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Abstract
It is not an everyday event for an artwork in a museum or gallery to be harmed
deliberately by a member of the public. Such acts of iconoclasm do occur more
regularly than many people might assume though, and when attacks take place the
repercussions can be serious. This thesis examines the ways in which cultural
institutions react to this phenomenon, investigating how responses could be improved
to tackle it more effectively.
The first chapter establishes the context to the discussion by categorising and
rationalising the various motives behind iconoclastic crimes. The next chapter
concentrates on historical trends of response, using the case of the suffragette
iconoclasts to illuminate reactions from across society, before assessing the effects of
their endurance. The third chapter broaches new ground in the field of prevention by
exploring the access and education approach: a means of forestalling destructive
compulsions among the public by promoting engagement with cultural institutions
and works of art. The fourth chapter looks at security enhancement: the more
traditional answer to iconoclastic offences. It evaluates the options open to museums
from a defensive standpoint, but it also discusses the wider impact of implementation
on accessibility. The final chapter presents the findings of a postal survey of 250
British museums and galleries undertaken in 2006. The purpose of the survey was to
gauge the current nature and extent of the problem, and to determine how
contemporary museum professionals deal with it.
Although some cultural institutions respond to iconoclasm with considered,
sustainable and effective tactics, others would be wise to revise their conduct. This
thesis concludes that while instances of iconoclasm will never be eradicated from
galleries completely, the threat could be curbed significantly if the museum sector
was to make a concerted effort to study its own responses and introduce necessary
changes.
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Introduction
Philip Hendy’s tone was grave when he made a statement to the press on 27th June
1962. As Director of the National Gallery, it was his responsibility to confirm the
events that had occurred there that afternoon. A valuable drawing by Leonardo had
been removed from display and transferred to the conservation department, and a 56year-old German artist had been arrested. The incident that triggered these events was
outrageous, but not altogether surprising. “We always knew that something like this
might happen”, Hendy conceded, “It is the nightmare of all gallery directors”.1 This
“nightmare” was an act of iconoclasm.
The Royal Academy had owned Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St Anne
and St John the Baptist since 1779 (Plate 1). On 10th March 1962 it was announced
that the work would be sold at auction, and the National Art Collections Fund
(NACF) launched a public appeal for its purchase. For the duration of the campaign
the Leonardo Cartoon was exhibited at the National Gallery, while efforts were made
to raise £800,000.2
Franz Weng came to public attention as the appeal neared its deadline. On
th

27 June the artist made his way through the crowded gallery, approached the
drawing, and hurled an unopened bottle of ink at it. The Cartoon’s Perspex screen
deflected the bottle, which did not smash, and Weng was restrained by attendants
before he could throw another.3 The artwork was spared any major harm; damage
was confined to a small chain of scratches beneath where the missile had cracked the
protective screen. Nevertheless, it was a lucky escape. After the assault, Weng
expressed his frustration that the bottle had not broken, and declared that he “would
do it again” given the chance.4 Although his motive was never determined fully, his
destructive intentions were quite apparent.5
The drama subsided over the next ten days. Weng was held in custody while
the Cartoon returned to display. The acquisition appeal continued, and on 31st July
the NACF secured its target with the aid of a government grant.
This “nightmare” was not as severe as it might have been. Yet it would be
wrong to dismiss Hendy’s choice of words as melodramatic. The attack had both
short and long term repercussions for the National Gallery. In its initial wake, the
Cartoon required conservation treatment and a new, thicker Perspex screen had to be
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commissioned. Some months later, an international committee of experts was
summoned to advise how the fragile work could be exhibited safely in the future.6
The incident caused the National Galley’s reputation to suffer by highlighting the
vulnerability of the collections, and some staff became anxious about mentioning the
matter in the public domain.7 It could even be argued that Weng’s act came close to
jeopardising the acquisition itself. £359,610 was collected in the three months
preceding his assault, but, afterwards, donations fell sharply and only another £40,000
could be raised. Without a last minute government contribution of £350,000, the
necessary sum would not have been met.8 The consequences of an iconoclastic
episode can be nightmarish even when the immediate outcome is not.
The 1962 attack on the Leonardo Cartoon was an exceptional event, and
similar offences are rare. However, less audacious assaults on less famous artworks
are an enduring concern for many museums and galleries. Indeed, although incidents
tend not to occur on a regular basis, no cultural institution is immune to the risk of
iconoclasm.9 And when an assailant strikes, it can affect finances, security, public
relations and staff morale. This is in addition to the material cost to the targeted
artwork, and the cultural loss that may result.
This thesis sets out to illuminate the threat of iconoclasm in Western museums
and art galleries, and explore responses to it. Its aim is to assist in developing
methods of prevention. Assuming that the problem is not insurmountable, the central
tenet of this study is that response offers a key to curbing the crime. It suggests that if
cultural institutions react in a more informed and focused manner they could reduce
the rate of attacks and the severity of repercussions. The driving questions can be
summarised thus: what are the different modes of response adopted by galleries, and
how could these be improved? By providing some answers, and encouraging further
discussion, it is hoped that this research will equip the museum sector to deal with the
issue more effectively. With the necessary knowledge and understanding it could
take steps to confront “the nightmare of all gallery directors” in a considered, potent
and durable way.
In its broadest sense, the deliberate damage or destruction of art is a familiar
research subject. It is tackled most often from a historical angle, as a symptom of
religious or political revolt. Traditionally, historians have concentrated on four main
eras: the Byzantine ‘Quarrel of the Images’, the Reformation, the French Revolution,
and the collapse of Communism in the Soviet Union.
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Iconoclasm surfaced in 8th century Byzantium as a result of tensions over the
use of art in the Christian Orthodox Church and the influence exercised by the cult of
images. When the veneration of icons was condemned as heresy by Emperor
Constantine V, art objects were destroyed and their defenders persecuted. Although
the iconophiles triumphed ultimately, this dispute carried on for decades as a
succession of ecumenical councils were convened, their judgements ratified and then
later overturned.10 In the 16th century the permissibility of religious images came into
question again as the Reformation swept across Europe. This time iconoclasm was
instigated by popular uprising rather than official policy. Churches were raided by lay
members, leaving altarpieces, sculptures and decorative furnishings smashed.11
During the French Revolution iconoclasm assumed a political character. Monuments
and sculptures of the Ancien Régime were mutilated and destroyed, first as surrogate
victims of public disaffection, and then to denote the deconstruction of the old order.
Significantly, art was attacked because of what it represented, not because it was art.12
Similar circumstances arose in Eastern Europe and Russia in the early 1990s. The
demise of Communism after the fall of the Berlin Wall led to the demolition of much
public statuary depicting Lenin, Stalin and other Party officials.13
Each of these episodes was an important milestone in the evolution of
iconoclasm. But while the above chronology identifies key phases, it does not
provide a comprehensive reading of the phenomenon. In recent years scholars have
begun to investigate other periods of wreckage, fleshing out the historical narrative.
For instance, the disfigurement of hieroglyphs in Ancient Egypt is now receiving
attention, as is the destruction of saints’ images in early 20th century Mexico.14 The
field is diversifying gradually beyond its conventional confines. It is not just certain
time-frames that have experienced academic neglect; the entire concept of iconoclasm
occurring outwith the context of mass religious or political turmoil has also been
under-explored. Research into independent attacks in museums and galleries is
particularly thin.
In 2002 Gridley McKim-Smith complained that iconoclasm in cultural
institutions was “not an easy topic to research”.15 She suggested that part of the
trouble lay in the scarcity of in-depth literature on the subject. A bibliographic
overview verifies this point. Brief articles on specific instances of damage are
relatively commonplace, especially in art magazines and newspapers. However, most
are factual summaries that stop short of critical analysis. Only a small number of
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authors have attempted to draw different cases together and scrutinise this type of
assault as a phenomenon in its own right.
Julius Held trialled this approach in 1963. His article ‘Alteration and
Mutilation of Works of Art’ outlines a range of iconoclastic practices, and warns that
they are an ongoing danger rather than a historical concern.16 This effort could not be
described as thorough; Held deals exclusively with paintings, and is often sidetracked
by offences committed outside the gallery setting. Even so, his work made inroads
into the complex matter of motivation, laying foundations for David Freedberg’s
Iconoclasts and their Motives.
Freedberg’s text was published in 1985, but it remains one of the most detailed
examinations of crimes carried out by lone assailants in museums.17 It has
shortcomings too. Freedberg is essentially preoccupied by figurative art, affording
little time to abstract or avant-garde targets.18 Some of his arguments also seem
exaggerated, such as the proposal that many iconoclasts act to liberate themselves
from the power that images wield.19 Nevertheless, it established the subject as a
serious topic of debate.
Over the next decade the problem attracted further interest and some fresh
perspectives. ‘Crimes Against Art: Social Meanings and Symbolic Attacks’ by Gary
Fine and Deborah Shatin was a significant contribution.20 Portraying iconoclasm as
an opportunity to construct symbolic meaning, this article compares perpetrators’
explanations for attacks with guardians’ interpretations of them. It only addresses
four destructive episodes though. The scope of Christopher Cordess and Maja
Turcan’s ‘Art Vandalism’ is much more ambitious.21 This 1993 report considers the
prevalence and patterns of incidents in sixty institutions using quantitative data.
Stephen Goss’s A Guide to Art Vandalism Tools, Their History and Their Use also
highlights a wealth of case studies. Unfortunately, the value of this anthology is
undermined by factual inaccuracies.22
Dario Gamboni became a leading figure in the field when he published The
Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution in 1997.23
This comprehensive volume traces the development of iconoclasm from the French
Revolution to present day, and dedicates a whole chapter to violence against art in
museums. It is best known for its analysis of assaults on modern art and cases
stimulated by incomprehension.
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Since Gamboni’s breakthrough, there has been a marked increase in research
relating to iconoclasm in general. A group of scholars has begun re-assessing the
very character of the experience. They suggest that iconoclasm is best understood as
a transformative process, as opposed to a wholly destructive one; a notion that hints at
a creative capacity.24 Yet despite this flurry of recent activity, attacks in galleries
have received only fleeting acknowledgement. They are mentioned in the
introduction to Iconoclasm: Contested Objects, Contested Terms, but are not pursued
in any of the articles.25
If studies into this concern are uncommon, those that investigate different
responses to it are virtually non-existent. The only aspect of response that is tackled
with any frequency is conservation work. Reports like ‘The Munich Dürer Attack’
publicise cutting-edge techniques for treating mutilated artworks.26 However, they
rarely offer advice on avoiding future assaults. Means of preventing incidents are
sometimes discussed in museum security manuals. These publications present a
narrow range of options though, and they tend to be more interested in reducing art
theft.27
Considering this bibliographical backdrop, the scope for expansion is clear.
This thesis builds on existing knowledge of offences, and fills a gap in the research
field by concentrating on the concept of response.
Potentially, iconoclasm is a vast topic. In 2007 Stacy Boldrick and Richard
Clay remarked on its breadth, concluding that any project in the field “has to be
focused if it is to be significant”.28 Adopting a focus obliges researchers to set
thematic boundaries, and to exclude certain areas and issues from their work. Since
omissions can cause confusion, it is necessary to clarify the parameters of this study,
and explain exactly what is meant by ‘responding to iconoclasm in Western museums
and art galleries’.
The most obvious parameter concerns the locations where attacks take place.
Iconoclasts strike in a variety of settings, from chapels to embassies, from homes to
shopping centres. This investigation is restricted to museums and galleries:
establishments also referred to as cultural institutions. Within these premises,
attention is centred on spaces used for public display. Therefore, the project considers
both assaults perpetrated indoors among exhibits and assaults committed outdoors in
sculpture gardens. Incidents that take place ‘behind the scenes’, in museum stores for
instance, fall beyond its remit. Although some high profile episodes have occurred in

6
churches, analysis does not extend in this direction. Nor does it deal with attacks in
outdoor civic locations like town squares.29 The focus remains on museums and
galleries in Western countries, essentially those in Europe and North America.
