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Abstract

In this article I review the exhibition “Art Under Attack” (Tate Britain, 
2013) as a case study to deepen the notion of iconoclasm and the ways it 
could be tamed or appropriated by the hegemonic authority of the museum. 
I maintain that some kinds of attacks on art are absorbed by the exhibition, 
making them less problematic and neutralised. Thus, I start questioning the 
notion of Museum, drawing the attention to its ritual and sacred character, and 
understanding it as a place of hegemonic dispute. Then I analysed the exhibition 
itself, putting forward essential differences in the restoration treatment of 
historical objects (considered “religious”) and works of art, which reflects a 
political strategy of appropriation of iconoclasm.

Key words: iconoclasm, museum, art and religion.

1 This article is part of the previous research conducted for my MA dissertation, and it was 
originally presented at the seminar “Religion and Spirituality in Modern Art”, supervised by Dr 
Aaron Rosen, Department of Theology and Religious Studies, King’s College London.
2 MA Christianity and the Arts, King’s College London, UK, ljimenezosorio@gmail.com 
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Resumen

 En el presente artículo, analizo la exposición “Arte bajo Ataque” 
(Tate Britain, 2013) en tanto estudio de caso para profundizar la noción de 
iconoclastía y las formas en que ésta puede ser domesticada y apropiada 
por el museo. Sostengo que ciertos ataques a obras de arte son absorbidas 
por la exposición, siendo presentadas de una manera menos problemática y 
neutralizada. Así, cuestiono la noción de museo, enfatizando su carácter ritual 
y sagrado, y entendiéndolo como un espacio de disputa hegemónica. Luego 
analizo la exposición en sí misma, destacando diferencias esenciales en el 
tratamiento de restauración de objetos históricos (considerados “religiosos”) 
y obras de arte, el cual refleja una estrategia política de apropiación de la 
iconoclastía.

Palabras claves: iconoclastía, museo, arte y religión.

Introduction

Images are often attacked during religious and political struggles, proving 
iconoclasm to be a contemporary issue present on almost the entire world. 
Recent examples can be observed in Iraq and the attacks of world heritage 
within the Mosul Museum, and others attacks on general heritage in war-
torn countries. However, these attacks are not always publicly exerted during 
invasion, civil wars or occupations. In the course of the 20th century, different 
ways of destruction and iconoclasm were adopted as a form of resistance 
within contemporary society, pinpointing iconoclasm as a creative force. 

Despite the efforts done to explain the attacks performed on images and the 
projections involved, it has not been possible to draw a consistent explanatory 
line or evolution. Challenging this, in 2013 the exhibition “Art Under Attack” 
was mounted, presenting “British histories of iconoclasm”. After visiting the 
exhibition I wondered what lies behind the narrative and what political effects 
it entails. Throughout this article, the main questions I will address are: how 
does the museum work or deal with destruction? What kind of narrative does 
it create in order to appreciate iconoclasm? Has iconoclasm been domesticated 
or transformed into something harmless?

Thus, my aim here is to discuss the notions of iconoclasm presented at the 
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exhibition “Art Under Attack” (Tate Britain), regarding their relation with the 
role of the museum, the narrative of the display and the uses of iconoclasm as 
an historical sequence. To achieve this, it will be necessary to address the ways 
in which the audience is implicated in the exhibition and the visual experience 
constructed by that relation. 

This article is organised in two sections. In the first part I will situate the 
analysis in museological debates, especially on the role of the museum and the 
interpretation of visual culture inside museums. This implies the discussion 
about the museum and the behaviour adopted by their visitors, involving 
ritual, interpretation, and curatorial intentions. In the second part I will focus 
on the exhibition itself, describing the narrative created by the series of works 
presented. I will analyse some of the pieces in order to comprehend or apply 
some of the concepts discussed in the previous section about the way the 
concept destruction has been managed. Finally, I will try to draw some partial 
notes on iconoclasm in the conclusions.

The role of the museum

During the last decades an increasing academic interest in museums and the 
social effects they create has been manifested. In this section I will examine 
some seminal works or some authors in this area who are central to understand 
the main debates related to muselogical analysis.

