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  Factum abiit, monumenta manent.




  “The event is past, the monument remains.”—Ovid




  








  
Preface





  This book was born unexpectedly and in exceptional circumstances. In the spring of 2020, my previous book, In Truth: A History of Lies from Ancient Rome to Modern America, was published in the middle of the first COVID-19 pandemic wave and lockdown. The timing was not auspicious for the release of a book, if only because bookstores everywhere were closed.




  Only a few weeks later, the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis provoked a furious outburst of statue-smashing across the United States that quickly spread to other countries. I followed these turbulent events like everyone else, but with particular interest, for portions of my just-published book examined the early history of iconoclastic violence. One section of the book was titled “Icons and Iconoclasts” and another “Twilight of the Icons.” I had spent the previous three years immersed in historical research on the social dynamics behind the upheaval that the entire world was witnessing.




  I set about writing this new book in response to those extraordinary events. My first task was to consult the existing body of scholarship on modern iconoclasm. I was fortunate as an academic living and working in France, a country with a long and tumultuous history of iconoclastic violence. French scholarly interest in the subject has a well-established tradition. A pioneering work in the field is Louis Réau’s Histoire du vandalisme: Les monuments détruits de l’art français, published in 1959, followed in the 1990s by several notable works, including François Souchal’s Le Vandalisme de la Révolution, and Alain Besançon’s L’Image interdite: Une histoire intellectuelle de l’iconoclasme. In English, American scholar David Freedberg’s seminal book, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Responses, was published in 1989. Over the past couple of decades, several excellent books have added to this body of scholarship.




  The examples of iconoclastic destruction in the chapters that follow represent a fairly wide range of historical experiences, though the book makes no claim on exhaustivity. Other scholarly works on the subject have focused on particular case studies that are either absent or only briefly evoked here.1 My multi-disciplinary approach was not only useful but perhaps also even necessary given that scholarship in this field ranges across different academic fields. The fact that I am a political scientist on faculty in a university department of communication, media, and culture may reveal something about my particular perspective. I should stress that I did not embark on writing this book with any particular normative or ideological position. I do not argue that contested statues should, or should not, be toppled or removed. My analytical approach is dispassionately focused on historical events, the dynamics that animated them, the consequences they produced, and the questions they raise. In short, I focus on how we can understand and assess iconoclastic violence, past and present.




  A word about semantics used in this book. There is considerable debate among scholars about distinctions between commonly used terms, notably iconoclasm and vandalism. The debate tends to focus on the suitability of the word vandalism, a term that can be interpreted as meaning “barbaric violence,” compared with the more formal notion of iconoclasm describing destruction motivated by clear intentions based on beliefs or doctrine. Vandalism refers to Vandals, the Germanic tribes who sacked Rome and later migrated across western Europe and into northern Africa. In France, the term vandalisme was used to characterize the iconoclastic destruction committed during the French Revolution. Dario Gamboni, in his excellent book The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution, makes a distinction between iconoclasm, vandalism, and destruction—though he uses all three words in his book’s title.2 These distinctions usefully establish conceptual boundaries in scholarly discourse, though some have noted that they are based largely on connotations and remain open to interpretation. In this book, I use these various terms where I believe they are most appropriate when describing attacks on images, statues, monuments, idols, shrines, artworks, and so on. No judgments or connotations are implied when using any of these terms.




  Finally, while this book was researched with rigorous academic methods and was peer-reviewed prior to publication, it is aimed at a general readership. A scholarly book taking a multidisciplinary approach for a wide audience runs inevitable risks. Scholars in a particular field may find that the book does not sufficiently explore particular issues, or insufficiently engages with specific questions. This book also eschews academic style and jargon in favor of an accessible and, I hope, engaging narrative. While it is my hope that teachers and scholars will find this book useful, it should be noted that it is intended for a broad audience.




  To the academic colleagues who served as peer-review assessors of the book’s merits, I wish to express gratitude for their critiques and suggestions. Thanks also to Adam Ostry, who read various drafts of the manuscript and gave useful advice before the book was submitted for peer review and publication. I also wish to thank my agent, Amanda Jain, and Jake Bonar at the Prometheus Books imprint of Rowman & Littlefield.




  











  
Introduction





  In early March of 2001, a 31-year-old man wielding a sledgehammer marched into City Hall in San José, California. He headed straight for a life-sized statue of Christopher Columbus in the lobby and began smashing it repeatedly, shouting, “Murderer!”




  The furious hammer blows broke off the marble statue’s right arm and shattered both legs. Dozens of people in the lobby panicked and ran frantically from the scene. One woman, believing the loud noise was gunfire, fell and broke an arm while fleeing. The attacker stopped smashing the statue only when three uniformed police officers burst into the building with their guns drawn.




  The assailant, a Native American activist, pointed at the statue and shouted, “This man murdered us!”1 Arrested and charged with vandalism, he was sentenced in court to ten months in jail.




  Two decades later, a frenzy of statue-smashing triggered by the murder of African American George Floyd stunned the world. The upheaval was the culmination of pent-up resentment that had been simmering for years in the United States. The video footage of George Floyd’s agonizing death under the knee of a Minneapolis cop was the spark that ignited an explosion of rage against perceived symbols of authority, injustice, and racism.




  The violence quickly spread around the world. In London, activists spray-painted “racist” on the pedestal of a Winston Churchill monument. In the English town of Bristol, a crowd pulled down the bronze statue of seventeenth-century slave trader Edward Colston. In Paris, protestors defaced statues of French colonial generals. A statue of Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire was splashed with red paint.




  The outburst of rage against statues was wildly cheered by some, fiercely denounced by others. Many applauded as statues of hated Confederate generals and slave traders came crashing down across the American South. Others were outraged at the sight of Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill statues being defaced and battered by angry crowds.




  In the aftermath of the iconoclastic fury of 2020, we are looking at statues and monuments with different eyes. Statues of once-venerated figures have been knocked off their pedestals. Public monuments, many commemorating revered figures we believed could not possibly elicit controversy, have been pulled down from their commanding heights. Venerated icons have been defaced and mutilated as symbols of oppression. For the first time in generations, we are reflecting deeply on our relationship with the statues and monuments that stand in our public squares.




  This book is about why we erect statues, why they elicit such strong emotional reactions, why we sometimes attack and destroy them, and why we often replace them with new monuments.




  One way of understanding the status and fate of statues in our public spaces is to regard them as symbols of power. Throughout history, monuments have been commissioned and unveiled by ruling elites as symbolic expressions of authority. The presence of monuments in public squares sends powerful messages into the culture and shapes collective memory. They symbolize values that suggest how we are meant to understand the past. Public iconography—heroes glorified in marble and bronze, profiles etched on coins, monuments commemorating historic events, works of art adorning urban spaces—reminds us of what is worthy of respect, obedience, admiration, even veneration.




  Violence against statues is frequently a revolt against power. Attacks on public monuments are attempts to destroy their symbolic authority. When people assail and mutilate public monuments, they are attacking symbols of a religion, a political regime, or a social order. Iconoclastic destruction is often an act of defiance that makes claims on social justice. The defacement of a statue is an expiatory ritual that purifies the corrupt and overthrows the oppressive.




  For some, it is puzzling that people have such strong reactions to public monuments. They are, after all, merely objects, made of marble, bronze, or stone. Many statues in public squares are oddly invisible, largely unnoticed or completely ignored, gathering bird droppings. And yet, at certain moments in time, they suddenly come alive, as if resurrected, infused with life, and speak to us powerfully.




  We react strongly to statues and images because we invest power in them as symbols. They occupy a higher ontological status in our imaginations. They symbolize values and elicit powerful feelings of identity and belonging—to clan, to race, to nation, to empire, to religion. Those who smash statues believe they are neutralizing their power in the hearts and minds of those who venerate them. When engaging in acts of destruction, iconoclasts are acknowledging the symbolic power of the objects they attack. Sometimes the statue is conflated with the figure represented. In the mind of the assailants, there is no difference between bronze and flesh. They look upon the figures represented as if they are alive and their authority intact. The Native American activist who took a sledgehammer to the statue of Christopher Columbus shouted, “This man murdered us!” In his mind, the statue was Columbus himself.