Chronological boundaries are determined by the history of cultural
institutions. The Palais du Louvre’s collections went on public view for the first time
in August 1793. Revising the building’s function was one of many contemporary
efforts intended to save France’s artistic patrimony from iconoclastic obliteration.
While the origins of museums can be traced back to the 16th century, the Louvre was
the first venue of its kind to make fine art freely accessible to the general populace.
As Carol Duncan says, it provided “the prototype of the public art museum”.30 For
this reason, 1793 marks the natural starting point for an inquiry into iconoclasm in
galleries. This research addresses episodes that have arisen since.31
In terms of the targets of attacks, the project is only concerned with the
damage or destruction of fine art objects, namely paintings, drawings, photographs,
sculptures and installations. It does not look at assaults on historical artefacts or
applied art. Thus, examples like the breakage of the Portland Vase are not covered.32
Damage done to the structural fabric of museum buildings is another issue excluded
from discussion.
As for the identities of culprits, it concentrates on members of the public.
Some crimes carried out by groups are examined, but most cases feature lone visitors.
Iconoclasts who are either guardians or owners of their targets are not investigated.
This omits attacks undertaken by gallery staff, such as the disfigurement of Roy
Lichtenstein’s painting Curtains by a museum guard in 1993.33 It is extremely
unusual for owners to injure artworks that belong to them when they are housed inside
cultural institutions. Nonetheless, collectors have been known to behave in this way
in private settings, so it is important to stress that this aspect is left out too.34
Finally, the act of injury itself is subject to parameters. To be included in this
study, acts have to involve conscious interference. This principle applies to a range of
behaviours, from an outright assault on an exhibit to inquisitive touching. Many
would not count damage brought about by touching as iconoclasm. However, this
research supports Gamboni’s assertion that even very minor interventions can be
enough to ruin some artworks.35 Whether harm derives from the urge to destroy or
the urge to explore, the crucial point is that the visitor’s manipulation of the art is
conscious, in a setting where such activity is prohibited. Accidental damage is not
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addressed. Although accidents can be a serious problem, their causes differ from the
causes of iconoclasm, and preventative measures tend to be more straightforward.36
Sometimes it can be difficult to tell whether or not interference is accidental. When
harm is noticed only after the event, it poses a particular challenge for museums.
There are ways of determining what has happened though. CCTV footage can
provide valuable evidence, and the nature of the damage is often a strong indication in
its own right.
The concept of response also requires some clarification. Ultimately, this
thesis is not concerned with how galleries react in the immediate aftermath of a case
of iconoclasm. There are various publications that describe the initial steps they
should take.37 Indeed, these procedures are quite self-evident. The perpetrator should
be apprehended and detained if possible; attempts should be made to find them if they
have fled. The police should be called immediately.38 Conservation staff must be
summoned to assess the extent of the damage, photograph the artwork in situ, and
carry out any treatment that will stop injuries from worsening. The location of the
assault ought to be sealed off temporarily. Any witnesses should be asked to remain,
while other visitors should be reassured if necessary. The details of an emergency
routine will vary depending on the institution and the nature of the act, but the basic
form is fairly standard.
This study does not dwell on such activities. It investigates more long-term
responses; strategies which surface after the initial event has passed. These reactions
can be either practical or attitudinal, and they relate to a range of spheres, including
public relations, education, security, management, conservation and research. Some
of them aim to prevent future attacks, whereas others are exercises in damage
limitation. Some represent well-established trends, and others embody progressive
ideas that have yet to develop fully.
In this sense, the project analyses how galleries deal with the experience of
iconoclasm. But there is another layer to the concept of response: reactions to the
threat of iconoclasm. This research also examines how institutions confront the
phenomenon as a potential risk to collections. It considers pre-emptive responses;
measures taken to forestall incidents and avoid “the nightmare of all gallery directors”
in the first place. Consequently, discussion is not restricted to the conduct of
museums that have been targets in the past. It explores approaches being practiced
across the entire sector.
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Having defined the research area, it seems inevitable that questions will be
raised over terminology. Many people would call the conscious injury of a gallery
exhibit ‘art vandalism’. So why is the expression ‘iconoclasm’ used instead?
The word ‘vandalism’ comes from vandalisme, a term that originated during
the French Revolution. For years it was thought that Henri Grégoire coined it in his
Rapport sur les inscriptions des monuments publics, which was presented to the
National Convention on 11th January 1794. It certainly became established through a
series of reports that he produced for the Convention later that year. In these three
accounts, Grégoire detailed the scale of artistic destruction being undertaken at the
time and means of reducing it; vandalisme was a key concept.39 However, scholars
now believe that the term was devised by Joseph Lakanal, who included it in an
earlier report of 4th June 1793.40
Both Grégoire and Lakanal used the word vandalisme in the same way: to
describe the extremes that some revolutionaries were going to in their bid to remove
all visual reminders of the Ancien Régime. They also used it for the same purpose: to
condemn this behaviour. Artistic heritage had been relatively well preserved in the
initial stages of the Revolution, but after the collapse of the monarchy in August 1792
a three-year spate of wreckage ensued. Statuary on public buildings was smashed and
monuments were torn down (Plate 2).41 Accusing those responsible of vandalisme
was an attempt to distance “the fair name of the Revolution” from these events.42
According to Grégoire and Lakanal, people who ruined art were set apart from the
civilised world, and, as such, they were enemies of the new order. This assertion was
reinforced on etymological grounds. Vandalisme derives from ‘Vandal’, the name of
the tribe that sacked Rome in 455AD. The Vandals were regarded traditionally as the
destroyers of Roman civilisation, and by the 17th century they had become
synonymous with ignorance, barbarism and spoilage.43 Grégoire and Lakanal’s
phraseology alluded to this deliberately.
On a superficial level, ‘vandalism’ seems a reasonable term to use in this
study. Yet its historical associations present difficulties. It cannot be divorced from
its stigmatising roots; it always implies crudeness and stupidity. Moreover, it
suggests that the act of mutilation is meaningless.44 Terminology is important. As
Boldrick and Clay point out, “our choice of terms can be indicative of, and encourage
us to maintain, particular assumptions and can relate to our tendency to ask particular
questions, privileging certain connections and overlooking others”.45 For research to
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be objective, its terminology must be objective. Most modern-day scholars avoid ‘art
vandalism’ because it is too pejoratively loaded.
‘Iconoclasm’ has quite different origins. It comes from the combination of
two Greek words: eikon, meaning ‘image’, and klastes, meaning ‘breaker’.46 It first
emerged in theological debates during the ‘Quarrel of the Images’ in 8th century
Byzantium. Like ‘vandalism’, this expression was devised by the defenders of art, in
criticism of its destroyers.47 However, it has not entered modern usage with such
derogatory connotations. ‘Iconoclasm’ does not evoke meaningless behaviour.
Purpose can be imagined behind even the most spontaneous, strange or violent attacks
if they are defined in this way. To quote Gamboni, the term gives perpetrators “a
right to attain intelligibility”.48 A ‘vandal’ invites instant disparagement, whereas an
‘iconoclast’ could be worthy of discussion.
This is not to say that ‘iconoclasm’ is completely neutral or problem-free.
Some historians only employ the word when referring to the destruction of sacred
images. When introduced in a secular context, religious implications often remain.
As a result, ‘iconoclasm’ “constructs and constrains the field of study” and supports
certain assumptions too.49 The strength of these associations has waned over time.
As of the mid 17th century the expression lost its exclusive relationship with the
Byzantine dispute, and became accepted as meaning opposition towards Christian
images in general. Since the 1860s it has been applicable to any attack on cultural
orthodoxy.50 Gamboni insists that ‘iconoclasm’ is now understood to denote the
damage or destruction of any work of art, and that there is no longer an automatic
connection with religion.51 Many people would still make this inference though.
Recent studies have also drawn attention to the emphasis on breaking that is
inherent in the word. Boldrick and Clay argue that ‘iconoclasm’ is problematic
because it indicates that the act is wholly reductive, and thereby obscures any
productive dimension.52 Clay suggests ‘sign transformation’ as a more accurate
alternative. He illustrates the point by analysing the treatment of Edme Bouchardon’s
statue Louis XV. Prior to the French Revolution, Louis XV was disfigured with graffiti
in such a way that the signifier gained a further layer of symbolic meaning.53
Although this incident was destructive, it was also creative. Its duality is significant,
but is easy to overlook if the episode is defined as ‘iconoclasm’.
The semiotic approach is interesting, and ‘sign transformation’ is a valuable
phrase. However, Clay’s theory creates a diversion from the immediate problem
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facing cultural institutions. A large part of a gallery’s raison d’être is to provide a
sanctuary where art may be preserved for posterity. When an exhibit is damaged
through conscious interference this function is undermined, so museums will always
experience such events as being predominantly reductive. Referring to ‘sign
transformation’ in these circumstances seems disingenuous; it sidelines the practical
consequences of the deed and belittles the harm done.
All of the aforementioned terms are contentious in some respect. A
universally acceptable label has not yet been found. ‘Iconoclasm’ is used here
because it is the most appropriate option for an objective study into incidents in
museums.54
Making choices is an intrinsic part of research, and perhaps the most
fundamental decisions are related to methodology. This thesis is the product of four
distinct approaches, each selected to illuminate the subject matter in a different way.
They warrant some explanation.
An examination of bibliographic and archival material was undertaken to build
a basic framework of knowledge on past instances of iconoclasm and modes of
response. While this involved consulting books, journals and reports, the most
valuable sources often proved to be newspaper cuttings and their online equivalents.
These provided the essential facts of episodes, descriptions of damage and statements
from relevant parties. With certain cases of destruction, they were the only written
accounts available.55 Although reliance on press articles was sometimes unavoidable,
they were not exempt from scrutiny. On the contrary, biases and limitations were
considered, as was the possibility of error. News sources were cross-referenced to
minimise the risk of inaccuracy. Archival records, such as letters, memoranda and
minutes of meetings, were treated similarly. The majority of primary material was
found in the British Library, the National Library of Scotland, the National Gallery
Archive and the National Art Library. Many photocopied documents were also
supplied by correspondents.
Establishing contact with museum professionals was another approach. It
afforded the research a greater depth of insight and a contemporary edge. Curators,
conservators, heads of security, archivists and press officers received letters, emails
and telephone enquiries requesting their experiences and opinions. Despite concerns
that it would be difficult to persuade staff to discuss the subject, many responded with
invaluable anecdotes and suggestions. A few institutions did not wish to get involved
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for reasons of security and confidentiality.56 Nonetheless, positive contact was made
with over forty galleries in the UK and USA. Some correspondences prepared the
way for interviews, for instance with the National Security Adviser at the Museums,
Libraries and Archives Council (MLA).57 These were particularly rewarding.
The third approach dealt specifically with case studies. A computer database
was produced to compile, compare and contextualise incidents of iconoclasm, and
thereby rationalise the problem. Details of episodes were gathered from literature and
verbal accounts, allowing 240 instances of damage or destruction to be documented.58
Records featured the dates of attacks, their locations, assailants and targets. Where
possible, information was obtained on weapons, motives, perpetrators’ backgrounds
and any statements made. The content of the database could not be evaluated
statistically because evidence had not been collected systematically. Even so, it
indicated general trends among offences and helped to establish connections between
cases.
