumes on York lays out the 
presuppositions that hold the collected documents together: “The history of 
the church of York is more or less connected with that of the city itself, and 
a sketch of the fortunes of the place will be an appropriate introduction to 
the records of its civil as well as ecclesiastical government.”54 Volumes 1 and 
2 include edited medieval versions of the lives of bishops and archbishops of 
York, including several of the life of Saint Wilfred, Bishop of York; of the life 
and miracles of Saint John, Bishop of York; of works attributed to Alcuin; 
and of the life of Oswald, Bishop of York. Volume 3 prints letters from and to 
the See of York concerning rights and privileges. By the nineteenth century, 
the history of pre-Reformation Christian England had emerged as central 
to the national history as Britain rapidly urbanized (with 50 percent of the 
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population in urban areas by the 1851 census) to become the first industrial-
ized nation in Europe. A disoriented and dislocated population, finding itself 
in urban squalor and producing nostalgia for the past, was to find solace in 
medieval revivalism.55

Besides the medieval revival, the century also saw the republication of 
John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments in 1841 and Henry VIII’s edicts as part 
of the Surtees Society publications at the end of the century. Indeed, this 
work of archivists and historians demonstrates how the period discovered, 
recovered, and romanticized the English Middle Ages, while at the same 
time rendering it exotic, remote, and brutal.56 The turn back, especially in 
the republication of works that featured the birth of Protestantism against 
a sadistic Catholicism, as emphasized in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (protestants 
killed by the Catholic Tudor monarch Mary I), promoted Britain as a Prot-
estant nation, beneficiary of God’s providential care.57 While the iconoclasts 
had set about destroying the medieval symbol system and its artifacts that had 
regulated daily life for a millennium more or less, the English in the nine-
teenth century engaged in a systematic recovery of that same symbol system 
with the buildings and artifacts that supported it. Now divorced from their 
original cultural matrix and decontextualized, medieval form was separated 
from its content and image from prototype, to focus on the “image” (monu-
ment) as an end in itself that could be used to bolster a national ideology 
and Protestant identity and raise citizen consciousness and civic responsibil-
ity. Beginning in the eighteenth century and flourishing in the nineteenth, 
“objective” historical inquiry, aesthetic and consumer pleasure, and national 
culture building that embraced England’s Christian heritage (now trans-
formed into the Church of England) held the key to the new position of 
these “stately buildings.”

What had happened from Henry’s dissolutions and the Puritan Revolu-
tion to nineteenth-century Britain that might explain how one period could 
disparage and discard its patrimony and then another could decide to save, 
catalogue, restore, and revere that same heritage? The Oxford (or Tractar-
ian) Movement or the Catholic Revival in the Church of England, which 
began at Oriel College, Oxford in the 1830s, was a reaction to the increas-
ingly secular Church of England, and this certainly contributed to a renewed 
interest in ecclesiology and the sacramental and liturgical practices of the 
Roman Catholic Church. The movement, called Tractarian because its pro-
ponents published “tracts”—included figures such as John Kebl, John Henry 
Newman, and Edward Bouverie Pusey, among others—and eventually led to 
the Catholic Revival in the Church of England.58 Among the most famous 
converts during this Roman Catholic revival in the first half of the century 
was the architect Augustus Welby Pugin, who embraced Gothic as the most 
appropriate style for church architecture.59 The Church of England readopted 
Roman Catholic sacramental and ritual practices that were either banned by 
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the Reformation or neglected, while Gothic became the preferred style for 
church architecture.

As for York, the authors of the 1850 An Historical and Descriptive Guide to
York Cathedral and Its Antiquities indicate yet another reason for this changed 
attitude toward the past:

The history of York Minster, since the first movements of the Reforma-
tion, is comparatively devoid of interest; we may add, happily so: for where 
much is to be related of our sacred edifices during this interval, the interest 
is too often a painful one, centered as it is in the spoliation which took 
place at the Reformation; in the still more wanton, and infinitely more 
destructive mischief of the Puritans; and in the intolerable perversions of 
all propriety in recent additions or repairs. At the Reformation, the Cathe-
dral of York suffered little that can be said to have robbed the fabric of any 
portions of its true glory.60

The book illustrates various aspects of the minster, including its Gothic mon-
uments, glasswork, architectural treasures (the nave and chapter-house, for 
example), and famous screen that “narrowly escaped removal from its proper 
place, during the repairs after the fire of 1829. All competent judges were, of 
course, against this innovation, and the zeal of many of them prompted them 
to a very strong expression of their feelings on the subject. We trust that, for 
the future, it is safe.”61

In the prologue, the authors explain their rationale and sources. Gone is 
the scorn for the Middle Ages. Replacing it is reverence for sources left by 
the clergy who kept such good records. They provide the information for 
a comprehensive history of York’s minster.62 To this is added, as the above 
quote makes clear, disdain for the destruction of the Reformation, anxiety 
about any later damage that might occur, and concern about the kinds of 
repairs that could be made. These authors were determined to feature the 
great achievements of the medieval era, and they scorned destructions of any 
kind, whether conventional iconoclasm, additions to the building, or poor 
quality of repairs. They adhered to the idea of an “authentic” condition of 
the building.

What happened? The change can be summed up under four major shifts: 
(1) A change in the preferred style for church architecture and in sacramental 
and liturgical practices led to a new appreciation of medieval Gothic archi-
tecture and sculpture; with this also came concern about preservation and 
anxiety about poor restorations. (2) Although anxiety about a re-ritualization 
of liturgical practices was still current in Church circles, making the British 
nation in the nineteenth century did not have the same anti-Roman Church 
imperative as occurred in the sixteenth century. Rather, as Linda Colley puts 
it so succinctly, by the nineteenth century, “an uncompromising Protestant-
ism was the foundation on which their state [the Britons] was explicitly and 
unapologetically based.”63 (3) By the middle of the century, changing liturgical 
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practices in segments of the Church of England, due in large part to the spur 
of the Oxford Movement, encouraged a new appreciation for the legacy of 
the Middle Ages, as Gothic style became adopted for new churches. (4) The 
archival interests of the nineteenth century provided a powerful companion 
for building a nation and for celebration of the high points in its uniquely 
British culture.

Witnessing this revised status of England’s medieval cathedrals, in a back-
ward glance at national history, the Dean of Canterbury wrote in his intro-
duction to a book of descriptions of England’s cathedrals published in 1893,

All the monuments of our national history that have survived the ravages 
of time and the violence of human passions, our ministers and cathedral 
churches are the most beautiful, the most interesting, the most eloquent 
of old-world men, strange faces, other minds. They are at once poems and 
chronicles, epitomes in stone of the character, the aspirations, the faith, the 
achievements and failures of our forefathers. To write the story of the great 
churches of England would practically amount to writing English history 
from before the Norman Conquest to the Reformation; it would mean a 
history of religion in these islands from the early Saxon foundations to the 
iconoclastic days of the Puritans; it would involve a survey of the develop-
ment and progress of architecture from an antiquity almost mythical down 
to the close of the fifteenth century.64

These fin-de-siècle remarks are a fitting summary to the story of York Min-
ster. Recognizing the zeal and violence of human passions that had threatened 
medieval church architecture and artifacts, the author lauds the medieval 
cathedrals’ beauty, genius, and human spirit, all values that typify the nine-
teenth-century national sensibility. The building belongs now not so much 
to any city as to British history, as it stands as a unique testimony to British 
national energy and genius. Equating the buildings with “prayer itself,” the 
Dean of Canterbury links British history to its Christian buildings, as the 
most ancient buildings still standing, and thus they become the means to 
establish Britain as a Christian nation with an ancient history, a move that 
typifies how culture and nation-building were linked in the period.

On the chapter titled “York Minster,” the Dean writes, “York Minster 
is a ‘thing of beauty’ in spite of ruthless improvements and fanatical zeal 
and Puritan Philistinism and indiscriminating utilitarianism and ignorant 
restorations.”65 In a fanciful mode, the author wonders whether the building 
stands on an original “British” church, having grown in biblical fashion like 
the mustard seed,66 but he rejects regrets for the ruthless destructions and 
loss of “things of beauty,” whether due to the fires or the wildness of reckless 
looters.67 In his retrospective nostalgia, he does however signal a new kind of 
danger, “ignorant restorations,” already observed in these buildings, an issue 
that will become central to restoration and preservation discourse from this 
point forward.
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The story of York Minster tells both a local and a national history. In the 
face of national calamity, forced religious reform, and attendant iconoclasm—
first during the Tudor period and then during the Civil War—the city and 
the citizens resisted efforts to destroy at least York’s signature building and 
its artifacts, even if they failed to save the monasteries and other functioning 
civic buildings. What explains this civic commitment? The stained glass his-
tory of York’s Christianity provides strong evidence of a local civic humanism, 
a characteristic that endured into the nineteenth century as shown by Francis 
Drake’s eighteenth-century Eboracum and the controversy over the removal 
of the rood screen in the nineteenth century when local citizens rose to pro-
tect its historic position in the minster.68 The ancient history of the city, the 
over four hundred years in which the cathedral was in the process of being 
built; the patrons, whether guilds, craftspeople, nobles, and clergy; the civic 
activities connected to the cathedral (shared governance, annual festivals, care 
of the poor and indigent, burial of the dead, and education); as well as the 
circulation of financial resources these activities ensured must all have influ-
enced the commitment of York’s population. The building constituted the 
“lived environment” of the citizenry of York, but in the nineteenth century 
when Britain appropriated its medieval past to bolster an ideology of Chris-
tian nationalism, the focus on the city and its cultural artifacts emerged as 
part of Britain’s national history, a shift Francis Drake’s Eboracum had already 
noted was beginning to occur in the eighteenth century.
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C H A P T E R  6 1

Making the French 
Nation: Liberating 
France, Abbé Grégoire, 
and the Patrimony of the 
Middle Ages

Les longs souvenirs font les grands peuples.
(Long memories make great people.)

—M. de Montalembert

At the time of the French Revolution (beginning 1789), France
destroyed buildings, sculpture, paintings, artifacts, and books as well as man-
uscripts, which, if not trashed or burned, were stolen and sold on the inter-
national market—much of this ending up eventually in the British Library or 
the Cloisters of the Metropolitan Museum in New York. As a vivid example, 
the largest medieval church in Europe, the Abbey of Cluny, which had been 
attacked by the Huguenots during the French religious wars in 1562, was 
sacked and destroyed in 1790 by revolutionary mobs. The library at Cluny 
remained one of the most important in Europe, with a large collection of 
valuable medieval manuscripts. Besides the attack of the buildings, the 1562 
sacking was the first assault on these prized legacies of the medieval period, 
leading to their destruction or dispersal. But during the 1790 riot, even more 
burned. Fortunately, the Cluny town hall safely hid some of these valued 
possessions.

The French Archives of the Commission of Historical Monuments pro-
vide many other vivid examples of iconoclastic furor. During the sixteenth-
century religious wars, the Protestants sacked the church and monastery of 
the Madeleine in Vézelay, leaving it as a threshing floor and stable. By the 
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mid-eighteenth century, the monastery lay in ruins, and the king ordered 
it razed.2 The Cistercian monasteries were also wrecked, the first, Citeaux 
(founded 1098), hammered during the religious wars in the late fifteen hun-
dreds and then again during the Revolution when a wrecker bought it in 
1791 for quarry. Clairvaux, founded 1115, the best known of the abbeys 
because of the twelfth-century saint Bernard of Clairvaux, was only saved 
from wreckers because Napoleon turned it into a prison. All that remains of 
Morimond (founded 1115) is a ruined arch. In 1791, Chartres itself was pil-
laged, its lead roofing stripped to make bullets, causing the timber to rot and 
seepage in the vaults. The wooden statue of Notre-Dame de Sous-Terre, the 
palladium of the cathedral, was decapitated and burned.3 These are just a few 
vivid examples of the deliberate destruction of medieval art and architecture 
that France experienced in these major iconoclastic periods.4

The Revolution sought to curtail the power of the Church in the political 
domain, and seeking to contain the evident rage against the Church, Church 
property was nationalized in 1789 while religious orders were suppressed in 
1790. A French ecclesiastical figure, but a devotee of the Enlightenment and 
great supporter of the Revolution who rose to prominence in these intense 
political times, was Abbé Grégoire (1750–1831). While defending the Revo-
lution and its republican principles, he decried the extent of the destruction 
in emotional furor.5

Who was Grégoire? He was born in a poor family, a tailor’s son, a serious 
intellectual who was recognized as a poet in 1779; became a priest; opposed 
slavery; was ardently against anti-Semitism although in favor of Jewish assim-
ilation, in favor of “people of color”6; and rose to prominence when he was 
elected to the Estates General in 1789, always taking the most democratic 
positions despite his clerical garb that he never removed even during the 
difficult times under Robespierre. He was elected bishop of Blois in 1791, 
remaining simultaneously an ardent Christian and political revolutionary 
his entire life.7 From his position on the Committee of Public Instruction, 
Grégoire was the first to describe the reigning iconoclasm against French 
churches, monasteries, and secular buildings as well as manuscripts, paint-
ings, and statuary as “vandalisme.”8

In the nineteenth century, figures like Grégoire—writers; activists in the 
government and the press; archivists who produced scientific inventories of 
medieval buildings; architects who restored buildings and who promoted the 
Gothic revival as style; and the new specialists, art historians—studied the 
remnants of the medieval period and began to look back as much of its legacy 
lay in ruins. As the last chapter concluded, by the end of the eighteenth 
century, a full-fledged Gothic revival, spurred in part by nation building and 
interest in Europe’s past, represented a shift in taste against classicism and 
neoclassicism. The following three chapters will examine the roles of writers, 
activists, architects, and art historians in creating this medieval revival and 
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preservation movement and how their various intellectual and cultural con-
victions shaped the movement to restore the medieval legacy.

The historic record shows that in 1793 in France, revolutionary decrees 
had ordered the destruction of all the signs and symbols of the Christian 
religion and the feudal order. However, in the wake of this destruction in 
France during the Revolution and its aftermath, national ideology coupled 
with artistic and archival interests, regret about what was destroyed, and sci-
entific interest rose to recover the legacy of the medieval past. Indeed, the 
French Revolution unleashed some of the worst violence against religious 
buildings and artifacts that had occurred since the Reformation, again, not-
withstanding the eighteenth-century intellectual discourse of tolerance. But 
the Revolution also produced the idea of the historic national monument 
perhaps because of the number of buildings destroyed during that tumultu-
ous time. It was the Revolution that gave birth to the idea of public, collective 
interest and to the radical idea that French monuments with either an artistic 
or historical value belong to the nation and provide pleasure and education 
for the citizens of France.

Vandalism

France witnessed its medieval art and architecture attacked or destroyed dur-
ing the three massive outbreaks of vandalisme: the religious wars from 1562 
to the eighteenth century; in 1793 during the Revolution; and finally by the 
bande noire, when building companies purchased ruins to literally use them 
as stone quarries in the early nineteenth century following the Revolution. 
Émile Mâle, the nineteenth-century medieval scholar of French religious art, 
looking back over this history of iconoclasm, pointed out in 1898 that a 
major contribution to medieval history would be to provide an inventory 
of the great works destroyed during these outbreaks.9 But it was not until 
1959 that Louis Réau published such an inventory under the title Histoire
du Vandalisme: Les Monuments Détruits de l’Art Français (History of Vandal-
ism: The Destroyed Monuments of French Art). His inventory, accompanied by 
photos, includes all the destructive episodes. In the religious wars, because 
it was the Catholics that had produced millions of works of art, and the 
Huguenots condemned them, iconoclasm was rampant. Quoting contempo-
rary observers, Réau wrote, “Where the Huguenot is master, he destroys all 
the images, demolishes all the sepulchers, takes all the sacred valuables from 
the churches,” and “The innovators have destroyed the temples, and other 
holy buildings in such great numbers that the Crown will need ten years of 
revenues to replace them.”10 Indeed, the descriptions of what was destroyed 
certainly rival Henry’s dissolution of the monasteries. Singling out the worst 
from this encyclopedic review of the monumental ravaging—Orléans in the 
Loire, ironically the city where Joan of Arc rooted out the English, witnessed 
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almost all of its churches, abbeys, and cathedral (one of the most beautiful 
in France) sacked. The monument to Joan of Arc was likewise a victim of 
Huguenot iconoclasm.11

Motives for these various outbreaks were legion. They include instrumental 
destruction sponsored by the state, royalty, or nobility as in war; during reli-
gious reform movements directed against the Catholic Church in general; for 
rebuilding on a more lavish scale; or to erase buildings symbolic of the past, as 
during the Revolution, all buildings that reminded of the feudal, monarchic, 
or ecclesiastical past were slated to be demolished. Also, intolerance of the 
Catholic Church and rage against the political, social, or religious status quo 
fueled expressive mob violence directed against buildings and artifacts. Réau 
includes five categories of causes for vandalism: (1) religious bigotry and reli-
gious prudery (which led to smashing buildings and statues and destroying 
paintings and books, both in the religious wars and during the Revolution); 
(2) sentimental vandalism (based on a sense of outrage that led to tearing 
down buildings, like the Bastille, as symbolic of royal abuses during the Revo-
lution); (3) aesthetic vandalism (which is based on taste); (4) restoration as a 
type of vandalism, as Viollet le Duc’s restorations (to be discussed in chapter 
8); (5) and Elginism (removal of art works from their original site, the word 
invented from the 1801 spoliation of the Parthenon by Lord Elgin of the 
British army). Certainly all of these became commonplace in France from the 
beginning of the Revolution in 1789 to the eventual creation of the Ministry 
for Historic Monuments and through the various restoration projects of the 
nineteenth century. In the immediate period following the Revolution, com-
mittees examined cases and decided the fate of a building based on whether 
it had links with feudalism, the monarchy, or the Church.12 Revolutionary 
legislation had confiscated the wealth of the Roman Church, and then, all 
art, artifacts, and architecture associated with the king and his rule, with the 
Church, and with any cultural-political links to both came under consistent 
and widespread attack.13 Thus the past became the object of scorn, ripe for 
destruction under the rule of the new France. Legislative efforts attempted to 
rein in the rampant destruction, but it proved easier to unleash revolutionary 
impulses than to control them once they were at work.14

Abbé Grégoire (1750–1831)

An early figure to confront this destructive and bigoted consequence of the 
Revolution was Abbé Grégoire, Bishop of Blois. Grégoire argued against the 
monarchy, church corruption and power in the secular domain, slavery, rac-
ism, anti-Semitism, and capital punishment, but even as an ardent supporter 
of the Revolution, he nonetheless decried what was happening as a conse-
quence of the radical political and social changes: “One must once more 
be frightened by the rapidity with which, at the moment when all is to be 
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regenerated, the conspirators demoralize the nation and lead us by barba-
rism to slavery. In the space of a year, they have managed to destroy the 
product of many centuries of civilization”15 For Grégoire, as this quotation 
makes evident, such destruction constitutes an attack on the nation itself and 
a re-enslavement.

Grégoire took a position on the Comité d’instruction publique (Commit-
tee on Public Education) on the grounds that it might be the only remaining 
place where good sense remained in the climate of brigandage, blasphemy, 
and frenzy that characterized those years immediately following the Revo-
lution. In his Mémoires, describing the outbreak of violence, he recalls his 
report to the Convention against vandalisme, a word he says he created to 
kill the crisis:

One recalls that the angry mob proposed to burn all the public libraries. 
Everywhere they put a heavy hand on books, paintings, monuments that 
carried the imprint of religion, feudalism, royalty; it is incalculable the 
damage to objects of religion, science, and literature. When I proposed 
to stop these devastations the first time, I was gratified with the epithet 
fanatic; it was argued that under the pretext of love of the arts, I wanted 
to save the trophies of superstition. However, such was their excess that 
finally it was possible to hear my voice and it was consented that I present 
to the committee a report against vandalism. I created the word to kill the 
thing.16

In his Mémoires, he records his struggle to preserve monuments and books 
on the grounds of freedom of religion, even while hammers were destroying 
these superbes basiliques (superb basilicas). “Everywhere, pillage and destruc-
tion were the order of the day,”17 he laments in his “Rapport”18 to the national 
convention on the destruction wrought by vandalisme. As representative of 
the ministry of education, Grégoire’s 1793 “Rapport presented a means to 
redress the crisis. This report resulted in the first decree covering the ongoing 
pillage. Promulgated by order of the government after the meeting, it remains 
a fascinating document and a first for Europe because it appropriated all 
monuments of art and science to the nation, promised severe punishment to 
those who committed vandalism against this property, and charged citizens 
themselves with responsibility for denouncing miscreant behavior against it:

The national convention, after having heard the report of the committee 
of public instruction decrees that which follows:

1. Libraries and all other monuments of science and art belonging to the nation are 
assigned to the surveillance of all good citizens; they are invited to denounce 
to the authorities the provocateurs and authors of vandalisms and degrada-
tions to the libraries and monuments.