  Some regard violence against statues as irrational or fanatical acts. Attackers of statues are judged as deranged or mentally unstable. In 1972, a man in Rome took a hammer to Michelangelo’s famous Pietà sculpture while declaring himself to be “Christ risen from the dead.” He was arrested and committed to a psychiatric hospital. When not attributed to mental disorders, iconoclastic violence is frequently condemned as “medieval” vandalism. Following the defacement of statues in England, British prime minister Boris Johnson condemned “know-nothing cancel-culture iconoclasm.” Describing statue-toppling as “barbaric,” Johnson added, “I believe in putting statues up, not tearing them down.”2 Those who agree with him regard attacks on public monuments as senseless violence and public disorder. Not everyone shares this view. Others regard statue-toppling as a legitimate form of revolt against social injustice.




  In truth, violence against statues can be attributed to a diverse range of motives—from individual psychosis and religious fanaticism to political ideology, social protest, acts of war, even financial gain. People gaze upon statues and images with intense and often-conflicted emotions—reverence, pride, gratitude, grief, fear, shame, contempt, hatred, even erotic desire. “People are sexually aroused by pictures and sculptures,” observed art historian David Freedberg in his book, The Power of Images. “They break pictures and sculptures; they mutilate them, kiss them, cry before them, and go on journeys to them; they are calmed by them, stirred by them, and incited to revolt.”3




  Another important dynamic that can help us understand why we erect and destroy statues is time. It is frequently claimed that toppling statues is an “attack on history,” or an attempt to “erase the past.” The destruction of statues is violence that makes claims on how the past should be remembered. Collective memory is constructed around both the erection and destruction of statues. These acts, whatever their motives, introduce the notion of time into the fate of monuments.




  Humans are mortal, occupying time only briefly, but monuments endure long after the generation that unveiled them has vanished. We are still gazing upon statues from ancient civilizations and contemplate them in our museums—for example, the Venus de Milo in the Louvre. The creation of a statue is an attempt to stop time, so to speak, to confer permanence on a symbol and, by doing so, to project the values it represents into the future. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche described monuments as a “protest against the change and decay of generations and transience.”4




  Nietzsche articulated a philosophy of history around this idea. How much those living in the present require the services of history, he argued, is a fundamental question for every generation. Nietzsche identified three types of history: monumental, antiquarian, and critical. Monumental history holds up heroic models to imitate—Moses, Pericles, Julius Caesar, Napoleon. It is the history of “mythic fiction” meant to inspire. Antiquarian history, on the other hand, is the scholarly process of preserving and venerating the past without any particular passion. Critical history is different. Its goal is to shatter and dissolve history by “bringing the past before a tribunal, painstakingly interrogating it, and finally condemning it.” Proponents of critical history, observed Nietzsche, are “suffering and in need of emancipation.” They are driven not by a desire for greatness, but by a compulsion to “sit in judgement and pass judgment.”5 These three models of history can help us understand our contemporary debates about statues. Conflicts over monuments today are, in many respects, pitched battles between monumental and critical values toward the past and their rival claims on collective memory.




  These tensions also explain why statue-toppling is regarded not only as an assault on symbols of power but also, more widely, as a concerted attack on the past. Conflicts over statues are struggles to control narratives about the past. The past consequently becomes a battleground. The destruction of a statue asserts the primacy of present-day values over those of previous eras. As a result, history is constantly on trial. Rivalry over historical narratives is a dispute that is never entirely settled. As George Orwell observed: “Who controls the past controls the future; who controls the present controls the past.”6 It might be said, in the same spirit, that disputes about statues and monuments are power struggles to shape the future of our past.




  Those who defend statue-toppling often remark that monuments don’t represent “history.” They are merely objects of propaganda from previous epochs. This is undoubtedly true, but violence inflicted on statues is no different. Iconoclasm, like the erection of statues, is a form of discourse. Those who smash statues are making their voices heard by performative violence motivated by religion, politics, and social revolt. Acts of iconoclasm are expressions of ideology and propaganda, though we sometimes use the more palatable term values to justify them. The motivation behind iconoclastic destruction is sometimes to assert dogmas and ideological certitudes, sometimes to inflict punishments on perceived moral sins of the past, sometimes to attract publicity for present-day causes. We witness this when protest groups such as Extinction Rebellion commit public acts of vandalism to sound apocalyptical alarm over the global environmental crisis. Their protests are similar to the iconoclastic violence of British suffragettes who, more than a century ago, mutilated famous paintings in London art galleries to bring attention to the cause of women’s voting rights. If war is politics by other means, iconoclasm is speech by other means.




  Sometimes iconoclastic violence marks a total rupture with the past. The Jacobins in revolutionary France, for example, were determined to obliterate every symbolic vestige of the past and construct a new social order with its own symbols. They even stopped the clock and invented a new French republican calendar beginning in Year I. Monuments can also be symbols of an imagined future: at world fairs bold futurist designs are displayed to be contemplated with marvel and awe. A famous illustration of this is the Eiffel Tower, erected for the Paris world’s fair in 1889. Made of puddle iron, it was an architectural symbol that boldly announced the modern age. For those who gazed upon the Eiffel Tower in the 1890s, it represented the shock of the new. Parisians living in the Eiffel Tower’s shadow were particularly shocked. Many hated it. A petition even circulated in Paris to have it torn down. Yet not only did the Eiffel Tower survive the revulsion of the Belle Époque, today it is universally regarded as an awe-inspiring icon that evokes romance, nostalgia, and an aura of everything quintessentially French. Monuments despised in one era are revered in the next, and vice versa.




  Today’s heated debates about contested statues, like the petition against the Eiffel Tower, are frequently framed as a what-to-do dilemma. Should they be preserved, destroyed, or modified? This question is normatively charged because, for those who contest statues, it suggests that “something must be done” with them. The assertion arrogates entitlement to the present generation as moral arbiters who judge and decide the fate of statues erected in the past. Questions raised by contested statues—domination, exploitation, injustice—are legitimate and need to be debated. It is important to keep in mind, however, that the judgments of the present day are filtered by the norms and values of only one moment in time. If Parisians in the 1890s had prevailed, the Eiffel Tower would not be standing today. It is worth asking: Does the verdict on a legacy of monuments belong to any one generation?




  A related question is why attacks on statues have suddenly flared up today. Is there something unique about our own age that makes us more susceptible to rage against public monuments inherited from the past? Some argue that iconoclastic rage today is a symptom of our cultural obsession with collective memory and its claims on social justice. Memory today has been elevated to the status of a cult. Others claim that today’s statue-smashing fever is an essentially American phenomenon, a resurgence of iconoclastic neo-puritanism that resonates and reflects contemporary “woke” values. That it has spread to other countries, it is claimed, is testimony to the global influence of American cultural ideology.




  Yet statue-smashing is not unique to our own age, let alone to American culture. Iconoclastic violence is a long and turbulent saga stretching back to ancient civilizations. Widespread acts of iconoclasm tend to erupt at pivotal points in history, however, usually as symptoms of upheaval and dislocation. We are living in one of these moments today. This book attempts to discover and examine the causes and consequences.




  The book’s thematic framework is structured around the following observation: iconoclastic eruptions are symptoms of religious, political, and social upheaval. The book is accordingly organized into three sections—“Religion,” “Revolution,” “Revolt”—examining these three categories of iconoclastic violence. Each section contains five chapters focused on specific illustrations of iconoclastic upheaval with a careful eye to identifying historical patterns that establish connections between the past and present. The term iconoclasm (from the Greek eikon and klastes for “image breaker”) is used broadly, extending beyond icons and statues to include idols, relics, shrines, tombstones, sculptures, and paintings.




  Religion




  The book’s first section examines violence against statues motivated primarily by religion. Religious iconoclasm is frequently commanded by faith to destroy idols and icons prohibited by scriptural doctrine. Iconoclasm is violence inflicted on false gods or proscribed images in the name of the one “true” religion. It is driven by an inflexible determination to smash, obliterate, and erase every trace of the symbols under assault. In many cases, religiously motivated violence is ritualized, sometimes accompanied by ecstatic emotions of exultation, chanting, and singing. It will be argued that we can witness the repercussions of religiously driven violence against statues in acts of political and social iconoclasm today.