A more scientific approach was embarked upon with the organisation of a
postal survey of 250 cultural institutions. This route was taken to generate some
quantitative data, which would compliment the qualitative outcomes of the other
methods. Questionnaires were designed and piloted, their distribution and return was
coordinated, and the results were collated and analysed.59 Prior to this enterprise, few
surveys had been conducted into iconoclasm in museums, and none had looked at
responses. The scale of the survey was also innovative; Cordess and Turcan’s earlier
study ‘Art Vandalism’ dealt with only 92 institutions.60 This approach not only gave
quantitative substance to developing hypotheses, it broke new ground in the research
field.
Employing several investigative methods allowed a fuller understanding of the
phenomenon to be gained. The information gleaned from archives was quite different
from that attained through correspondences. The knowledge acquired in compiling
the database varied from that earned by conducting the survey. All four
methodological threads sustained and shaped the thesis itself.
Chapter One begins by addressing the motives behind acts of iconoclasm. It
starts with the premise that motives are overlooked by museums fairly regularly, and
goes on to explain that recognising them can be a valuable preventative aid. A variety
of rationales are categorised and analysed. The circumstances that put certain
institutions and exhibits at risk are identified.
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Chapter Two examines historical trends of response to the issue, and assesses
the effects of their endurance. Using the suffragettes’ iconoclastic campaign as a
backdrop, it looks at how society reacted to offences in 1914, before drawing
connections with more recent episodes.
Attention then focuses on contemporary preventative strategies. Chapter
Three explores how iconoclasm can be tackled through public access and educational
projects. This is a largely untested solution. Therefore, comparable schemes in the
wider community are discussed, as are gallery ventures run to promote involvement
and learning as part of general policy. An argument is made for applying these
models to the specific problem of assaults on art.
Chapter Four considers the common practice of countering attacks by
enhancing security measures. Its central concern is the dual responsibility held by
galleries: to preserve collections and to encourage public engagement with them.
Bearing this balancing act in mind, it evaluates the effectiveness of a range of
protective techniques and investigates their impact on ordinary visitors.
The thesis ends by outlining the current situation for museums. Chapter Five
concentrates on the survey of 250 cultural institutions. It follows the thematic
structure of the questionnaire, determining the nature and extent of the problem and
then addressing professional responses to it. Unlike the other chapters, this one
assumes a report format. It presents the full findings of the survey and concludes with
a set of recommendations.
While this project covers some key facets of its subject area, it is neither
exhaustive nor definitive. Responding to iconoclasm in Western museums and
galleries is a broad and complex theme, and the further research delves, the more
knowledge gaps are exposed. The absence of statistical data is a particular concern; it
is reflected in the thesis. Although the final chapter is based on the quantitative
results of an analytical inquiry, the others rely for the most part on subjective
evidence: the theories of a small group of scholars, surviving written records, and a
vast number of anecdotes. It is unusual for museums to keep their own statistics or
conduct their own research in this field. More surveys, systematic investigations and
practical trials must be undertaken before it can be claimed that the problem and its
solutions are understood fully.
Various topics should be earmarked for this kind of study in the future. For
instance, the relationship between iconoclasm and mental illness requires a thorough
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evaluation. A link between the two is often assumed, but has never been
substantiated. The ways in which ordinary visitors are influenced by increased
gallery security also warrants a separate analysis. Sources suggest that people can be
intimidated by certain measures, yet there are no firm facts on the matter. The access
and education approach to preventing attacks is another subject awaiting practical
appraisal. Until pilot schemes are initiated and assessed, it seems unlikely that the
sector will take full advantage of this method. And, perhaps most importantly, there
is a need to establish the true extent of iconoclastic crime itself. Its scale in the UK is
starting to become apparent, but what about other Western nations? Though these
issues are highlighted here, it has not been possible to address them in the depth that
is, ultimately, necessary.
This thesis does not try to provide all the answers, but it constitutes a step in
the right direction towards improving responses. Curbing iconoclasm, like reducing
any threat, is a gradual process. This research aims to give museums and galleries a
foothold on the problem, and embolden them to take the next step.
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Chapter One
“Wholly uninteresting”: The Motives behind Acts of Iconoclasm
Rembrandt’s Nightwatch is the star attraction of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. On
14th September 1975 it was disfigured by Wilhelm Arie de Rijk, who used a knife to
slash the canvas over twelve times (Plates 3 and 4). De Rijk was subsequently
committed to a psychiatric hospital, where he killed himself six months later.1 The
unpredictability and severity of the attack sent shock waves across the art world, and
the press descended upon the Rijksmuseum to gain insight into why it had happened.
Gallery officials did not share this curiosity. Almost one month after the assault the
Director of Public Relations was quoted in Neue Kronen Zeitung. “The assailant and
his motives are wholly uninteresting to us”, he asserted, “for one cannot apply normal
criteria to the motivations of someone who is mentally disturbed”.2
Twenty-six years later Jacqueline Crofton entered Tate Britain and threw eggs
at Work 227: The Lights Going On and Off, the 2001 Turner Prize winning
installation by Martin Creed that consisted of two flashing lights in an otherwise
empty room (Plate 5). In this case the damage was far less catastrophic. Afterwards,
though, a spokesman for Tate Britain was equally unforthcoming in addressing the
reasoning behind the attack. Having relayed the sequence of events to BBC News, the
representative added simply: “We have no idea why she did it”.3 This apparent
incomprehension was in spite of the media brouhaha that had erupted after Creed’s
inclusion on the Turner Prize shortlist. There had been widespread scepticism that the
minimalist installation was little short of ‘the emperor’s new clothes’.4
While these two examples of iconoclasm are very different, the reluctance of
each institution to consider the possible motives of their assailants in any depth is
comparable. There are various explanations for this. David Freedberg claims that the
Rijksmuseum staff reacted out of a basic human impulse to “lay aside and suppress
that with which we cannot deal”.5 It is difficult to apply his interpretation to the
incident at Tate Britain though, since damage there was minor. Perhaps it is more
likely that officials refused to consider the iconoclasts’ motives to avoid validating
them. Or maybe they did not perceive any merit in pursuing the matter due to the
seemingly idiosyncratic nature of the attacks.
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However it is accounted for, this conduct is not exceptional.6 The media may
be eager to speculate on why acts of destruction are carried out, but victimised
museums and galleries tend to downplay or even ignore this aspect of the
phenomenon, maintaining instead that it is incomprehensible. Unless reasoning is
expressed overtly by perpetrators, cultural institutions are unlikely to entertain and
analyse rationales.
Yet motives are pivotal to occurrences of this crime. Addressing them should
be fundamental in developing an understanding of the problem, and, in turn,
responding to it. This approach can illuminate why certain artworks or institutions are
targeted, and can explain the manner of their assault. It equips museums to react
more appropriately and effectively in the event of an attack. Without comprehension
as to why such acts occur, they will find it virtually impossible to anticipate future
incidents and take preventative measures against them.
For these reasons this first chapter aims to identify and examine a selection of
motives behind iconoclastic offences, illustrating each with case studies. Opening
with the subject of motive also allows the breadth of the phenomenon to be introduced
and its many facets to be revealed. This issue is important; the heterogeneity of
iconoclasm is a particular complication for those concerned with its prevention.
There is no single explanation for museum visitors who mutilate works of art.
Reasons are often as individual as perpetrators themselves. Even so, there have been
attempts to rationalise this form of offence by categorising either types of attackers or
their motives. In Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art,
Bruno Latour classifies five broad varieties of iconoclast in terms of their intentions
towards images.7 In the article ‘Seven Faces of the Art Vandal’ Brian Dillon endows
his categories with distinct personalities.8 This chapter follows a similar format, but
focuses on motives rather than the identities and characteristics of culprits.
Determining the psychological makeup of the archetypal iconoclast is not an objective
of this study. The motives to be discussed include: destruction for destruction’s sake,
mental disturbance, the conflation of image and reality, political and socio-political
agitation, personal publicity-seeking, religious convictions, moral outrage, the belief
that an exhibit does not constitute art, artistic envy, the belief that an assault is artistic
in its own right, and ‘copycat’ behaviour.
Classifying iconoclasm in this way is not without its difficulties. Some
categories, such as mental disturbance, concern not so much the motive as the
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explanation for this behaviour. A degree of thematic overlap between categories is
also unavoidable due to the fluid nature of motive itself. Someone who destroys a
painting or sculpture may be driven by multiple simultaneous impulses. Likewise,
assailants may begin to rationalise their acts differently over the course of time.
Robert Cambridge, who turned a shotgun on Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St
Anne and St John the Baptist in 1987, initially claimed to be protesting at “political,
social and economic conditions in Britain”. This statement was later retracted with
the explanation that the attack had been a “cry for help”.9
Any analysis of iconoclastic stimuli must rely upon the statements of
perpetrators and the people around them, which is a subjective foundation to start
with. The limitations of source material compound the matter. Some of the gravest
and most sensational episodes are investigated in this chapter because they are the
most extensively documented. With many lesser incidents, offenders are never
caught and their reasoning is never revealed. As a result, consideration of major case
studies outweighs the discourse afforded to minor ones. The scenarios presented here
are not entirely representative of the experiences of many smaller institutions. But
this chapter has other goals. The intention is to address the subject of motive as a step
towards facilitating a greater comprehension of iconoclastic phenomena, encouraging
museums and galleries to deliver informed responses to the problem, and challenging
the notion that assailants and their motives are “wholly uninteresting”.
Stanley Cohen determines that the most pervasive stereotype associated with
the deliberate destruction of property is that such behaviour is “meaningless, senseless
or wanton”.10 This is particularly the case with the mutilation of artworks. Unlike art
theft, iconoclasm is a crime with no tangible reward, and it is often assumed that this
apparently irrational activity amounts to no more than destruction for destruction’s
sake. Essentially, it is motiveless. As an anomalous ‘non-motive’, a purpose defined
by its lack of purpose, the concept of destruction for destruction’s sake seems a
logical starting point.
This notion is related to the belief that iconoclasm is only undertaken by
ignorant barbarians, who are incapable of either appreciating art or perceiving the
folly of their actions. The apparent recklessness of iconoclasts’ conduct is seen to
reflect their baseness of character. In the early 1970s Cohen was among the first to
discredit such clichés and restore meaning to acts of property destruction in general.11
More recently, scholars like Dario Gamboni and David Freedberg have applied this
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approach to iconoclasm, repudiating the arbitrariness of attacks and the ‘otherness’ of
offenders.12 Unfortunately, where motives are not clearly discernable, the idea that
iconoclasts are compelled to wreak harm aimlessly remains entrenched in public
opinion. This could further explain the reluctance of museums to address the question
of motive. They simply cannot imagine that a purpose exists beyond destruction as an
end in itself.
Yet far from being a principal motive, it can be argued that destruction for
destruction’s sake is an entirely false contrivance. Every iconoclastic gesture is
carried out for a reason. Sometimes assailants will be unable to articulate their
rationales effectively, on other occasions their objectives will be unacceptable or
incomprehensible in the eyes of ‘normal’ society. Nevertheless, undertaking an
assault will always make some sort of sense to the perpetrator. If a motive is not overt
it does not follow necessarily that a motive is absent. However, this is the premise
behind allegations of destruction for destruction’s sake.