2. Those who maliciously destroy or degrade any monuments of science or arts 
will receive two years punishment of detention conforming to the decree of 
April 13, 1793.
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3. The present decree will be printed in the list of laws.
4. It will be posted in local administrative offices, in the meeting places for public 

societies, and in all places that possess monuments of science and art.
5. Every individual who has in his or her possession manuscripts, titles, charters, 

medals, antiquities belonging to houses of national interest must return them 
within a month after the promulgation of this decree to the administrator of 
his or her local district or be treated and punished as a suspect.

6. The Convention decrees that copies of this report be sent to local administra-
tions and public societies.19

Grégoire’s purpose was both to stop the pillage and propose a means to 
rebuild the “nation” with respect for the legacy of the past. As had occurred 
earlier in other European iconoclastic outbreaks, new positions were adopted 
to defend the value of traditional arts and architecture associated with reli-
gion. Grégoire had to defend the arts against their former patrons—the roy-
alty and the Church. As he put it, the brigands have emigrated, but the arts 
remain behind. Like us, he wrote, they are the children of liberty; like us they 
have a country; and we will transmit this double heritage to our posterity.20

Grégoire wanted the artistic legacy of feudalism liberated just as he believed 
France itself had been. In proposing to save this heritage, he set out to create 
a new type of collective memory, a historical memory that would inform and 
educate new citizens of the republic. Despite the promulgation of the decree, 
however, the second report in the third year of the revolution decried the 
continuing vandalism, as did the third report.

Grégoire represents a radical new departure for the uses of the past, in 
this case, rescuing France’s medieval patrimony (patrimoine)—a word used 
for the first time with its new meaning of what one receives as a citizen as 
inheritance from the previous age. Salvaging the arts for Grégoire possesses 
the same imperative as the project of making the French language uniform;21

advancing the study of science; reorganizing education for the public benefit 
of all French citizens; creating national museums to house manuscripts and 
artifacts from the feudal past, important not only for the beauty of their 
workmanship but for their historical value, the history of machinery, and 
knowledge of plant life;22 creating dual language editions (French and Latin 
or Greek, side by side)23; and storing all the materials of the monarchs that 
reveal their infamies—these form the national history that should be archived 
and studied to enrich the republic.

Grégoire does not propose the death penalty for those who commit crimes 
against this heritage, which he considers “worthy of being kept” (dignes d’être 
conservé).24 In identifying places and things worthy of saving, he is estab-
lishing what Pierre Bourdieu more recently has called places worthy to be 
frequented, which once part of a national educational program would soon 
become institutionalized as what Bourdieu labels the “interiorization of cul-
tural rules” (l’intériorisation de l’arbitraire culturel).25 Thus the dead legacy of 
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feudalism, the monarchy, and medieval Christianity would build the new 
national consciousness. As “symbolic capital,” this legacy possesses a wholly 
new meaning that is decontextualized from its former significance—it 
belongs to the past, but it represents national character and prestige in the 
present.26 Grégoire, indeed, hopes that like the Italians, perhaps the French 
will come to respect the monuments as public and national objects that are 
everyone’s property. In Italy, he writes, people are used to respecting not only 
their monuments but also those who design them. He wants the French citi-
zen to develop the same deference, to respect these items as national objects 
that are everyone’s property.27

Grégoire argues for a new relationship to the artifacts and books of the 
past, which would make them the property of the state and of the people. 
And as testimonies to history, they would form the basis for educating a citi-
zenry about its past. Here is an argument for patrimony that does not belong 
to individuals but to the national good, now redefined as all citizens of the 
French republic. The “republic” and its citizens, as patrons, have replaced the 
Church, the nobility, and the feudal system, and as the institutions of the 
modern nation, the museum and the national library replace the Church, 
palace, and monastery. As Donald Preziosi writes of the Enlightenment 
museum, “Since its invention in late eighteenth-century Europe as one of the 
premier epistemological technologies of the Enlightenment, the museum has 
been central to the social, ethical, and political formation of the citizenry of 
modernizing nation-states.”28 Grégoire understood this function of the past 
once archived as he wrote, “Legislators, that you prescribe the national inter-
est, it is to use to the maximum your immense and precious collections and 
make them serve the instruction of all citizens.”29 Arguing that such public 
education is the most infallible means to avoid the monopoly of talents that 
the feudal system had upheld, he held that barbarians and slaves hated the 
sciences and destroyed monuments, but free men love and conserve them.30

While the Revolution did not create “France” as nation, it did create the 
idea of the “citizen,” the national interest, the national language, national 
education, patrimony, or heritage as the property of all citizens. It trans-
formed religious collective memory into national cultural memory31 when art 
and artifacts were wrenched from their erstwhile places in churches, castles, 
and private collections to find a new home in the national museum—the 
institution also arising from the rupture with the past that the Revolution 
achieved.32 The Revolution made the museum a top priority, with the Louvre 
already slated to become a museum under the monarchy, officially designated 
a national museum in 1791 and opened in 1793, exactly one year after the 
overthrow of the monarchy.33 The Museum of French Monuments followed 
in 1795. As renowned French medieval historian Jacques Le Goff has written, 
the nineteenth-century scientific movement accelerates “national collective 
memories” with the consequence of creating a modern citizen of a nation.34
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National museums, or repositories of national memory, held a critical role 
in this development. In addition, a September 7, 1790, decree inaugurated 
the French National Archives, whereby archival activities, which began in 
the late eighteenth century under noble family patronage, became public by 
national decree in 1794.35 In addition to this national liberation of archives 
and collections from their former proprietors, because of the Revolution, 
France became the first country in Europe to create a governmental admin-
istration for the conservation of ancient buildings to protect its national 
patrimony.36 The radical political engineering that followed the Revolution 
created both the Republic and also the modern nation invested in its historic 
past that it had just attempted to obliterate. This case for historical legacy 
as cultural value that would form a national agenda, described by Antonio 
Gramsci in Intellectuals and the Organization of Culture, led post-revolution-
ary France—which had produced new social classes that did not compromise 
with the old empowered classes (whether the Church or the aristocracy)—to 
national unity, but it also made France more international and cosmopolitan 
(and as a consequence also imperialist).37

Furthermore, the psychosocial consequences of national trauma because 
of the mass destruction spurred people like Abbé Grégoire to rethink what 
relationship the new “nation” of France should establish with the past from 
which it was permanently ruptured. His answer was what has come to be 
identified as modern education (history [or collective national memory], lit-
erature, art, science) with schools and museums as the institutions that sup-
ported this education.

With its cry for liberty, equality, and fraternity, the Revolution came to 
fruition ironically in the civil administration of Emperor Napoleon, one of 
whose greatest achievements was the revision of French laws and codes. The 
seven new law codes finally enforced what the Revolution had sought to 
achieve. Among these new laws was one addressing religious toleration and 
another abolishing serfdom. At the same time, Napoleon centralized France’s 
government, and this too contributed to laying the foundation for a move-
ment for preservation of a nationally defined French cultural heritage. Even 
though Napoleon was no great lover of medieval ecclesiastical buildings, 
Article 257 of his Penal Code promised severe punishments to anyone who 
damaged public buildings: “Whoever destroys, knocks down, mutilates, or 
degrades monuments, statues and other objects for public use or decoration 
and raised by public authority or with public authorization will be punished 
with imprisonment of one month to two years and fined one hundred to five 
hundred francs.”38

However, it was the restored monarchy, the July Monarchy, that actually 
institutionalized the conservation of monuments, when in 1830 the post of 
Inspector General of Historic Monuments, part of the Department of the 
Interior, was created, the first of its kind in the world.39 Although Victor Hugo’s 



 Making the French Nation 129

novel Notre-Dame of Paris (to be discussed in the next chapter) assumed a 
pivotal role in this redirection of interest in medieval monuments, the mon-
archy’s interest in erasing the immediate memory of the sacking of the arch-
bishopric and the profanations of 1830 also was critical.40 In the wake of 
the destructions under the restored monarchy, not only were places radically 
changed or reduced to rubble through vandalism, but more importantly, con-
tinuity with the past was shattered as a population faced a new world that 
was bereft of local memories in the form of buildings, festivals, and other 
traditional markers.41

The French Revolution and aftermath represents a dramatic example of 
how the people’s will as a powerful political force can sweep away the reigning 
political, social, and cultural forms, but England’s rapid urbanization spurred 
by the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth century had a similar impact. 
The Reformation in northern Europe under the auspices of temporal rulers 
had achieved a similar disruption of communal practices earlier. These three 
cases of massive social, political, and economic reorganization arose out of 
radically different sectors of the society, yet all had a similar dramatic con-
sequence for art, artifacts, and architecture in their respective environments 
and to the collective memories the people shared through them. France’s case 
is especially interesting because although its major experiences of iconoclasm 
occurred due to religious wars, revolutionary political changes, and economic 
opportunism, it was the first country in Europe to create national laws and a 
national office for its patrimony and the only country to enforce expropria-
tion of private property to protect and restore its patrimony.

But what makes the French contribution a forecasting of future develop-
ments in relationship to the past (and specifically to the medieval past) is 
that although preservation became a national agenda, under the influence 
of Enlightenment and revolutionary or republican values, the argument for 
saving religious artifacts and buildings as national monuments emerged in a 
secular framework. While similar archival and aesthetic convictions appeared 
in many countries in Europe at this moment in history, ironically, despite the 
ruin unleashed by the revolutionaries, it was the French Revolution that first 
dreamed of conserving national buildings under the auspices of the national 
government, partially because the goods of the crown and the Church were 
nationalized in 1789–90.42 In fact, the concept of the “historic monument” 
arrived on the stage of history exactly at this moment, with L. A. Millin using 
the term in 1790 with this meaning for the first time,43 while François Guizot 
institutionalized it when he created the post of Inspector of Historic Monu-
ments in 1840.44

Across Europe, many different interests spurred the recovery of medieval 
buildings and monuments. Several English, French, and German writers, 
including Jane Austen, Thomas Gray, Goethe, Chateaubriand, Friedrich Schle-
gel, Madame de Staël, Victor Hugo, Charles Nodier, and Prosper Mérimée,45



130   Heritage or Heresy

played a critical role in featuring the medieval past and in turn prompting 
interest in preservation, conservation, restoration, and imitation of the medi-
eval legacy. When Goethe as a young man in 1772 wrote an essay titled 
“On German Architecture,” in which he criticized neoclassical buildings, he 
heralded a shift in taste about to sweep Europe. Scorning Italian classicism of 
the Renaissance, he wrote, “Did not the genius of the ancients rise from the 
grave and fetter your own, Italian? . . . You were struck by the magnificent 
effect of columns, so you wanted to put them to use and embedded them in 
walls. You wanted colonnades too, so you encircled St. Peter’s Square with 
marble walks which lead nowhere.”46 Following Vasari’s lead, he had earlier 
shared, indeed encouraged, the neoclassical scorn for Gothic, as he admits, 
“Under the heading ‘Gothic,’ as an entry in the dictionary, I listed all the syn-
onymous misconceptions that I had ever encountered, such as indefinite, dis-
organized, unnatural, patched-together, tacked-on, overladen. No wiser than 
a nation which calls the world it does not know barbaric, I called everything 
which did not fit into my system Gothic.”47 But experiencing Strasbourg 
Cathedral, which he describes in this essay as German rather than as Gothic, 
he proclaimed, “This is German architecture! Our architecture!”48 radically 
altering his opinion. He signals the stylistic changes about to dominate the 
nineteenth century: “But what unexpected emotions seized me when I finally 
stood before the edifice! My soul was suffused with a feeling of immense 
grandeur which, because it consisted of thousands of harmonizing details, I 
was able to savor and enjoy. . . . How often I returned to view its dignity and 
magnificence from all sides, from every distance.”49

In an essay titled “Gothic Architecture,” written over fifty years later in 
1823, Goethe remembers his earlier rapture over Strasbourg Cathedral and 
how seeing the nineteenth-century interventions to Milan Cathedral had 
dulled his enthusiasm for Gothic as style. When confronted with the project 
for the restoration of Cologne Cathedral, he presciently expresses some of the 
central problems of restoration, preservation, and memory that will haunt the 
nineteenth century and continue to perplex cultural conservationists to this 
day: “I must admit that seeing the exterior of the Cologne Cathedral aroused 
a certain apprehension in me which I could not explain. A significant ruin has 
a venerable quality, and we sense and actually see in it the conflict between a 
noble work of man, and time that with silent force spares nothing. Here, on 
the other hand, we are confronted with an edifice which is unfinished and 
prodigious, and precisely its incompleteness reminds us of man’s insufficiency 
when he attempts the colossal.”50 Like Pope Pius II Piccolomini in his 1462 
bull, Cum almam nostram urbem, who praised ancient Roman remains for 
their memorial power, for Goethe, the fact that the building decays or that 
it is unfinished represents its special status. No modern building can possess 
such memorial power or declare its own fragility or humankind’s weakness.
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The revived interest in the medieval past that Goethe had heralded 
excited both popular and scholarly interest. It translated into preservation 
movements, archival activity, and stylistic imitations in buildings, furniture, 
household and ecclesiastical artifacts, literature, and art. But Goethe’s opposi-
tion between his initial affection for “Gothic architecture” and his horror at 
the restorations under way fifty years later sums up the controversies of the 
period.

In England, the Society for the Antiquaries of London had been founded 
in 1707 with a Royal Charter in 1751 to become one of the oldest learned 
societies in Britain whose mission was to encourage, advance, and further the 
study and knowledge of antiquities.51 Richard Gough (1735–1809), director 
of the society, proposed a committee to oversee ancient monuments in order 
to preserve them. Although Gough’s idea was not implemented, he did initi-
ate a discussion about the status of the medieval monuments in England and 
the standards to apply when preserving or restoring them, demonstrating 
that scholarly controversies about preservation issues go back at least to the 
eighteenth century, when unlike the earlier restorations, an idea of “historical 
truth” came to influence the approach to medieval structures. James Wyatt 
(1746–1813), with a reputation for neoclassical designs, became one of the 
first English architects to build in the Gothic style, and as a consequence 
he was commissioned to restore a number of cathedrals including Salisbury, 
Lichfield, Hereford, and Durham, about which many disputes swirled.52

The emergence of an impulse to recover, revere, and restore the artifacts 
and buildings of individual nations in the nineteenth century reflects a new 
cultural reverence for the legacy of the Middle Ages. But in France, it also sig-
nals the beginning of a movement to save national monuments with funding 
from the government in the service of the national good.53 Thus the museum 
and legacy sites emerge as repositories of “heritage.” As partial replacements 
for the Church’s spiritual benefits, these new cultural forms did not just store 
what had been lost, but they provided the basis for founding a new sensibility 
whereby the nation became the primary entity for formation of conscious-
ness with citizenship as the primary identity.54 This national consciousness 
depended on knowledge of the past as a discipline based on scientific study, 
and in the case of Abbé Grégoire, was linked to an abhorrence of the political 
imbalances identified with the feudal past. Grégoire sought to redeem the 
past for contemporary purposes: historical knowledge about all aspects of the 
past, whether against liberty or supporting it; aesthetic education; and shared 
cultural values that constitute the national consciousness.

Now the nation became the patron of the arts and the people the heir to 
the nation’s patrimony. Central words for Grégoire are heritage, patrimony, 
patriot (the name given in 1789 to partisans of the new ideas), republic (Sep-
tember 21, 1791, the Convention abolished the monarchy and created the 
first Republic in France), and citizen, all of which replaced erstwhile categories 
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determined by the feudal estate system, which required loyalty to Church and 
feudal lord. The citizen formation Abbé Grégoire imagined would emerge 
from national institutions like public education and national museums, mak-
ing the legacy of the Middle Ages the foundation for national conscious-
ness. Today, as Pierre Nora reminds us, patrimoine in France has shifted from 
inherited property (Grégoire argued that the French people owned their past, 
had a right to liberate it from feudalism, and that the museums would house 
its legacy) to “the possessions that make us who we are.” Nora writes that 
three words, “identity,” “memory,” and “patrimony” have become circular, 
almost synonymous with “identity.”55 The nineteenth century in France, in 
the wake of the Revolution, spurred citizen and national consciousness, while 
building a nation on exclusive racial ideas about a land, its history, and the 
people who were to identify with it. Abbé Grégoire, a supporter of the Revo-
lution, arguing to free medieval art and artifacts from its former proprietors, 
had proposed building the new France on the artistic and literary patrimony 
of the Middle Ages.



C H A P T E R  7 1

Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame
of Paris

Je pense cela, qu’il ne faut pas démolir la France.
(I think the following, that one must not demolish France.)

—Victor Hugo, “Guerre aux Démolisseurs,” 1825

Victor Hugo, Prosper Mérimée, and Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-
Duc not only inspired the medieval architectural “renaissance” in France (this 
word used first by M. de Montalembert in a review of Hugo’s Notre-Dame 
of Paris, published in L’Avenir on April 11, 1831),2 but they were actively 
involved in both bureaucratic and fieldwork to sustain the recovery move-
ment. In the context of the vandalism preceding the July Monarchy (1830–
48) that brought Louis-Philippe to power as king of the French, and with the 
deliberate devastation of the Revolution in the background, together, these 
three figures did much to foster a modern post-revolutionary French nation 
that combined secularism with the archival interests of the time. In doing so 
they promoted an ideology of French cultural pride, an essential element in 
the preservation movement in the period.

Victor Hugo, “Guerre aux Démolisseurs”

Hugo published his first essay declaring Guerre aux Démolisseurs (War on 
Demolishers) in 1825,3 an impassioned plea to save the remains of the past 
as French national monuments. He laments that if things keep going the way 
they are, France will not have a single national monument that remains. It 
is not the time for silence because all kinds of profanation, degradation, and 
ruin threaten the little that still exists in France of the beautiful monuments of 
the Middle Ages, where he emphasizes, are imprinted the old national glory 
and where both the memory of the kings and of the tradition of the people 
are enthroned. He writes of both secular and religious buildings, cathedrals, 
castles, and towers, all at risk of disappearing. A Romantic who saw modern 
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industry replacing an irreplaceable art, he concluded the essay, “I think the 
following, that one must not demolish France” (Je pense cela, et qu’il ne faut 
pas démolir la France).4 For Hugo, this devastation of the medieval legacy is a 
question of national urgency. Like Grégoire, for Hugo, the legacy and France 
are the same. To demolish the one is to demolish the other. An 1832 essay, 
written a year after the publication of Notre-Dame of Paris, his novel that is 
better known to English readers as The Hunchback of Notre Dame, returns to 
the subject, still deploring the barbarism and the brutality of the demolition 
of “old France” and lamenting the fact that whether prompted by local or 
national authorities, not a single area of France was free from these destruc-
tions of the medieval legacy.5

Hugo was still fomenting in 1834, arguing that since the July Revolu-
tion, the profanations were expanding. National, liberal, patriotic, philo-
sophical, and Voltaire-type arguments, he writes, have overtaken (i.e., during 
the Reformation and religious wars) erstwhile religious reform pretexts for 
vandalism. He pleas for laws, for money, for commitment, repeating what 
he had said in 1825, “We must stop the hammer that mutilates the face of 
the country. One law would suffice; let it be made. Whatever the rights of 
property, the destruction of a historic monument must not be permitted.”6

Finally, he makes the argument that bears similarity to the Venice Charter of 
19647: “There are two things about a building: its use and its beauty. Its use 
belongs to its owner, its beauty to the whole world, to you, to me, to all of us. 
Therefore to destroy it is to overtake its right.”8 Hugo’s polemic is emotion-
ally wrought, almost as though he knows that he stands at a critical moment 
in history. His outcry is in fact a lament over the passage of time never to be 
retrieved, even if the building still remains. His novel, Notre-Dame of Paris is 
in many ways a dirge for this past time and a plea for a modern France that 
respects its architectural legacy as national monuments.

Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame of Paris

Published in 1831, Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame of Paris named a specific mon-
ument as its title to place the medieval cathedral at the novel’s ideological cen-
ter.9 The chapter “Ceci Tuera Cela” (“This Will Kill That” [bk. 5, chap. 2]) 
pits book against cathedral, individual against community, and knowledge 
against tradition10 in a binary reading of history that makes the printing press 
the deciding force in a radical historical shift. These facts alone testify to the 
importance that the idea of the monument and the monumental occupy in 
the novel. Hugo’s novel attempted to highlight the devastation to the cathe-
dral wrought as much by time as by humans. He singled out the fashions 
of the eighteenth century and the ravages of the Revolution as well as the 
neglect of time as causes for the demise of the central monument of the city 
of Paris.11 But Hugo’s argument that the book would kill the building and 



that the printing press would bring to an end the culture that produced the 
Gothic cathedral presents the central paradox in his advocacy for restoring 
the church: his book as monument would replace the monument as book.12

Following the revolutionary decrees to rid the country of all signs of the 
former rulers of France (as discussed in the last chapter), the Revolutionary 
Committee of the City of Paris had ordered the exterior sculptures of Notre-
Dame removed. Particularly, raging mobs lashed out against the stone kings. 
By order of the city administration, the gallery of kings on the second tier 
of the western façade of Notre-Dame was removed, and these were not fully 
restored until the twentieth century. Everyone from the thirteenth century 
on, in fact, had believed they were meant to represent the kings of France. 
A thirteenth-century fabliau quotes, “Vois ci Pépin, vois là Charlemagne” (See 
here Pepin, there see Charlemagne), testifying to the assumption that the 
twenty-eight kings dressed in contemporary royal attire represented thirteen 
Merovingians, eight Carolingians, and seven Capetians, ending with Philip-
Augustus. This traditional sentiment led to their destruction in 1793. In the 
novel in an elegiac ubi sunt, Hugo also links the sculptures with the kings of 
France: “Three important things are missing from that façade today. First, 
the flight of eleven steps which formerly raised it above the ground; then, the 
bottom row of statues which occupied the niches in the three portals; and the 
upper row of the twenty-eight earliest kings of France, which filled the first-
floor gallery, from Childebert up until Philip-Augustus, holding the ‘apple of 
empire’ in their hands.”13

Furthermore, not only the exterior of the building suffered, for in 1793, 
the interior had also been plundered and then used for storage of food and 
grain. In the climate of the atheistic rationalism of the Revolution, the church 
was rededicated to a cult of reason. Today, the kings have been restored to 
their original places, and what remains of the stone heads of the kings, dis-
covered in a mass grave in Paris in 1977, can now be found in the Cluny 
Museum, Paris.

Clearly the cathedral has experienced radical changes over its eight-hun-
dred-year history. First, as a center of Christian cultic practice in the Middle 
Ages, it also served monarchical ambitions, for sitting on the Île de France 
in the Seine River, it was a beacon of the alliance between the French kings 
and the religion that united the Christian kings with the emerging Christian 
French realm.14 This role was cemented from the thirteenth to the eighteenth 
century when the Revolution brought the alliance to an end. As Hugo points 
out, as an exemplar of Gothic architecture, the cathedral had been shunned 
in the eighteenth century because it lacked the neoclassical refinements of 
style applauded by the age, which had adopted Vasari’s disdain expressed two 
centuries earlier.15 Then, following the damage during the Revolution, its 
brief stint as a granary, and a flurry of activity to clean it some ten years after 
the destruction, by 1804, the cathedral bore witness as Napoleon and his 
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consort Josephine were crowned. Thus, the building maintained the cultural 
role of conferring legitimacy on the French ruler that the Revolution had 
intended to eliminate. The cathedral still possessed this ambivalent cultural 
status when Victor Hugo began to write his novel.

Hugo was a secularist, an archivist, an aesthete, and a nineteenth-cen-
tury medievalist, who also was partially responsible for creating “grotesque” 
and distorted views of the period, as the novel highlights. Quasimodo, 
Hugo’s ugly hunchbacked hero, brings alive the grotesques of Gothic sculp-
ture; Frolo, the corrupt priest, keeps alive the anticlericalism typical of the 
medieval (and revolutionary) period; while Hugo romanticizes Esmeralda, a 
French girl who believes she is a gypsy, as a new Beatrice, Dante’s savior. But 
the cathedral itself, with its dark labyrinthine passageways, hidden closets, 
ominous heights, and Gothic sculptural detail becomes the main character of 
the novel. Almost all the editions of the novel in the nineteenth century were 
illustrated, and the engraved drawings invariably emphasize this exaggerated 
view of the period: picturesque, grotesque, dark, and labyrinthine.16

Nonetheless, Hugo represents the emergence of a new phenomenon in 
the relationship to cultural artifacts: “Beside each wrinkle on the face of this 
old queen of our cathedrals,” he wrote of Notre-Dame, “you will find a scar” 
(NDP, 123).17 For Hugo introduces a radical new element, the aesthetic, 
to the relationship between the observer and the religious artifact, one that 
differs from cultic participants. He writes in the note added to the eighth edi-
tion (1832) that his novel may have “opened up a few true perspectives on the 
art of the Middle Ages, that marvelous art hitherto unknown to some, and, 
what is worse, misunderstood by others” (NDP, 28).18 For Hugo, to discuss 
the cathedral is to talk about art, beauty, and the aesthetic pleasure provided 
by artifacts.

This was of course part of the new understanding of art, which conferred 
an intrinsic value on it regardless of the cultic or political intent of its makers 
or patrons. The eighteenth-century German philosopher Alexander Gottlieb 
Baumgarten (1714–62) produced a treatise on beauty and the sublime that 
instituted the term “aesthetics” in an intellectual swerve away from the Pla-
tonic tradition in which art was believed to arouse sensual bodily responses.19

Because art became subject to market values, especially during the eighteenth 
century with the rise of the bourgeoisie, questions arose about how to judge 
its merits. Baumgarten’s theory posited a sense of beauty whereby good art 
could be distinguished from bad and good taste raised above poor based on 
principles of artistic values or a science of aesthetics.

Emmanuel Kant (1724–1804), on the other hand, rejected Baumgarten’s 
idea that art could be based on objective rules and principles of beauty. He 
would cut it away from “the aesthetic faculty” and ground it in “the sublime,” argu-
ing in Critique of Judgment that aesthetic judgment stems from subjective responses 
and feelings of pleasure or displeasure that cannot be held to objective standards. 
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These discussions about what makes viewers respond to art, however, indi-
cate how aesthetic studies were becoming autonomous in this period, as did 
historical studies, and supposedly subject to reason.20

Summing up the results of these Enlightenment developments, Jürgen 
Habermas, contemporary German philosopher, argues in his recent book, 
Religion and Rationality, “aesthetic experience has become an integral com-
ponent of the modern world in that it has become independent as a cul-
tural sphere of value.”21 Hugo’s novel highlights this movement toward the 
autonomy of art when he writes that the cathedral had been assaulted not just 
by time and political revolutions, but above all by “the ever more foolish and 
grotesque fashions which, since the anarchic but magnificent aberrations of 
the Renaissance, have succeeded one another in the necessary decadence of 
architecture. Fashions have done more harm than revolutions.”22 Thus, for 
Hugo, aesthetics and standards of taste have ruled the fate of monuments that 
remain legacies of the past.

Testimony to this cultural transformation at the heart of Hugo’s literary 
purposes in the novel comes from the first reviews of the novel by M. de 
Montalembert, another ardent supporter of preservation, written just after 
its publication:

We solemnly thank Mr. Victor Hugo . . . for the lively and shining light he 
has thrown on the long neglected beauties, and for his work that contrib-
utes, more than anything else, to popularizing them. All French interested 
in this title and that France not be stripped of its beautiful ornaments, owes 
to the author of this strong defense of the masterpieces of our fathers, the 
witness to their recognition. Those who have so courageously stigmatized 
the dark devastations of the gang of terrorists have refound all the poetic 
energy to stigmatize the atrocious taste that has today gone defacing, muti-
lating, destroying and replastering throughout the surface of France. . . . It 
is through public opinion that one must attack and beat this degenerate 
influence of the eighteenth century on the most noble and popular of the 
arts. We do not know a work of art more appropriate to begin this attack 
than Notre-Dame de Paris. Mr. Victor Hugo will have the glory of having 
given the revolutionary signal that must infallibly work on architecture; his 
admirable chapter titles “Notre-Dame” and “Bird’s Eye View of Paris” are 
the first manifestations of a new taste, of a second renaissance, to which we 
anticipate a better destiny than the first.23 (italics mine)

I have quoted this at length because it raises several major points about shifts 
in attitudes that Hugo’s novel represents. First, with the emphasis on “beauty 
long-neglected,” the author sets the tone. The novel has drawn attention to 
two aspects of the cathedral—that it is beautiful in some abstract and pure 
way and that it has been neglected for a long time. We have here aesthetic 
justification and a sense of time, both of the past and of the future,24 for the 
novel is playing a role in a “renaissance” of the old for modern disinterested 
pleasure. Furthermore, the author credits Hugo with giving the signal for a 
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revolution, an ironic word choice given the historic context, considering that 
this revolution is a spur to restore something from the past. In fact, the author 
refers to beauty, taste, or art at least six times in his review, to the Renaissance 
that had given birth to the “degenerate” influence of the eighteenth century, 
to a second renaissance and its new taste, and finally, he refers to France 
and the French three times. Together, these aspects of the review highlight a 
revised notion of how to see the monument: it has become an aesthetic object 
to be experienced as art in a revolutionary shift in taste, and particularly it is 
to be cherished by the French, who as a nation share this common heritage. 
Nowhere does Montalembert mention that the building houses a religious 
cult, even though he was a Roman Catholic and supported religious revival. 
Rather, just as Hugo does in the novel, he views the church as a beautiful 
monument that is an artistic expression of its times to be enjoyed in the pres-
ent as a cultural legacy.

In the chapter dedicated to Notre-Dame, Hugo reveals his adherence to 
an aesthetic that ties beauty to the sublime, writing, “The church of Notre-
Dame of Paris is without doubt, even today, a sublime and majestic build-
ing . . . a vast symphony in stone . . . the colossal handiwork of a man and a 
people” (NDP, 123).25 As noted, “the sublime” was not a new topic to eigh-
teenth-century aesthetics, but Hugo’s link between beauty and the sublime 
suggests the Kantian notion of the “universal subjective validity in the experi-
ence of the sublime as well as in that of beauty.”26 For Kant, both the sublime 
and the beautiful require a judgment of reflection, but whereas “the beautiful 
in nature concerns the form of the object, which consists in limitation; the 
sublime, by contrast, is to be found in a formless object insofar as limitless-
ness is represented in it.”27 This notion of limitlessness underlies the “univer-
sality” of the feeling inspired by the object in the Kantian aesthetic. Hugo, 
too, attests to this sense of sublime limitlessness, for he finds Notre-Dame 
an imitation of divine creation, this “colossal handiwork . . . a sort of human 
creation, in short, as powerful and fecund as that divine creation whose twin 
characteristics of variety and eternity it seems to have purloined.”28 Also, like 
Montalembert, Hugo connects the building to the people who had built it, 
and in doing so makes an argument for a national culture based in its histori-
cal past. Indeed, it can be argued that in this approach to the medieval legacy, 
history and art overlap in the experience of viewing the medieval building or 
artifact.29

Other authors of the period also bear witness to this cultural turn to aes-
thetics, national heritage, or cultural tradition as values, as discussed in the 
last chapter. Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve (1804–69), for example, wrote 
in the 1832 prospectus for the novel, “In Notre-Dame, the first vital idea, the 
generating inspiration of the work is unquestionably art, architecture, love of 
this cathedral and of its architecture.”30 Théophile Gautier wrote of Hugo, “He 
has saved the art of the Middle Ages in France and given to archaeology a 
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lyrical impetus.”31 The novel’s impact was enormous, and it can be cred-
ited with creating the climate for the restoration of medieval monuments 
in France and the creation of a national office and inspector general for the 
historical monuments of France.32

The nationalist element in this cultural development should not be under-
estimated: explicit was the commitment to reviving the national past, as Gré-
goire had earlier argued. By 1835, François Guizot, minister of the interior, 
had created a committee charged with recovering and publishing all unedited 
documents from the French medieval period. This was eventually divided 
into two committees, one of which was charged with arts. By 1840, this had 
evolved to include a Committee of Arts and Monuments, of which Hugo was 
a member until 1848. This committee was organized to conserve historical 
buildings, take an inventory of all French monuments, and disperse archaeo-
logical information and instruction to the provinces.33 Hugo’s novel had laid 
out the artistic and historical rationale for this enterprise.

Almost forty years after the novel’s first appearance, Edmond Biré wrote 
that Hugo’s novel was “defective in more than one way,”34 yet referring to the 
scorn visited on medieval art and architecture from Descartes to the philoso-
phers of the eighteenth century, he noted that the novel had contributed to 
the rehabilitation of medieval art so outrageously ignored for more than two 
centuries. More importantly, Biré attests to the secularization of religious art, 
referring to Hugo as having pleaded the cause of “our national architecture,” 
“our gothic monuments,” and “our old cathedrals.”35 Here he clearly espouses 
the notion of shared national culture: this is an aesthetic, historic, and politi-
cal revolution in which the idea of preservation of monuments on the basis of 
aesthetic value and historic relevance has political meaning, for the churches 
come to represent French national heritage.

However, a profound paradox lies at the heart of Hugo’s interest in the 
preservation of medieval monuments and in his invention or reconstruction 
of the Middle Ages; the chapter “This Will Kill That” (“Ceci Tuera Cela”) 
declares the contradiction at the center of Hugo’s project.36 On the one hand, 
his book becomes the monument that endeavors to preserve the cathedral from 
the ravages of time and man. On the other, “this” (the novel) will kill “that” 
(the cathedral), as his monumental novel becomes the capital punishment, a 
major theme of the novel, of the architectural monument as a center of reli-
gious experience. Humankind, Hugo writes, “has two books, two registers, 
and two testaments: masonry and printing, the bible of stone and the bible 
of paper.” In the age of masonry, even books were monuments (NDP, 200).37

“This will kill that” signified that “one art was going to dethrone another art. 
It meant: printing will kill architecture” (NDP, 189).38 The alphabet in col-
onnades, obelisks, and towers, the pages of marble of the past would give way 
to “the grandeur of the edifice which printing has erected in its turn” (NDP,
201).39 Up to and including the fifteenth century of the Christian era, Hugo 
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writes, “Architecture was the great book of mankind” (NDP, 189).40 This was 
one of the features of Christian practice that the Protestant Reformation had 
sought to overthrow, as discussed in earlier chapters.

Furthermore, Hugo also insists that the Church was always primarily art, 
and its cultic status was merely a pretext for its art: “In this way, on the pretext 
of building churches to God, that art grew to a magnificent stature” (NDP,
193). This artistic status of the building for Hugo means the church was ulti-
mately estranged from its cultic function: “An entire church would display a 
symbolic meaning utterly alien to the cult, or even hostile to the Church.”41

But this book in stone was doomed to be dethroned: “Architecture was 
dethroned. The lead characters of Gutenberg succeeded the stone characters 
of Orpheus” (NDP, 196).42 From decline followed death, according to Hugo, 
“let there be no mistake, architecture is dead, dead beyond recall, killed by 
the printed book” (NDP, 199).43 Hugo sees this tragic end to architecture, 
killed by books and the printing press, replaced by another monument, a 
mythological symbol of confusion: the Tower of Babel. The proliferation 
of books and writers whom he describes with architectural terms—Dante 
was the last Romanesque church, Shakespeare the last Gothic cathedral—
becomes a colossal building. The press incessantly vomits new material, in 
a confusion of languages, untiring labor, and endless activity (NDP, 200).44

But this construction that grows without end, he argues, “this is the human 
race’s second Tower of Babel” (NDP, 202).45

Many interpretations emerge for what exactly Hugo means by likening 
the explosion of publications to the Tower of Babel. Doubtless, the modern 
writer does build Babel in the sense of the myth of transgression, challenge, 
and overreaching. But also Hugo implies that the advent of the printing press 
made possible a new version of the Babel myth of excess and confusion.46

Herein lies the paradox at the heart of the novel, for Hugo admires the unity 
represented by the building, “the social, the collective, the dominant art” 
(NDP, 200),47 and seeks to restore it, yet his own literary work kills it. While 
celebrating the church, Hugo circumscribes it to its aesthetic, archival dimen-
sions—the book replaces the building. The preservation of the cathedral 
would make it, like Hugo’s novel, an object of aesthetic pleasure: “The press 
will kill the church” (NDP, 189).48

In arguing to preserve the cathedral, Hugo, like Goethe and other Roman-
tic poets, shows how intellectuals and artists do not merely reflect cultural 
developments but in fact can and do play an active role in promoting them. 
Hugo’s novel shows that although he recognizes that taste shifts perhaps 
arbitrarily over time—he finds the eighteenth century almost barbarian in 
its artistic positions—he promotes the idea of the beautiful as that sublime 
entity that pleases independently of time and perspective. In other words, he 
does not only praise French medieval architecture. Just the contrary, from an 
aesthetic position, he sees architecture, whether the pyramids of Egypt, the 
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gigantic Hindu pagodas, or Gothic churches, as hybrid constructions, inter-
esting for the artist, the antiquary, and the historian.49 But here, too, we must 
recognize a paradox, for in praising the Gothic cathedral, Hugo singles out 
certain places as having greater cultural value than others.50

This is a fascinating journey to consider because certainly the Church in 
the Middle Ages was worthy to be frequented but for a completely different 
arbitrary reason. In the Middle Ages, churches were visible symbols of commu-
nal order, a “universal form of writing,” as Hugo remarks in the novel (NDP,
194),51 and they represented the power of the Roman Church (as well as the 
alliance of monarchy and church in France). Again, Hugo’s novel assumes the 
role of promoting the cathedral as a monument to history and artistic brilliance 
paradoxically constructing a new rationale for making the building culturally 
worthy, though divorced from its primary and original function.

Understanding the complexity of medieval society’s attachment to its arti-
facts is daunting, especially if we try to know what ordinary people thought 
about their local buildings, paintings, sculptures, and stained glass, for 
example. Depending on the location (Italy’s city states are different from the 
French, Iberian, and English kingdoms, for example), patronage came from 
cities, religious orders, royalty and nobles, merchants, and craftspeople, sug-
gesting widespread support for decorating cities, houses, monasteries, and 
churches. Redesigning and redecorating religious architectural spaces may 
have been prompted by liturgical needs, like an increase in the number of pil-
grims, as Abbot Suger’s St. Denis in Paris,52 the Madeleine in Vézelay, or San 
Francesco in Assisi, for example. Simple material explanations for frescoes or 
sculpture within monastic communities seen primarily by the community 
can hardly explain their style and significance. Such works, at the time of 
their composition, had functional value for commemoration and meditation 
certainly. They had liturgical purposes; they may have been a visual display 
of a patron’s generosity or a visible proof of civic virtue; but at the same time, 
they demonstrate an appreciation for decorative value and the value of art in 
meditative practices. It would be hard to characterize such work as catering to 
the economic, archivist, scholarly, or pure aesthetic values that have emerged 
to dominate the modern art world, although civic values may still pertain. 
The viewing of them must have had an aesthetic component even if it was 
not articulated.

In the medieval period, patronizing such “arts” was a means to demon-
strate wealth and piety, sometimes as a visual symbol of contrition, as the 
Arena Chapel (Capella degli Scrovegni) in Padua, decorated by Giotto and 
built by Enrico Scrovegni as pious recompense for his banker father’s life of 
usury (1303), or Cosimo de’ Medici’s rebuilding of San Marco in Florence 
to atone for his shady financial dealings (rededicated in 1443). Or patronage 
might demonstrate civic virtue and civic pride as the decoration of Orsanmi-
chele in Florence, which features the donations of the various guilds active 
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in Florence, just as many of the stained glass windows in the Chartres cathe-
dral provide the signature of the various guilds who paid for them.53 People’s 
appreciation for these decorations may indeed have been aesthetic, but a phi-
losophy of “the aesthetic” was neither articulated nor widely disseminated 
in the period.54 Despite the Second Council of Nicaea’s support for images 
in devotional practices, Abbot Suger’s famed descriptions of the building of 
St.-Denis—“the parent monument of all Gothic cathedrals,”55 which indeed 
showed that Suger, at least, was very aware of the connection between the 
building and a “living theology”56—and Gervase of Canterbury’s description 
of the construction and reconstruction of Canterbury Cathedral, details of 
which reveal a clear appreciation for the qualities of the building, very little 
remains from the period that tells us individual subjective experiences of what 
was thought about the great building and artistic enterprises of the time.57

Bourdieu’s conviction that social and economic forces rather than the 
Kantian innate sense of beauty regulate taste and consumption of “art” in 
bourgeois societies58 could not apply to the medieval participation in archi-
tectural or visual culture, which was, despite the rigid social stratification 
of medieval society, communitarian. Bourdieu is correct to distinguish the 
medieval from the post-Enlightenment consumption of art, for as he points 
out, in the modern era, that is, after the French Revolution, a dualistic struc-
ture emerged in which use value or function has separated from “pure art,” 
that is, form value. In other words, as Hugo’s novel highlights, in a major 
city, the cathedral in fact served a political function, besides a liturgical and 
social function, in the medieval period, whereas from the eighteenth century 
onwards and in France after the Revolution, the building as entity acquired a 
“form value” or independent artistic and historic value, which ironically was 
then made to perform the political function of nation making.