  The first chapter explores the religious origins of iconoclasm starting with the Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas. Chapter 2 focuses on early Christian destruction of pagan statues and religious idols in the Roman Empire. Chapter 3 begins in ancient Greece with Herostratus’s destruction of the Temple of Artemis to achieve everlasting fame. His damnatio memoriae sentence—or memory erasure—is compared with the moral punishments in today’s “cancel culture” and attacks on celebrity icons such as John Lennon. Chapter 4 explores the religious taboo of the “forbidden image,” especially in Renaissance Italy where the charismatic monk Savonarola organized “bonfires of the vanities” whose flames consumed sinful works of art in public purification rituals. Chapter 5 examines the Conquistador invasion of Mexico and subjugation of native populations, resulting in the destruction of an entire civilization and its symbols in the name of the Christian faith.




  
Revolution




  The second section addresses political violence against statues and images at turning points of revolutionary rupture when an existing order is forcibly overthrown—or regime change. The agents of revolution are motivated by an ideological program of political violence, iconoclastic destruction, and symbolic replacement. Iconoclastic violence entails systematic obliteration of the old order’s symbols of authority.




  The opening chapter on revolution examines iconoclastic violence in early modern England: firstly, Henry VIII’s rupture with the Catholic Church; and secondly, Puritan statue-smashing during the Civil War. Chapter 7 shifts the focus to America, where revolution exploded in 1776 with a founding act of iconoclasm: patriots attacked an equestrian statue of king George III in lower Manhattan. Chapter 8 turns to the French Revolution, sparked by the destruction of the Bastille and followed by wholesale erasure of the Ancien Régime’s statues and symbols. Chapter 9 examines the organized destruction of monuments under Marxist states in Russia and China, where revolutionaries destroyed religious symbols to construct a new system of iconography around communist ideology. The iconography of Nazi Germany is the focus of Chapter 10, which examines Adolf Hitler’s visual propaganda and the post-war “de-Nazification” program aimed at purging every physical trace of the Third Reich.




  Revolt




  The third section examines iconoclasm as revolt, defined as spontaneous outbursts of violence against statues as symbols of social injustice and oppression. Protestors are animated by a spirit of revolt that makes claim on collective memory. These iconoclastic revolts generally lack a clearly articulated political program beyond claims of victimhood and calls for remedies for past injustices. More importantly, in contrast to revolutionary iconoclasm, statue-smashing revolts do not generally seek to overthrow and usurp power in the short term.




  The first chapter in this final section begins with the sixteenth-century Beeldenstorm iconoclastic violence that swept through the Dutch provinces in a popular revolt against the Hapsburg monarchy and Catholic Church. Chapter 12 explores violence against works of art, starting with suffragette Mary Richardson’s defacing of Velazquez’s Rokeby Venus painting in 1914. Chapter 13 examines the “statue mania” era in the late nineteenth century and its legacy of heroic “great man” monuments that today are targeted by the Black Lives Matter movement. Chapter 14 traces the cultural shift in America from “statue mania” to “memorial mania” and its cultural obsession with collective memory and monuments as expressions of public emotions. The book’s final chapter examines new forms of iconoclastic protest—street art, graffiti, internet memes, holograms—and their implications for the future of public iconography.
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  It should be underscored that these three categories—religion, revolution, revolt—are not separated by impermeable boundaries, but overlap and interpenetrate. Iconoclastic violence that is religiously motivated can also have political implications, and vice versa. Similarly, statue-smashing as spontaneous revolt frequently is driven by a political agenda, and sometimes reveals characteristics associated with quasi-religious fervor. The book’s structure is meant to establish a thematic framework that will help identify and assess recurrent patterns of iconoclastic violence across all three categories.




  The dynamics of iconoclastic violence, as we shall see throughout the chapters that follow, vary according to different historical circumstances. In some instances, assaults on statues are organized, top-down forms of violence. This type of iconoclasm usually occurs when a political movement or religion overthrows an old order and sets about to erase its symbolic arsenal of authority. The Bolshevik destruction of Tsarist statues during the Russian revolution is an illustration of this type of top-down iconoclasm. Conversely, violence against monuments is sometimes spontaneous, bottom-up iconoclastic rage. Lacking structured organization, it erupts from below, often in sudden outbursts of protest. This is largely what happened during the wave of Black Lives Matter statue-smashing over several months in 2020. This type of belligerence usually does not entail total obliteration of a statuary legacy, but is random and partial in its targets and outcomes.




  The book concludes with reflections on our relationship with statues, monuments, and public iconography. Some believe that contested statues, however controversial they may be, should remain intact. Others argue that each generation has the right to decide what kind of monuments they wish to see in public spaces—and to destroy those that they find objectionable. Another proposed solution is to put controversial statues in museums where they can be studied as historical artifacts. Still others argue for more creative approaches to public monuments by “reimagining” them to produce new layers of interpretation and meaning.




  Meanwhile, we appear to be entering a post-monument era in which our relationship with statues and images is being radically transformed by their dematerialization. Digital technologies such as holograms present innovative ways of creating, venerating, and protesting public iconography—and even reviving symbols and images from the past to inspire new forms of idolatry. This latter point, as the chapters in this book illustrate, cannot be understated. Iconoclasm is impossible without idolatry. At the same time, iconoclasm produces idolatry. While iconoclastic destruction is an attempt at erasure, the act of obliteration creates memory and, by doing so, keeps alive the symbolic power of the object attacked and destroyed. Toppled statues endure in the minds of those who venerated them. Their broken fragments become fetishized objects, like sacred relics. The striking blow of destruction is an act of creation. The saga of iconoclastic violence, in the final analysis, is inextricably tied to the history of idolatrous veneration.




  The fate of contested statues presents difficult dilemmas about our moral obligations to previous generations. Those who live in the present understandably feel compelled to assert their right to decide what kind of monuments they wish to see in public spaces. Yet it could be argued that they also have a duty of care to preserve the legacy of monuments left by preceding generations. This was once their world; and we, like them, are merely fleeting tenants of the present, destined like them to occupy the historical past. This question invites us to reflect on the weight of memory in our relationship with the past and how it affects our attitudes toward monuments. While few would advocate collective amnesia about the past, obsessive fixation on the claims of collective memory can sometimes be just as harmful. There may be a point at which it is better to make peace with the past, to consign its incidents and upheavals to the status of history, and to take its lessons as the foundation for commitments we make in the present.




  We should perhaps be encouraged to foster a culture that looks on the statues we have inherited, however contestable, with humility and forbearance. As noted above, we don’t own this world any more than the ancient Romans or Victorians did in their time. It might be asked if any one generation should be entitled to sit in judgment of the entire past. We need to reflect on how much the past is responsible for the present, and how much the present is responsible for the past.




  Resolving these questions will undoubtedly help us redefine our relationship with statues and monuments beyond the familiar “preserve-destroy-modify” dilemma. At the very least, it will encourage us to be mindful that, just as we judge previous generations for the monumental legacy they left behind, so will future generations judge our attitudes and actions toward the statues and monuments in our public spaces.




  











  Part I




  RELIGION




  











  CHAPTER 1




  The Buddhas of Bamiyan




  For fifteen centuries, two towering Buddha statues looked imperturbably across the Bamiyan valley in the Hindu Kash mountains of modern-day Afghanistan.




  The giant Buddhas, one standing nearly two hundred feet tall, had been carved into the sandstone cliffs as elaborately ornamented cave temples painted in gold. Muslim tribes in the region had lived in the presence of the majestic Buddhas for centuries. Buddhist temples sometimes stood side-by-side with mosques.




  After the radical Taliban took over the country in the 1990s, however, they turned against the Buddhas. The Taliban massacred thousands in the local Hazara population of Shia Muslims who had integrated the presence of the Buddhas into their legends. The ultra-fundamentalist Taliban leaders also ordered the destruction of all non-Muslim relics and statues in Afghanistan. Buddhist statues were condemned to be obliterated.