A series of iconoclastic incidents that occurred in 1977 provides an illustrative
case study. On 29th March Hans-Joachim Böhlmann entered the Hamburg Kunsthalle
and sprayed Paul Klee’s Goldfish with sulphuric acid. Over the next seven months,
Böhlmann assaulted another twenty-two artworks in this fashion, including pieces by
Rembrandt, Cranach and Rubens (Plate 6).13 Striking a variety of institutions, his
choice of targets seemed to be indiscriminate; the quintessential model of destruction
for destruction’s sake. When Böhlmann was finally apprehended in October 1977, it
was reported that he declared: “I had to destroy that which others cherish”.14
From initial appearances these exploits were motiveless. Even recent writers
have described the episode as a “rampage”, and its justification as “crude”.15
Böhlmann’s trial exposed reasons for his criminality though. Days prior to the first
attack, his wife had died in an accident. Not long before, Böhlmann had been
diagnosed with a brain tumour and pensioned off work. This series of personal
traumas engendered an accumulation of aggression which finally eclipsed rational
thought. Böhlmann later admitted that iconoclasm had relieved his sense of injustice:
“I have hated all art since my wife’s death and draw great satisfaction from destroying
it”.16 Amidst the media clamour this genuine rationale was obscured. The suggestion
that he had felt obliged to “destroy that which others cherish” took precedence,
although this explanation probably derived from a criminologist’s remarks rather than
Böhlmann’s own words.17
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Even if one accepts this disputed statement, it remains impossible to claim that
Böhlmann’s actions represent destruction for destruction’s sake. “I had to destroy
that which others cherish” implies that the attacker gained satisfaction from
destruction. This may have resulted from the upset that his actions caused others, or
from the sensation of watching acid dissolve the images. Regardless, in whatever
way the declaration is interpreted, it cannot be defined as motiveless.
John Conklin identifies the physical sensation of the experience as a motive
behind attacks on artworks; one which is often mistaken for destruction for
destruction’s sake. In Art Crime he asserts that perpetrators may be spurred on by the
visual, tactile and auditory effects associated with wrecking activity.18 His argument
is supported by the findings of Vernon Allen and David Greenberger, who published
their ‘Aesthetic Theory of Vandalism’ in 1978.19 Allen and Greenberger propose that
the variables which make creative experiences pleasurable are the same as those
responsible for destructive behaviour. Levels of complexity, expectation, novelty,
patterning and intensity are all factors that determine the degree of satisfaction that
someone will derive from damaging a piece of property. These stimuli may function
in both “eliciting” and “discriminative” capacities; they prompt individuals to carry
out attacks, but they also guide decisions relating to the choice of targets.20 The
physical nature of an object before, during and after its destruction is of key
significance. Anticipation of the transformative process is equally important. If
something breaks in an interesting, tangible manner, and the end result conforms to
aesthetically pleasing notions of physical arrangement, the assailant will feel a strong
sense of gratification.
Although this theory was developed to explain general property destruction, it
can be applied to iconoclasm. Since its acquisition by National Museums Liverpool
in 1993, Peter Doig’s painting Blotter has suffered three counts of deliberate damage,
where visitors have pressed either their fingers or foreign items into the painting’s
impasto surface (Plate 7).21 It is conceivable that the culprits chose to interfere with
this picture because they believed that doing so would provide a pleasurable sensory
experience. Applying pressure to different areas of the paintwork, causing it to
undulate and crack, could have been an attempt to satisfy this deep-rooted
compulsion.
‘Enjoyment Theory’ is another hypothesis worth considering. Again, it is too
often eclipsed by the idea of destruction for destruction’s sake. Mihaly
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Csikszentmihalyi and Reed Larson interpret property destruction in terms of the
intrinsic rewards for perpetrators. This approach broadly resembles that of Allen and
Greenberger, but their argument looks beyond aesthetics.22 It states that people find
everyday activities enjoyable when challenges are balanced appropriately with
personal skills. Under these circumstances, which Csikszentmihalyi and Larson call
the ‘flow state’, the sense of being in control is heightened, goals are clearly defined,
feedback is readily available, and participants experience pleasure and fulfilment.23
Yet when challenges are unrealistically demanding or insufficiently engaging, the
‘flow state’ will not be achieved, and individuals will be obliged to explore alternative
ventures in pursuit of enjoyment. Those who cannot find a match for their skills in
socially acceptable activities often turn to destructive acts like property damage.
These confrontations provide a clear balance between challenges and skills, obvious
goals and immediate feedback. As such, they are “a ready source of enjoyment”.24
Csikszentmihalyi and Larson use their theory to account for anti-social
conduct in schools, claiming that many students who break the rules do so because
they are not positively stimulated by the education system. This behaviour represents
the search for other sources of ‘fun’. Essentially, it is a product of boredom. Certain
cases of iconoclasm are motivated by similar conditions. It is possible that the people
who disfigured Blotter were trying to enliven what they perceived to be a dull visiting
experience.
The repeated attacks on this exhibit could equally be explained in terms of
viewers’ curiosity. Perhaps the unprotected paintwork proved too much of a
temptation not to touch. As the Director of the Milwaukee Art Museum commented
in April 2007: “I think in this digital age, when people spend so much time looking at
screens, real objects are a temptation. People, they feel curious about the surface
textures”.25
Such elemental motivations often feature in less serious incidents of
iconoclasm, frequently those performed by children. In February 2006 a schoolboy
made American news when he affixed a piece of chewing gum to Helen
Frankenthaler’s abstract painting The Bay (Plate 8).26 Although the 12-year-old did
not account for his conduct publicly, several speculations are plausible. He could
have been prompted by aesthetic sensory impulses, driven by a desire to alleviate
boredom or compelled by curiosity. Maybe he was simply trying to impress his
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peers.27 Afterwards, it was agreed that the boy had not grasped the wider implications
of his act, but this does not mean that it was devoid of purpose.
Destruction for destruction’s sake is not a motive behind acts of iconoclasm, it
is a label used by others to attempt to rationalise this behaviour. Yet since a
motiveless assault is conceptually impossible, it is not a valid label. Nor is it a helpful
one from a preventive perspective. When it is assumed that destruction has been
undertaken as an end in itself, the real aims of the perpetrator are either obscured or
dismissed. Targeted institutions are not obliged to examine the meaning of attacks
and their understanding of iconoclasm remains underdeveloped.
Mental disturbance is another problematic explanation that is often accepted
for the mutilation of art. Strictly speaking, it is not a motive either, but at least it
functions as a valid umbrella term for various derivative motives, which will be
examined shortly. Some iconoclasts are mentally ill, and in some cases their
condition influences their behaviour towards artworks. But these facts overlook the
complexities of the broader situation.
As with many forms of extraordinary behaviour, iconoclastic gestures that do
not immediately make sense to onlookers are often rationalised as the outcome of
mental illness. The ‘mad’ destroyer of art is a cultural stereotype. Many writers
appear unable to address the issue without using phrases like “insane”, “unhinged” or
“maniac”.28 While a significant proportion of attackers who are apprehended are
revealed to have mental health problems, this does not signify automatically that
mental illness is a predominant cause of iconoclasm. Compared with other
perpetrators, people with mental conditions could be less effective at committing such
offences, or might be less inclined to flee the scenes of their crimes, and thus are more
likely to be caught.29 Gamboni considers the psychopathic motivation to be a “small
factor” in the deliberate destruction of art.30 However, as there are no reliable
statistics concerning the relationship between mental illness and iconoclasm, the
extent of the correlation remains speculative.
Such ambiguity allows attacks to be falsely attributed to mental disturbance.
This is a serious problem. Like using the label of destruction for destruction’s sake, it
masks and discredits other, more illuminating, motives. It also reinforces the
inaccurate stereotype of the ‘insane’ iconoclast. The authorities and cultural
institutions can be quite willing to adopt this convenient rationalisation, which
aggravates the situation further. In 1914 suffragette iconoclasts were branded
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systematically as mentally unfit as a means of undermining their political message.31
Blaming assaults on psychological ailments is not always this calculated.
Nevertheless, mental illness is a misleading ‘one-size-fits-all’ explanation, and its
overly-liberal use is not only lazy, but irresponsible.
People do not mutilate paintings or sculptures solely because they have
psychiatric conditions. Still, there are some specific and credible motives which
derive from mental illness. To avoid the dangers of false labelling, the following
examples are illustrated by case studies in which the culprits were medically certified.
On 17th July 1987 Robert Cambridge fired a sawn-off shotgun at the National
Gallery’s Leonardo Cartoon (Plate 9).32 Swiftly apprehended by security guards,
Cambridge was arrested and eventually sent to undergo psychological treatment. In
1991, awaiting his release from Broadmoor Hospital, he discussed his motives with
the Independent on Sunday.33 By this point the attacker was able to define his actions
as a “cry for help”. He had not wanted to harm himself or others, but believed that he
must enact some striking gesture to draw attention to his condition. Twice in 1982
Cambridge had attempted suicide and refused offers of psychiatric help; assaulting the
Leonardo Cartoon was his way of ensuring the renewal of these offers. As he
explained: “If I damaged an inanimate object, then that would get the feelings out of
my system and I’d be taken away and given treatment”.34 Cambridge recognised his
need for help and acted accordingly.
The mentally ill assailant of Rembrandt’s Nightwatch showed no such signs of
self-awareness. At the time of the slashing, Wilhelm Arie de Rijk was experiencing
an identity crisis. He was quoted as saying that he was “inspired by powers beyond
this earth”, and further announced: “I am the Messiah”.35 Messianic complexes have
featured in several prominent attacks on artworks, most notably the mutilation of
Michelangelo’s Pietà on 21st May 1972.36 However, it is unclear why de Rijk
targeted the Nightwatch in particular. Since most of his blows were aimed at the dark
central figure of Captain Banning Cocq, Freedberg suggests that de Rijk considered
this man to be a personification of the devil.37 Little evidence supports this. De Rijk
may have believed that he was performing God’s bidding by slashing the canvas, or
perhaps, as the Messiah, he felt threatened by the image and what it represented.
Either way, defacing it was his way of submitting to an “irresistible urge”.38
Obsessive behaviour is another notable motive for mentally disturbed
iconoclasts. On 21st March 1986 Gerard Jan van Bladeren slashed Who's Afraid of
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Red, Yellow and Blue III by Barnett Newman in the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam.39 He inflicted three lacerations across the width of the canvas before he
was apprehended (Plates 10 and 11). The justifications that van Bladeren gave for his
actions were mainly incoherent, but, significantly, he claimed to have been working in
conjunction with Newman, insisting that his alteration of the painting completed it.
When van Bladeren returned to the Stedelijk on 21st November 1997, he still had this
notion in mind. During the intervening years, Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue
III had undergone an expensive and controversial restoration, which van Bladeren
believed was somehow wrong.40 Seeking the painting on his return, he realised that it
was not on public display. Instead, van Bladeren turned his attention to Newman’s
earlier canvas Cathedra, and slashed it across its width (Plate 12).41
The authors of Art Since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism
suggest that van Bladeren’s fixation with Newman’s work may not have been
arbitrary, but partially “encouraged by the art itself”.42 They refer to Newman’s
ability to develop colour saturation to “a point of maximum tension”. The
monumental proportions of these paintings and the uncompromising intensity of the
pigments have an impact on most viewers, so it is conceivable that a disturbed mind
might find this experience heightened.
There are other cases of this type where subject matter is a key factor. On 4th
April 2007 a visitor to the Milwaukee Art Museum, who had a history of psychiatric
problems, removed Ottavio Vannini’s The Triumph of David from the gallery wall
and kicked it repeatedly (Plate 13).43 The blows were aimed at the representation of
Goliath’s severed head, and afterwards the attacker admitted that this image
“disturbed” him.44 Repulsed or frightened by this aspect of the painting, the man was
unable to reassure himself that the head was merely a depiction. The distinction
between signifier and signified was temporarily blurred.
These examples provide only a glimpse of the various motives that may derive
from mental disturbance. However, they demonstrate the difficulties facing cultural
institutions in preventing such attacks. There is considerable diversity concerning the
approaches and targets of assaults by the mentally ill. All that can be concluded
realistically is iconoclasm of this kind tends to be undertaken in a forthright and
conspicuous manner, and, therefore, the damage inflicted is often serious.