Before getting into details, it is necessary to point some notes on the 
museum itself and the place of the subject matter, since the script and place 
of the exhibition can lead us to approach a visual analysis of it. In this case, 
the exhibition analysed was located between the 2nd  October 2013 and the 
5th  January 2014 (“Art under Attack,” n.d.) in Tate Britain, one of the most 
representative museums of “British art” in the United Kingdom. It was curated 
by Tabitha Barber and Stacey Boldrick. The objects and works in display 
gathered the cooperation of a wide range of institutions (museums, private 
collectors, cathedrals and parishes, amongst others) in order to “demonstrate 
that iconoclasm is not just a feature of Britain’s historical past but is an ongoing 
reality and that the motives of iconoclasts, and the meanings of their actions 
have many parallels across the centuries” (Barber & Boldrick, 2013, p. 9). Given 
these directions, I will examine the ritualistic character of the exhibition and 
the presumptions entailed in the parallels projected in the exhibition.
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Originally, the Gallery at Millbank opened in 1897 with a collection displaying 
a marked nationalist intention: from Henry Tate’s private collection of British 
art, the Gallery intended to gather works of art in a lapse of time from the 
sixteenth century to contemporary art of the 20th (“History of Tate,” n.d., p. 
[19.05.2014]). According to Carol Duncan, the majority of public art collections 
in the UK were created along those lines, including The National Gallery3, a 
feature which emphasises the private and bourgeois character of museums in 
the UK. The establishment of Tate Britain Gallery was not exempt of polemics 
about the imposition of a particular (private) taste to the ideal of the nation. 
Despite this interesting thesis, I will narrow the analysis to the category of 
museum and how the audience is implicated in the process.

To some extent, to visit a museum impacts the behaviour of the visitor and 
marks a different space which has been characterised as religious or sacred. 
This mark is observable in the audience: the attitude towards the exhibited 
pieces, the isolation of the objects and also in the regulation of movements 
proposed by the museum staff. This sequencing of changes has been interpreted 
by Carol Duncan as the performance of a ritual (Duncan, 1995). From the 
façade and the external architecture of museums to the internal soberness and 
stillness, the entry into a museum suggests a change of ambient, where even 
the lights set a script to be decoded by the visitor. Carol Duncan maintains that 
this is emblematic of art museums, linking the secularisation process to the 
establishment of art and aesthetics within public institutions.

…the invention of aesthetics can be understood as a 
transference of spiritual values from the sacred 
realm into secular time and space. Put in other 
terms, aestheticians gave philosophical formulations to 
the condition of liminality, recognizing it as a state of 
withdrawal from the day-to-day world, a passage into 
a time or space in which the normal business of life is 
suspended. In philosophy, liminality became specified as 
the aesthetic experience, a moment of moral and rational 
disengagement that leads to or produces some kind of 
revelation or transformation (Duncan, 1995, p. 14. Bold 
is mine). 

Carol Ducan adapts the concept of liminality to postulate the museum as ritual. 
3  (Duncan, 1995) Chapter 2: “From the Princely Gallery to the Public Art Museum. The Louvre 
and the National Gallery, London”
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This concept was coined by the anthropologist Arnold van Gennep and later 
on considered by Victor Turner4 in the 1960s. By liminality, Turner implies an 
ambiguous transitional state that occurs in the middle of rituals of passage, 
where the subjects are situated in the openness and thresholds of the ritual, 
emphasising ritual’s transformative character5. Hence, liminality in Duncan´s 
argument appears reduced from the anthropological field to the aesthetic 
experience, but still appealing to a transformative feature in museums, given 
that museums were stablished as a means for informal education towards the 
moral improvement of citizens.