  In early 2001, the Taliban attacked the Bamiyan Buddhas with tanks and anti-aircraft guns. But the giant Buddhas refused to fall. Finally, the Taliban drilled holes into the Buddhas and stuffed them with sticks of dynamite. The charges were detonated to shouts of “Allahu Akbar.”1 The first explosion blew off the leg of one Buddha. After daily explosions over three weeks, the majestic Buddhas crumbled into a pile of rubble. The vaulting caverns from which they had looked across the valley for centuries were now vacant.




  Celebrating their iconoclastic triumph, Taliban fighters danced and fired their weapons into the air. The world looked on, horrified, at television images of the destruction of the cherished world heritage site.




  Mullah Muhammad Omar, the Taliban’s one-eyed spiritual leader, gave Islamic law as the reason for destroying the Bamiyan Buddhas. “These idols have been gods of the infidels,” he declared.2
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  Engraving of the Buddhas of Bamiyan (1833), from Alexander Burnes’s Travels into Bokhara.




  The demolition of the Buddhas was also a victory ritual after the Taliban’s occupation of Afghanistan following the Soviet Union’s military withdrawal. During the Soviet-backed communist regime in Afghanistan, no heritage sites had been destroyed. After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, however, Afghanistan’s communist regime fell, and the Taliban seized power. As Afghan mujaheddin factions despoiled the country, the Taliban unleashed a campaign of iconoclastic fury. At Hadda in the southeast, they smashed and plundered Buddhist sculptures. A mosque was constructed at the same location, where a nineteenth-century mullah had once called for jihad against British colonialists.




  The wave of destruction sparked an international outcry against Taliban barbarity. In Paris, the Pompidou Center projected a massive image of a Bamiyan Buddha on its façade as a “protest against fanaticism.” Many were perplexed by the utter senselessness of these acts of wanton destruction. Two years earlier, the Taliban had promised that the country’s cultural heritage would not be molested and Mullah Omar issued a decree protecting non-Islamic antiquities in Afghanistan. In early 2001, however, he changed his mind. Mullah Omar issued a fatwā that allowed the destruction of the Buddhas. But why? There was no tactical military advantage in the obliteration of the Buddhas. Nor was the Taliban vandalism an organized campaign of looting motivated by economic gain. Some interpreted the statue destruction as defiant belligerence against Western values of preserving cultural heritage. Observers in the international media put it down to the Taliban’s “medieval” religious fanaticism.




  “With their ultra-conservative Islamic ideology, they believe a depiction of any human being is blasphemous,” observed a BBC reporter in Afghanistan. “They also think, mistakenly, that Buddhists worship the Buddha and that the statues are therefore idols.”3




  The destruction of the Buddhas was not a reckless act perpetrated by barbarous vandals. The destruction of the Buddhas was motivated by a combination of religious dogma and political defiance.4




  Politically, the international context surrounding Afghanistan in the 1990s helps explain the Taliban’s motivations. The country had just been through a long civil war. The Taliban leadership had provided safe haven in Afghanistan to Osama bin Laden. He was commanding his international network of Islamist terrorists from Jalalabad. Afghanistan’s isolationist Taliban regime was consequently under tremendous international scrutiny and pressure. Bin Laden had even issued a fatwā calling on all Muslims to kill Americans. In 1998, the United Nations voted to impose international sanctions on the country.




  By destroying the Bamiyan Buddhas, the Taliban were sending a defiant message to the West. The demolition of the Buddhas was carefully stage-managed for the global media so the entire world would witness the destruction.5




  The Taliban even took the trouble of flying in journalists, including a television crew from Al Jazeera, to film the giant Buddhas being blown up with dynamite.6




  The Taliban’s religious fanaticism was considered the primary reason for their actions. When reminded that Islamic tenets condemn destroying places of worship of other religions, the Taliban countered that there were no longer any Buddhists in Afghanistan. The Bamiyan site consequently did not constitute a place of worship.




  “We do not understand why everybody is so worried,” declared Mullah Omar. “All we are breaking are stones.”7




  These public declarations were specious. If the Bamiyan Buddhas were merely objects, the Taliban would have left them unmolested. As art historian David Freedberg observed,




 

    These statements reveal a central paradox not only of the Taliban’s actions, but of iconoclasm throughout history: If paintings and sculptures are simply pieces of wood and stone, inert and insignificant, why bother to destroy them? The very act of iconoclasm testifies to the mysterious—and often threatening—power images can hold over us. In ravaging their country’s artistic heritage in the name of fundamentalist Islam, the Taliban rulers reveal not their strength, but their fear. In this, they take their place in a long line of despots and others who have trembled in the sight of creations they did not understand, creations that seemed somehow to embody a life and to emanate an inexplicable and ominous force of their own.8







  In truth, the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas scrupulously followed an Islamic script. It was an orchestrated act of violence against infidel idols guided by the religious notion of Al-wala’ wa-l-bara—“loyalty and enmity”—or purity and cleansing of the impure. Mullah Omar made this explicit when he declared, “How could we justify, at the time of the Last Judgement, having left these impurities on Afghan soil?”9 The stain of the Buddhas had to be eradicated in a purifying rite of destruction.




  The timing offered another clue that much of the Western media missed. Mullah Omar ordered the destruction of the Buddhas five days before the start of the Hajj pilgrimage, and eight days before Eid al-adha when Muslims sacrifice animals to honor prophet Abraham. In the Quran, Abraham is prepared to sacrifice his son as a sign of obedience to Allah and rejects the idolatry of his father, Azar. It is for this reason that Mullah Omar ordered an expiatory ritual following the destruction of the Buddhas. One hundred cows were sacrificed, including twelve animals in the former Afghan presidential palace. A double sacrifice therefore was observed: a purifying sacrifice of statue destruction, and an expiatory ritual of animal sacrifice.10 The Taliban were symbolically casting themselves as heirs to Abraham by reenacting, through idol destruction and animal sacrifices, Islamic traditions in line with the Hijri calendar.




  Still, voices of indignation around the world denounced the barbarity of these acts. The religious dogmas that inspired the Taliban vandalism, they claimed, had no place in the modern world. The blowing up of the Buddhas was an assault on civilization. Yet there was nothing “medieval” in the Taliban’s action. It was coherent with religious iconoclasm that stretched back long before the Middle Ages. Iconoclastic violence has been commanded by religious dogma for thousands of years. It is driven by an inflexible determination to smash, obliterate, and erase every trace of the symbols targeted for destruction. In many instances, the violence is ritualized and accompanied by ecstatic emotions of exultation—like the Taliban dancing and firing guns into the air. The impulse to destroy venerated idols and icons finds its origins in the birth of the world’s great religions—Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.




  The words idol and icon are religious terms designating sacred statues and images that inspire veneration. In Christianity, veneration of the figure of Christ on the crucifix is an iconic illustration of religious idolatry. We have even borrowed these terms in our popular culture to designate the famous—teen “idols” and pop “icons”—whose fame incites fanatical devotion and even worship. Like the word icon, from the Greek eikon for “image,” idol is from the Greek eidolon. Idolatry is from eidolon latreia (“idol adoration”). The word eidolon also signifies a ghost or phantom, thus suggesting that statues can possess a spirit. This is a recurrent theme in the history of iconoclasm: statues are more than representation; they are regarded as possessing a life force.




  Most ancient religions—in Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, Rome, Asia—were polytheistic and “iconic.” In other words, they used statues and images to visually represent their diverse deities. In the Western tradition, statues of ancient Greek and Roman gods and goddesses come readily to mind, though polytheistic religions including Buddhism and Hinduism visually represented multiple deities. The emergence of monotheistic religions marked a rupture with idolatry. Monotheistic religions recognized the existence of only one God. The idea of a single God was metaphysical. God was invisible, no longer visualized, and consequently impossible to represent.




  This abstracted concept of an invisible God is common to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. All three are considered “aniconic,” or against images. There are exceptions and contradictions to this schema, of course. In Christianity, the Bible prohibited graven images yet the Church eventually embraced idols and images to help propagate the faith. Religious attitudes toward sacred images were complex and often the object of competing doctrines and theological disputes. Generally speaking, however, religious iconoclasm finds its origins in monotheistic religions based on faith in a single God who cannot be visually represented and, consequently, idol and icon worship is prohibited.




