
 

Tearing Up History: The Art of Revolution 

Tearing Up History, for BBC Four is a new programme presented by art historian Dr Richard Clay, who 

has spent his life decoding the symbols of power and authority and investigating how iconoclasm drove 

the French Revolution. Clay has a unique take on iconoclasm, having spent his life identifying the 

symbols of power and authority that many of us miss, and believes that the power of images defines 

and shapes the world we live in. When people revolt against their leaders, the destruction of art can 

have greater impact than a thousand political speeches and manifestos. The power of iconoclasm in 

modern politics was launched with the French Revolution, and has shaping our world ever since.  

Clay believes much of the untold story of the French revolution can be discovered by telling the stories 

of great moments of destruction. Who were the stone masons in the crowd outside Notre Dame that 

pulled down the statues of kings?  Why do the Churches of Paris to this day carry all the coded signs of 

anti-Christian State legislation? What does it mean, and who was carrying this out? 

Telling the story the French revolution - from the storming of the bastille to the rise of Napoleon – as the 

significant modern outbreak of iconoclasm, Clay argues that the French Revolution  reveals the 

destructive and constructive roles of iconoclasts and how this led directly to the birth of the modern 

Europe. 

On 12 July 1789, as riots sprung up across Paris, a mob on the city edges attacked the Barriere de la 

Conference custom house and ransacked its contents, decapitating a statue and parading the severed 

head through the streets. Two days later, as the Vainqueurs swept in to liberate the Bastille, governor 

Bernard-René de Launay was seized, beaten, stabbed and decapitated, his severed head stuck on a spike 

and paraded through the streets. 

History is peppered with moments such as these, when rioting - iconoclasm - serves a loftier purpose far 

above and beyond vandalism. Art is one of the oldest political tools, and its destruction one of the most 

potent political acts. Clay argues that examples such as the above weren’t the work of wanton vandals, 

but co-ordinated attacks on the symbols of oppression. Such instances occur time and time again 

throughout the centuries: art and images politicise our daily lives, yet it often needs a revolution for us 

to realise this. 
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