One of the problems of this approach is that it fails to take the audience’s 
experience and subjectivity into account. Crispin Paine has pointed out 
the passivity conveyed by Duncan in her argument, as the visitor receives 
edification and knowledge6 in return for the enacted ritual, after sequencing an 
“arrangement of objects, lighting and architectural details that ‘provide both the 
stage and the script’. The visitor follows a set route, behaves in a particular way, 
largely keeps silence and pauses to venerate a succession of shrines” (Paine, 
2013, p. 72). Additionally, Danielle Rice has cast doubts on the communicative 
implications of the analysis provided by Duncan, observing that 

The implication of this thesis is that the museum is a 
value-laden narrative that communicates its message 
effectively to all visitors, whether they know it or not. 
This characterization of visitors implies that visitors 
are mindless dupes of the powerful institutions that 
manipulate them (Rice, ‘Museum: Theory, Practice and 
Illusion’, in McClellan, 2003, p. 83).

Despite these observations, neither of the authors focused their attention 
on the problem of liminality and movements, gestures and behaviours that 
are effectively captured in museums. I may suggest that Duncan’s proposal 
is limited but interesting in so far as it pinpoints the place of museum as an 
4  (Turner, 1991) Chapter IV: “Betwixt and Between: the Liminal period in Rites de Passage”, 
93-111. 
5 Turner initiates the discussion from Mary Douglas’ “Purity and Danger”, proposing that the 
liminal subject is also a polluting element (not-pure). (Turner, 1991, p. 97)
6 This is particularly evident when Duncan exposes the aim of the modern museums: “the 
public art museum addressed its visitor as a bourgeois citizen who enters the museum in 
search of enlightenment and rationally understood pleasures. In the museum, this citizen 
finds a culture that unites him with other French citizens regardless of their individual social 
position. He also encounters there the state itself, embodied in the very form of the museum” 
(Duncan, 1995, p. 26).
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apparatus7, and lucid when noting its tendency to “reaffirm familiar, widely 
held notions about art and art history” (Duncan, 1995, p. 103). In other words, 
to understand the museum experience as ritual reveals the symbolic transition 
towards an assimilation of the iconoclastic aspect of British history and the 
subjectification it operates.

The museum experience is likely to be understood as a visual experience8 
which creates meaning through visual statements. As described by Duncan 
and Paine, the objects in display acquire a cult value which invests them with 
a sacred aura: their significance is grounded by historic, aesthetic, scientific 
and social value. Consequently, the approximation to an exhibition and display 
in museums is mediated by vision, as objects are regarded as images. So the 
ritualised9 practise can be interpreted as a religious practise10 to the extent that 
visuality mediates subjectification as sacred images and materiality mediate 
belief(Morgan, 2005, p. 8).

The distance needed to observe an exhibition inside museums is essential for 
the ruling of behaviour. Additionally, the gaze (Bryson, 1983; Mitchell, 1986; 
Morgan, 2005) is considered in the West as a way of asserting objectivity and 
a relation with truth11. 

Sight is the less personal of the senses. Today in the 
West it is also the most powerful. The deployment of 
sight requires a certain focal length, a distance, from 

7 Giorgio Agamben has analysed the implications of the religious, the sacred and the apparatus 
as concepts that take something away from the experience: “The term ‘apparatus’ designates 
that in which, and through which, one realizes a pure activity of governance devoid of any 
foundation in being. This is the reason why apparatuses must always imply a process of 
subjectification, that is to say, they must produce their subject”. (Agamben, 2009, p. 11)
8 This is not exactly the case of all museums, given new trends of curating special features for 
people with disabilities, including tactile explanations of some motives, audio-guides, braille 
inscriptions, textured surfaces, “hands on desk”, amongst others. Some of these examples can 
be seen at the Museé du Louvre or the British Museum.
9 “The current concept of ritualization, which has inherited the structuralist and 
poststructuralist emphasis on binary oppositions as constitutive of the sign, holds that ritual 
cannot be defined through any particular set of features, but is marked by its sheer difference 
from ordinary behaviour”. (Yelle, 2013, p. 24)
10 Many scholars have stressed the similarity of museums with sacred spaces and how 
Churches and Cathedrals are becoming touristic or cultural spaces more than religious. This 
process has been identified as a progressive museumification. Cfr. for instance (Agamben, 
2006; Howes, 2007), Gaskell, ‘Sacred to profane and back again’, in (McClellan, 2003)   
11 Nevertheless, the purity of what have been understood as visual media has been questioned 
by W. J. T. Mitchell in (Mitchell, 2005)
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its target; otherwise things are ‘out of focus’. The other 
senses, on the other hand, require proximity. Touching, 
tasting and smelling need us to be close to things, and 
are in that way senses which require intimacy and which 
enable familiarity. They involve the body more, through 
demanding and immediate close presence (Hooper-
Greenhill, 2000, pp. 112–113).