  This metaphysical concept of the divine was aligned with ancient Greek philosophy. As in Egypt and Mesopotamia, the Greeks gave form to their deities in plastic manifestations. But Greek philosophers such as Plato were also reflecting on the nature of representation and its relation to the divine. The Greeks held the spiritual above the material, the abstract above the particular, the universal above the finite. Images appealed to the senses, not to the soul. They were inferior copies of true existence. In The Republic, Plato condemned images because he distrusted their powers of enchantment. These philosophical reservations about images had powerful repercussions for Christian theology. The question of images, and iconoclastic reactions to them, would be the source of fractious disputes within the Church for many centuries.11




  Religions that made a transition from polytheism to monotheism provide an illustration of iconoclasm at work. In ancient Egypt, the supernatural was represented by a plurality of gods. In the fourteenth century BCE, however, the pharaoh Akhenaten rejected traditional gods in favor of worshipping a single god: the sun disc Aten.12 Akhenaten, often referred to as the first monotheist, instigated a violent campaign of iconoclastic destruction to disfigure all rival gods. Akhenaten proclaimed that Aten was “sole god, without another beside him.” The pharaoh, whose official name was Amenhotep IV, even changed his own name to Akhenaten, which means “servant of Aten.”




  In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the Bible contains inconsistent passages about images and idols. In the Book of Exodus, for example, God commands that two gold cherubim be made to adorn his throne. Elsewhere in the Old Testament, God tells Moses to make a brass serpent and hang it on a pole among the Israelites so that anyone who looks upon it will be cured of snake bite. The same brass serpent is destroyed by the king of Judea, Hezekiah, in an iconoclastic campaign to purge the Temple of Jerusalem of idols and reunify Israel.13 These Biblical stories reveal some ambiguity about the status of idols. There are, at the same time, numerous interdictions of idol worship. The Book of Exodus contains the famous commandment: “Thou shalt have no other gods before me. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.”14




  The figure of Moses embodies the shift from polytheism to the worship of a single God, especially through the famous Biblical story of the golden calf. In the Old Testament, the Hebrews worship a golden calf while waiting for Moses to come down from Mount Sinai. Aaron, the brother of Moses, takes the golden earrings of Israelite women to make the idol. The calf is undoubtedly the Egyptian god Apis, a bull deity associated with fertility. Worshipping the golden calf signifies a relapse into polytheism. Idolatry is a rejection of the only true God. When Moses sees the children of Israel corrupting themselves before the altar of the golden calf, he burns the idol, grinds it to powder, and has 3,000 of the idolaters put to the sword before returning to the Lord to atone for the sins of his people.15




  The theme of idolatry appears again in the Book of Deuteronomy, where the Lord commands his people to massacre the idol-worshipping Canaanites: “And you shall destroy their altars, break their sacred pillars, and burn their wooden images with fire; you shall cut down the carved images of their gods and destroy their names from that place.”16 The Book of Samuel includes the story of the pagan god Dagon, worshipped by the Philistines. After the Philistines defeated the Israelites, they captured the ark and placed it at the feet of Dagon in a pagan temple. The following day, however, the idol of Dagon had fallen over and was lying, its head and hands broken off, prostrate at the feet of the ark of God. Following the fall of Dagon, a plague descended on the Philistines.17




  The same iconoclastic traditions were carried forward into Islam. The Quran recounts the golden calf story found in the Old Testament, portraying Israelite idolatry as a breaking of the Abrahamic covenant with God. In both the Bible and the Quran, Abraham is the proto-monotheist who rejects the idolatry of his forebearers. The Quran is explicit about polytheistic idolatry, or shirk. Those who commit shirk, called mushrikun, are enemies of Islam. Verse 22:30 of the Quran reads: “So shunthe impurity of idolatry, andshunwords of falsehood.” There is no mention, however, of the obligation to destroy idols. That tradition comes from accounts of Muhammad’s words and deeds within the Hadith, where it is mentioned that the Prophet purified the Ka’ba in Mecca by driving out the old idols.
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  In the Book of Exodus, worshipping the golden calf. Illustration from a Bible card published in 1901 by the Providence Lithograph Company. Wikimedia Creative Commons.




  Both the Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions, as we have seen from the scripture cited above, established a deep connection between monotheism and iconoclasm. In all three religions—Judaism, Christianity, Islam—there was only one true God, who, being invisible, could not be represented visually. Truth was revealed in the word. According to the Gospel of John: “In the beginning there was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”18 God could be known through the word alone. Images and idols of the divine must therefore be destroyed.




  The smashers of idols and icons in early Christianity and Islam were not only obeying religious dogma; they were also inflicting belligerence on foreign cults that thrived on material visuality of diverse deities. The early Christians who toppled Greek and Roman idols and vandalized pagan shrines were behaving not unlike the Taliban zealots who dynamited the Buddhas of Bamiyan. The Taliban were acutely aware that violence inflicted on the Buddha statues was reconnecting with historical Muslim forms of iconoclasm, which frequently included the defacement and beheading of statues and trampling on icons. During Muslim conquests in South Asia throughout the medieval period, trampling on icons was a ritualized feature of victory celebrations to demonstrate that Muslims did not revere icons.19




  Grasping this fundamental connection to religious dogma is essential to understanding the impulses that have driven iconoclastic violence throughout history. The destruction of icons and idols, in ancient and modern times, share discernible patterns of motivation and action.




  Violence inflicted on statues and monuments is rarely a psychotic outburst or random act of vandalism. While precise motives vary across different circumstances, attacks on images and statues are performative acts commanded by scripture, dogma, and ideology.
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  It is remarkable that the Bamiyan Buddhas survived so many centuries until their destruction by the Taliban in 2001.




  The history of the two Buddha statues is a story of constant exposure to threats from invaders. It is a richly complex saga of vicissitudes over more than a thousand years as the Bamiyan Valley came under the influence of different cultures—Greek, Persian, Turkic, Indian, Mongol, Mughal, and Chinese.




  Once the ancient Kushan capital, the Bamiyan Valley occupied a strategic position on the Silk Road between China and Rome. The Kushan Empire, stretching across modern-day Pakistan, Afghanistan, and northern India, was instrumental in the spreading of Buddhism throughout the region. In the fourth century AD, before the Islamic period, the Kushan Empire fragmented under pressures from foreign invasions, though it continued to flourish as a monastic center of Buddhist learning. It was during this period, in the sixth and seventh centuries, that the colossal Buddha statues were carved into the valley’s sandstone cliffs.20




  Iconoclastic damage to the Buddhist temples dates to the sixth century, when the Hephthalites—or “White Huns”—destroyed the monastic settlement at Bamiyan. A century later, Kabul and Kandahar succumbed to Muslim invasions, but the Bamiyan Valley remained Buddhist. The Chinese Buddhist monk Xuanzang, who was visiting the valley circa 630 AD, recorded that the giant Buddhas were decorated with gold and jewels.21 The region capitulated to Muslim invaders in the eighth century, when the local elites converted to Islam under the Abbasid Caliphate.




  Muslims were hostile to religious idols and looted Buddhist temples, but iconoclastic destruction was not unique to Islamic culture. In the ninth century, Tang dynasty emperor Wuzong unleashed a furious anti-Buddhist campaign that consisted of persecutions and destruction of temples to purge China of “foreign” cultural influences. The Chinese iconoclastic fury was religiously motivated, for Wuzong was a follower of Taoism. The campaign against Buddhism was also economic. Wuzong’s treasury was on the verge of bankruptcy. His confiscation of tax-exempt Buddhist temples was a land grab. Buddhist shrines and temples met with even greater threats following the collapse of the Tang dynasty in the early tenth century, when the region splintered under the control of regional powers. In China, this anarchic period was called “Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms.” The resulting instability opened an opportunity for Muslim powers, especially the Turks, to invade from the west.




  There is evidence that Muslim invaders were fascinated by Buddhist statues. Buddhist visual culture had a significant impact on Muslim practices in the region. Islam shifted away from religious abstraction to embrace visual representations in mosques and on tapestries, silks, and ceramics. When iconoclastic violence against Buddhist monasteries occurred, it was sometimes economically motivated. In the ninth century, the Persian Saffarid ruler Ya’qub ibn Layth raided the region and seized precious metal icons and destroyed a temple. It was probably at this time that the faces of the Bamiyan Buddhas were first vandalized, in keeping with a practice of defacing pre-Islamic images.