In the Middle Ages, again in a very ample understanding, “use value” 
dominates because the use of the “art product” is precisely its power to 
enhance sensual, imaginative, and intellectual experience that leads to reli-
gious knowledge and experience. Or its “use value” conveys the civic gen-
erosity of its patron and confers fame on the donor while decorating a city, 
church, monastery, or public space. In the modern environment, as Hugo’s 
novel well understood, due to the autonomy of the client and of the artwork 
itself, and because the art work is often detached from its original context, the 
art critic or historian confers value on it, and thus measures what constitutes 
a great work of art.59 Although “official” culture60 was the primary patron of 
the visual arts in the Middle Ages, the entire devout population (i.e., those 
who went to church and even those who did not) could participate in, enjoy, 
and appreciate public visual culture as a living and organic experience.61

What we call “visual art” (art, architecture, paintings, sculpture, and artifacts, 
today mostly lodged in or even as museums), in the Middle Ages, except for 
monastic communities, occupied public space as a constant visual presence.
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As is well known, Christian art, though existing at least from the early 
third century (as discussed in chapter three), was given papal sanction when 
Pope Gregory in the sixth century recommended art as the Bible for the 
unlearned, which would appear as pictures and ornaments in churches as 
lessons for the laity. Hugo shows how deeply he understood this popular 
aspect of medieval visual art when he pitted the cathedral/monument as book 
against the book as monument. Also, with the bias of early nineteenth-cen-
tury French Romantic and individualist notions about liberty and the artist, 
he argues that after the crusades, the cathedral—formerly the epitome of 
dogmatism—was invaded by the bourgeoisie, by the people, and by liberty; 
and escaping the priest came under the power of the artist: “The book of 
architecture no longer belonged to the priesthood, to religion and to Rome; 
it belonged to the imagination, to poetry and to the people” (NDP, 192).62

This utopian binary misreading of history ignores vast contradictory evi-
dence (priests and monks as artists, such as Fra Angelico, or Michelangelo 
and Raphael working under papal patronage), but it does capture the spirit of 
how the modern secular imagination came to appreciate and indeed venerate 
its medieval Christian legacy.
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C H A P T E R  8 1

The Turn to National 
Heritage: Nineteenth-
Century Europe and 
Restoration

La construction est une science; c’est aussi un art.
(Construction is a science; it is also an art.)

—Viollet le Duc, “Construction”2

While aesthetic and historical interests as well as a nationalist 
ideology spurred the French nineteenth-century interest in the Middle 
Ages, in England, as explored in Chapter 5, already in the eighteenth cen-
tury, scholars and writers were examining English medieval architecture as 
an aspect of the local and national history of England. Indeed, during this 
period, whether German, French, or English, one of the remarkable aspects 
of the discussion of Gothic architecture is how often writers identify the style 
as unique to a particular national culture.

Prosper Mérimée, Emmanuelle Viollet le Duc, 
and French Historical Monuments

In France, the Commission des Monuments Historiques (Commission of 
Historical Monuments) was created in 1837 to protect antiquities, medieval 
religious buildings, and a few castles. Aesthetes, secularists, and nationalists 
Mérimée (1803–70), as inspector of historical monuments, and Viollet le 
Duc (1814–79), inspecteur général des édifices diocésains (inspector general of 
diocesan buildings [1848–74]) and an architect charged with restorations 
of the national monuments,3 worked together to help reverse the destruc-
tion and degradation that had become the fate of medieval artifacts for the 
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previous three hundred years in France. The French preservation movement 
can be attributed to four factors: it was a culture of tolerance that upheld (1) 
secular values, (2) aesthetic standards (by which the medieval legacy became 
prized), (3) scientific history (with art history emerging as an academic dis-
cipline by the middle of the century), and (4) national cultural heritage as 
categories of value in the building of a citizenry educated about its past.4 This 
contrasts with England’s recovery of Gothic art and architecture, in which 
both religious and Gothic revival overlapped as central to national culture.

Defining “restoration” as returning a building to its original condition—
which could entail remedying a false earlier restoration or repairing mutilated 
features of the building5—early in the nineteenth century, A. L. Millin, in the 
Dictionnaire des Beaux-Arts,6 established the guidelines for French medieval 
restorations. This earlier approach encouraged the kinds of radical architec-
tural interventions deplored later in the century. Today, restoration has come 
to describe any of the following architectural interventions that may have 
occurred during a building’s history: (1) to make a historic monument ade-
quate for contemporary use, that is, redesign it to fit current needs or tastes 
(the most common intervention before the nineteenth century); (2) to return 
a work to its imagined original condition (the mode of the nineteenth cen-
tury), based on a historical hypothesis; (3) today, to conserve the work, that 
is, to respect its historic origins (even eliminating accretions due to stylistic 
and need adjustments over a long time span).7

The creation of the post of inspector general of historical monuments 
institutionalized under the July Monarchy, the year before Hugo’s novel 
appeared, attests to the originality of the French approach to the conservation 
of national monuments. From the revolutionary period onward, both the 
polemic for and action against the medieval legacy drove the national com-
mitment to its restoration. The first to occupy the inspector’s post, Ludovic 
Vitet, was well acquainted with the Romantic radical Étienne-Jean Delécluze, 
maternal uncle of Viollet le Duc, who would be charged with several restora-
tions. A male côterie of artists, intellectuals, and writers like Stendhal, Pros-
per Mérimée, Sainte-Beuve, and others, including Vitet, were regular guests 
at Delécluze’s Sunday salons in Paris. Delécluze, as maternal uncle, became 
responsible for Viollet le Duc’s education, and it was through him that Méri-
mée and the young future architect became acquainted. When he became 
inspector general, Vitet immediately recognized how difficult imposing his 
state authority over local claims would become. Thus, the Commission was 
created so that decisions would hold the weight of more than a sole opin-
ion against the local authorities often dealing with more pressing problems 
posed by the new urbanism.8 The Commission was responsible for defining 
its objectives, making an inventory of the problems with the monuments, 
and suggesting remedies.9 A historian, Vitet had little academic knowledge 
of architecture or of building techniques.10 When Prosper Mérimée, who was 
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likewise lacking in the required expertise, became the second inspector of histori-
cal monuments (1834–68), he engaged the young architect Viollet le Duc for 
many restoration projects. Here is a radical reversal from how local commitments 
had saved Córdoba’s Mezquita and York’s Minster from destructive national 
hands, for in the French monument approach, the national government con-
verges on the local environment to intervene and save the “national” heritage.

Prosper Mérimée and the Commission of Historical Monuments

Although best known as the author of the novella Carmen, which was made 
into Bizet’s opera of the same name, Prosper Mérimée’s stature in cultural 
history owes more to the fact that he had primary responsibility for oversee-
ing French historic monuments in the important post-revolutionary period. 
Both Mérimée and Viollet le Duc, in contrast to John Ruskin (the art histo-
rian responsible for much of England’s interest in its medieval architecture) 
were nonbelievers who appreciated medieval art for its aesthetic qualities.11

In fact, Mérimée, a lifetime intimate of the empress Eugénie (the wife of 
Napoleon III), identified himself as a “heretic and a pagan” in a letter to 
Viollet le Duc.12

Mérimée’s function was to inspect monuments, but his task, as the title of 
the Commission makes clear, was primarily historical and archaeological in 
contrast to Viollet le Duc’s architectural work. Applying himself with fervor, 
tenacity, and urgency, as revealed in his letters,13 Mérimée, whose job was to 
decide what was worthy to be preserved, also reveals that the essential element 
in determining the procedure for restoration of a building was its date.14 Such 
a major undertaking also demanded answers to abstract questions like what 
constituted historical value in the political, social, and aesthetic realms. In 
contrast, although many factors, including patronage or political, economic, 
social, and ecclesiological needs informed the building of cathedrals and 
churches in the medieval period, theology was central to the conception and 
realization of the buildings: the art of Gothic Europe represented a radical 
new way of seeing, and this reflected a theological vision of reality.15

Called a man of the eighteenth century, Mérimée, in fact, preferred the 
architectural style of the ancient Greco-Roman world, and he has even been 
accused of possessing little affection for medieval buildings. Revealing his 
bureaucratic relationship to the buildings, he wrote, “When I was viewing 
these historic monuments, I was their colonel. I regret having studied them 
so officially; I was inspecting their architectural characteristics, the additions, 
ancient repairs, and the poetic ensemble escaped me.”16 Writing to Viollet le 
Duc from Italy in 1858, Mérimée reveals his focus on historic interest and his 
personal aesthetic preferences as well as his snobbery. He writes, “How can you 
admire the architecture of the Venetian Palace? . . . Always the same plan, always 
the same neglect of details: as for the construction, it’s diabolical. Everything is 
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mediocre, dirty, ruined.”17 In contrast, Viollet le Duc, who had spent thirty 
months in Italy studying as a very young man (1835–37), revealed very dif-
ferent aesthetic standards, writing to his father, “Venice is a town that pleases 
me completely: . . . The Ducal Palace is the Parthenon of the Middle Ages. 
The fact is that I have never seen a monument that joins such a grand sim-
plicity with so much beauty.”18 Here, before he became immersed in French 
Romanesque and Gothic buildings—although the letters frequently compare 
French Gothic buildings to Italy’s Roman and Romanesque legacy—Viollet 
le Duc’s standard for judgment is the ancient world, but he admires the medi-
eval building for its parallel simplicity and beauty.

The records of the meetings of the Commission of Historic Monuments 
in its first decade reveal how buildings were selected for conservation and 
how funds were allocated for the task. Structures worthy of historic recogni-
tion became national property, and any sale would be considered illegal. The 
government could then provide funds for preservation and restoration. For 
example, the Commission minutes of the February 19, 1838, meeting with 
Vatout, Taylor, Caristie, Duban, Vitet, and Mérimée present an exemplary 
entry:

The Commission decides after discussion that a note will be sent offi-
cially to the President of the Commission of the Budget and to some of 
the members to establish that the maintenance of the diocesan buildings 
depends on the Minister of the Interior and not on the Cults (Church).

M. Vitet sets forth that after having consulted several experts in the law, 
it must be recognized that the law of July 7, 1833 permits expropriations in all 
cases where the interests of the arts would demand this measure. The general 
terms of this law can be applied not only to clearing or acquiring historic 
monuments, but also to excavations under the ground of ancient edifices.

A royal ordinance will first declare a building or a fragment of a building
a public monument, the prefect conforming with the law of July 7, 1833 will 
institute an inquiry on the necessity or utility of the conservation of the monu-
ment.19 (italics mine)

This entry has a number of interesting features. First, Vitet, basing his argu-
ment on a law passed just five years previously, argues that buildings can be 
expropriated from their owners (in this case the Church), not only if they 
are historical monuments but also if they are considered artistically or his-
torically important. Second, a royal ordinance would declare a building a 
public monument after an inquiry into the necessity or utility of conserving 
it. Again, just as in Hugo’s novel, the church building has become a national 
monument, and for historic and artistic reasons deemed worthy of restora-
tion. But since Hugo’s novel, a state bureaucracy has developed to oversee 
the process, and this permits the confiscation of church property for archival 
preservation. Issues of religious sentiments or church ownership are trumped 
in favor of a secular value: historic and artistic merit.
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As many have remarked, the aesthetic and historic grounds for restora-
tions fluctuated, not just among the members of the Commission, but also 
the architects charged with the responsibilities differed radically. Set prin-
ciples did not seem to rule the members of the Commission, and not only did 
it apply different standards to different buildings, but individual members 
also adopted different attitudes for different buildings. In addition, the many 
architects working in the field had radically different approaches to preserva-
tion projects.20 In this regard, the minutes of the meeting of March 30, 1839, 
with Vatout, Taylor, Duban, and Mérimée present are especially interesting:

The President calls to the attention of the Commission how the aid 
provided by the Minister is being carried out in the provinces. In many 
localities, the repairs executed through this help do not receive intelligent 
oversight, and the architects often execute their charge in a manner con-
trary to good taste and contrary to the intentions of the government. The 
President [Mérimée] cites on this occasion, the works recently executed 
in several places on the Côte-d’Or. To place restrictions on these traits of 
vandalism, the Commission should examine if it would not be more suit-
able to remove the architects in the provinces from the direction of these 
projects and install Parisian architects whose talent is known.

M. Baron Taylor observes that the study of the arts of the Middle Ages 
in France is too recent for it to have spread to the provinces, always a little 
behind relative to the capital . . . 

 . . . The Commission is of the unanimous opinion that when the gov-
ernment goes to a lot of expense for a large restoration it must nominate 
the architect who would direct the work and when this task is in the prov-
inces, the administration must make a sine qua non condition that they 
have the right to name the architect.21

This entry reveals much about how the Commission worked and what stan-
dards it applied. First, one sees that the president has a good deal of auton-
omy and independence, clearly wielding the greatest power in deciding the 
fate of buildings. Second, the members of the Commission, though working 
throughout the “provinces,” have a sense not just of centralized government 
and governance in Paris, but they also have a scornful attitude toward the 
provinces, even though most of the buildings are located outside of Paris. 
Third, the members of the Commission are fully aware of their historic func-
tion: the rediscovery of the French Middle Ages, which, they remark, has only 
recently come to consciousness. Fourth, they are aware that the work of the 
architects demands standards of taste; that poor restorations are themselves 
a kind of vandalism, the same word formerly used to describe the assault on 
buildings; and that Parisian architects who had studied the medieval period 
were more likely to uphold these standards.

Historical and archaeological issues that make it possible to date buildings 
also become essential in deciding what course to adopt in preserving them. 
Here disputes over conservation versus restoration, issues that still plague art 
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historians and restorers (and environmentalists engaged in nature restoration), 
come to the surface. The basilica at Vézelay, Viollet le Duc’s most ambitious 
project, remains to this day a source of contention over how much architects 
should intervene in the preservation of a building. Viollet le Duc was so pre-
occupied with this issue that it became one of the longest entries in his dic-
tionary. The question posed is, When does conservation become restoration, 
and how much damage to the original actually results from such imaginative 
restoration projects?22 Also underlying the question is a privileged position 
accorded the original, or the earliest strata of the building or artwork, as if it 
were the “classical” form. This is what Alois Riegl (1858–1905), writing at 
the end of the century about the status of “monumental architecture,” called 
a “deliberate commemorative value,” or assigning a privileged moment of his-
tory to the monument.23 Reconstructing to this imagined “original” creates a 
contradiction because the architect’s work can actually place a very new form 
(in imitation of one strata of the old) onto the existing building, in essence 
restructuring it.24

In a meeting that expressed anxiety about the degradation of Sainte-
Chapelle in Paris, the Commission’s concerns about this conflict become 
evident:

Mr. Duban asks the advice of the Commission on the restoration of the 
turrets on the façade of Sainte-Chapelle; they were reconstructed at the 
end of the fifteenth century and belong to the worst phase of the ogival 
style in decadence, and replace those of the thirteenth century of which the 
beginnings are conserved and stand at the two sides of the remaining gable 
of the thirteenth century as all the other outstanding parts of the building. 
It is necessary to reconstruct them up to the height of the ancient construc-
tions, and the other must be set again by inlaying which always has an ugly 
effect, on the inclined plane; this would not be the case if it were redone 
in the thirteenth-century style. . . . M. Duban calls for the support of the 
Commission to obtain workers who could execute the work he is order-
ing in a satisfactory manner, and also the painting, gilding, sculpture, and 
restoration of the glass.25 (italics mine)

Here, Duban’s request for help from the Commission lays out his rationale 
for the restoration project: standards of beauty and taste are equated with the 
original strata of the building, and reconstructions even within the medieval 
period are linked with the decadence, what he calls “bad form” of the ogival 
element. He assigns the word “beautiful” to the original strata of the build-
ing, thus either equating historical origins with aesthetic standards or possi-
bly even allowing this standard to determine the character of the restoration. 
These examples provide a good sample of how the Commission operated 
when it first came into functioning order. Although aesthetics clearly played 
a role, aesthetic standards were not an articulated discourse. Instead, commit-
ment to the oldest strata of the building became the standard of taste to rule 
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decisions. While the Commission’s task was primarily bureaucratic, the min-
utes also emphasize the development of a secularized central government’s 
effort to restore and prize its own national monuments, representing a wholly 
new approach to the preservation of the buildings of the past.

Viollet le Duc: Architect, Historian, and Archaeologist

Viollet le Duc became the most respected on-site supervisor of this heritage 
project, as he oversaw work on more than forty medieval French buildings. 
Among these, Saint-Denis, the Madeleine in Vézeley, and Notre-Dame de 
Paris are the most celebrated. He shared Notre-Dame with Jean-Baptiste Las-
sus, a friend of Montalembert who, along with Montalembert, remained a 
practicing Catholic and therefore differed fundamentally from the agnostic 
rationalism of Viollet le Duc. These attitudes were central to Lassus’s and 
Montalembert’s approaches to restoration; for Lassus, restoration was to serve 
the cult or God’s glory; for Viollet le Duc, the architect’s vision of a medieval 
building. Viollet le Duc’s position gave greater freedom to fulfill personal 
aspirations, while Lassus sought to restore what Auguste Rodin later identi-
fied as the very core of the buildings that gave them their former life—reli-
gious faith.

Three aspects of Viollet le Duc’s work require elaboration. First, he was 
enamored of Gothic architecture, bringing a rationalist’s aesthetic standards 
to bear on medieval buildings.26 What he had to say in lectures he delivered 
on architecture in 1860 remain typical of his convictions. Captivated by the 
beauty of Notre-Dame de Paris, he wrote, “Every one knows the front of 
Notre-Dame de Paris; few perhaps realise the amount of knowledge, taste, 
study, care, resolution, and experience implied by the erection of that colossal 
pile within the space of at most ten or twelve years. . . . Here we have indeed 
Art, and Art of the noblest order.”27 Second, he identified this Gothic archi-
tectural innovation with an original flowering of French culture: “The front 
of Notre-Dame also renders conspicuous an excellence belonging exclusively 
to French architects at the time when France possessed an architecture of its 
own; that of variety in unity.”28 Finally, he was an agnostic, so his apprecia-
tion of the architectural brilliance of the medieval period was not the result of 
mystical reverence. If anything, he dismissed religion as a factor, arguing that 
great art could be produced in any age, no matter how “barbarous.”29 In his 
entry titled “Construction” in the Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture fran-
çaise du XIe au XVIe siècle—the title alone declaring his fundamental under-
standing that architecture was first and foremost a rational system—he wrote 
that customs could be odious and oppressive and that the abbots and feudal 
lords were dissipated and exercised an insupportable despotism in the medieval 
period, but, nonetheless, their monasteries and castles were built with wisdom, 
economy, and great freedom. A building is good or bad, judicious or deprived 
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of reason, he wrote. A building is not fanatical, oppressive, or tyrannical; such 
epithets cannot be applied to an assemblage of stones and wood and iron.30

A son of the superintendent of royal palaces and a skilled artist from 
childhood, Viollet le Duc enjoyed a privileged youth. When he decided on 
his chosen profession of architect, true to the revolutionary and intellectual 
iconoclasm of his age, he shunned the Académie des Beaux Arts because he 
thought it was too invested in classical and neoclassical models. At twenty he 
married, had a son the following year, and in 1836 took what was a life-trans-
forming artistic hiatus in Italy, examining ancient and medieval monuments, 
many of which he drew. He spent time in Sicily, Naples, Rome, Florence, 
Pisa, Siena, and Venice.31

When he returned home, he began his lifelong commitment to the medi-
eval architecture of France. In addition to his monumental Dictionnaire rai-
sonné, he wrote more than twenty-five monographs on subjects ranging from 
French architecture to Russian art and geology. He was responsible for more 
than forty restorations including cathedrals, churches, palaces, hôtels de ville, 
châteaux, abbeys, and missions. He even found time to do the structural 
study for the Statue of Liberty and competed as one of the architects for the 
Paris Opera House.