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Defacement of artworks sometimes occurs when a viewer loses the ability to
differentiate between an image and what it represents. This explanation can apply to
people suffering from psychiatric conditions, but it is not restricted to this group.
Stories of individuals who have mistaken images for reality have been told
throughout history. In ‘Alteration and Mutilation of Works of Art’ Julius Held
recounts a medieval Persian fable, in which the love of a man for a sculpture of a
queen results in the nose of the statue being knocked off to stop other men falling for
its beauty.45 The realism of subjects can provoke opposite emotions. For instance,
viewers may be scared by an image of a person so life-like that its eyes appear to
follow them. Freedberg draws attention to how viewers react to the depiction of eyes,
proposing that this anatomical feature most endows human representations with a
sense of “liveliness”. He interprets attacks on eyes as attempts to deprive images of
their unnatural life force.46 Freedberg’s stance is supported by the case of the 1982
acid attack on Rubens’s Archduke Albrecht in Düsseldorf. The assailant claimed to
have been troubled by the sitter’s “piercing eyes”.47
The erasure of the boundary between art and reality is not always involuntary;
it can be a conscious process of combining the signifier with the signified. That is to
say that when looking at an image of something the viewer sees not only a depiction,
but a prototype of the original source that is intrinsically part of its being.48 Images of
saints can be considered in this way. In pre-Reformation Germany, for instance, the
connection between Christian image and prototype meant that sculptures and
paintings of saints were venerated as if they were the figures represented.49 The fact
that Protestant reformers felt it necessary to destroy such images to prove that they
were merely material objects, and not possessed of holy presence, indicates the depth
to which this idea was ingrained. Even during the Reformation the overlap between
image and prototype endured. Robert Scribner describes the behaviour of carnival
participants in February 1521, who threw dung at a figure representing the Pope as it
was paraded through Wittenberg.50 While this was an anti-papal gesture, it reiterated
the metaphorical significance of figurative art on a subconscious level at least.
Christopher Cordess and Maja Turcan propose that iconoclasm can provide a
substitute for aggression against people.51 This hypothesis is especially convincing
where damage is inflicted on figurative art. Indeed, Freedberg refers to such violence
as “a second order of harm”, whereby individuals who cannot be reached in person
may be assaulted through their images.52 Actual bodily injury does not occur, but the
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implication is overt. An example of this is provided by the damage sustained by a
predella of the interrogation of St Reparata by Bernardo Daddi. At some stage in the
panel’s history, the faces of St Reparata’s persecutors were scratched by a viewer,
who presumably wanted to punish these men.53
Mutilating artworks to symbolically harm, or at least shame, the figures
represented is commonly associated with issues of revenge or punishment. This
motive is not relegated to history or confined to religious imagery; it endures in
everyday culture. Towards the end of the 1939 film Gone with the Wind the character
Rhett blames his wife Scarlett for the disintegration of their marriage. In one scene,
following a domestic argument, Rhett kicks down a door and throws a whisky glass at
a painting of his wife. Unable to contain his anger towards Scarlett, he enacts
retribution on her portrait.54 Image punishment tends to be even more unequivocal in
times of political unrest. Following the invasion of Iraq in March 2003, numerous
protest rallies took place across Britain. Some protestors carried grotesque effigies of
George Bush and Tony Blair, and in some instances these were subjected to toppling
or burning.55 The implication was that protesters felt that these leaders should be
punished.
A recent case of iconoclasm in a gallery that was similarly motivated involved
a photograph of David Beckham (Plate 14). On 29th June 2004 Royal Academy
officials found that David Beckham by Mark Hom, part of the exhibition ‘The FIFA
100’, had been defaced with indelible ink.56 Although those responsible were never
caught, the damage gave a clue to their reasoning. The expression “YOU LOOSERS”
was scrawled across the image, while a nearby wall was marked with the words:
“Beckham and Meier, you loosers”. These statements were in apparent reference to
the recent exit of the English football team from the Euro 2004 competition; Beckham
had missed several penalties and Urs Meier had officiated as a match referee.
England’s elimination from the event was a source of national disappointment.
Revelations regarding Beckham’s personal life only heightened public animosity
towards him.57 By assaulting David Beckham in this manner, the perpetrator was
rebuking the behaviour of Beckham himself. This episode may not demonstrate a
complete conflation of image and reality in the assailant’s mind, but the overlap is
obvious. Had the attacker gained access to Beckham himself, it is probable that the
footballer would have been berated verbally as a ‘looser’.
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Metaphorical attacks on figurative artworks can be an effective form of
protest. This is only one aspect of politically and socio-politically motivated
iconoclasm, though, which is an extensive topic itself.
A violent assault on an artwork in a cultural institution will always guarantee
public attention. Essentially this is because deliberately damaging art contravenes the
inclination of most communities to preserve cultural items for future generations.
When someone flouts this basic social code it rarely fails to elicit interest or be seized
upon by the media. For this reason the destruction of art is often embarked upon by
groups or individuals bent on stimulating publicity for political or socio-political
causes. By harnessing their particular principles to an attack, they hope that their
campaign will be propelled into the public spotlight alongside the damage itself. This
tactic will not necessarily encourage support for a cause. However, if the association
between theory and gesture is conveyed effectively, it can prompt people to consider
an issue which may have commanded little attention before.
Investigating this type of incident yields a predictably diverse range of case
studies. It is possible to obtain an overview by dividing episodes into four broad
categories, depending on the characteristics of the assaulted artwork.
Famous works of art are especially vulnerable to iconoclasm motivated by
political and socio-political activism. The more celebrated the image, the more
widely reproduced and recognised it is, and the greater the publicity its destruction
will engender. The attack on Diego Velázquez’s painting The Toilet of Venus (The
Rokeby Venus) illustrates such circumstances.58 The suffragette Mary Richardson
slashed the Rokeby Venus in March 1914 as a protest against the imprisonment of the
WSPU leader Emmeline Pankhurst (Plates 15 and 16). Richardson’s choice of target
was shrewd. Not only was the Rokeby Venus the only known surviving nude by
Velázquez, it had been purchased by the National Gallery for £45,000 after a high
publicity acquisition campaign.59 In her memoirs, Richardson recalls that she targeted
the artwork because it was “highly prized”.60 Meanwhile, her pre-prepared official
statement indicates that she was acting out of revenge. “I have tried to destroy the
picture of the most beautiful woman in mythological history as a protest against the
Government for destroying Mrs. Pankhurst,” she explained.61 In Richardson’s
opinion it was a case of an eye for an eye, and the fame of the painting reflected the
significance that she attached to her cause. She not only aimed to guarantee attention,
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but to compel the government to consider the women’s franchise question more
seriously.
Another comparable, though distinct, form of activist iconoclasm concerns
images of famous people. The same two-fold objective applies: kindling publicity
and enhancing the significance of the cause by association. However, an assault on a
portrait inherently suggests harming the sitter, which intensifies the impact of the
gesture.
It is difficult to imagine that Paul Salmon was oblivious of this when he
slashed Bryan Organ’s Lady Diana Spencer (Princess of Wales) on 29th August 1981
(Plate 17).62 Although the painting was defaced only six days after going on display
at the National Portrait Gallery, it had already attracted thousands of visitors in the
wake of the royal wedding.63 It was inevitable that destroying the portrait, and
symbolically assaulting Diana Spencer herself, would provoke high levels of
publicity. Indeed, had Salmon been more astute, his motivational principles might
have received optimum exposure.
In the event his protest backfired. Due to an early assertion that he had “done
it for Ireland”, many assumed that Salmon was an IRA sympathiser.64 The real cause
that he was trying to illuminate, the social deprivation endemic in Northern Ireland,
was obscured by the blind outrage that this presumption provoked. By the time that
the misunderstanding had been resolved in court, any momentum created by the act
had evaporated. The judge stripped the attack of political credibility, describing
Salmon as “just an immature young vandal who wanted to show off”.65 Destroying
the image of a famous personality proved to be a more powerful deed than Salmon
had envisaged. The implications of his act were received so seriously that they
eclipsed the very reason for the protest.
The decapitation of Neil Simmons’s statue Margaret Thatcher is another case
of political iconoclasm determined by the subject depicted.66 Yet, whereas Paul
Salmon opted to ruin a portrait which would draw maximum attention to his agenda,
Paul Kelleher chose the image of the former Prime Minister because of its political
character. This demonstrates the third category of activist iconoclasm, where the
artwork in question has controversial subject matter.
Kelleher, an anti-capitalist demonstrator, struck Margaret Thatcher with a
cricket bat and then a metal stanchion on 3rd July 2002, knocking off the statue’s head
(Plates 18 and 19). Afterwards he waited to be arrested, explaining that he wanted to
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present his political grievances in court. Kelleher gave an impassioned defence
speech on 16th December 2002 covering such topics as capitalism, globalisation, the
environment, terrorism and Tony Blair.67 His choice of target was of fundamental
importance. Apparently, Margaret Thatcher was the source of “irreparable damage”
that was occurring worldwide, and her statue was an accessible embodiment of this
threat.68 Although it is unclear whether Kelleher intended to decapitate the figure, the
result of the attack assumed a further layer of symbolism. Thatcher’s metaphorical
beheading could be read as Kelleher’s retribution for her conduct while in office.
This type of iconoclasm does not always involve images of controversial
personalities. Activists may wreck artworks illustrating concepts that they find
politically unpalatable. On 8th March 1986 two feminist protestors observed
International Women’s Day by pouring paint stripper over Chair by Allen Jones in
the Tate Gallery (Plates 20 and 21).69 This fibreglass sculpture, which features a
submissively-posed female mannequin, appeared to offend the assailants’ sociopolitical principles. Mutilating it provided an emotive and apt focus for the promotion
of women’s rights.
The final category of destruction perpetrated to make a political or sociopolitical point affects artworks with a controversial provenance. Such an attack
occurred at an exhibition opening in Berlin’s Hamburger Bahnhof on 22nd September
2004, when a protester physically assaulted Gordon Matta-Clark’s installations Office
Baroque and Graffiti Truck.70 It is of little consequence that only Matta-Clark’s
works were damaged. Theoretically, any of the pieces on display could have been
struck, since they all belonged to the Flick Collection. The heir of a notorious Nazi
industrialist who employed slave labourers in his weapons factories, Friedrich
Christian Flick is a contentious arts patron. Prior to the incident in Berlin, galleries in
Zurich, Dresden and Munich had declined hosting Flick’s modern and contemporary
art collection amid protests that it was funded by his dubious inheritance.71
The woman who attacked Matta-Clark’s installations sought to draw attention
to this ongoing controversy, and so prevent Flick from ‘whitewashing’ the historical
source of his private wealth. Damaging Flick’s possessions may even have been her
way of taking revenge on Flick himself. The exclamation that she reportedly uttered
immediately afterwards: “Flick, now I forgive you!” suggests a cathartic function to
the protest.72 While this gesture may not have satisfied other critics of Flick, it
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reignited the issue of the payment of reparations by Nazi descendents, and stimulated
debate among museums with regard to their role in the matter.73
In recent years, museums and galleries have begun addressing political and
socio-political concerns more actively. Exhibitions that engage with current affairs
are now quite prevalent, and a growing number of museums are promoting
themselves as venues for public discussion. This democratic trend is well-illustrated
by the increasing use of discussion boards among displays, where visitors are
encouraged to share their views and responses on post-it notes. Other institutions
have taken bolder steps, providing dedicated spaces for visitors to participate in
debates.74 As Richard Sandell observes, there is “growing international interest in the
potential for museums, and their agential capacities, to be brought to bear on wideranging social issues and concerns”.75 Creating opportunities for visitors to reflect on
and discuss themes like immigration, freedom of speech and domestic violence
enables galleries to contribute to a more equitable society, and thereby reinforces their
contemporary relevance.