The exhibition “Art Under Attack” highlights changes with respect to images: 
the iconoclastic aggression implied both an immediate contact and a specific 
use/misuse of images and art, evidencing their materiality and their symbolic 
value. In some pieces showcased in the exhibition, where the gestures are 
preserved, the gaze becomes a differing touch (Nancy, 2003), a memory of the 
action and living testimony. Hence, the exhibition of iconoclasm entails the re-
enactment of a body gesture and its projection, the trace of something touched, 
subtracted, that cannot be reached again.

The exhibition 

As I have mentioned in the previous section, the positioning of any display 
at a museum is intentional and creates visual discourses that question 
“relationships between looking, knowledge and power”(Hooper-Greenhill, 
2000, p. 15). The exhibition at Tate Britain is not an exception: in a logical 
sequence iconoclasm is framed either according to the original motivation of 
the attack or the alleged nature of the objects. As stated by Eileen Hooper-
Greenhill, this is part of the narrative intentions of the display.

The process of making a display is a process of making a 
new series, of seriating. As objects are brought together 
new series are made, and statements are iterated and 
reiterated. New statements may speak old messages, 
but also have the potential to construct different 
ones. Through display, museums are can make 
new meanings which are produced through new 
equivalences. Museums thus have the power to remap 
cultural territories, and to reshape the geographies of 
knowledge (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000, p. 21. Bold is mine)

The changes occurred to the meaning of objects12 will be the leading thread of my 
12 As stated by Crispin Paine, “once an object is taken out of its original context, it willy-nilly 
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analysis, therefore, I will emphasise the assumptions which are in hegemonic 
dispute. In general terms, the sequence proposed by the curators of “Art Under 
Attack” starts at Religion (rooms 1, 2 and 3), continues with Politics (rooms 4, 
5 and 6) and ends in Aesthetics (rooms 7 and 8). The objects exposed follow 
a historical narrative from the Reformation to the contemporary arts, closing 
the visit with some paintings by Jake and Dinos Chapman made in the 2000s. 
Nonetheless, they do not include –for instance- the recent attack to a Rothko’s 
painting in Tate Modern (committed in October 2012). This predominant 
organisation of the exhibition affirms the acceptation of iconoclasm during 
diverse historical moments and embraces the aesthetization of iconoclasm 
itself.

Dario Gamboni has collected cases of modern iconoclasm around the world 
in his text The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French 
Revolution, studying in detail the motifs, interpretation and explanations 
provided in different iconoclastic scenarios. Gamboni rejects the overarching 
theories on pairing iconoclasm/vandalism and maintains that the first 
corresponds socially and historically 

…to the interests of those in power, tended to lead to a 
replacement of what they destroy by new symbols and 
to the prohibition of further destruction, whereas the 
latter, springing from political impotence, mostly failed 
to establish new symbols of their own (…) by ending 
in surpassing the aesthetic quality of the eliminated 
works, the ‘iconoclasms from above’ managed to be 
celebrated among the great dates of the history of 
art, while ‘iconoclasms from below’ were denounced as 
‘blind vandalism’: iconoclasm thus became ‘a privilege 
for the victors (Gamboni, 1997, p. 23. Bold is mine).  