Although committed to a rationalist architectural theory, Viollet le Duc 
recognized, nonetheless, that the great architecture of the medieval period 
was a product of a particular theology. Rhapsodizing the visionary element of 
medieval architecture, he wrote,

To raise a temple to God—as conceived by Christians—is a much more 
difficult task; for in Himself He unites all things, He presides over all; He 
is the Beginning and the End; He is Immensity. How then can a dwelling 
be made for Him who is omnipresent? How can this abstract idea of the 
Divinity be interpreted in stone? and how can men be led to conceive of a 
building as the dwelling-place of the God of the Christians? Yet the artists 
of the Middle Ages attempted this, and not without success. How did they 
set to work? They made their Christian church an epitome as it were of the 
Creation—an assemblage of all created things, visible and invisible—a sort 
of universal Epic in stone.32

Yet, when he came to discuss the Cluniac achievement, he showed that what 
he admired was the order’s logical consistency. The Cluniac order had had a 
profound impact on architectural innovations in western Europe from the 
tenth through the twelfth centuries. The twelfth-century monastery at Cluny 
had stood as the largest building in Europe before the new Saint Peter’s was 
erected in Rome in the sixteenth century. In another example of iconoclasm, 
the abbey, sacked in 1562, was finally burned by a revolutionary mob in 
1790. For Viollet le Duc, who looked back on this history of pillage with 
despair, the artistic world of Cluny epitomized his rational principles: “In the 
literary productions, instructions, and constitutions that issued from Cluny 
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there is a logical consistency—a clear and practical intelligence which strikes 
an attentive reader; in perusing these documents, we recognise the work of 
lettered men, accustomed to a rational exercise of authority.”33 Since classical 
and neoclassical style had become the measure of aesthetic value, particularly 
in standards set by the École des Beaux Arts, when Viollet le Duc uses the 
term renaissance, he is deliberately provocative. However, for Viollet le Duc, 
the Cluniac movement of the twelfth century was indeed a renaissance, but 
he saw it as a renaissance of unprecedented originality: “In these Clunisian 
buildings (but especially in such as were produced during the period called 
Romanesque), we already see the genius of the architect abandoning worn-
out traditions and inventing new forms.”34 His heroes are the Cluniacs, Peter 
the Venerable and the Abbot Suger, under whose guidance Saint-Denis was 
built, a building he undertook to restore.35

In contrast to the imitation of old forms (both artistic and architectural) 
that Viollet le Duc lamented had been installed in the sixteenth century and 
endlessly reproduced,36 he applauded this “French” originality in the medi-
eval period: “The arts developed in France, in the twelfth century, differ in 
all respects from those of Classical Antiquity. . . . In this art was manifested 
the special genius of the French nation—a genius foreign to the civilisations 
of antiquity, as it is to those of Italy and Germany in modern times.” What 
he calls the secular school of the late twelfth century abandoned the relics of 
classical antiquity and installed new principles of rational architecture based 
on reflection, which he identified as follows: “Equilibrium in the construc-
tive system by opposing active resistance to active pressure, the outward 
form resulting only from the structure and the requirements; ornamentation 
derived solely from the local flora; statuary tending to the naturalistic, and 
seeking dramatic expression.”37

These passages from his Entretiens on architecture highlight Viollet le 
Duc’s views on the originality of the specifically French architectural and 
artistic imagination of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, revealing his own 
nationalist pride. Based on his intellectual idea of taste, which he identified 
as an “involuntary process of reasoning whose steps elude our observation,” 
he praises the works as “beautiful,” grounded in criteria that a Cartesian pro-
cess of analysis and freedom from “prejudices” could discover.38 He admired 
fidelity to nature, the use of local stone, decoration that reflected the local 
natural world, and statuary that was closer to natural reality. He was a nine-
teenth-century version of a structuralist who possessed a logical theory of 
the art of construction, for his dictionary refers to “functions, systems, logic, 
and structural equilibrium.”39 He opposed plagiarism of classical models and 
advanced his aesthetic conviction based on the rational principle that Gothic 
was supreme over all other architectural systems.

Reading the records of the Archives de la Commission des Monuments
Historiques, which describe the basilica of the Madeleine at Vézelay, one of 
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Viollet le Duc’s most ambitious projects, one immediately perceives the way 
in which the architect approached his work. First, the entry describes the 
geographical setting of the site, and then turning to its history, it goes to its 
Roman origins. It is interested in the scientific, factual basis for the church, 
even dating the first mention of the relics of Mary Magdalene. The entry 
faithfully records the history of the building, begun toward the middle of 
the eleventh century and dedicated in 1104. Recalling that Saint Bernard 
preached the Second Crusade at Vézeley in 1146, the section then turns to 
the successive events that damaged the church. First came the fire of 1165 
that destroyed the choir, not restored until the early years of the thirteenth 
century. Then Viollet le Duc graphically highlights the devastation of the 
religious wars in the sixteenth century: When the Protestants defeated the 
Catholics in the battle to possess Vézeley, they sacked the church with all 
the furor of fanaticism, mutilated the statues, burned the relics, and made 
the nave a stable and a threshing floor. By 1601 all the roofs were burned or 
destroyed by artillery. Around 1760 the monastery, now mostly abandoned, 
was destroyed under the order of the king. Finally, in the last paragraph, we 
get a precise description of the present state of the building at the point when 
Viollet le Duc undertook the restoration:

The vandalism of 1793 continued, without equaling, the devastation exer-
cised by the Protestants in the sixteenth century in France. When tranquil-
ity was restored, the church of the abbey had become a parish, but it was 
deprived of means of maintenance. It remained without repairs, or at least 
without intelligent repairs until 1839. In the interval a new fire had aggra-
vated the situation. In 1819, a thunderbolt hit the bell tower and destroyed 
the entire framework. The vaults of the nave and the choir were completely 
penetrated by rainwater. Most of the double arches were broken, all com-
pletely deformed. The walls leaned in all directions. Such was the ruinous 
condition of the church, that many times the general council of the Yonne 
department discussed whether it would be better in the interest of public 
safety to demolish the church. Finally the administration of historic monu-
ments, which was then under the ministry of interior, resolved to make the 
greatest efforts to assure the conservation of this admirable building. M. 
Viollet le Duc was charged to study the project for restoration and to direct 
the execution of the work. (italics mine)40

The words used in this description highlight the radical shift in values over 
earlier times. For the Commission, ruled by secularism and an appreciation 
for the “historic” value of this “admirable building,” the acts of the Protestants 
were “fanatical,” and the final devastation by the revolution was vandalism.
Instead, the work of the government office charged with a rational approach 
to preserving “historic monuments” elects “conservation” over “demolition” 
and “intelligent” reconstruction over repairs lacking intelligence.

The entries on “construction” and “architecture” in the Dictionnaire rai-
sonné describe what Viollet le Duc identified as the unique aspects of medieval 
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building, but they also reveal his own commitments in architecture. He 
praised the Cluniac movement that led to the creation of a powerful school 
of lay builders and of groups of workers with a commitment to a shared 
project,41 the individual creativity that was exhibited in the variation of forms 
from the single unity without tyranny in the Gothic style,42 and the archi-
tecture’s originality and departure from what was inherited from the ancient 
Romans.43 Even though he believed much could be learned from medieval 
architecture, Viollet le Duc deplored neo-Gothic, the passion of the English, 
just as he deplored the unchanging forms imposed by the “modern acad-
emies” of arts that he held responsible for promoting endless neoclassical 
imitations.44

Viollet le Duc’s Theory of Restoration

In his entry titled “Restoration” in the Dictionnaire raisonné, Viollet le Duc 
reveals just how aware he was of the innovative nature of his work. “Restora-
tion,” he begins, “the word and the thing are modern. To restore a building 
is not to maintain it, to repair it or to remake it; it is to reestablish it in a 
complete state which might never have existed at a given moment.”45 He 
continues that this idea of restoring buildings of another age belongs only to 
the second part of his century. No civilization and no people in all of history 
have understood restorations in the way we do today, he wrote.46 Viollet le 
Duc’s moment in history gives birth to a movement that does not merely 
value buildings of the past but that also believes they should be restored to 
their “original” condition, which may never have existed.

In the remainder of the entry, Viollet le Duc elaborates precisely what 
he means by restoration. For example, to build a triumphal arch like that 
of Constantine in Rome with the fragments of the Arch of Trajan is not a 
restoration or a reconstruction. It is an act of vandalism, the plundering of 
barbarians. Nor is covering the remains of the Temple of Fortune in Rome a 
restoration; it is a mutilation. Only at the end of a civilization can one speak 
of restoring, or in the case of the ancient Greek monuments, of repairing. 
Thus, one can see that Viollet le Duc is not just thinking about repairs in 
a conventional sense, in the way, for example, churches might have always 
been repaired when a roof leaked or a column cracked. Rather for him, a rup-
ture between the ages has occurred, a civilization has ended, thus forcing the 
architect to consider a whole new strategy with which to approach buildings 
belonging to the earlier era.

Again, recognizing his own time as having taken a rarely used approach 
to the historic past, Viollet le Duc speaks of philologists and their search for 
the origins of European languages; ethnographical work on the characteristics 
of races; and archaeologists who compare, discuss, and separate the origins 
of art in the whole world through an analytical method that follows certain 
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laws of inquiry. His discussion of racial traits shows he concurs with the racial 
theories emerging in his time. But, he also shows his prejudice in favor of 
the medieval period here: the twelfth century in the West was a true politi-
cal, social, philosophical, artistic, and literary Renaissance (Renaissance is his 
word) 47; and he attacks the “fanatics” who have monopolized certain historic 
periods exclusively. (No doubt use of the word Renaissance to describe the 
rediscovery of the medieval period is an oblique means of criticizing the École 
des Beaux Arts that upheld classical antiquity as the apogee of intellectual and 
artistic achievement.)

Why refer to this architectural quarrel about ancient and medieval ideals 
of architecture in an article on restoration? he asks. Well, already in the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, study of the literature of the Middle Ages 
was taken seriously, yet its architecture was still held as “bad.” The medieval 
churches had been devastated during the Revolution, abandoned, blackened 
by the weather, rotten from humidity, while the interiors could only inspire 
sadness. Viollet le Duc knew the scorn his contemporaries held towards the 
medieval period, yet with M. Vitet, first general inspector of historic monu-
ments, he praised the originality of the beautiful and original school of sculp-
ture born in the era. “Our imagination,” he wrote, “due to Protestantism, 
pedantry, and other causes, became each day less alive, less natural,”48 leading 
to the degradation of medieval monuments. Nowadays, he continued, the 
work of M. Vitet and M. Mérimée, some of the most distinguished figures 
of his age, has led to the formation of a nucleus of young artists, desirous of 
possessing an intimate knowledge of these forgotten arts. Here, Viollet le Duc 
espouses one of his central tenets of restoration: it is the work of artists, but 
they are learned followers of the forgotten arts—a nostalgic reference to the 
destruction of the medieval guild system that had produced so many skilled 
artisans, a phenomenon that he lamented had died with the age.

Viollet le Duc singles out Saint-Denis, Suger’s pride, where the kings of 
France had been buried from the thirteenth century to the Revolution, which, 
because of the decision of Napoleon I was destined to become again the burial 
place of dynastic rulers, but more importantly, a museum of styles from the 
thirteenth through the sixteenth century. England, Germany, Italy, and Spain 
had already advanced their theories of conservation of ancient monuments 
when France, under Napoleon I, recognized the importance of restorations. 
But what precisely were the principles on which such work would be based?

Able to separate his feelings about the religious cult from his feelings 
about the building that housed it, Viollet le Duc argued for restoring the 
building to its original style, not only in appearance but also in structure. 
But most medieval buildings had experienced many modifications over the 
centuries. Here, Viollet le Duc applies standards of taste, arguing in favor 
of the oldest (or earliest) high Gothic period, suppressing, for example, 
if rationally required, a twelfth-century strata that was amended in the 
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thirteenth century. Any additions after this period were to be replaced with 
the earlier style, maintaining the overall unity of the building. Using words 
and expressions like “anachronism in stone,” “mutilations,” and “deformity” 
to characterize restorations that did not follow his rationalized historical 
approach, he praises the work of the Commission of Historical Monuments 
for having saved from ruin these works of unquestionable value. Speaking 
in secular terms of the original construction and the restoration projects, of 
the buildings’ beauty, and of their role in French national pride, he wrote, 
“These buildings, one of the glories of our country, preserved from ruin, will 
remain as a witness throughout the centuries of the commitment of men 
more attached to perpetuating their [the buildings’] glory than to their own 
particular interests.”49

Prompted by archival convictions and a positivist aesthetic, Viollet le Duc 
both rebuilt the churches and reimagined the medieval period. His Projet de
restauration de Notre-Dame de Paris seems to adopt Hugo’s ideas, even though 
his restoration is regarded as quite radical. Patronized by Emperor Napoleon 
III and Empress Eugénie, his work did much to foster a modern post-revo-
lutionary France in which secularism combined with the archival interests of 
the time, even while he offended specialists in antiquities who found his his-
torical suppositions wrong.50 But Viollet le Duc promoted a sense of French 
cultural pride, an essential element for the preservation of the buildings and 
creation of a patriotic and public spirit. Despite the controversial aspects of 
the restorations, the architect was busy repairing French monuments accord-
ing to what he considered objective, rational aesthetic standards.51

Like the foundation of national museums and national archives in the 
period that identified, objectified, catalogued, shelved, and preserved items, 
following the same process as placing books in a library, the interest in the 
restoration of the discarded French Middle Ages was central to the emer-
gence of modern France. Thus, Hugo’s project to save Notre-Dame de Paris, 
while recognizing an intrinsic artistic value in the cathedral, also contributed 
to monumentalizing it as an object for historical and cultural investigation. 
Hugo’s novel analyzed the process whereby the church as experiential cult 
center would become a museum, where the collected remnants of a dead 
past could be appreciated, observed, and contemplated, and where the con-
solation of religion was replaced by curiosity, nostalgia for the past, aesthetic 
pleasure, or archival work. Hugo’s, Mérimée’s, and Viollet le Duc’s interest in 
medieval monuments that had endured radical neglect was not only aesthetic. 
The restoration of the monuments (and its accompanying archival work that 
renewed interest in the history of the period when they were built) was cer-
tainly linked to building the French nation as a culture with an “indigenous” 
(or homegrown), aesthetically innovative, and ancient past.
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Restoration, Art History, and Contrasts 
in Nineteenth-Century Europe

Studies of medieval architecture had multiple purposes in the nineteenth 
century: historical education for the general public to bolster national ideol-
ogy in France, or, as in England, to support religious renewal; specific infor-
mation for architects engaged in restorations and stylistic imitations; and 
scholarly investigations, as art history emerged as a discipline.52 The turn 
to national heritage in European countries as a cultural project also reflects 
the monumental psychic losses of the period. England’s massive urbanization 
that began in the eighteenth century, by the 1850s, had dislocated half the 
population who were cut off from village and traditional lifestyle, and the 
displaced found themselves in unstable, often wretched city conditions. As 
they adjusted to urban life, the poor became the victims of this new economic 
and social world. When urban environments rapidly changed and signs of the 
old built environment disappeared, not only the poor, but England’s entire 
population was affected. The fashion of medieval fairs; the taste in Gothic lit-
erature; the paintings, drawings, and posters of ruined abbeys; and the poetic 
meditation on ruins or empty villages can all be partly attributed to the psy-
chic loss occasioned by this economic and social revolution.

England’s revived interest in its Gothic heritage emerged in this context 
of rapid and ineluctable change when all that was familiar was disappear-
ing.53 On the continent, the ruins created by the French Revolution and 
the Napoleonic wars were a visible sign of an absolute historic break from 
the past.54 By 1835, unlike France, England paid architectural homage to 
Gothic and blessed it as the official national style by selecting it to build the 
new Houses of Parliament. Spurred by the Oxford Movement, the Ecclesiolo-
gist, first published in1841, espoused Augustus Welby Pugin’s architectural 
commitment to Gothic as the most appropriate style for church buildings,55

while Protestant archivists, whose forefathers had vandalized the original 
Gothic churches, adopted Gothic as the most appropriate idiom for English 
churches.56 As Kenneth Clark describes the English architectural situation in 
the eighteenth century, interest in Gothic was a symptom of change, but by 
the early nineteenth century, it emerged to characterize the taste of an age.57

As England rediscovered its medieval past, Gothic emerged as the symbol of 
that time. Countless buildings expressing nostalgia for a simpler time went 
up imitating its style.

This turn is demonstrated in the number of books that architects, anti-
quarians, and architectural historians produced on Gothic architecture. In 
1817, Thomas Rickman wrote An Attempt to Discriminate the Styles of English
Architecture from the Conquest to the Reformation.58 Augustus Charles Pugin’s 
(1762–1832) Specimens of Gothic Architecture was first published in London in 
1821.59 Beginning in 1807, John Britton published an inexpensive series titled 
Architectural Antiquities of Great Britain, in which he laid out a terminology for 
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arranging the stylistic phases of English architecture (Anglo-Saxon, 597–
1066; Anglo-Norman, 1066–1189; English 1189–1272; Decorated English, 
1272–1461; and Highly Decorated English 1461–1509).60 From 1814 to 
1835, he put out another illustrated series titled Cathedral Antiquities in which 
he attempted to inform his readers about “our national antiquities in gen-
eral, and more especially that of architecture.”61 Britton’s illustrated work did 
much to inform the nonspecialist public about Gothic as a style.62 Rickman, 
on the other hand, made a survey of English architecture from the “conquest 
to the reformation,” intended as a support for those attempting “accurate” 
restorations or to assist those planning new buildings in the same style.63

Rickman, while identifying certain regional differences, however, situated 
English architecture within European traditions, arguing that the “national” 
styles (French, English, or German, etc.) are actually not contradictions but 
show that the buildings belong to the same families, a study of which contrib-
utes to understanding “the progress of architecture in Europe.”64

But it was Augustus Welby Pugin, the son of Augustus Charles Pugin,65

who transformed English architecture and arts in the nineteenth century. His 
book, The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture, published in 
1841, is considered one of the most influential works on architecture in the 
century.66 Essential to the early nineteenth-century reinterpretation of medi-
eval art and architecture and the “architect” of Gothic revival, Pugin built, 
designed, or influenced the creation of monumental architecture, furniture, 
and artifacts in England, Ireland, the United States, and the European con-
tinent all in Gothic revival and following the syntax (mathematical and aes-
thetic principles) of the original style.67 Of French origin (his father had left 
France at the time of the Revolution) and a convert to Catholicism, Pugin’s 
religion and aesthetic appreciation for Gothic architecture were intertwined. 
Baptized in 1835, in 1850, he wrote of how he came to know the Catholic 
faith: “I gained my knowledge of the ancient faith beneath the vaults of a Lin-
coln or a Westminster and I found it indelibly marked in the venerable piles 
which cover the face of this land.”68 Pugin’s nostalgia was for both the style of 
medieval art and architecture and for its religious content. In many ways his 
work epitomizes how longing for the past in the face of the radical contempo-
rary losses, whether due to the Revolution in France or the massive urbaniza-
tion and industrialization in England, spurred the architectural renaissance 
of the medieval world in the nineteenth century. 69 As Pugin laments, “How 
many glorious churches have been destroyed during the last few years . . . for 
the occasional exercise of the national guard!” and at the same time, “factory 
chimneys disfigure our most beautiful vales.”70

Pugin’s role in transforming the architectural landscape of Britain was 
unprecedented, because it was under his influence that the major neo-Gothic 
monuments, including countless Gothic revival churches, castles, and the 
Big Ben clock tower were built.71 Although disputes still linger about his 
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precise role in the Houses of Parliament, and Charles Barry was definitely the 
architect, Pugin’s ideas permeated the designs.72 Pugin’s The True Principles of
Pointed or Christian Architecture distinguishes English Gothic for its “sever-
ity” from the majesty of the successions of arches of the French churches, 
both peculiar to each country even though he argues, medieval “Christian 
architecture” was the same everywhere.73 Still, believing in a nineteenth-cen-
tury idea of nationalism as somehow inborn, he asserts national identity and 
patriotism as the reason to avoid foreign influence in English architecture. 
“Another objection to Italian architecture is this—we are not Italians we are 
Englishmen. God in his wisdom has implanted a love of nation and country 
in every man, and we should always cultivate the feeling: we ought to view 
the habits and manners of other nations without prejudice,” he writes, and he 
emphasizes that architects and city planners should avoid cultivating “same-
ness,” a trait he sees emerging everywhere and threatening to make everyplace 
in Europe garbed in a “nondescript modern style.”74

By mid century, however, the more pressing concern emerged as the 
method, rationale, and circumstances that would direct restoration projects 
came to the attention of antiquarians and a new kind of specialist, the art 
historian. Here restored heritage potentially became heresy, and the natural 
course of destruction and ruin became preferable to the falsity of restora-
tion. Goethe, as early as 1827, as pointed out in Chapter 6, had complained 
about how restoration projects turned into a travesty of medieval architec-
ture. Among many who raised the banner protesting the crisis, lies, falsity, 
and profanation about the restoration projects undertaken in the nineteenth 
century, four figures stand out: the Englishmen John Ruskin (1819–1900) 
and William Morris (1834–96), the Austrian Alois Riegl (1858–1905), and 
the Italian Camillo Boito (1836–1914). The “picturesque,” a word used 
by Horace Walpole (1717–97) to label Gothic, expanded by Uvedale Price 
(1747–1829) to describe the consequences of age patina,75 and also used by 
Britton,76 was one of the qualities of buildings worth saving according to a 
category of historic-artistic value adopted in William Morris’s Manifesto.77

“Picturesque” itself was a nostalgic glance to a simpler world that made cer-
tain remnants of the past a landscape painting. Recreating the past as some-
thing that had probably never existed, at the same time this imaginary past 
became the source of historical reflection. In the case of Ruskin and Morris, 
nostalgia seems the dominant emotion in their arguments about medieval 
architecture and artifacts. They dwell on the dichotomy between “authentic” 
art value and “historic” value and which should take precedence in efforts to 
save a monument, assuming of course that “authenticity” is actually possible, 
or that “historic truth” in a building or artwork can be reconstituted.