From the perspective of curbing iconoclasm, this could be interpreted as a
positive development. Activists who are given a platform to voice their opinions
might be less likely to translate feelings of grievance or hostility into physical
violence.
Yet this is not a foregone conclusion. Jürgen Habermas has written
extensively on the legitimacy of civil disobedience as a means of upholding
democratic principles. When liberties are denied by the authorities, either through
civil rights violations or inadequacies in deliberative democratic procedures, he
believes that acts of symbolic law-breaking are justified as a last resort.76 According
to Habermas’s theory, the true champions of democracy are not law-abiding citizens,
but members of the public who are prepared to stand against the policies of the
constitutional state. Civil disobedience is a necessary feature of political culture,
insists Habermas, because it is the “guardian of legitimacy”.77 For modern museums,
this has an uncomfortable implication: an institution that aims to foster a genuinely
democratic atmosphere must be ready to tolerate civil disobedience among its visitors.
Presumably, by re-modelling themselves as venues for political and sociopolitical debate, museums intend to stimulate visitors’ interest in current affairs. They
encourage audiences to consider different perspectives, question their own personal
assumptions and challenge certain conventions. In most instances, this kind of
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engagement will be reflective and conversational, but there is a risk of provoking
more extreme behaviour. It is not hard to imagine that a gallery’s emphasis on civil
matters could embolden an activist to highlight a particular cause by striking an
artwork on display. Under these circumstances, the gallery’s position as a public
platform would make its collections more vulnerable. And, with the gallery
advancing its democratic principles, it would appear hypocritical to reject the validity
of such a protest.
Whether or not an act of iconoclasm can be legitimised as civil disobedience is
contentious. Habermas only defends law-breakers on the condition that their conduct
is symbolic and non-violent, but he admits that these qualities are open to
interpretation.78 Iris Young identifies the same problem; she queries the meaning of
the term ‘non-violent’, noting that the acceptability of different protest tactics is
“much disputed”.79 Perhaps, in practice, this is a redundant point. Even if attacks on
art are unjustifiable on the grounds of civil disobedience, the risk still remains.
Activists will still be drawn to institutions that offer them the freedom to air their
views in public, and some may choose to damage exhibits to demonstrate the strength
of their convictions and generate maximum publicity.
This is not to say that the museum sector’s current drive towards political
engagement should be reversed, or that its ambition to provide opportunities for
debate should be curtailed. These developments are already starting to underpin a
dynamic and valuable new role for cultural institutions within modern society.
However, the potentially hazardous repercussions of this shift must be acknowledged.
As galleries continue to tackle civil rights and pursue notions of democracy, the threat
of iconoclasm calls for increased levels of vigilance.
From a preventive viewpoint, it is worthwhile examining the breadth of
iconoclastic incidents undertaken along activist lines. The previous case studies
reveal the key types of art endangered by this phenomenon. Unfortunately, refining
the list of possible targets further is problematic. Such pre-emption requires a
constantly high degree of awareness towards groups who might employ iconoclasm to
make their voices heard. For cultural institutions this venture would be timeconsuming and never wholly reliable. Some risks are predictable, but many are not.
Staff at the National Gallery, for example, could not have been expected to foresee
that Rembrandt’s Self Portrait at the Age of 63 would be daubed with paint on 4th
August 1998 by a nudist protester.80
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Not all publicity-seeking is undertaken in the name of political or sociopolitical causes. Sometimes iconoclasts wish simply to draw attention to themselves
and their personal circumstances, and acts carried out for this reason are even harder
to anticipate.
In 356BC a man called Herostratos recognised that destroying great cultural
symbols inevitably arouses public attention.81 He set fire to the temple of Artemis in
Ephesus, burning the structure to the ground. Herostratos’s motive was to ensure that
his name would be preserved in posterity, that the infamy of his actions would outlive
him. This classical episode is an illuminating precursor to iconoclasm undertaken in
museums and galleries for egocentric ends.
In some cases, people strike paintings or sculptures to gain the immediate
notice of other visitors. They are compelled by the expectation that, for a few
moments before they are apprehended and removed, they will be the centre of
attention. This not only pertains to narcissists who are intent on surprising strangers,
it applies to visitors who are keen to impress peers with their daring.82 Other
iconoclasts harbour more long-term goals, based on exceeding their allocated ‘fifteen
minutes of fame’. These individuals tend to cause the most severe instances of
mutilation. They can be determined to mark an artwork permanently, as testimony to
their own existence, or else, like Herostratos, they can aspire to perform an attack so
audacious that its legend will endure in perpetuity.
Walter Menzl represents this second type of offender. On 26th February 1959
he threw a large quantity of acid at the Fall of the Damned into Hell by Rubens, while
it hung in the Alte Pinakothek in Munich (Plates 22 and 23).83 Menzl’s precise
motive is difficult to discern. On one hand, he wished to publicise his philosophical
literary output, which he felt had been subjected to a campaign of suppression. On
the other hand, he wanted to alert people to a utopian world peace scheme that he had
formulated.84 Either way, his actions were dominated by an egocentric craving for
attention. On trial, Menzl told the judge that he had wanted to startle the world, and
that he had hoped to feature on television.85 He later admitted that he had also
thought about committing suicide or colouring the Bodensee to attract public notice.
It is interesting to note that having ruined Rubens’s famous painting Menzl did
not wait to be caught, but fled the building instead. This decision is not often taken
by iconoclasts who act to highlight a cause, but perhaps Menzl worried that an
immediate arrest would not allow him sufficient time to broadcast his motives.
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Escaping enabled him to generate more publicity. He had already sent his confession
to press agencies, and after the attack he telephoned the gallery admitting to the crime.
Menzl gave himself up to police the following day, when reports of his deed had been
circulated fully.86
The destruction of Fall of the Damned into Hell made worldwide news. The
damage to one of the Alte Pinakothek’s “proudest possessions” was extensive, with
the acid running the length of the canvas.87 Ultimately, though, Menzl was denied his
place in history. Ruben’s painting was restored, and memory of its assailant gradually
faded into obscurity.
A variation upon the rationale of personal publicity-seeking occurs when
assailants are inspired by individual hardship rather than a craving to be recognised.
These iconoclasts are normally concerned with drawing attention to themselves and
staging a plea to be lifted out of poverty. In the years preceding the First World War
several such assaults were undertaken by destitute people in France. The case of
Valentine Contrel is a good example.88
On 12th September 1907 Contrel entered the Louvre and mutilated Ingres’s
unglazed painting The Sistine Chapel with a pair of scissors (Plate 24).89 Contrel was
a former governess who had become unemployed and fallen on hard times. It could
be argued that she wrecked the painting to present her wretched circumstances as part
of a wider socio-political complaint about the lack of provision available to help
France’s poor. On trial she reportedly told a magistrate: “It is a shame to see so much
money invested in dead things like those at the Louvre collections when so many poor
devils like myself starve because they cannot find work”.90 Yet Contrel’s gesture
was, in fact, self-serving. Ultimately, she confessed that she had committed the crime
because she wanted to be sent to jail; imprisonment would be preferable to destitution
on the streets.
The deliberate aim of being incarcerated, and so ensured shelter and food,
continues to be pursued. In 1982 a young man, who had left home amid family
disputes and found himself penniless in London, decided as a last resort that prison
would be better than homelessness. Paul Williams reasoned that the destruction of
artworks would merit a jail sentence, whilst not causing harm to other people. Thus
motivated, he slashed the National Gallery’s Sun Rising Through Vapour by Turner
and Landscape: The Marriage of Isaac and Rebekah (The Mill) by Claude on 27th
March (Plate 25).91 Williams was arrested, but following his trial he was not
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imprisoned. He received two years probation and returned home having been
reconciled with his family. The paintings did not fare so lightly, with both
undergoing costly restorations.92
Attacks carried out by people intent on attracting attention to themselves and
their personal circumstances are highly idiosyncratic. The target, manner and timing
of an assault all depend on the assailant’s egocentric whims. As this chapter has
demonstrated so far, anticipating any iconoclastic incident which is dominated by the
character, circumstances or concerns of the perpetrator is extremely difficult.
However, when an attacker is prompted by religious convictions, the situation may be
easier for museums to predict and forestall.
From a historical perspective, it would be inconceivable to discuss motives
behind iconoclasm without addressing religious belief. Since the Byzantine era the
destruction of images has been inextricably linked to religious debate over whether it
is appropriate to create material representations of the divine.93 The decree expressed
in the second commandment: “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or
any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above,”94 has caused the history of
Christianity to be blighted by episodes of violence against religious representations.
As Anne McClanan and Jeffrey Johnson point out, such images continue to be banned
in certain strains of Judaism, Islam, Buddhism and Christianity as “misleading or
degrading misconstruals”.95
Despite this context, it is unusual for visitors to strike artworks in Western
galleries on the basis of prohibitions against divine imagery. This is not to say that
attackers are never spurred on by religious beliefs, or that art is never targeted for its
religious content. On the contrary, within the last decade the contemporary art world
has seen an apparent escalation of assaults upon paintings, sculptures and installations
depicting sacred subjects. In these recent cases, religious themes are not so much the
problem, as the way in which they are interpreted by artists.
One such episode arose in 1999, when the exhibition ‘Sensation: Young
British Artists from the Saatchi Collection’ was loaned to the Brooklyn Museum of
Art. Days before its opening on 2nd October 1999, New York’s Catholic mayor,
Rudolph Giuliani, branded the exhibition “sick stuff” and “blasphemous”.96 Although
Giuliani had not personally viewed ‘Sensation’, he threatened that he would withhold
the city’s $7.2 million annual contribution to the museum unless the show was
censored. The mayor further warned that the museum would not receive money for
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structural improvements, its board of trustees would be dismissed and its premises
would be reclaimed. When his demand was rejected, funding was withheld and a
legal conflict ensued.
Giuliani’s series of threats derived essentially from his reaction to one collage:
The Holy Virgin Mary by Chris Ofili (Plate 26). This work depicts a black Madonna
in glittering robes, one breast exposed and adorned with a ball of elephant dung. The
image is sexualised by the absence of a child and the pornographic cut-outs that
resemble butterflies. Arnold Lehman, the Director of the Brooklyn Museum of Art,
explained that the work intended to “venerate the Virgin Mary as the nourisher of
black Africa”.97 But neither this interpretation, nor the fact that Ofili was a practicing
Roman Catholic abated Mayor Giuliani’s outrage. He maintained that the unorthodox
image was “desecrating” the Catholic faith.98
On 1st November 1999 a judge ruled in favour of the museum, defending its
First Amendment right to show controversial art without fear of government
interference or reprisal. Regardless, the Catholic League for Religious and Civil
Rights continued to stage protests outside the building, and a Plexiglas screen was
installed in front of The Holy Virgin Mary as a precaution.
The controversy reached its perhaps inevitable climax on 16th December.
Fuelled by the Mayor’s emotive accusations of blasphemy, a devout pensioner named
Dennis Heiner climbed behind the protective screen and smeared Ofili’s collage with
white paint (Plate 27).99 Heiner’s wife accounted for his actions. “We thought it was
a lack of respect for the mother of Christ to be painted that way and be treated that
way”, she explained, “the man who painted it showed very poor taste and very little
respect for the representation of the Virgin Mary”.100 Though it remains unclear
which aspect of the image most offended the couple, Heiner evidently rationalised
that by obliterating Ofili’s Virgin, he could somehow reverse the sacrilege committed.