  In 870, the region returned to Buddhism but finally capitulated to Islam at the end of the tenth century when it fell under the control of the Turkic Ghaznavids. The sultan Mahmud of Ghazni, known as the “idol breaker,” was infamous for his marauding raids into northern India and looting of Buddhist temples. In 1025 AD, he assailed the city of Somnath and sacked its Shiva shrine. When the local priests offered him a ransom for the main Shiva icon, he replied that he was a “smasher of idols, not a seller of them.” Mahmud left the Bamiyan Buddhas unmolested, however. Two centuries later, when the Mongol emperor Genghis Khan invaded the valley and laid siege to Bamiyan, he massacred the local population though spared the giant Buddhas. He was less benignly predis-posed to Muslim shrines, undoubtedly because his westward expansion put the Mongols in military conflict with Islamic empires, culminating in the Mongol sack of Baghdad in 1258. In Afghanistan, Genghis Kahn’s armies destroyed the mosque in Mazar-i-Sharif built by the Seljuk sultan Ahmed Sanjar. In an ironic twist of history, the descendants of the Mongols who remained behind in the Bamiyan Valley ended up worshipping the Buddhas.22




  In the early sixteenth century, Babur—the Muslim founder of the Mughal empire—passed through the Bamiyan Valley, though made no mention of the Buddhas. In 1528, Babur left a written account of his encounter with Jain tirthankaras cave monuments in the Urvahi valley of northern India. The rock-cut Jain monuments depicted naked tirthankaras in the “kayotsarga” standing posture, showing genitalia in keeping with Jain iconography. Babur had them demolished. “On the southern side is a large idol, approximately 20 yards tall, they are shown stark naked with all their private parts exposed,” wrote Babur. “Urvahi is not a bad place. In fact, it is rather nice. Its one drawback was the idols, so I ordered them destroyed.”23 It is likely that Babur, a Sunni Muslim, was offended by the nudity of the Jain images. The destruction did not involve the total obliteration, however, for the images survived without their heads, later replaced with stucco.




  The ambiguity toward Buddhist temples during this period can be explained by two different movements in Islam during Moghul rule: Sufi mysticism and politicized shariaism. Sufi mysticism was relatively neutral toward Buddhism. It was the latter movement of politicized Islam that instigated jihad holy wars against Buddhists. As infidels, Buddhists were persecuted and expelled from Moghul territories.24




  In the seventeenth century, the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb made an unsuccessful attempt to destroy the giant Bamiyan Buddhas with artillery. Another attempt was made a century later, when the Persian king Nader Afshar took his turn with cannon fire, but managed only to deface the statues. At the end of the nineteenth century, the Afghan emir Abdur Rahman—known as the “Iron Emir”—further damaged the faces of the Buddhas during a brutal repression of the local Hazara population. But the Bamiyan Buddhas, though battered, stubbornly remained standing.




  Buddhist shrines were targets of belligerence in other parts of Asia, though not always for purely religious motives. In Japan, the wealth and power of Buddhists became an object of envy in a feudal society that was consolidating politically. Unlike the Bamiyan Valley at the crossroads of rival powers, Japan was an island and had no history of being traversed by insurgent and declining empires. Buddhism was integrated into the Japanese political system and became a powerful institution with its own warrior class. Buddhist shrines grew increasingly corrupted by power, however, and consequently the religion lost its transcendent authority.




  The power of Buddhist shrines was the political backdrop to the turbulent period of Japanese unification in the sixteenth century. The leader of that movement was the feudal daimyo, Oda Nobunaga. Nobunaga was infamous for his merciless iconoclastic violence against religious statues as he secularized the country. Iconoclastic destruction of Buddhist religious symbols in Japan was not religiously motivated; it was politically driven in a secular project against religion. A contemporary Jesuit missionary in Japan reported that Nobunaga scorned all religions and claimed, “There is no Creator, no immortality of the soul, and no life after death.”25 Nobunaga was more interested in the cult of himself. He wanted to be the object of veneration as the supreme ruler of a unified Japan.




  A familiar anecdote about Nobunaga’s character reinforces his image as a man capable of psychopathic violence. In 1569, when inspecting shōgun Yoshiaki’s palace, Nobunaga caught sight of a guard who was distracted from his duties by a young woman, flirtatiously lifting her veil to get a better look at her face. Infuriated, Nobunaga marched over, drew his sword, and decapitated the man with a single stroke. It was also said that Nobunaga had his enemies decapitated, their heads cleaned of flesh, and the skulls lacquered in silver so he could use them as cups to drink saké.




  Politically, Nobunaga’s “unification” policy was a massive land grab to bring the country under his authority. Since Buddhist monasteries in Japan were a formidable power base, Nobunaga targeted them for destruction. In 1569, he made his move on the Tendai monastery on Mount Hiei. He started by confiscating surrounding estates in the area near Kyoto, then led 30,000 troops against the monastery. The Buddhist priests panicked and offered gold and silver to placate him. Nobunaga refused. He claimed that he had not come to be bribed, but to punish the Buddhist priests. Realizing there was no escape, the priests abandoned their temples and scrambled to the top of the mountain for safety.




  Nobunaga led his troops up the mountain and destroyed everything in his path, massacring four thousand people—priests and ordinary laymen. His soldiers chased down women and children and, despite their desperate pleas, decapitated them with swords. Every building and temple was burned to the ground. It was said that, when the slaughter was over, nothing remained alive on the mountain except foxes and badgers. This was iconoclasm as total war. It earned Nobunaga the unenviable name of Demon Daimyo—or “Devil King.”




  After Nobunaga successfully unified Japan, the Buddhist clergy was eradicated and thousands of their temples destroyed. Nobunaga effectively smashed and usurped Buddhism’s political and economic power throughout the country. Buddhism consequently lost its status as the religious foundation of the Japanese state.




  Nobunaga, for his part, died at his own hand in 1582. Betrayed by one of his own samurai generals, who had come to assassinate him during a tea ceremony, Nobunaga chose to die with honor. Escaping into his inner rooms, he committed seppuku by plunging a dagger into his stomach and disemboweling himself.




  After Nobunaga’s death, many Buddhist priests believed his violent end had been “the Buddha’s punishment” in revenge for the iconoclastic destruction of the temples on Mount Hiei.26
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  There can be no doubt that Mullah Omar was aware that his destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas was inscribed in a long history of Islamic iconoclasm. He also knew that the Taliban’s obliteration of the Buddhas in early 2001 was the completion of many other attempts over the centuries.




  When the Metropolitan Museum of Art offered to pay for the removal of artifacts on the Bamiyan Buddha site, Mullah Omar repeated the words of sultan Mahmud of Ghazni a thousand years earlier to the Buddhist priests who offered him a ransom for a looted Shiva icon. He was a smasher of idols, he said, not a seller of them.




  Only six months later, on September 11, the world witnessed an even more horrifying act of iconoclastic violence. Al Qaeda terrorists hijacked planes and crashed them into the twin towers in New York and Pentagon headquarters in Washington, DC. From his hideout in Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden had meticulously planned an attack on the West that would be watched on television and provoke shock and horror worldwide.




  The 9/11 terrorist attacks were by far the most dramatic act of iconoclastic destruction in history. The twin towers and Pentagon were not merely buildings; they were architectural symbols of American financial and military power. The terrorist attacks were a gesture of political defiance to the West—vengeance for perceived crimes committed by the West against Muslims.