As this book has shown, at the time of the Reformation, the schism clearly 
had implications for artistic patrimony, for one party decided to destroy 
much of it. Simultaneously another kind of division described the differences 
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between the two groups in reference to religious art in particular that would 
resonate in the debate about the efficacy of restorations. For the Protestants, 
origins (that is, an idea of early Christianity before Constantine’s conversion 
and the contamination of the religion by pagan Rome) had juridical power. 
So, under the assumption that early Christianity had no religious art, they 
labeled all church ornaments as “idolatry,” which they chose to destroy. Con-
versely, restorations, under an equally “purist” ideology, were to be true to 
origins, no matter how hypothetical or historically flawed, and all intervening 
developments constituted a kind of heresy for the secular restorationists. For 
the Roman Church, on the other hand (as discussed in Chapter 3), tradition 
and continuity were the guidelines for religious practice, and this itself had 
implications for protecting or restoring religious art and architecture. This 
division between an idea of accurate historic reconstruction and continu-
ing tradition dramatizes another problem in trying to understand the past, 
and more importantly the difficulty in developing a conservation policy.78

As extreme positions, on the one hand, are the “purists” who prefer the least 
amount of intervention in buildings and artifacts, allowing them to decay 
naturally; on the other hand are “purists” of a different type, for whom pres-
ervation means whatever interventions are necessary to restore the building 
to an imagined “historical truth.” Although this is not within the bounds of 
the discussion in this book, as an aside, to distinguish “built” origins in the 
case of medieval churches is virtually impossible because in addition to mak-
ing extensive use of spolia, most churches were in a constant state of “being 
built” or being adapted to new liturgical and ecclesiastical needs or shifts in 
style. The changes from Romanesque to Gothic, or Gothic to rinascita styles 
are stunning examples of this pattern.79 Under such hybrid circumstances, 
ideas of purity are entirely anachronistic. While it could be argued that this is 
a casual rejection of the past in contrast to the nineteenth century’s scientific 
fascination with it, in fact, it reflects both a pragmatic and aesthetic apprecia-
tion of what could be carried over from the past and a commitment to the 
building itself, which invariably housed relics specifically maintained to link 
the faithful to the past in a continuous spiritual tradition.

Ruskin’s “Christian romanticism” led him to revere the spiritual beauty 
of medieval church architecture, identifying the “greatest glory of a build-
ing” as “its Age, and in that deep sense of voicefulness, of stern watching, 
of mysterious sympathy.”80 In other words, he belongs to one extreme of 
the “purist” tradition. Thus, when he contemplates recovery of the architec-
tural past, particularly as applied to the preservations under way, in “Lamp of 
Memory,” he laments that because the dead cannot be raised, restoration was 
the most grievous destruction a building could suffer.81 Restorations, in other 
words, like imitations, are similar to iconoclasm, a deliberate destruction of 
an authentic original. But Ruskin also adopted a nationalist idea about archi-
tecture, in “Lamp of Obedience,” claiming “every form of noble architecture 
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is in some sort the embodiment of the Polity, Life, History, and Religious 
Faith of nations.”82 In the preface to the 1874 edition of The Stones of Venice,
competing with Pugin’s as the most influential book on architecture written 
in the century, Ruskin lamented how his own book had promoted so many 
imitations of medieval Venetian art and architecture completely unsuited to 
England.83

William Morris, Ruskin’s famous student, founded the Society for the 
Protection of Ancient Buildings in England in 1877 to confront the destruc-
tive approaches to restoring medieval buildings current in his time. Funded 
by private donations, the organization is today the “largest, oldest and most 
technically expert national pressure group fighting to save old buildings 
from decay, demolition and damage.”84 It provides experts on restoration 
issues, acts as an advocacy group to save old buildings from demolition, and 
campaigns to maintain historic environments. The society’s 1877 Manifesto
directed a charge against the false and barbarous restoration activities that 
both Goethe and Ruskin had decried. Morris’s categories for valuing an old 
building included buildings deemed “artistic, picturesque, historical, antique, 
or substantial, [and] any work that educated, artistic people would think it 
worthwhile to argue [about] at all.”85 Noting the lack of imagination in the 
architecture of the period, the Manifesto highlighted the conundrum of resto-
ration projects: to what stage of the building does the restoration retreat; what 
is the aesthetic basis for such a historical reconstruction? Morris complained 
that unfortunately too many of these medieval buildings had been recklessly 
stripped of some of their most interesting material features. The final plea of 
the Manifesto of the society asks for the status quo as the “authentic build-
ing,” thus seeking protection, not restoration.86

Camillo Boito, an Italian architect and author, in a quasi-manifesto of 
1884, had even harsher objections about restorations. He covered sculpture, 
painting, and architecture, insisting about sculptural restorations, “No resto-
rations; and throw out immediately without remission all those that have been 
done up to now, whether recent or old.”87 About painting, Boito was more 
tentative, but concluded, “Stop yourself in time; here is the wisdom: content 
yourselves with the minimum [intervention].”88 With regards to architecture, 
he returned to Viollet le Duc’s definition of restoration: to restore a building 
means reestablishing it in a complete state that may never have existed at a 
specific time. Boito called this a lie, a falsification of the past, and a trap for 
the future, stating unequivocally, “The first and inflexible principle is this: do 
not innovate even if there exists a praiseworthy purpose for doing so. Better to 
leave incomplete and imperfect that which you find incomplete and imper-
fect.”89 In his specific guideline for architecture, he recognized that conserva-
tion requires miraculous intervention: “It is necessary to do the impossible, 
it is necessary to perform miracles to conserve a monument in its artistic and 
picturesque old aspect” (italics mine).90 On the other hand, if adjustments 
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are indispensable, and it is not possible to remove additions, restored works 
actually become contemporary artifacts.91 Boito linked restoration to a kind 
of iconoclasm, a heresy that masks itself as heritage.

The positions Boito adopted seem echoed more recently by Paul Philip-
pot, a Belgian art historian who was director of ICCROM (International 
Centre for Conservation, Rome) from 1971–77, who writes, “It is an illusion 
to believe that an object can be brought back to its original state by stripping 
it of all later additions,” mostly because ultimately the “original state is a 
mythical, unhistorical idea, apt to sacrifice works of art to an abstract concept 
and present them in a state that never existed.”92

By the turn of the twentieth century, Alois Riegl, the Austrian art histo-
rian, curator of the Museum of Decorative Arts in Vienna (1883–97), and 
president of the Commission of Historical Monuments, in his The Modern
Cult of Monuments proposed that other values exist in an “old work of art 
besides historical interest.”93 Arguing that concepts of time differ in pre-
Christian, medieval, and modern understanding, Riegl’s conviction that 
time is subjective94 directly impacted approaches to preservation, especially 
in the nineteenth-century context of restoring monuments to their imag-
ined historic truth. For Riegl, besides their art history value, monuments 
had many other values depending on the temporal context in which they are 
situated. This would challenge the whole notion of preservation of monu-
ments because if the value of the work is not strictly historical but artistic, 
then contemporary standards and tastes would dominate discussions about 
preservation. Clearly this is what had happened in the nineteenth century 
when restorations followed scientific methods to reestablish buildings as they 
were in some ideal and partly imagined historical form, the reigning aesthetic 
premise in the French reconstruction approach. In other words, the nine-
teenth-century French approach had blurred the difference between aesthetic 
and historic value.

“Age value,” Riegl held, was based solely on decay, as revealed in imperfec-
tion, and it appealed to the general population. In other words, the past was 
valued for its own sake, and the building showing its disintegrating tendency 
comprised part of its aesthetic appeal. Thus, in contemporary art terms, the 
building itself became an installation. This approach to preservation would 
require, as Ruskin had suggested, that the building decay as it would organi-
cally from the effects of nature’s forces.95 Riegl viewed the desire to maintain 
the monument in its unique time period with all age signs removed as ruled 
by historical value, merely one among many others. “Use” or the practical 
aspects of historic buildings constituted another value, for buildings in use 
where people can get hurt have to be repaired. It would be ridiculous to leave 
such buildings to decay naturally, he wrote. Finally, for Riegl, “newness” value 
was cause for yet another alarm in the whole history of destruction and pres-
ervation, for the modern fascination with the new absolutely contradicts age 
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value.96 Desire for the new would create the circumstances for another wave 
of iconoclasm, he presciently foresaw.

Inventors of an academic discipline, these art historians and art curators, 
observant as they may be, with the exception of Riegl, do seem conquered 
by a kind of Romantic image of the “authentic” and “pure” condition of the 
objects of their interest. Their repeated emphasis on allowing monuments to 
follow their organic course belongs partly to nineteenth-century nostalgia for 
preindustrial Europe and partly to “pure art” values adopted by art history 
elites. Both separate the medieval building or artifact from the context that 
had originally given it meaning. Pugin’s famous contrast, “Look upon this 
picture and on this,” differentiating a 1440s English town from an 1840s 
town, provides vivid proof of his sense of the decline of the “built environ-
ment,” with the prominence of smokestacks and the prison in his time.97

Similarly, Ruskin, speaking on the study of architecture at a lecture for the 
Institute of British Architects in 1865, insisted that “all lovely architecture 
was designed for cities in cloudless air . . . But our cities, built in black air, 
which, by its accumulated foulness, first renders all ornament invisible in dis-
tance, and then chokes its interstices with soot; cities which are mere crowded 
masses of store, and warehouse, and counter, and are therefore to the rest of 
the world what the larder and cellar are to the private house . . . for a city, 
or cities, such as this, no architecture is possible.”98 And at the dawn of the 
twentieth century, in a wistful look backwards, Rodin, meditating on French 
medieval cathedrals, also pled for continuity and for saving what remained 
intact. And no doubt with Viollet le Duc in mind, he lamented the folly of 
restoration, the idea that rules could reestablish what he called the glory of 
the medieval cathedral or its vital, “exotic” beauty.99

Also, in this context, we should recall the fascination with ruins that had 
begun in the eighteenth and thrived in the nineteenth century, prompted pri-
marily by poetic and fictional works and antiquarian studies. In Italy, classical 
Roman ruins inspired the drawings of Giovanni Paolo Pannini (1691–1765) 
and Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720–78), who combined architectural and 
archivist interests with marketing their art works for tourists because poi-
gnant scenes of ruins (demonstrating Riegl’s idea of “age value”) had seeped 
into the popular imagination. Northern taste (German and English) focused 
on medieval or Gothic ruins as the subject of drawings and paintings, as 
picturesque environments became the rage in the nineteenth century.100 Tin-
tern and Fountains Abbeys, both ruined by Henry VIII, remain stunning 
examples of this affection for the ruin in England. The admiration spilled 
over into advertising when at the end of the century at least three separate 
cigarette companies (Ogden’s, Wills’s, and Churchman’s) produced cigarette 
cards with etchings of English cathedrals and ruined abbeys, thus wedding the 
old to the new. The same impulse spawned the spate of artificial ruins that 
came to populate England in the nineteenth century.101 After the Revolution 
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in France, the ruins that remained became vivid evidence of fissures in his-
tory, and as such, they emphasized that history did not follow any teleologi-
cal imperatives: quite the contrary, history could be and had been radically 
altered through violence.102
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C O N C L U S I O N

Memory, Regret, 
and History: What Is 
Cultural Heritage and 
Why Does It Matter?

When Goethe called Gothic architecture German architecture in 
the last quarter of the eighteenth century (1772, before a nation called Ger-
many existed and before the American and the French revolutions gave birth 
to modern nations), he could not have known that by the 1830s, both the 
English and the French would also be claiming Gothic as uniquely national 
styles, appropriating a trans-European idiom to a national heritage. Ironically, 
in Europe in the nineteenth century, recovering the medieval heritage became 
one of the cultural means to build nationalism,1 even though the European 
Middle Ages had no political entity parallel to the modern nation. National-
ist sentiments demanded allegiance to the abstract notion of the “nation,” 
replacing erstwhile connections to place, vernacular environments, local 
saints and their relics, and a pan-European Christendom. The commitment 
of financial resources to building national cultures, coupled with European 
interest in preservation and restoration, did, however, lay the foundation 
for protecting heritage as a value in itself. Thus, even though restricted to 
national monuments, the preservation movements of the nineteenth century 
initiated the discussion that would lead to making national artistic legacy a 
world patrimony.

The developments of the twentieth century have introduced new chal-
lenges to the whole enterprise of preservation while raising questions about 
what defines “heritage,” or more especially “culture”; what should be pre-
served; who owns it; and where it should be housed. Those charged with 
preservation look with postcolonial eyes at what constitutes “cultural heri-
tage” as a worldwide concern. UNESCO, since April 20, 2006, has adopted a 
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new convention that expands the definition of culture to include “intangible 
cultural heritage” in addition to the “tangible heritage” of buildings, cities, 
complexes, and the natural environment, already covered by the World Heri-
tage Convention. Recognizing the massive changes under way due to global-
ization, this convention seeks to protect masterpieces of oral and intangible 
heritage, endangered languages and music, and living human treasures or tra-
ditional knowledge, skills, and performances.2 This new perspective attempts 
to protect the rights of traditional peoples, that is, those who remain living 
according to age-old traditions. In tandem, the convention works to protect 
the rights of national provenance and the rights of people and places with 
immense cultural wealth but little financial support for it. Both have emerged 
as matters of intense concern as historic and archaeological sites are raided 
and pillaged while people are driven from their lands to urban squalor.

Legislating Historic Preservation

With the birth of a wholly new idea of “national history” in the nineteenth 
century, interest in patrimony in the United States had turned to the natural 
environment, a first for the world. Yosemite was created as a state park in 
1864 when the land was donated by the federal government to California 
for conservation, but it was eventually turned over to federal management 
and ownership. In 1872, the U. S. Congress created Yellowstone, which set 
apart three thousand square miles in Montana and Wyoming “as a public 
park or pleasuring-ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.”3 An 
international agreement that reserved the land on either side of the Niagara 
River at the falls between Canada and the United States soon followed. The 
creation of Yellowstone as the first national park in the world began an inter-
national park movement, so that today some 1,200 national parks or wildlife 
preserves exist in one hundred nations 4 In the United States, a special federal 
agency to oversee the national parks was created in 1916, when the National 
Park Service (within the Department of the Interior) began to oversee the 
35 national parks. Its purpose was to “promote and regulate the use of the 
Federal areas known as national parks, monuments and reservations . . . by 
such means and measures as conform to the fundamental purpose of the said 
parks, monuments and reservations, which purpose is to conserve the scenery 
and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide 
for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave 
them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.”5

In paralleling approaches to European historic and artistic patrimony, the 
United States made the natural environment into an important national patri-
mony for the pleasure and education of anyone who visits the parks, as stated 
in the law creating them. In contrast to the European design and to its own 
innovative approach to the natural environment, the United States was very 
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slow to protect its built environment. For example, the only U.S. home on 
the World Heritage List,6 Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, was offered to the 
U.S. Congress—once in 1858 when Uriah Phillips Levy, an admirer of Jeffer-
son who had acquired the property in 1836, left it to Congress, and finally in 
1923 when the federal government waived its opportunity to acquire Monti-
cello for the nation. The Thomas Jefferson Foundation (formerly the Thomas 
Jefferson Memorial Foundation) purchased the house and land from the Levy 
family. This private, nonprofit organization, dedicated to U.S. preservation 
of the buildings and lands, receives no regular subsidies from the federal or 
state budgets.7 Most U.S. architectural preservation in the nineteenth century 
was indebted to local heritage or national nonprofit preservation groups (as 
in the case of Mount Vernon). Although Harry Truman signed the National 
Trust into law in 1949, today it is a private nonprofit foundation, receiving 
no funding from the federal government and dedicated to helping local com-
munities protect irreplaceable cultural property.8

Individual European nations were already confronting threats to their 
cultural patrimony earlier in the nineteenth century because of inner Euro-
pean colonialism and pillage (whether due to warfare, as in the case of the 
Napoleonic Wars, or the result of collecting mania and speculation). Concern 
about national patrimony in Europe led to probing the bellicose circum-
stances in which the antiquities of Greece, Italy, Egypt, and other ancient 
Mediterranean and Middle Eastern civilizations had been plundered in order 
to build museums and private collections in the European centers of eco-
nomic and colonial power—the case of the Elgin marbles, acquired by the 
British Museum in 1816, being the most infamous.9 Such theft was justified 
on the grounds that the “rightful inheritors of Hellenic legacy, in [Virginia] 
Woolf ’s words, were in London, Paris, and Berlin,”10 or as the noted Ameri-
can historian Garry Wills recently put it, “We are all Romans now.”11 Greece’s 
1834 law to protect its patrimony was a direct result of the 1801 spoliation 
of the Parthenon. The resistance to pillaging in the name of preservation 
has a long history. In 1892, writing the history of Italian legislation regulat-
ing artistic patrimony from Julius Caesar to the nineteenth century, Filippo 
Mariotti’s view was similar to that of Kwame Anthony Appiah’s remarks in a 
2006 article on the pillaging of Africa in more recent times. Mariotti wrote, 
“Thus it is worth considering how each civil society approaches conservation 
of objects precious for artistic and historic reasons. America, most powerful 
in money, seeks to adorn itself with the spoils of Europe, and other places in 
Asia and Africa, where brilliant civilizations flourished. On the other hand, in 
Europe and elsewhere, there is a constant movement against destruction and 
spoliation of monuments and artistic objects.”12

In attacking “Elginism” as one branch of vandalism or iconoclasm, Réau 
in the 1950s had singled out the Metropolitan Museum’s “Cloisters,” dedi-
cated to the art of the European Middle Ages, which possesses a number of 
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precious pieces removed from European sites, as typifying this kind of spolia-
tion.13 Such plundering continues and remains of great concern, especially in 
the case of countries that have rich deposits of ancient and medieval art and 
artifacts, like Egypt, India, Italy, Iraq, Peru, or Mexico, for example.14

Conflicts over provenance today are tainted with a similar bellicosity to 
that which fueled wars in the past. Just how widespread this theft remains is 
corroborated in the case of the recent recovery of an entire Byzantine chapel 
and more than 142 artifacts found in two private villas in Greece (2006). The 
thefts were linked to the high-profile trial of Marion True, former curator of 
the J. Paul Getty Museum, charged with conspiracy to traffic in stolen antiq-
uities.15 The example of Peruvian artifacts disappearing into private homes, 
never to appear again, is yet another case of egregious violation of international 
laws.16 Even assuming some acquisitions are legal, the question of removing 
artifacts from their original sites still poses problems with diverse opinions on 

Figure 8. Mid-East Egypt Antiquities, March 3, 2007, AP Images, Sphinx of Giza 
in the background, defaced in fourteenth century by iconoclast. Zahi Hawass, 
general secretary of the Superior Council of Antiquities of the Egyptian government, 
who poses in front of Sphinx in Giza, Egypt, March 3, 2007. Hawass told the 
Associated Press in an interview that if persuasion doesn’t work, he will fight for 
a bust of Nefertiti, now in a Berlin museum, that Germany says is too fragile to 
travel. Hawass rattled the world’s museums last week with requests to hand over 
masterpieces of ancient Egypt, including the Rosetta Stone, some for loans, others 
permanently. (AP Photo/Amr Nabil, File, AP Images 070510013777.)
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the rights of provenance. Appiah—in confronting the links among national-
ism, museum building, and historic pillaging, but also recognizing how “for-
eign” artifacts fertilize the arts outside their local domains—proposes a more 
cosmopolitan transnational view for housing cultural patrimony that would 
allow art works to flow from their source of origin, in other words, out of 
their “local” context and back again, much in the same way as literary works 
cross boundaries of time and space through translation.17

Garry Wills, in a recent review of a book on the Metropolitan Muse-
um’s collection of classical art, adopts a similar argument. Referring to the 
Metropolitan Museum’s agreement to return “twenty-one objects to Italy, 
including the famous Euphronius krater,Wills undertakes to discuss the issue 
of provenance and opposes the return of objects to their place of origin on 
the grounds that this idea follows from a postcolonial ethic that values eth-
nic place of origin over a universal claim that “we are all Greeks; we are all 
Romans.”18 But the claim that we are all Romans overlooks concrete eco-
nomic differences and contradictions in approaches to patrimony between 
cultures that are patrimony-rich and those that have financial resources to 
collect, a concern taken up more recently by the historian of Italian art, Sal-
vatore Settis, who argues that the United States collects at will, whereas Italy’s 
civic art collections are both historically situated and regional and the result 
of long-standing commitment to local values.19 If we accept a universal ethic 
in regard to cultural property, following UNESCO’s premises, and if we truly 
are all Romans, all Greeks (why not all Iraqis, Indians, Chinese, Yoruban, 
Egyptian, Mayan, and Incan, for example), then perhaps cultural wealth and 
heritage is universal—but we do name it; we do identify its place and time. It 
does have origins. Both in the case of “intangible heritage” and “tangible heri-
tage,” their existence stems from the places of their birth and continued per-
formance, although with enough money, whole cities and temples, of course, 
could be moved to the Arizona desert (as was London Bridge). The removal 
of heritage items to new sites not only impoverishes their place of origin; it 
also undermines archaeological and art history research and knowledge in 
situ that has the potential to enrich everyone no matter where they live.