The Holy Virgin Mary was restored with relative ease. Nonetheless, these
circumstances aggravated a swelling anxiety around displaying potentially
contentious religious art. The National Gallery of Australia in Canberra cancelled
plans to host ‘Sensation’ the following year.101
Gamboni asserts that religious motives behind acts of iconoclasm have
become increasingly combined with political and economic concerns.102 An
indication of this development was present in the case of The Holy Virgin Mary.
Heiner’s attack may have been driven purely by religious devotion, but Giuliani’s
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vendetta demonstrated elements of political posturing. The validity of Gamboni’s
claim is assured, however, by recent events in Russia.
On 18th January 2003 six men entered the exhibition ‘Caution: Religion!’ at
the Andre Sakharov Museum and Public Centre in Moscow and poured red paint over
the displays.103 The targeted works included a sculpture of a church constructed out
of empty vodka bottles, and an illuminated poster that depicted Jesus in a Coca-Cola
advertisement declaring: “This is my blood” (Plate 28). Having wrecked the exhibits,
the iconoclasts daubed the gallery walls with the messages: “Blasphemy”, “You hate
Orthodoxy” and “You are damned”.
One year later, a comparable raid was made on the exhibition ‘Contemporary
Icons’ at the S.P.A.S Gallery in St Petersburg.104 A group of assailants threw ink and
paint over works by Oleg Yanushevsky that presented personalities like George Bush
and Arnold Schwarzenegger as the modern equivalent of holy figures. Those
responsible denounced the pieces as insulting the Russian Orthodox Church.
Although, on a superficial level, these attacks were perpetrated for religious
reasons, they were as much determined by politics. They differ from the defacement
of The Holy Virgin Mary because, while Giuliani probably approved privately of
Heiner’s act, he did not sanction it outright. Church leaders and politicians endorsed
the raids in Russia openly. The St Petersburg prosecutor refused to investigate the
ransacking of the S.P.A.S Gallery.105 Events in Moscow proved even stranger. Not
only were criminal charges dropped and the culprits promoted as heroes by the
Russian Orthodox Church, but blame was transferred onto the organisers of ‘Caution:
Religion!’. In March 2005 two employees of the Sakharov Museum were found
guilty of inciting religious hatred and fined 100,000 roubles each.106
These circumstances are indicative of the renewed power of the Orthodox
Church in Russia, facilitated through its connections to Vladimir Putin. According to
this affiliation, any challenge to traditional Orthodox values is considered criticism of
the Russian government, and efforts to suppress such subversion demonstrate loyalty
to Church and State alike. It is not coincidental that the raiders of ‘Caution:
Religion!’ belonged to a congregation with strong ties to President Putin.107
The political dimension inherent in the display and reception of contemporary
religious art in Russia has influenced the conduct of galleries there. In October 2005
Icon-caviar by Alexander Kosolapov was removed from Moscow’s New Tretyakov
Gallery following receipt of a petition from fifty religious complainants. Signatories
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were not interested in Kosolapov’s claims that his work was “a metaphor for the
Russian spirit” rather than a religious statement.108 They threatened to “take their
own measures” unless Icon-caviar was censored.109 To ensure the safety of the art
and keep the political peace, the gallery acquiesced to their demands.
Similar scenarios are starting to emerge internationally. The display of a sixfoot high chocolate sculpture of Jesus entitled My Sweet Lord was cancelled at the
Lab Gallery in New York in March 2007 when Catholic critics complained that it was
sacrilegious (Plate 29). Bill Donahue, president of the Catholic League for Religious
and Civil Rights, described the work as “one of the worst, most vile, obscene and
blasphemous assaults on Christian sensibilities”.110 Negative publicity prompted the
Lab to shelve its plans, but it was also influenced by more physical concerns. After
My Sweet Lord had been removed, the sculptor, Cosimo Cavallaro, found it necessary
to store the piece in a secret location for fear that it might be destroyed by
“fanatics”.111
Artworks which interpret sacred themes in a novel or challenging way are
prone to both threats of violence and actual assaults at the hands of religious devotees.
If galleries pre-emptively exclude such works from display, much harm and expense
can be avoided. But is this desirable?
In September 2005 Tate Britain’s attempt to avoid religious and political
controversy backfired in a storm of protest. Following the London bombings on 7th
July, the Tate decided to omit John Latham’s God is Great (No.2) from a
retrospective exhibition of his oeuvre (Plate 30).112 A glass piece featuring sections of
the Koran, Bible and Talmud, God is Great was deemed at risk of causing
unintentional offence to Muslim viewers. Withdrawal spared the work from any
potential attacks, but artists and civil rights groups were quick to voice their
opposition. Latham accused the Tate of “cowardice”, and the group Liberty objected
that the decision conveyed a worrying stance on freedom of expression.113 Tate
Britain negotiated its way past one controversy, and stumbled into another. This
example is testimony to the growing reluctance of galleries to address contemporary
religious issues. It is also a reminder that curators sometimes walk a narrow line
between preserving artistic freedom and protecting the physical well-being of works
in their care.
Moral boundaries are another emotive stimulus behind acts of iconoclasm.
When an artwork exhibited in public is judged to be immoral it often kindles anger or
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horror in viewers, and may prompt them to carry out destruction for their own peace
of mind and the perceived benefit of others. By defacing such a work, they envisage
that its shocking power will be muted, if not extinguished entirely. Sometimes it is
possible to anticipate those pieces that risk provocation. In June 1995, when Gustave
Courbet’s The Origin of the World was unveiled at the Musée d’Orsay, the painting
was glazed and allocated its own security guard.114 Officials suspected that its
sexually explicit content might stir moral outrage. Making predictions is not always
straightforward though.
On 15th December 1890 Carey Judson Warbington was compelled to violence
by The Return of Spring (Le Printemps), a large painting of an allegorical nude by
William Bouguereau in the Lininger Gallery, Omaha (Plate 31).115 Acting
spontaneously, Warbington threw a nearby chair at the canvas, puncturing it in two
places. He believed that its subject was obscene. “It is not a proper picture to hang in
a public place”, Warbington protested, adding that he had only ever seen such images
“in houses of ill-fame”.116 Aside from his own objections, he felt obliged to protect
the virtue of female viewers from the nude’s indecency. “I should not like for my
mother or my sister to see such a picture” he explained.
Later commentators like Alfred Werner have empathised with this moral
stance, referring to The Return of Spring as “the height of Victorian sexual
hypocrisy”.117 Yet most of Warbington’s contemporaries could not comprehend why
he had deemed the artwork immoral. As one writer noted, The Return of Spring was
considered a “charming allegory”, a picture “which could arouse offensive ideas only
in a mind of the basest lewdness”.118 Warbington was thus presented not only as a
philistine, but as a degenerate himself.
In many modern-day cases there is less ambiguity about the offensive nature
of iconoclastic targets. Some contemporary artworks are virtually guaranteed to
offend, by not just addressing, but revelling in provocative themes like sexuality and
death. For a case study which highlights the problems of allowing artists carte
blanche with subject matter, it is enlightening to return to ‘Sensation’.
Before ‘Sensation’ stoked controversy in New York, it débuted at the Royal
Academy in London. In 1997, British audiences were no more accepting of the
exhibition than Americans would be two years later, but the focus of their objections
was quite different. Most outrage was reserved for Marcus Harvey’s painting Myra
(Plate 32). This large reproduction of a notorious police photograph of the 1960s
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child murderer Myra Hindley, composed of children’s handprints, was regarded
widely as morally remiss. One critic contended that the portrait “could not have been
more deliberately controversial and provocative”.119 Protesters picketed outside the
Royal Academy on the opening day of the show, calling for Myra to be excluded. In
the following weeks, windows were smashed and four Royal Academicians
resigned.120 The affair resulted in two separate iconoclastic attacks, perpetrated
within hours of each other on 18th September.121
In the first incident, Peter Fisher threw red and blue ink at the painting. In the
second, Jacques Role hurled an egg at it. Myra was subsequently withdrawn for
restoration, only returning to display with a Perspex protective screen and designated
attendants.
That Myra should have suffered these assaults is unsurprising. Not only was
its subject matter offensive to many people, but its manner of display was
confrontational. The painting was hung so that it could be seen from a distance,
framed by the gallery’s neoclassical doorways (Plate 33). This conspicuous
positioning created an aura of reverence around the portrait, which contrasted starkly
with its reviled subject. Peter Fisher later commented that he had struck the work
because he believed it was “glorifying the crimes of a monster”.122
Jacques Role’s criticism of the decision to display Myra was even more
explicit. “There is a limit when an artist profits in terms of fame or money from the
death or torture of children”, he asserted.123 These words suggest that his protest was
not only directed at Marcus Harvey, but at all artists who assume that they are entitled
to create profitable art within a moral vacuum. Role intended to show that, at least in
the public’s eyes, artists and their output are not immune to censure. This reproach
applies implicitly to the cultural institutions that support such work and profit in
return. Staging ‘Sensation’ did the Royal Academy little lasting harm. As Sandy
Nairne points out, it stimulated strong attendance figures and provided a much needed
financial boost.124 Challenging preconceptions and encouraging debate is the duty of
venues that host avant-garde contemporary art, but it is morally reprehensible to court
controversy deliberately in order to generate publicity. And there were those who
suspected that, by exhibiting art like Myra, the Royal Academy was doing just that.125
Here, the question of censorship arises again. Being able to anticipate that
Myra would inflame moral sensibilities, and possibly lead to violence, should the
Royal Academy have proceeded with its display? The answer is not clear-cut. As
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with subversive religious art, galleries that opt to exhibit morally contentious works
face a dilemma. It is, essentially, a choice between safeguarding the principle or the
substance of the piece. The Royal Academy chose not to censor Myra, and kept it on
display after the first attack by Peter Fisher. It championed Harvey’s right to selfexpression steadfastly, but the cost was further damage to the painting. Another
gallery might have removed Myra from view, but this manoeuvre would have
compromised artistic freedom.
No matter how inevitable the targets of this type of iconoclasm may be, the
circumstances of assaults are not necessarily foreseeable. Snow White and the
Madness of Truth by Dror Feiler and Gunilla Sköld Feiler was a predictably
controversial installation to be commissioned for Stockholm’s Museum of Antiquities
ahead of a conference on genocide (Plate 34). It consisted of a small boat floating in a
pool of red liquid while Bach’s Mein Herze Schwimmt im Blut (My Heart Swims in
Blood) played aloft. The sail of the boat featured a photograph of a Palestinian female
suicide bomber who killed herself and twenty-two others in a Haifa restaurant in
October 2003. Snow White was provocative. However, museum officials could not
have guessed that it would be sabotaged by the Israeli ambassador to Sweden.126
On 16th January 2004 Zvi Mazel attended the opening of the exhibition
‘Making Differences’. Having viewed Snow White, he asked that a member of staff
remove it. Mazel’s request was denied, whereupon he unplugged three spotlights
surrounding the work and pushed one into the pool, causing it to short-circuit.
Afterwards, Mazel justified his conduct towards the installation: “For me it was
intolerable and an insult to the families of the victims. As ambassador to Israel I
could not remain indifferent to such an obscene misrepresentation of reality. This was
not a piece of art. This was a monstrosity”.127
Mazel was not just upset that a suicide bomber should be the focus of an
artwork. He further interpreted Snow White as an anti-Semitic “call for genocide”.128
Dror Feiler, an expatriate Israeli himself, refuted these allegations, stating that he was
“absolutely opposed” to the glorification of suicide bombers, and that the
installation’s message was one of openness and conciliation.129 Indeed, while most
critics felt that Snow White was in poor taste, few could comprehend how it could be
seen as a rallying cry to mass murder. Nevertheless, Mazel’s conviction that he was
defending Jewish rights struck a political chord. Ariel Sharon praised his initiative
publicly, and the Swedish Prime Minister was bombarded with emails petitioning for
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the removal of Snow White.130 An act of aggression against one artwork escalated
into an international diplomatic dispute.