It is necessary to differentiate iconoclastic acts that have happened inside 
museums or galleries and those that have taken place outside them; the 
context is decisive in the interpretation of the actions and in the way objects 
are treated afterwards, issues this essay is directly concerned with. Dario 
Gamboni addresses this problem in his chapter “Museums and Pathology”, 
changes its meaning. (…) The very act of creating a collection, or juxtaposing an object with 
another, creates meaning of itself”. (Paine, 2013, p. 14) Also Hooper-Greenhill: “The ways in 
which objects are selected, put together, and written or spoken about have political effects. 
These effects are not those of the objects per se; it is the use made of these objects and 
their interpretive frameworks that can open up or close down historical, social and cultural 
possibilities”. (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000, p. 148) 
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claiming that most of times institutions appeal to psychological responses 
related to identity crisis and desire of publicity (Gamboni, 1997, pp. 190–211). 
Up to a certain point, this thesis is related to David Freedberg’s analysis of 
iconoclasm based on an emotional response of fear, by which the power of 
images is acknowledged (Freedberg, 1989. Chapter: Idolatry and Iconoclasm, 
pp. 378-428). Freedberg associates iconoclasm and idolatry with repression 
and strong feelings of hatred or liking, stressing the psychological response 
to images. However, it seems that Freedberg’s understanding of iconoclasm 
is questionable, and it has been strongly criticised by David Morgan (Morgan, 
2005, p. 141) and Dario Gamboni (Gamboni, 1997, p. 195), exposing serious 
weaknesses in its reduction of the motivating forces of iconoclasm and its 
trans-historical presumptions. 

The differences between iconoclasm and vandalism are also addressed 
by Tabitha Barber and Stacey Boldrick, marking the criteria of selection 
for the exhibition. The curators of the exhibition interpreted a permanent 
transformation of iconoclasm from the Reformation to the destruction in 
contemporary art, predicament that concurs with the organisation of the 
exhibition. Its narrative reinforces the succession of time and history, replicating 
the secularisation/modernisation process; what used to be seen as religious 
or powerful is not sacred anymore, but artistic. The problem relies, then, on 
the artificial separation of those three threads that define iconoclasm, namely 
religion, politics and aesthetics. This postulation is evident in the general 
organization of the exhibition, but it is even more noticeable and vehement in 
close detail. One aspect that supports this thesis is linked with the treatment 
of destruction, restoration and the final object presented at the exhibition and 
the solution the different museums and institutions came with.

Regarding the Reformation period, most of the pieces are exhibited damaged: 
traces of stained glass, beheaded sculptures and paintings scratched and 
defaced are some of the main features. Their damage is now considered as 
valuable and the previous restoration is regretted by the curators. There was 
a piece in the exhibition in which this claim was denoted in the museographic 
script: the Crucifixion preserved at Norwich Cathedral. This is a remaining 
piece from the fourteenth century and probably pertained to a larger altarpiece, 
which was commissioned by ‘wealthy patrons’, according to the research 
conducted by Richard Williams. This piece was attacked during the riots of 
the sixteenth century, and presents scratching of the figures’ faces, defacement 
that is interpreted as a strategy of iconoclasm that seeks to be recollected, to 
be present as an enduring symbol. Williams suggests: 
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…their act of piety [of the commissioners] met with 
opprobrium of an iconoclast who scratched out their 
faces. However, similar scratch marks applied to the faces 
of the religious figures above, which can be seen on a 
photograph taken of the panel in the early 1950s, are no 
longer visible on account of the restoration undertaken at 
that time. (…) Indeed, it is difficult to imagine professional 
restorers today thinking that such a scheme overpainting 
would be appropriate (Williams, ‘Reformation’, in Barber 
& Boldrick, (2013), 65)

Williams examines the damage in the Painted screen of St Mary’s, Gressenhall, 
accusing the restorer again13. The screen displays four scratched panels figures 
of Saint Leonard, Saint Augustine, Saint Gregory and Saint Michael Archangel 
used to be and roundels carved from wood in which a pairing of angels are 
devoting the Eucharist. The angels are beheaded, probably due to the theological 
debates on incarnation and the consecrated Host during Reformation. 