Also, worried about destruction, plunder, and neglect under the auspices 
of the nationalist ideology of the nineteenth century, many European coun-
tries had produced legislative and local measures to protect monuments and 
artifacts, natural patrimony, and historic city centers.20 Strongly protection-
ist, major differences characterize the various national legislative measures, 
with France opting for expropriation of private property to safeguard heritage 
items and sites, as discussed in the last three chapters. The French Monu-
ment Act of 1887 made it legal to expropriate private property deemed of 
historical or artistic significance because the 1841 act, allowing expropria-
tion of “enrolled monuments” under the auspices of the Minister of Public 
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Instruction and Fine Arts, had not proven effective in protecting patrimony 
in private hands.21

Britain resisted any such laws, so that at the end of the nineteenth century, 
Stonehenge was still in private hands. Anxiety about the effects of industri-
alization on the natural environment led to founding the National Trust in 
1895, sponsored by three Victorian philanthropists, Miss Octavia Hill, Sir 
Robert Hunter, and Canon Hardwicke Rawnsley. Using the inspiration of 
the national parks movement in the United States, although it was a private 
organization, the idea of the trust was to act as a guardian for the nation and 
to oversee both natural and architectural heritage sites, with Sayes Court, 
the garden of the seventeenth century diarist John Evelyn, becoming its first 
project.

Italy is an especially interesting case because it did not become a nation 
until the last third of the nineteenth century, yet it has had a longstanding 
commitment to its artistic and cultural heritage on the local level, as many 
have observed. And outside of the voluntary brucciamenti delle vanità (burn-
ing of vanities) of Savanarola, Italy has never experienced the zeal of religious 
iconoclasm. We might recall that Abbé Grégoire wished that the French had 
a similar attachment to the preservation of its artistic patrimony.22 Enam-
ored with Italy’s medieval and ancient legacy, Viollet Le Duc, during his 
long sojourn in Italy, wrote to his father in Paris in 1836, lamenting that 
the French are far from equaling the Italians in their respect for their historic 
monuments.23 In Italy, he learned to prefer the medieval architectural and 
sculptural legacy that had never been damaged by hammers, fire, or vandals, 
as in France, to the classical remains.24

Italy is indeed an exception to the general pattern of destruction and 
mayhem of artistic and architectural wealth that occurred during the various 
religious wars in Europe.25 Perhaps because the Italian peninsula inherited 
Roman building laws since Julius Caesar passed a Lex municipalis governing 
the circumstances under which a building could be razed or built, Italy con-
tinued a habit of ongoing preservation and use. From the end of the fourth 
century, a number of emperors promulgated edicts to provide tax rebates 
for anyone who contributed to the conservation of public buildings.26 Cas-
siodorus and Gregory the Great reiterated this investment in the “old” that 
could be maintained or reused. As Salvatore Settis, former director of the 
Getty Research Institute and now director of the Scuola Normale Superiore 
of Pisa where he teaches art history and archaeology, writes,

In fact, as in no other country in the world and first of all countries in the 
world, Italy has been conscious of the profound connection between its 
own cultural history and its own future. I said “Italy,” and I should have 
said, the Italies, the Italian states before unification, in many of which, 
from the Pontifical States and the Pacca edict (1820) to the Bourbon states 
in the south, to the Emilian ducal states, to the Medici-Lorena family that 
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gave Florence its artistic wealth forever (1737), today the Uffizi collection 
and all the Medici palaces and libraries, the knowledge that cultural patri-
mony must be understood as a totality and thus defended has been most 
ahead of the times and acute.27

In support of Settis’s argument, we could turn to the Papal States, which 
had a program of ongoing preservation. Indeed, it would be an egregious 
oversight not to point out that despite occasional serious ruptures with the 
past (as the destruction of old Saint Peter’s to make way for today’s basil-
ica), the long-term commitment of the Church was preservation of build-
ings, including pagan ones, and spurred by humanist interest in the ancient 
past from the early Renaissance on, of sacred as well as pagan art.28 This 
safeguarding activity also included ancient and medieval pagan and religious 
books and led the humanist popes, Nicholas V (1447–55) and Sixtus IV 
(1471–84) to establish the Vatican Library.29 Beginning in the late medieval 
/ early Renaissance period, from Pope Pius II (Cum Almam Nostram Urbem,
1462) and Sixtus IV (Quam provida, 1474), through the nineteenth century, 
the Papal States’ mandates for the protection of secular and religious monu-
ments from the ancient through the “modern” era became the model for the 
Italian state.

The papal decrees show that the popes were worried about more than 
natural degradation of the monumental patrimony of pagan Roman and 
Christian Italy; they feared intentional damage, theft, and illegal excavations. 
Declaring monument conservation and concern for the arts one of the most 
meritorious of the Church’s duties for centuries, edict after edict prohibits 
the extraction of figures (statues, medals, inscriptions, intaglio, etc.) of any 
material and expresses concern that pictures, mosaics, manuscripts, and other 
writings not be removed from their sites. In 1802, the Doria Pamphili Edict, 
under the auspices of Pope Pius VII and resulting in his 1820 edict signed by 
Cardinal Pacca, listed seventeen articles regulating “conservation of monu-
ments and the production of art.”30 This was completely consistent with the 
commitment to the arts that had fueled the defenders of religious art and 
artifacts from Gregory the Great and John of Damascus through Thomas 
More and that led to the Council of Trent’s decrees covering religious art.31

Despite the fact that the French assault on religious arts is in the background, 
the nineteenth-century edicts interestingly do not give priority to religious 
works, but cover Roman, Greek, and Etruscan as well as Renaissance arts and 
architecture and thus can be considered a papal monument policy.

These edicts remain the strictest set promulgated in the Western world 
up to that point. Italy modeled its 1902 monument law on the Church’s 
edicts that went back five hundred years to prohibit spoliation and inde-
pendent unsupervised archaeology and mandate protection of the country’s 
cultural wealth from the ancient periods through the Renaissance.32 The act 
was updated in 2004, stipulating that “any ancient artifact from a dig belongs 
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to the state and can only travel on loan,” and no doubt added to the impetus 
for the return of the sixth century BCE Euphronius krater, taken from Sic-
ily illegally, which had found a home in the Metropolitan Museum of New 
York.33

Europe as a whole did not follow the French expropriation system, the 
Greek monument protection law, or the Italian states’ policies. In Germany, 
although each member state had developed formal monument acts by the end 
of the nineteenth century, no single law prevailed. Bavaria had an inspector of 
monuments installed as early as 1835, and strenuous efforts were underway 
to protect the natural environment by the end of the century. Prussia resisted 
the French centralizing approach, although it did have regulations about local 
antiquities as early as 1830, and antiquarians believed preserving and studying 
the national past was central to formation of national citizenship.34 In 1902, 
clearly worried about yet another kind of iconoclasm, public billboards, Prus-
sia had passed a law forbidding advertisements that disfigure the landscape. 
Indeed, in keeping with local concern for the immediate habitat, many of 
the smaller states within Germany represented model examples of care of 
the monumental legacy.35 The Austrian Empire, Belgium, Holland, Spain, 
Switzerland, Russia, and the Scandinavian countries had no monument acts 
similar to the French model, but all had various royal decrees to protect artis-
tic and historic wealth as well as local regulations. Sweden had a royal expro-
priation decree, dating to 1666 that put all ancient monuments under royal 
protection, meaning they could be confiscated from private hands.36 Thus, 
turning what once was deemed heresy into heritage, in the decades preceding 
the First World War, as part of a nationalist ideology, many European coun-
tries had moved to legislate the protection of their individual national pat-
rimony. This movement toward legislating national preservation occurred in 
the context of loss of former ways of life due to revolution, war, urbanization, 
and industrialization. It represents a legal effort to control the eroding link to 
the past; but because such preservation activities entail archiving and sealing 
off from the practices of daily modern life, such approaches to preservation 
also contribute to the rupture with the past, for they remake the artifacts, 
buildings, and even whole cities as objects of inquiry or museum property 
and site.37 Thus both preservation and destruction are Janus sides of the same 
alienation from the past.

Internationalizing Heritage: 
International Law, Conventions, and Priorities

The twentieth century, with its major wars, genocides, natural and cultural 
ruin, and a host of crimes against humanity, has shifted this focus on the 
nation to give birth to international agreements and treaties intended to com-
bat human impulses to destroy or expropriate cultural patrimony. Although 
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efforts in this direction had followed the First World War, the agreements of 
the twentieth century resulted from the traumatic experience of the Second 
World War and the resulting anxiety about future wars. Although I have 
stated that war-time destruction is not my primary focus, it is impossible to 
discuss twentieth-century developments without including the foundational 
narrative of our times, the Second World War, which delivered a new world 
order and the potential for destruction on a global scale.

Hans Erich Nossack’s The End Hamburg 194338 or Sebald’s “Air War and 
Literature: Zurich Letters”39 provide a sense of the horror and loss experi-
enced by the victors and defeated alike as they gazed on their ruined cities and 
buildings. But it is not nostalgia for a lost simpler time that is most evident in 
the major memorial sites and monuments in the aftermath of the war. Rather, 
the unprecedented destruction of people and places has inspired memorial 
sites that record regret and express guilt and induce a sense of shame and hor-
ror, while simultaneously reminding us of monumental human failure and 
standing as testimony to the defeat of monstrously inhumane forces. Ger-
many’s monuments to the victims of its national crimes constitute a radical 
departure from the usual pattern of war memorials.40 The Memorial Death 
Camp at Auschwitz, Poland, a World Heritage Site to symbolize “humanity’s 
cruelty to its fellow human beings” and the more recent creation of South 

Figure 9. The ovens at the crematories in which the bodies of European victims of 
the Nazis were burned at Auschwitz, Poland. Fresh flowers are kept in memory of 
the victims. (AP Images: 070417018598.)
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Africa’s Robben Island as a World Heritage Site, “witness the triumph of 
democracy and freedom over oppression and racism.”41 Both represent an 
entirely new approach to legacy. Despite the triumphal language in the 
World Heritage Committee’s descriptions of these examples of contemporary 
approaches to a monumental legacy, in fact, the sites do record the brutality 
and destructiveness that humans have willfully inflicted on their victims, and 
at the same time they remain as traumatic reminders of human cruelty. Leav-
ing the bomb-destroyed buildings as a grim reminder of the consequences of 
war, as Coventry Cathedral, for example, is another example of this historic 
turn. The recent restoration of the stained glass in the Lady Chapel windows 
at Wells Cathedral in England, destroyed by Puritan zealots in 1642, reas-
sembles the broken pieces as fragments. In a modern example of using spolia,
remaking the windows with the shattered pieces declares the fissures in his-
tory, thus leaving a record of what was broken while constructing something 
wholly new. Unfortunately, on the same occasion the painting of the Virgin 
Mary stuck on a pike to be paraded in a scornful procession is lost forever.42

All of these preservation projects point to a radically new development in the 
use of historical monuments, one that remembers human moral collapse and 
dramatizes human tragedies on a massive scale. Indeed, they invite a com-
parison with crucifixion art, with the difference being that they recall entire 
peoples being tortured or put to death in the cruelest manner. There is little 
consolation here, and unlike the nineteenth-century approach to uncovering 
the past that was tinged with utopian expectations of building new nations 
and citizens, these memorials record the failure of nations.

Although the postwar conventions concerning preservation, written under 
the shadow of the cold war and the arms race, convey a fear of the inevitabil-
ity of a future war, they all addressed destruction of cultural property as a 
pressing international issue. Already in a 1907 Hague Convention respecting 
Laws and Customs of War on Land, Articles 27, 28, 47, 55, and 56 prohib-
ited pillage (Articles 28 and 47) and specifically required besieged states to 
identify the buildings dedicated to religion, art, science, and historical mon-
uments deserving protection by occupying states.43 Article 53 of the 1949 
Geneva Convention prohibited “any destruction by the Occupying Power 
of real or personal property belonging individually or collectively to private 
persons, or to the State, or to other public authorities, or to social or coopera-
tive organizations [is prohibited] except where such destruction is rendered 
absolutely necessary by military operations.”44 A 1977 supplementary treaty 
to the Geneva Convention of August 12, 1949, which became customary 
international law relating to the protection of victims of noninternational 
armed conflicts, also prohibited acts of hostility against cultural and spiritual 
heritage, including using such acts in support of an armed conflict.45

The Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 
Event of Armed Conflict (August 7, 1956) adopted the phrase “cultural 
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property” as a conceptual framework for identifying what to preserve, which 
it understood as both unique to particular cultures but also worthy of being 
part of a world patrimony. Articles 1 through 18 lay out how cultural prop-
erty is to be protected in the case of armed conflict. As in the 1907 provision, 
responsibility for cultural property belonged both to the country or countries 
under siege (Articles 3, 8, 10, 15) and to those on the offensive, or to victors 
(Articles 4, 5, 8–10, 15).46

Thus, the Hague conventions, the Fourth Geneva Convention (August 
12, 1949),47 and the charters of the United Nations (UN), of UNESCO, and 
of the World Heritage Convention together represent an effort to prevent 
harm to civilians and to cultural property, while promoting international 
cooperation. The idea of creating an international body to protect world 
heritage emerged after World War I,48 but it was 1972 before the Conven-
tion Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 
under UNESCO, appeared. The charter for the World Heritage Conven-
tion considers any deterioration or disappearance of items of any nation’s 
cultural or natural heritage a harmful impoverishment of the heritage of all
the nations of the world.49 The convention emerged as a direct response to the 
1959 threat to the Abu Simbel temples in the Nile Valley, called the Nubian 
Monuments and now a World Heritage Site. Carved in the thirteenth cen-
tury BCE, during the reign of Ramesses II as a monument to himself and his 
queen Nefertiti, the complex was moved in the 1960s to make way for the 
Aswan Dam.50 The convention of 1972, which emerged in the context of 
this threat to the Nubian Monuments, was dedicated to the preservation of 
both the world’s cultural and natural heritage. The 1972 convention built on 
other twentieth-century international conservation charters that testify to a 
movement toward understanding artistic and archaeological wealth as world 
patrimony. The Athens Charter for the Restoration of Historic Monuments 
(1931), taking as its presupposition that “the question of the conservation 
of the artistic and archaeological property of mankind is one that interests 
the community of the States, which are wardens of civilization,” expressed 
hope that “the League of Nations will collaborate with each other on an ever-
increasing scale and in a more concrete manner with a view to furthering the 
preservation of artistic and historic monuments.”51 The Athens Charter laid 
out recommendations for the protocols that could regulate preservation and 
conservation on a global scale, at the same time endorsing the maintenance 
of the local lived environment or context where the monuments had been 
created and revered throughout their history as their rightful domicile.

The Venice Charter of 1964, written to set out standards for preservation, 
was adopted in 1965 by ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments 
and Sites), an organization that would become an advisor to the World Heritage 
Convention. Called a “prose poem in celebration of heritage values,”52 the Venice 
Charter asserted its global mission as follows: “Imbued with a message from the 
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past, the historic monuments of generations of people remain to the present 
day as living witnesses of their age-old traditions. People are becoming more 
and more conscious of the unity of human values and regard ancient monu-
ments as a common heritage. The common responsibility to safeguard them 
for future generations is recognized. It is our duty to hand them on in the 
full richness of their authenticity.” Referring to the principles of preserva-
tion and restoration laid out by the 1931 Athens Charter, the Venice version 
sought scholarly consensus for conservation that would establish interna-
tional standards.53 But we should be quick to note the charter’s deference to 
“monuments,” “age-old traditions,” and “authenticity,” all words laden with 
specifically European context-defined meaning that do not seem to recognize 
“cultural diversity,” all problematic in their implications and all open to mul-
tiple interpretations. These criteria could not apply in all cultural situations, 
and indeed the writers of the charter recognized that different countries and 
cultures could use the document as a guideline to frame their own charters. 
Furthermore, in many ways the appreciation of this monumental heritage 
is profoundly tied to the fact that the very process of valuing it as art or as 
history can separate it from its origins, making it an object of “universal” 
cultural importance to anyone anywhere and thus undermining the idea that 
an “authentic” context actually exists. As heritage, many of these monuments 
have ceased to possess their religious, devotional power or ethnic and cultural 
authority, thus also losing their affective “authenticity” to become objects of 
interest and sources of knowledge and delight to a viewing public, who again, 
might be anywhere in the world.54

The World Heritage Convention (WHC) adopted the recommendations 
of the Venice Charter in November 1972 and undertook to protect World 
Heritage Sites precisely because of the limitations on national efforts. The 
WHC aspires to educate, recommend, and make available economic, scien-
tific, and technological resources when possible for conservation of heritage 
sites, no matter to whom such sites belong because they are “part of the world 
heritage of mankind as a whole.” Confronting “the magnitude and gravity of 
the new dangers threatening [world heritage sites],” the convention holds that 
“it is incumbent on the international community as a whole to participate in 
the protection of the cultural and natural heritage of outstanding universal 
value, by the granting of collective assistance which, although not taking the 
place of action by the State concerned, will serve as an efficient complement 
thereto.”55 Thus, from the national restoration movements of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, we have moved to a global network intended to 
conserve selected items of the world’s artistic and natural heritage. Impor-
tant as this development is, we should note that designating a place of world 
cultural significance removes it, in a sense, from dynamic change, while mak-
ing it a static repository of the past, an object of interest, a museum, a site 
of pleasure, or a destination of consuming tourists, which introduces new 
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challenges to the heritage site. Thus, in this ideal status of removal from sites 
of violence or radical alteration, the heritage site can produce new tensions 
between past and present and between value as history or art and value in the 
economic marketplace, whereby heritage becomes a means of global com-
mercial exchange. On the other hand, designating World Heritage Sites as 
those that possess “outstanding universal value from the point of view of his-
tory, art or science” (Article 1: Definition of Cultural and Natural Heritage) 
defines heritage too narrowly, an issue that has emerged in the forefront of 
discussions of the concept of heritage and its connection to human rights. 
Upholding “heritage,” for example, as cultural identity may have the unex-
pected consequence of undermining minorities, as happened with the Babri 
Masjid Mosque, destroyed in India in 1990 by Hindu fundamentalists.

Clearly aware of this unintended consequence of apotheosizing “heritage,” 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a UN document produced in the 
years immediately after World War II, states, “Everyone has the right freely 
to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to 
share in scientific advancement and its benefits” (Article 27).56 In 1998, in 
what is called the Stockholm Declaration, at the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, ICOMOS restated the premise that 
everyone has a right to partake freely in the cultural life of the community.57

While affirming the duty of member states to protect this “cultural” heritage, 
which is constantly under threat, ICOMOS restated its conviction that cul-
tural heritage is integral to human rights. Defining heritage as the right to 
cultural identity, self-understanding, wise and appropriate use, and decision 
making about the heritage, ICOMOS identified these rights with the pres-
ervation and enrichment of the world’s cultural diversity, an individual and 
collective responsibility for all peoples and nations.

Although the initial declaration clearly stemmed from the racial and cul-
tural genocides of World War II, the elaboration of the fifty-year anniversary 
can be seen as the world body’s response to the great tragedy of the rapid dis-
appearance of traditional peoples and societies, along with their “intangible 
heritage,” predicted by Claude Lévi-Strauss in Tristes Tropiques58 as one of the 
legacies of the twentieth century. In fact, by UNESCO’s estimate, 50 percent 
of the world’s six to seven thousand languages are endangered. As local groups 
are absorbed by larger social and economic entities where other languages 
and cultures dominate, one language disappears every two weeks along with 
much or all of its poetry, history, and traditional knowledge. The loss of up 
to sixty percent of the world’s plant and animal species predicted by some 
biologists will also directly affect if not obliterate local cultural groups and the 
intangible cultural heritage of the learning, art, and memory they carry.