  Fundamentally, the motivation for the 9/11 attacks, like the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, was religious ideology. Bin Laden had declared a jihad against the United States and issued a fatwā in 1998 on behalf of a “World Islamic Front Against Jews and Crusaders.” In that fatwā, Bin Laden stated,




 

    In compliance with Allah’s order, we issue the following fatwā to all Muslims: The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and military—is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam, defeated and unable to threaten any Muslim. This is in accordance with the words of Almighty Allah: “and fight the pagans all together as they fight you all together,” and “fight them until there is no more tumult or oppression, and there prevail justice and faith in Allah.”27







  The timing of the 9/11 attacks, within months of the Bamiyan Buddha destruction, cannot be regarded as a coincidence. Both were part of an Islamist holy war orchestrated from Afghanistan. As scholar Andreas Huyssen observed the following year:




 

    It is as if the dynamiting and collapse of the two statues was a carefully staged prologue to the attack on New York, symbolic actions both, intended to whip up support in the Muslim world for Bin Laden’s apocalyptic Islamism. The parallels are obvious: in each, two figures, one taller than the other, like brothers, both invested in the aesthetic of the sublime, but not the terrorizing sublime that makes the spectator feel small and overwhelmed, for each allowed a view from the top—from the observation deck in the case of the World Trade Center, and from the top of the Buddha’s cave at Bamiyan. In both cases, the aesthetics of the sublime represented, in the paranoid aggressive world of the Taliban and Al Qaeda, only the demonic power of the other—the other religion, the other way of life, the infidel.28







  Another parallel between the Buddhas and twin towers was the immediate plans to resurrect them. If iconoclasm cannot exist without idolatry, the opposite also holds true. Iconoclasm inspires new forms of idolatry. The urge to restore the smashed object is just as powerful as the impulse to destroy it.




  The twin towers in lower Manhattan were rebuilt on Ground Zero, not as replicas of the former structure but as a gleaming new structure, One World Trade Center. Also known as the “Freedom Tower” with the symbolic height of 1,776 feet—the year of American independence—the new structure finally opened in 2014. The site includes a 9/11 Memorial Museum, surrounded by oak trees and cubic waterfalls.29




  In the Bamiyan Valley, many different plans were discussed to restore the giant Buddhas, including one to reconstruct them from their crumbled fragments. Finally, in 2015 a wealthy Chinese couple, Janson Yu and Liyan Hu, spent $120,000 to finance the resurrection of the Bamiyan Buddhas via hologram technology. The two giant Buddhas were projected as 3D laser images on the sandstone cliffs.30




  If only fleetingly, the lost Buddhas were reborn, glowing brilliantly where they had stood for fifteen centuries. Their spirit had not been extinguished.




  











  CHAPTER 2




  The City of God




  In the year 385 AD, hordes of black-robed religious zealots were a terrifying sight in the Roman province of Syria as they marauded from town to town. Sometimes they traveled in groups of five hundred or more, armed with iron bars as they cut a path of destruction throughout the region.




  These bearded fanatics were Christians. Their targets were the “pagan” temples that had stood for centuries during the high flowering of Greek and Roman civilization.




  One group of Christian militants stopped in the town of Palmyra, where they came upon the classical temple of Athena. It was a place of worship of the goddess Al-Lāt, whose cult was merged with the Greek goddess Athena. The Christian shock troops attacked the temple with furious violence. They mutilated the statue of the goddess, then decapitated Athena with a single blow. When the head hit the temple floor, her fine Grecian nose broke off. The Christians fell upon the toppled goddess and smashed the statue to pieces, chopping off the arms.




  A modern-day reader cannot be indifferent to this account of shocking violence against a sacred temple in Palmyra. It evokes images of recent events in the same Syrian town: fanatical religious vandalism committed not by Christian zealots, but by Islamist fanatics. In 2015, as Syria and Iraq fell into chaos and violence, bearded ISIS soldiers rampaged through the ancient heritage site of Palmyra and used dynamite to blow up the Temple of Bel. They severely damaged the ancient statue of the Lion of Al-Lāt. They also destroyed the Roman monumental arch, constructed during the rule of emperor Septimius Severus in the early third century.




  This alarming juxtaposition—ancient Christian and modern Islamist statue-smashing at the very same location—undoubtedly explains why author Catherine Nixey chose to recount the destruction of Palmyra’s Temple of Athena in the opening pages of her book, The Darkening Age: The Christian Destruction of the Classical World. The title succinctly states the book’s main argument: many early Christians were fanatical iconoclasts determined to destroy the legacy of Greek and Roman paganism and build their own City of God on its ruins. For three centuries after the crucifixion of Christ, Christians living in the Roman Empire had been marginalized and regarded as deranged zealots. After emperor Constantine converted to Christianity in the early fourth century, however, Christians were officially empowered. Emboldened by their new status, they unleashed a campaign of furious destruction to eradicate the symbolic power of pagan temples, shrines, idols, and icons.
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  Ancient Temple of Bel, Palmyra, Syria. Photo by James Gordon, Wikimedia Creative Commons.




  Some of the mutilated Greco-Roman statues we admire in museums today were disfigured by these early Christian zealots. A notable example is the Elgin Marbles in the British Museum. The famous friezes were taken from the Parthenon in the early nineteenth century. It is believed that damage to the Parthenon was the result of wars and the ravages of time, but there is strong evidence that Christians attacked and mutilated the Greek temple statues before it was converted to a church.1 Another cherished artifact in the British Museum is a bust of the Roman general Germanicus Caesar, who was the father of the emperor Caligula. It shows clear evidence of mutilation by Christians. The nose of Germanicus is hacked off, and a Christian cross is etched on his forehead.




  Catherine Nixey observes,




 

    During the fourth and fifth centuries, the Christian Church demolished, vandalized and melted down a simply staggering quantity of art. Classical statues were knocked from their plinths, defaced, defiled, and torn limb from limb. Temples were razed to their foundations and burned to the ground. A temple widely considered to be the most magnificent in the entire empire was levelled. Many of the Parthenon sculptures were attacked, faces were mutilated, hands and limbs were hacked off and gods were decapitated.2







  Converting destroyed pagan shrines to Christian places of worship was common. In Monte Cassino, Italy, the founder of Christian monasticism, Benedict of Nursia, toppled a shrine to Apollo and built in its place a chapel dedicated to Saint John the Baptist. Christian fanatics plundered Greek and Roman libraries and burned “forbidden” non-Christian books in purifying bonfires.3 The works of Roman philosopher Seneca were out; the writings of Christian theologian Saint Augustine were in. While book burnings today evoke dark images of Nazi bonfires, they would not have been controversial in the early Christian period. The practice of book burning was validated by the New Testament. In the Book of Acts, new converts to Christianity in Ephesus burned their books of sorcery.




  Accounts of reckless Christian violence against the classical world revive similar views in Edward Gibbon’s monumental eighteenth-century work, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.4 Gibbon, a product of the Enlightenment, regarded the classical world as a great civilization whose paramount virtue was reason. The fall of Rome, he argued, was hastened by the rise of Christianity and its religious culture of superstition. There was something unstoppable about this new monotheistic cult. It was, observed Gibbon, driven by an “exclusive zeal for the truth of religion.” The new faith of Christianity was also fueled by sacred violence through the destruction of temples and all forms of pagan idolatry. For Gibbon, Christian iconoclastic attacks against the glorious legacy of Rome were the “destructive rage of fanaticism.”5




  It might be argued that Christian destruction of pagan shrines was long-simmering vengeance after three centuries of persecution in the Roman Empire. The narrative of Roman persecution of early Christians is a familiar legend, usually associated with the emperor Nero. In the time of Nero, a few decades after the crucifixion, disciples of Christ had arrived in Rome and were passionately proclaiming the Last Judgment. When fire destroyed Rome in 64 AD, many blamed Nero, though some believed it was the work of fanatical Christian arson-ists. Roman authorities arrested Christians suspected of setting the blaze. Some even confessed. This is where the Nero persecution legend germinated. According to ancient historians, Romans rounded up Christians, whipped and tortured them, then threw them to wild dogs. The historian Tacitus recounted how the torture of Christians was so horrific that Romans took pity on them.6




  Today it might be tempting to describe early Christians in Rome as an oppressed minority. That is not how most Romans saw them, however. They regarded Christians as a bizarre religious sect. The ancient Roman writer Suetonius described them as “a class of men given to a new and mischievous superstition.”7 Tacitus, for his part, called Christians “notoriously depraved.” Tacitus made a direct reference to Jesus Christ when describing the new cult: “The originator, Christ, had been executed in Tiberius’ reign by the governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate. But despite this temporary setback, the pernicious superstition had broken out afresh, not only in Judea, where the evil had started, but even in Rome where all degraded and shameful practices collect and flourish.”8 Tacitus claimed that Nero had no particular malice against the Christians and did not have them tortured for burning Rome. The Christians were persecuted, observed Tacitus, because of their “hatred of the human race” (odium humani generis). This makes it clear that Christians were punished for their religious fanaticism.9




  The irreconcilable differences between Romans and Christians were religious dogma and practices. Official Roman religion was polytheistic. A constellation of deities—Jupiter, Apollo, Mars, Minerva—was integrated into the Roman political system to serve the interests of the state. Christians were a tiny sect who had faith only in Jesus Christ, a Jewish preacher from Judea who they believed had been sent by God. Christianity was monotheistic, aniconic, and ultimately iconoclastic. Monotheism creates inflexible certitudes about the nature of the divine. There is only one God, and there can be no others. As one historian of early Christianity puts it: “The Christians asserted openly either that the pagan gods did not exist at all or that they were malevolent demons. Not only did they themselves refuse to take part in pagan religious rites: they would not even recognize that others ought to do.”10 Rejection of pagan polytheism put Christ’s zealous followers on a religious collision course with Roman civilization.