The restoration treatment is completely different in the case of the attack 
against Allen Jones’ Chair (1969). The piece was attacked by a group of women 
who claimed its gender offensiveness; in fact, they poured paint on it on 
International Women’s Day (8 of March) as a way of criticism and denunciation. 
However, soon after it was restored as if nothing had happened. Even Stacy 
Boldrick14, one of the curators of the exhibition, explains how complicated the 
process of restoration was undertaken quickly and efficiently and with the 
assistance of the artist.

The situation is the same concerning the attacks by the Suffragettes. All the 
works are now restored as if nothing ever happened to them, differing from 
the photographs and documents that accompanied the works. It seems that 
the iconoclastic act is acceptable only as documentation, as an image of a 
past that is no longer uncomfortable: the claims of the Suffragettes are now 
part of the civic life; consequently there is no need to show the nakedness of 
the materiality. Lena Mohamed explains the role of the museum regarding 

13 “…the most severe damage to the painted saints on the Gressenhall screen was perpetrated 
by the incompetent efforts of a 1970s restorer. However the attempt to strip away the angels 
adoring the Eucharist was undoubtedly a reformer’s attempt to strike out a theology and an 
entire belief system from the religious and cultural life of England”. (Barber & Boldrick, 2013, 
p. 73)
14 “The conservation work required to repair the sculpture was extensive and challenging, 
taking three months and requiring the assistance of the artist”. (Boldrick, ‘Attacks on art’, in 
Barber & Boldrick, (2013), p. 138.
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preservation and how this is challenged by these situations, accentuating that 
some of the actions taken by the Suffragettes implied an attack on the gallery 
itself as a powerful site of protest.

Sargent´s restoration of his portrait of Henry James, 
like the swift mending of the Rokeby Venus canvas, 
encouraged the Suffragette action to be seen as minor 
‘blips’ in the lives of the two paintings. In fact, the attacks 
were an embarrassment to the institutions and the 
damage viewed with alarm and horror. (…) What is more 
interesting, perhaps, is the erasure that occurs even 
now, a century later: there is little mention in either the 
[National Portrait] gallery of these iconoclastic acts to 
the fabric of works in their ownership. This has the effect 
of negating the fact that the Suffragettes added layers 
of significance and value to the public. The piercing of 
the canvases and the scratches to the panels are now 
virtually impossible to detect, and with the lack of 
reference to the events it is almost as if they never 
happened (Mohamed, ‘Suffragettes: The political value 
of Iconoclastic Acts’, in Barber & Boldrick, 2013, p. 121. 
Bold is mine)

Acknowledging limitations and difficulties of gathering objects from 
different institutions, this erasure of the events was both contingent and 
strategic. Evidently, this gesture stresses the management of destruction and 
iconoclasm within museums and responds to the preservation duty mentioned 
above. Nevertheless, cases of attacks in museums tend to be considered in 
psychological or pathological terms, silencing their effects. This could be even 
more disturbing if we consider that in both cases the attackers were women. 

The prompt restoration and the act of erasure tend to suggest that there is an 
imposition of the triumph of order, contention and finally, the museum itself, 
operating a taxonomic shift on the objects15. In the overall of the exhibition 
prevails this shift of meaning in the objects, placing ruins in the past and 

15 David Morgan stress the changing of meaning in the iconoclastic process in the Andes, 
based on Richard Davis research. He summarises that the change was operated from 
objects considered as “idols” to their appropriation and exposition as “curiosities” or “art”. 
Furthermore, Morgan states that “these objects were presented as a new form of spectacle: not 
as aesthetic objects for visual delectation, but as trophies of the church triumphant”. (Morgan, 
2005, p. 128)
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controversial actions over works of art are now shown as anecdotic16. 

The last room of the exhibition that gathers actions against art allows the 
opening of the topic of destruction in the arts and its own transformation, 
alluding to the ‘Destruction in Art Symposium’, the auto-destructive art 
formulated by Gustav Metzger and performance. I would like to suggest 
that the exhibition (up to that room) is an allegory of secularisation: in the 
gesture of separating the different factors of iconoclasm in religion, politics 
and aesthetics, the exhibition presupposes a linear development towards 
aesthetical sophistication. This is also correlative regarding the post-attacks 
restoration; while the objects attacked were considered religious, they were 
not subject to be restored or renewed, but if they were considered pieces of 
art (regardless their social and political meanings and effects), restoration was 
quick and efficient. 