What is cultural property in this context, then? By the end of the nine-
teenth century, as a feature of the nation-building ideology in European 
countries, a culture of tolerance had emerged to support the preservation of 
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the heritage of individual nations, which came to be designated “cultural prop-
erty,” the term used by the 1956 Hague Convention, which defined it as,

(a) Movable or immovable property of great importance to the cultural 
heritage of every people, such as monuments of architecture, art or 
history, whether religious or secular; archaeological sites; groups of 
buildings which, as a whole, are of historical or artistic interest; works 
of art; manuscripts, books and other objects of artistic, historical or 
archaeological interest; as well as scientific collections and important 
collections of books or archives or of reproductions of the property 
defined above;

(b) buildings whose main and effective purpose is to preserve or exhibit the 
movable cultural property defined in sub-paragraph (a) such as muse-
ums, large libraries and depositories of archives, and refuges intended 
to shelter, in the event of armed conflict, the movable cultural property 
defined in subparagraph (a);

(c) centres containing a large amount of cultural property as defined 
in subparagraphs (a) and (b), to be known as “centres containing 
monuments.” 59

This definition of “cultural property,” which upheld national “cultural iden-
tity” in Europe, applies more specifically to “tangible heritage” and specifi-
cally to the European understanding of antiquities and to civilizations that 
produce fixed architecture and fixed artifacts intended to be permanent.

Now more than fifty years old, this definition has undergone repeated 
expansion in response to ongoing ethical debates about what cultural “values” 
are, the effects of rapid economic change, and documentation of the rapid 
disappearance of traditional people and their cultural habitats. A more global 
perspective has therefore required a more ample definition of what consti-
tutes “cultural property.”60 Today, World Heritage Sites are located on all con-
tinents, while “cultural property” has been expanded to include “intangible 
heritage” or “traditional cultural knowledge” of groups of people not defined 
by national borders; and that includes “art, music, dance forms, images, per-
formances, oral literature, handicrafts and other expressions of distinct and 
distinctive societies.”61 At the same time, some have asked questions about 
what is actually excluded from “cultural property” with such a broad defini-
tion.62 Furthermore, “cultural rights” can and do clash with “human rights” 
because “universal rights” and “local rights” often contradict one another. 
Because of diverse definitions of what constitutes culture, a concept that war-
rants a distinct understanding dependent on context, culture can include cul-
tural capital (accumulated material / social heritage of humankind), creativity 
(a more individualist approach that distinguishes “high” [historic/museum] 
from “low” [popular or traditional] forms of culture), or the anthropological 
approach which would mean a “total way of life.”63 If culture is the latter, 
universal human rights conceivably could and do collide with local customs, 
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just as local agricultural economies and local control conflict with global 
economies, the World Trade Organization, and other global entities like the 
International Monetary Fund.

Commitment to a “built” environment, this study has argued, is not new 
because we have seen examples throughout history of a similar concern for 
buildings, artifacts, and environments that both local communities and large 
institutions like the Roman Church have designated “sacred,” “historic,” or 
exemplary in some special way. Framing this conviction in global, secular terms 
that recognize the uniqueness of local particularities but claim respect for them 
on grounds of shared human “universal” values represents a dramatic new devel-
opment. This is based on an idea of preservation that “modernism” discovered, 
in its narrowly defined national model, and that the second half of the twentieth 
century expanded into a universal model of respect for local cultures.

Today, the battle line has been drawn between those endeavoring to 
defend traditional resources versus larger national and international inter-
ests who would prefer to brush them aside. Like the Reformation’s assault 
on the medieval ritual life, today traditional cultures are violently banished 
from the stage of history. Famous cases, like the 1995 execution of the writer 
Ken Saro-Wiwa for leading the resistance of the Ogoni people against the 
Nigerian government, and the multinational oil companies’ destruction of 
Ogoni indigenous lands and culture, are examples of this contemporary phe-
nomenon. In the introduction to Saro-Wiwa’s collection of tales, The Sing-
ing Anthill: Ogoni Folk Tales, published in 1991, he wrote, “The pre-literate 
society which these tales indicate is certainly gone; the Ogoni still fish and 
farm but their lives are ringed around today, not by spirits but by oil wells 
and gas flares, and the harsh crudity of Nigerian politics which threatens 
their very survival as a people.”64 Another example comes from Arundhati 
Roy (author of The God of Small Things), who opposed the Narmada Dam 
project in India. She contended that India’s 3,600 big dams have “devoured 
50 million people,” but the promised benefits have yet to arrive. Distressed 
over the destruction, she wrote of the Narmada Valley that its “civilization 
older than Hinduism, [was] slated—sanctioned (by the highest court in the 
land)—to be drowned this monsoon when the waters of the Sardar Sarovar 
reservoir will rise to submerge it.”65

In yet another case of similar resistance, Mount Graham in the Pinaleño 
Mountains, Arizona, sacred to the San Carlos Apache, was the proposed site 
for an international observatory. Untouched by “modern civilization” and 
isolated from one another for thousands of years, the plants and animals in 
the region represented “a treasure chest of biological diversity.”66 Dzil nchaa
si an (Big Seated Mountain) is considered a sacred site where the supernatural 
Ga`an dwell. The San Carlos Apache, with the support of many national and 
international groups, resisted the efforts to disturb their sacred mountain by argu-
ing that the planned site threatened freedom of religion, a heritage preservation
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strategy of Native Americans who claim natural areas and features as their 
shrines. Even though the courts ruled against the University of Arizona’s 
observatory, 67 in 1996 Congress passed a law making it possible to continue 
the planned project.

Thus before concluding, we should not forget that although international 
agreements exist and international bodies like ICOMOS and the World Her-
itage Convention provide the expertise and mechanism to at least support 
places and monuments of “outstanding” cultural and natural value, these 
organizations remain only as forceful as the national signatories allow them 
to be. As German philosopher Jürgen Habermas writes in The Inclusion of
the Other, where he wrestles with how a world government might emerge 
from our fractured political times, because the UN Charter both “restrict[s] 
and guarantee[s] the sovereignty of individual states,” it remains in many 
ways a response to a transitional situation, because it depends on the “volun-
tary cooperation of its members.”68 Indeed, international, national, and local 
economic and political forces often willfully violate the UN, Geneva, and 
Hague Conventions on human rights and commit genocide and other war 
crimes, mistreat prisoners of war, and leave cultural property unprotected. 
Today protection of “cultural heritage” often becomes the charge of local 
communities and activists who must struggle against powerful transnational 
corporations or large national entities.

Furthermore, while the “globalization” of cultural values has led to the 
idea of transcultural appreciation and protection of a diverse world patri-
mony, globalization itself threatens to engulf cultures and local economies 
into a uniform, faceless, corporate homogeneity. In other words, it invites an 
entirely new kind of iconoclastic destruction, as the case of the Ogoni people 
highlights. As Paul Ricoeur wrote prophetically in the 1960s in History and
Truth, “the phenomenon of universalization, while being an advancement of 
mankind, at the same time constitutes a sort of subtle destruction, not only 
of traditional cultures . . . but also of what I shall call for the time being the 
creative nucleus of great civilizations and great cultures [sic]. . . . Everywhere 
throughout the world, one finds the same bad movie, the same slot machines, 
the same plastic or aluminum atrocities, the same twisting of language by 
propaganda.”69 He could have added, in every urban area, we experience the 
same congestion, the same shopping malls and franchise chains, a similar 
skyline, the same advertisements, and the same graffiti, all new versions of 
iconoclasm and destruction of “cultural heritage.”

Just as the mechanical clock finally rang an end to the calendrical life-
style of earlier times, today climate control through air conditioning side-
lines nature, and global access to materials and techniques makes it possible 
to separate architecture and city planning from local materials and climate, 
irrevocably undermining the role of the local bioregion and climate in deter-
mining the city and building designs. Simultaneously, to sustain economic 
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growth, the ideological interests of modern liberal economics and the mate-
rial goals of large corporations dismiss both the older buildings and tastes in 
the developed world and the lifestyles of traditional peoples. In this situation, 
a return to the nineteenth-century idea of preservation as model emerges as 
elusive, and resistance seems beyond our reach. Furthermore, doubts about 
what constitutes worthy “patrimony,” even, or perhaps especially, in France, 
which contributed so much to national preservation, can paralyze efforts to 
restrain ill-considered growth and incoherent architectural innovations, shad-
owing the future with grim possibilities.70

In the monumental seven-volume Les Lieux de Mémoire (The Places of
Memory), reminiscent of similar nineteenth-century laments, Pierre Nora 
makes an inventory of the places where collective national memory (French) 
is “incarnated” (incarnée) but is rapidly disappearing. This includes the loss 
of local, regional, and national celebrations; emblems; monuments and 
commemorations, besides dictionaries; archives; and museums. Viewing 
the acceleration of history, Nora, in a sense archiving loss itself, recognizes 
a rupture of balance as places of memory replace memory itself.71 Debating 
“cultural heritage,” patrimony, and “intangible heritage” in this context of 
rapid and irremediable change contains an element of futility, yet it remains 
imperative to be observant, vigilant, meditative, and resistant to thoughtless 
assumptions about what constitutes economic and social improvement and 
change. Constant vigilance is required in addressing the issues at stake in 
contemporary approaches to cultural preservation.

Those who set out to deliberately exploit historic or natural resources, 
without respect to sustainability, context, age interest, or artistic value, are 
perhaps driven by the same compulsions that inspired iconoclasts in the 
past.72 Politicians and economists and business interests in the United States 
and elsewhere have consistently questioned or blatantly ignored historic and 
nature preservation on grounds that it stunts economic growth. A kind of 
destructive impulse lingers in the background, disguised (and marketed) in 
utopian rhetoric like the “global and local economy,” “development,” bring-
ing freedom of choice, “democracy,” “women’s rights,” and fighting poverty. 
To achieve their economic and political ambitions, like the iconoclasts before 
them, these social and economic engineers deride the notion of historic land-
scapes, vernacular or traditional architecture, and the need for nature pre-
serves, as, for example, in the case of the Alaska Wildlife Refuge. Exporting 
the new iconographical symbol system of skyscrapers, the McDonald’s Arch, 
or Nike and Coca-Cola signs as emblems of progress can desecrate historic 
environments as effectively as a hammer-wielding zealot of the English Ref-
ormation or a vandal of the French Revolution. Such threats to built environ-
ments that invade even the sky remind us how nineteenth-century European 
industrialism redesigned the cityscape.
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The 2005 World Heritage Convention meeting in Vienna addressed the 
crisis of the skyscraper that threatens to change every skyline of large and 
small city alike and on a global scale. Even the medieval Gothic Cologne 
Cathedral (begun in 1248 and finished in 1880, exemplifying six hundred 
years of architectural and religious history) made the World Heritage At-Risk 
List in 2004 because of the visual impact of the new iconoclasm, the high-rise 
buildings that dwarf, overshadow, or occlude, raising the issue of “who owns 
the sky.” Indeed, perhaps it is time to consider putting the sky itself on the 
World Heritage At-Risk List.

Economic, social, or ideological arguments legitimate the scorn for both 
tangible and intangible culture, imposing this new world of “images,” just 
as theological ideas justified the hatred of traditional religious artifacts and 
practices that iconoclastic movements sponsored in the past. Indeed, those 
who pressure for corporate takeover possess the same tendency of earlier 
iconoclasts, for they have a single view of the economic and social future that 
impels them to deliberately attack values that stand in their way. As with the 
iconoclasts, economic and political justifications clothed in palliative rhetoric 
direct their actions.

Figure 10. Israeli police officers patrol the Dome of the Rock Mosque (background), 
securing the disputed area of the Al Aqsa Mosque compound in east Jerusalem’s Old 
City, Friday, April 20, 2001. Israeli riot police secured the area after Palestinians 
started throwing stones following Friday noon prayers. The compound, known to 
Muslims as Haram al-Sharif, or Noble Sanctuary, and to Jews as the Temple Mount, 
site of their biblical temples, is the most sensitive spot in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. (AP Images; Photo/Lefteris Pitarakis, AP 01042002964.)
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As Paul Philippot highlights in the conclusion to his essay on “Historic 
Preservation,” long-term conservation must fight the causes of deterioration 
of cultural and, I would add, natural patrimony.73 Humans cause this dam-
age, whether due to ignorance, neglect, or deliberate destruction, as in the 
case of the Bamiyam Buddhas or the redesign of historic centers because of 
economic and transportation needs (as in the case of contemporary Beijing, 
where the vernacular architecture has become the victim of modernization—
just as Florence lost its medieval core in the nineteenth century to make 
way for the modern city).74 Furthermore, because of warfare and sectarian 
conflict, even when designated World Heritage, historically significant sites 
remain vulnerable. For example, Kosovo’s medieval monastery at Decani, 
since 2006 part of the World Heritage Complex of Kosovo’s medieval monu-
ments, was bombed April 4, 2007, which now puts it on the World Heritage 
At-Risk List. The most obvious example, although not on the World Heri-
tage List, but clearly in the crossfire of risk, is the Dome of the Rock in Old 
Jerusalem, built between 687–91.

In another threatened undesignated World Heritage location, Babylon, 
Iraq, American contractors paved over a four-thousand-year-old archaeologi-
cal site to make a helicopter pad while Polish troops dug trenches through 
an ancient temple. As victim of such spoliation, the country awaits a time 
when fighting has ceased and when its ancient treasures might be restored to 
something resembling prewar conditions.75 Until these conflicts are resolved, 
Old Jerusalem, Kosov, and Iraq’s rich heritage—world patrimony, on any 
terms—remain poised to become victims of contemporary iconoclasm.
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Controversial Words and Concepts

Adoration, veneration, and worship. Confusion among the meanings of these in relationship 
to images led to the accusation of idolatry. Adoration (Latin, latreia) is reserved for God 
alone, and veneration (Latin, dulia) for images. But in the Byzantine context, veneration 
(dulia) is close to adoration because both convey the sense of respect and honor due to the 
image as a prototype of what is adored or of what is worshipped, which is only God. The 
assumption that lookers are “worshipping” the artifact led to the accusation of idolatry in 
both the Byzantine and the Protestant image crises. In the Latin context, “adore” is prob-
lematic because it implies worship, which is forbidden. During the destructive outbreaks, 
iconoclasts lost the precise differences among these concepts.

Convivencia. The Spanish term used to describe peaceful coexistence among the three major 
religious groups (Jews, Christians, and Moslems) during Córdoban Arab rule (eighth–
tenth centuries) and during the thirteenth century under Christian rule in Spain.

Culture, and its adjective, cultural. A highly complex although comparatively new term given 
great prominence by the advent of cultural anthropology, a discipline that emerged in the 
late nineteenth century. In the middle of the nineteenth century, it was used primarily for 
plant, fish, and animal husbandry (the culture of bees, for example). By the late nineteenth 
century (1890), it was applied to legacy (as in “Nobody denies the cultural value of Greek 
and Roman history.”). Preservationists in the nineteenth century referred to buildings, 
monuments, artwork, and other such heritage sites, not to cultural heritage. But cultural 
anthropologists by 1875 began to use the word to designate “cultural condition,” as relat-
ing to civilization, country, or period. The term “culture” was given special prominence in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, which stated the right of everyone to 
partake freely in the cultural life of the community. The postwar conventions and preserva-
tion manifestoes, however, were still referring to buildings and monuments until the 1956 
Hague Convention, which used the term “cultural property” primarily to designate build-
ings and monuments. Today the term is so broad that it has come to include just about 
everything that people, in any defined group identity, do, ranging from ancient Greek cul-
ture to “football culture.” Because it is an anachronistic term, I have tried to avoid it when 
discussing medieval social and religious practices and confined it to its modern context.

Deuteronomic. A term used by biblical scholars who argue that Deuteronomy through 2 Kings 
form a single work, the Deuteronomic history, a composite of existing traditions inflected 
with the authors’ convictions about the history of Israel from Moses to the Babylonian 
exile, written about 550 BCE.

Heresy. From the Greek work hairesis, which in Hellenistic, Jewish, and early Christian texts 
was a technical term for a philosophical school or a received position (Stoics, Pythagore-
ans, for example, or Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, or Christians). It was not a negative 
term, but it began to take on negative connotations as early as the New Testament (1 Cor. 
11:19; Gal. 5:20; 2 Pet. 2:1) to mean sect, division, or erroneous teaching. At the time 
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of the first Council of Nicaea (326 CE), beliefs deviating from Christian orthodoxy were 
deemed heretical, meaning false teaching. From then it became a word used within Chris-
tianity to designate any belief outside orthodoxy or the correct teaching of the “catholic” 
and “universal” Church. By the Reformation, with the shattering of the medieval consen-
sus, the word applied to Protestants, splinter groups from various Protestant sects, and 
Catholics, depending on who was labeling whom. In this study, it applies to what institu-
tional authorities regulating cultural heritage (whether Church, ecclesiastical leader, king, 
emperor, or academic expert) deem dangerously “false.”

Heritage. Simply refers to what began to be called patrimony after the French Revolution, or 
what our forebears have handed down to us. This study adopts the 1972 definition of the 
World Heritage Convention (WHC): “Heritage is our legacy from the past, what we live 
with today, and what we pass on to future generations. Our cultural and natural heritages 
are both irreplaceable sources of life and inspiration. Places as unique and diverse as the 
wilds of East Africa’s Serengeti, the Pyramids of Egypt, the Great Barrier Reef in Australia 
and the Baroque cathedrals of Latin America make up our world’s heritage.” World heri-
tage, in the WHC definition, is a universal concept, making world heritage sites belong to 
all the peoples of the world, irrespective of the territory on which they are located (http://
whc.unesco.org/en/about/).

Icon. Usually, painting on wooden boards, in the Byzantine context, refers to all forms of reli-
gious art, whether mosaics, frescoes, decorated liturgical garments and vessels or books, or 
statues. Eikon, meaning icon, is a Greek word and is also used to refer to Jesus as an eikon
(or image) of God.

Iconoclasm. Attacking religious works of art including religious sites and whole cities, churches, 
and decorations, specifically those associated with religious worship.

Idol. In the Deuteronomic context, it refers to religious artifacts linked to “others” and exist-
ing outside the purview of the temple in Jerusalem. When this Deuteronomic notion is 
adopted later, idol can refer to any religious artifacts (figural representation and decorated 
cult items), whether pagan or Christian.

Image. Used rather than “art,” which belongs to the modern era, and including all decorative 
elements that pertain to devotional practices, whether statue, stained glass, fresco, paint-
ing, reliquary, or other liturgical items used in Christian religious practice. In the medieval 
context, “image” comprises a huge range of material objects besides those that we might 
designate “art” today. It could also include processions, gestures (as in liturgical practice 
when the Eucharistic Host is elevated), the Host itself, and even writing.

Mihrab. A single prayer niche within a mosque, sometimes believed to orient the devout toward 
Mecca.

Monument. A historically or artistically important building, statue, or artwork. In a 1530 Eng-
lish meaning, it applied to any edifice that commemorates a person, action, period, or 
event. In 1602, it referred to a structure, edifice, or erection intended to commemorate 
a notable person, action, or event. In 1675 it could apply to an enduring evidence or 
example. In this study, it refers to artifacts of traditional value in religious and devotional 
practice. The word monument has been linked to the idea of “cultural heritage,” defined 
by the World Heritage Convention as architectural works, works of monumental sculpture 
and painting, elements or structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwell-
ings, and combinations of features, which are of outstanding universal value from the 
point of view of history, art, or science. The Venice Charter designated a historic monu-
ment as “not only the single architectural work but also the urban or rural setting in which 
is found the evidence of a particular civilization, a significant development or an historic 
event. This applies not only to great works of art but also to more modest works of the 
past that have acquired cultural significance with the passing of time” (http://www.gdrc
.org/heritage/vienna.html).
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Morisco. The Spanish word to designate Spanish Moslems who converted to Christianity begin-
ning in the eleventh century.

Mozarab. The Spanish term used for Christians living an Arabic lifestyle in medieval Andalusia. 
It can also apply to liturgy and to architectural, art, and literary style.

Mudéjar. A Spanish term coined by José Amador de los Ríos in 1859 to describe the architec-
tural and decorative style of Arab or Arab-inspired craftspeople, who remained in recon-
quered areas of Spain. The word comes from an Arab word meaning “those permitted to 
stay behind.” The term applied to Arabs living in Christian lands after the reconquest of 
Andalusia. See Gonzalo M. Borras Gualis, “Arte Mudéjar,” in El Islam: De Córdoba al 
Mudéjar (Madrid: Silex, 1990), 191–219 for a discussion and description of this uniquely 
Iberian artistic style.

Qibla. Usually in the wall of the mosque to indicate the direction of prayer, normally toward 
Mecca.
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