  In 112 AD, Pliny the Younger was a Roman governor in modern-day Turkey. He wrote to emperor Trajan of his difficulties with the local Christians who were proclaiming the end of time. The Christians also declared their hatred of Rome, which they referred to as “Babylon.”11 This could not have endeared them to ordinary Romans, much less to high-ranking officials like Pliny. Many Christians were tried and punished for adherence to their new and suspect religion. Their crime was professing faith in Jesus Christ and rejecting Roman gods and worship of the emperor. This is likely why Pliny was facing a dilemma before the Christians who had been arrested and brought to him for judgment and punishment. Overwhelmed by the task of managing the Christian nuisance, Pliny reported to Trajan that Roman citizens were converting in increasing numbers to the “depraved and fanatical” cult of Christianity.




  “The infection of this superstition has spread, not only through the towns but also through the villages and countryside,” he wrote to Trajan, adding that local temples had been emptied, for many had abandoned Roman religion to worship Christ. Pliny observed that Christians were singing hymns to Christ as if he were a god. He reassured the emperor, however, that “this disease can be checked and remedied.”12




  In their exchange of letters, Trajan judiciously advised Pliny that he should pardon any suspected Christians who could prove they were worshipping Roman gods.13 Following the emperor’s advice, Pliny submitted suspected Christians to an idol- and icon-veneration test. He had idols of Roman deities and a statue of the emperor brought before them. If they cursed the name of Christ and venerated the emperor’s image and statues of Roman gods, they were spared. If they refused to curse Christ, they were executed.




  Roman authorities were perplexed when Christians at trial refused to say anything except declaring, “I am a Christian” (in Latin: “Christianus sum”). Many of the accused embraced execution as martyrdom. Some were so-called “voluntary martyrs” who deliberately provoked the Romans so they would be put to death. Ignatius of Antioch was one of these Christian martyrs who, in 110 AD, was taken to Rome for his execution. Some claim Ignatius was thrown to beasts in the Coliseum for the entertainment of Romans. Ignatius wrote to his fellow Christians: “I give injunction to everyone, that I am dying willingly for God’s favor. . . . Let there come upon me fire, and the cross, and struggle with wild beasts, cutting and tearing apart, racking of bones, mangling of limbs, crushing of my whole body . . . may I but attain to Jesus Christ.”14 These acts of religious self-sacrifice, which later inspired Christian martyrology, were widespread in many Roman provinces.




  There can be no doubt that many Christians in the Roman Empire behaved like illuminated fanatics prepared to die to enter the kingdom of heaven. But did they commit crimes against Roman temples and shrines? Scholars have long debated whether early Christians were merely iconophobic or genuinely iconoclastic.15 Followers of Christ were definitely hostile to idols and icons, if only because Biblical scripture explicitly prohibited them. In the New Testament, John 5:21 warns, “Keep yourselves from idols.” In the Book of Acts, Saint Paul preached against idols in Ephesus where craftsmen were making silver figures of Artemis at the temple. Paul’s presence among the Ephesian idol-makers provoked a riot among locals who insisted on worshipping the Greek goddess.




  Debates about when exactly early Christians first turned to iconoclastic attacks on pagan statues are fascinating. So are questions about the extent of anti-pagan iconoclasm in different regions of the Roman Empire. The evidence is clear, however, that early Christians attacked and mutilated pagan statues and shrines. It is known, for example, that Christian iconoclasts were hostile to nudity in pagan iconography. They hacked off genitalia on pagan statues and carved crosses on temple walls and targeted images.16 By the fourth century, Christians were engaged in widespread iconoclastic assaults on pagan temples and statues. As one theological scholar put it: “In the latter part of the fourth century the destruction of pagan idols was for many Christians a virtuous act or even a duty.”17




  Christian belief in demons is important to underscore in understanding their motives. Christians saw the presence of Satan everywhere, including in statues of pagan gods. They were convinced that pagan temples were inhabited by demonic spirits. The temptation to attack and destroy these statues must have been great. Smashing pagan idols was a way of disempowering and neutralizing the demons inside them. Christian iconoclasm was, in a word, a form of deconsecration. Their iconoclastic violence was ritualized in ceremonies of religious exultation. Christians used various sacred methods—from chanting hymns to pouring holy water on pagan statues—in their attempts to expel demons from Roman temples.




  This impulse to drive living spirits from statues is a recurrent theme in the history of iconoclasm. Iconoclasts fear statues because they believe they are inhabited by a life force. Violence inflicted on a statue is an attack on a living thing, as if the figure represented were still alive and in this world. The act of destruction is a symbolic form of exorcism or assassination. As art historian David Freedberg observes: “The iconoclast aims to make sure that what is dead has no chance of revival, whether in body or in spirit, and to show that in the end the image does not have the kinds of powers that transcend its material and that lead to seduction, desire, and worship.”18




  This is precisely what motivated early Christian hostility toward Roman shrines. The iconoclasm was commanded by dogmatic hostility to pagan idols and images, which in their minds were inhabited by demonic forces. Romans, needless to say, regarded Christian iconoclasm as unhinged violence committed by religious fanatics who did not fear death—and in fact embraced it. While it’s true that Roman authorities had followers of Christ executed, these persecutions were more sporadic than suggested by later legends. The narrative of Roman persecutions served the purposes of Christian martyrology. It provided the new Christian cult with a heavenly pantheon of martyrs and saints who died for the cross.




  Some early Christian writers doubtless exploited, and perhaps exaggerated, tales of pagan temple destruction for the same purposes of hagiography. Christian theologians of this period were aware that their tales were useful in promoting the new faith throughout the Roman world. Contemporary accounts of sacred violence against pagan temples helped forge Christian identity around the flourishing faith in Jesus Christ. The propaganda tales even followed established literary structures. Most accounts of temple destruction ended with sudden conversions to Christ by those who witnessed the event.




  While these early Christian narratives were undoubtedly literary exaggerations, there is significant written and archeological evidence to verify that acts of Christian vandalism occurred.19 The Greek sophist Libanius, for example, addressed one of his orations, Pro Templis (For the Temples), to the Roman emperor Theodisius I, who was a Christian. Libanius pleaded with the emperor to protect Roman temples from the predatory violence of marauding Christian monks, who were often encouraged by their bishops.20 Christians had been attacking not only pagan shrines but also synagogues. In 388, a band of Christian monks burned down a synagogue in the Roman town of Callinicum, or modern-day Raqqa in Syria. Libanius was not charitable in his description of the monks accused of smashing temples throughout the countryside: “Those black-garbed people, who eat more than elephants, and demand a large quantity of liquor from the people who send them drink for their chantings.”21




  Some historians claim Libanius was a polemicist whose accounts of Christian violence against pagan temples were exaggerated. This is very likely, but Christian violence against pagan statues was a clear pattern of conduct in this period. Saint Augustine was particularly fervent in his hostility toward pagan idols. In 401 AD, Augustine traveled to Carthage, where local Christians were in a state of agitation over a pagan statue of Hercules. Some had defaced the statue by hacking off the beard; others wanted to decapitate Hercules. In his sermon to a congregation in Carthage, Augustine encouraged Christians to smash tangible symbols of paganism. “That all superstitions of the pagans and heathens should be annihilated is what God wants, God commands, God proclaims!” he exclaimed.22
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