The last part of the exhibition appeals to the transformative character of 
iconoclasm, social criticism and a new appropriation of art as an un-capturable 
state. As Giorgio Agamben puts it; 

Secularisation is a form of repression. It leaves intact the 
forces it deals with by simply moving them from one place 
to another. Thus the political secularisation of theological 
concepts (the transcendence of God as a paradigm of 
sovereign power) does nothing but displace the heavenly 
monarchy onto an earthly monarchy, leaving its power 
intact.
Profanation, however, neutralises what it profanes. Once 
profaned, that which was unavailable and separated 
loses its aura and is returned to use. Both are political 
operations: the first guarantees the exercise of power by 
carrying it back to a sacred model; the second deactivates 
the apparatuses of power and returns to common use the 
spaces that power had seized (Agamben, 2006, p. 77).

Maybe it is needed to rethink the order of the exhibition: the destruction in art 
has been seen as a celebrated ritual that has enabled the appreciation of pre-

16 Crispin Paine refers to this attitude of curators as a tendency amongst religious displays, 
appealing to a new openness to “let objects speak about religion”. Alas, “they suppress all 
evidence of religious conflict –or rather, force it safely back into the past (…) There was a time 
when geographical distance made it possible to treat of conflict and oppression in distant 
lands, but today the only safely distant country is the safely distant past”. (Paine, 2013, p. 21)
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modern iconoclasms happening before the creation of museums17. Therefore, 
the exhibition should have started in the aesthetics, given the emphasis on the 
aesthetization of destruction and its neutralisation. Under that plausible order, 
Reformation would appear as the climax of destruction of art as the same time 
as its origin. Because it seems that iconoclasm is presented in safe boundaries; 
under historical time, political rights already reached and modern aesthetics, 
where the traces of attacks have been erased to preserve the untouched work of 
art. Hence, the object looks immune and pristine, remaining the attack only as 
innocuous memory. Maybe iconoclasm needs to be thought of as a profanation 
in its strong meaning.

Conclusions: notes on Iconoclasm 

It appears redundant to finish this article by discussing iconoclasm, although 
I think it is still important to indicate some debates around the concept. By 
no means is this an effort to close iconoclasm. In this essay I have analysed 
the ritual function of museums and the narrative they create in a visual 
discourse. From there, I have pointed out some of the pieces displayed in “Art 
Under Attack” and the restoration treatment they had once they were attacked. 
Notwithstanding, I have not addressed directly the notion of iconoclasm due to 
its accommodative meanings.

Avoiding overarching explanations, iconoclasm bears ambivalence in its own 
rhetoric. While I have mentioned its relation with vandalism, there is a negative 
identity of it: idolatry. Within religious context, the dispute on image is often 
mirrored between idolatry and iconoclasm18, and it involves the prohibition of 
representation, the impossibility of representation and the fixation of what is 
considered unattainable (Gourgouris, 2013). 

Iconoclasm appears as a strategy, mainly political uses or abuses (Gamboni, 
1997, p. 119), but also as institutionalised violence. The capturing of it implies 
the hegemonization of violence, and sometimes, even the resistance: traces of 
touches the pieces remain ungraspable. In the exhibition, the management of 
destructions aims to identify ritualised violence inside controlled borders. It 

17 Many of the window glass exhibited was buried and discovered recently. 
18 “The idolater has ‘forgotten’ something –his own act of projection- and thus be cured by 
memory and historical consciousness. The iconoclast sees himself at a historical distance 
from the idolater, working from a more ‘advanced’ or ‘developed’ stage in human evolution, 
therefore, in a position to provide a euhemeristic, historicizing interpretation of myths taken 
literally by the idolater”. (Mitchell, 1986, p. 197)
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is consecrated and domesticated, being presented as a nationalistic feature of 
British history.
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