This episode suggests that no one is immune to the urge to destroy art that
seemingly contravenes moral boundaries, not even diplomats. Following Mazel’s
outburst, the Swedish Minister of Culture commented that, although some people can
experience anger or depression when viewing art, meeting this anger with violence is
unacceptable.131 Her assertions were aired in vain. Sometimes outrage is experienced
so keenly that people find it impossible not to translate their emotions automatically
into physical aggression.
In 1995 Neil Harris opened his article ‘Exhibiting Controversy’ by asking if it
is ever feasible “for museums deliberately to avoid all controversy in their choice of
exhibitions”.132 He concluded that it was not. An artwork’s form can kindle dispute
as readily as its subject matter. It is worth speculating on the outcome of the above
case study had Dror Feiler’s work not been an installation. If Snow White and the
Madness of Truth had been an oil painting that Mazel considered to be promoting the
murder of Jews, would his gesture have been endorsed so widely? Would the
ambassador have attacked it at all? It could be argued that because Snow White was
an installation of integrated visual and auditory components, and not a more
traditional art form, its chance of being targeted was increased. Perhaps significantly,
Mazel declared in justification of his act: “This was not a piece of art”.133
The development of avant-garde art has always involved the exploration of
new modes of artistic expression. However, experimentation often leads to
dissatisfaction among audiences. Art that digresses too far from conventional forms
can elicit suspicion and hostility, and even claims that it is not art at all.
Disagreements over what constitutes art are not a new phenomenon. In 1877 John
Ruskin famously derided James McNeill Whistler’s Nocturne in Black and Gold: The
Falling Rocket as “flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face”.134 Ruskin was
opposed to the painting’s impressionistic style and apparent lack of craftsmanship, but
also to the fact that Whistler asked 200 guineas for it. The artist responded by suing
him for libel.135 Such disputes continued into the 20th century. In 1913 a group of
conservative art students were so dismayed at an exhibition of progressive works by
Henri Matisse at the Chicago Institute of Arts that they burned effigies of his
paintings Luxe and Nu Bleu in protest.136 In more recent decades this reactionary
mentality has led to the destruction of original artworks.
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Gamboni proposes that many incidents of modern-day iconoclasm stem from
the frustration of viewers who are unable or unwilling to understand the aesthetic or
financial value of avant-garde art.137 Contemporary works situated outdoors are
victimised particularly for this reason. Polaris by David Mach, for example, was
burned on London’s South Bank on 21st August 1983 by a man who felt that a
sculpture of a submarine fashioned out of five thousand used tyres was not truly art.138
The installation of cutting-edge pieces in civic locations often means that the public’s
experience of them is involuntary. People going about their daily business can feel
encroached upon by structures that they do not consider artistic, but have been foisted
upon them by higher authorities. Their resentment may, consequently, find
expression through iconoclasm.
Similar attacks also occur in museums and galleries, where interaction with art
is, presumably, voluntary. This is not as contradictory as it first sounds. Visitors can
harbour preconceptions regarding the types of art that ought to be found in galleries;
treasures that are sufficiently valuable, famous or aesthetically acclaimed to merit
public display. They may also have traditionalist tastes, favouring works with readily
discernable subjects over non-figurative exhibits. If viewers’ expectations and
preferences are disappointed, and they feel unable to voice criticism for fear of
appearing culturally backward, they can experience frustration, which may precipitate
into violence.
The public reception of Carl Andre’s Equivalent VIII exemplifies this.139
Bought in 1972 by the Tate Gallery for an estimated £6000, Equivalent VIII is a
Minimalist sculpture consisting of 120 firebricks arranged in a shallow rectangle
(Plate 35). As Frances Colpitt explains, Minimalist sculpture was contentious from its
inception; such was the severity of its schism from pre-1960s sculpture, which was
“implicitly if not explicitly figurative”.140 The critic John Canaday was among those
who doubted the validity of Minimalism. In a review of Donald Judd’s first
exhibition in 1963 he wrote: “This show is merely an excellent example of ‘avantgarde’ non-art that tries to achieve meaning by a pretentious lack of meaning”.141
Over a decade later, the Tate Gallery still had difficulty in converting audiences to
Minimalism. Richard Morphet, the Deputy Keeper of the Modern Collection,
justified the acquisition of Equivalent VIII on the grounds that it was an “important
work” both conceptually and physically.142 Yet the artwork proved too radical for
many observers, who regarded it simply as an austere formation of bricks. For the
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uninitiated, without adequate means of interpretation, Equivalent VIII was
incomprehensible and alienating.
Although the actual purchase of Andre’s sculpture passed by relatively
unnoticed, the press drew attention to it in February 1976, and public scorn spread
rapidly thereafter.143 Opposition was based on two principles. Firstly, there were
suspicions that it was not a work of art. Equivalent VIII did not demonstrate signs of
traditional craftsmanship. It suggested that anyone could produce art and anyone
could call themselves an artist, and, thus, it was deemed to make a mockery of the
traditionalist canon of art history. It was not a sculpture, but a rather insulting joke.
Secondly, there was the question of value. That the Tate had paid thousands of
pounds for an arrangement of bricks was not only considered foolish, but
irresponsible at a time of recession in the UK economy. The controversy culminated
on 23rd February 1976, when Peter Stowell-Phillips sprayed blue dye over the
sculpture.144 “I’m a taxpayer”, he asserted, “I’m incensed that this pile of bricks was
bought with public money”.145
Another attack prompted by the disagreement over what constitutes art
occurred in Germany in 1982. On 13th April Josef Kleer entered the Nationalgalerie
in Berlin while it was closed to the public and struck Barnett Newman’s abstract
painting Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue IV with a section of a plastic barrier
(Plate 36).146 Kleer further assaulted the canvas with his hands and feet, spat at it, and
placed a selection of documents nearby before leaving. Although Kleer was mentally
ill, and his motivations were somewhat haphazard, the most significant aspect of his
justification was his opposition to the painting’s recent acquisition.147
Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue IV had sparked controversy when it was
bought for 2.7 million marks. Newman’s bold use of uninterrupted colour appeared
simplistic to many, and encouraged speculation that the work was not worthy of its
high price. Kleer was one such critic. Prior to his attack, he had been doubtful of the
praise bestowed on the canvas and questioned a museum attendant on it.148 The
attendant apparently replied: “If it cost three million DM, then it must be art indeed!”.
According to Kleer, this response caused him to experience a fear that money had
overturned the rational order of values. He envisaged gallery visitors venerating the
painting like the Israelites worshipping the Golden Calf, and decided that he must act.
Public objections towards costly acquisitions are not restricted to modern and
contemporary art. During the funding appeal for the purchase of the Rokeby Venus in
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1905, Lord Ronald Sutherland Gower complained that the nation was being
“hoodwinked by a small artistic clique into the folly of subscribing such a stupendous
sum”.149 Ultimately, though, most people conceded that Velázquez was a great artist
and the Rokeby Venus was a great work of art. Andre and Newman were considered
very differently. There was substantial opposition to proposals that these artists were
great, or that their output was even art. The notion of spending so much money on
their work was harder for the public to accept.
Doubts of this kind are not only harboured outside the art world. In some
instances, traditional artists are motivated to attack formally experimental pieces. On
11th December 2001, an artist named Jacqueline Crofton was banned from Tate
Britain for throwing eggs at Martin Creed’s installation Work 227: The Lights Going
On and Off.150 Crofton claimed that it was an outrage that an empty room with two
flashing lights could be considered for, let alone win, the Turner Prize. Although she
insisted that she had no personal animosity towards Creed, she told the press that she
did not see his creations as art. “At worst, The Lights Going On and Off is an
electrical work”, she asserted, “at best, it is philosophy”.151 The reasoning behind
Crofton’s protest was not merely academic. She believed that such works threatened
the livelihood of traditional artists like herself. When people with influence in the art
world supported “manufacturers of gimmicks” it caused “genuine artists” to be
excluded from critical and commercial success. Perceiving The Lights Going On and
Off to be symbolic of this threat, Crofton had to “make a stand” against it.
The fact that even some artists do not recognise avant-garde compositions as
art does not bode well for their acceptance by the public. As Marianne MacDonald
writes, “There is little that attracts such virulent criticism as the purchase of cuttingedge modern art […] funded by the taxpayer”.152 With disagreements over what
constitutes art continually resurfacing, it is likely that associated acts of iconoclasm
will remain an ongoing concern.
By its nature the art industry is competitive, and there are several sources of
tension between artists that, when taken to extremes, may provoke one artist to assault
another’s work. Traditional artists who are unappreciative of, or feel threatened by,
the avant-garde may be compelled to damage radical exhibits. A more basic root of
violence is artistic envy. It would not be inappropriate to suggest that Jacqueline
Crofton was driven partially by jealousy of Martin Creed’s success. After all, she
justified her assault as supporting the interests of conventional artists; those who
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could not expect to win the Turner Prize, or the money and acclaim that derives from
it. The fact that Creed had won the coveted accolade with seemingly minimal effort,
while Crofton’s laborious work was not rewarded, must have been especially galling
for her.
As a principal motive, artistic envy is awkward to quantify or analyse. Few
perpetrators admit to acting upon such a base compulsion, and the resulting lack of
sound case studies makes it difficult to draw wider inferences. This motive still
warrants its own brief discussion though.
The idea that the discontent aroused in one artist by another’s better fortune
could provoke an attack on the more successful artist’s work is not hard to imagine.
On this subject Gamboni brings to light ‘The Portrait’, a short story by Nicolaï Gogol
from Tales of Good and Evil.153 The tale describes a fashionable painter called
Chartkov, who abandons his trade and develops a “horrible envy” for those possessed
of true artistic talent. Gripped by jealousy, Chartkov begins buying great artworks in
order to destroy them, a pursuit which brings him immense pleasure.154 The story
suggests that by mutilating art better than his own, the painter alleviates his creative
frustration. Chartkov proves that the creations of great artists are not untouchable,
and thereby redresses the balance of power in his favour.
Non-fictional accounts of destruction prompted by artistic jealousy do exist.
Piero Cannata came to prominence on 14th September 1991, when he hammered off
the tip of one toe on Michelangelo’s David in the Galleria dell' Accademia in
Florence (Plates 37 and 38).155 The failed artist explained that he was “jealous of
Michelangelo”.156 In Italy one is surrounded by the legacies of celebrated artists, and
Cannata’s artistic inadequacies would have been cast into sharp relief. It is entirely
plausible that when he looked upon Michelangelo’s iconic sculpture he experienced
some sort of frustrated jealousy, which he could only subdue by damaging its source.
Following the attack, Cannata proceeded to harm famous paintings and sculptures
across Italy, including Undulating Paths by Jackson Pollock.157 However, despite
strong evidence, this case cannot be classed definitively as one of artistic envy;
Cannata’s mental illness at the time of the assault on David clouds interpretation of
his motives.
Another relevant episode, which at least is not complicated by mental illness,
occurred in 1978. On 5th April an anonymous man armed with a knife entered the
Stedelijk Museum and sliced Vincent Van Gogh’s painting La Berçeuse in three
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places (Plate 39).158 The assailant was a struggling local painter. He felt excluded by
the art establishment and had recently been dealt a blow by the termination of a city
subsidy for artists. Repeatedly thwarted in his attempts to achieve success, he turned
his aggression on Van Gogh, one of the Netherlands’ most celebrated painters.
While this man refused to make any statements, it is conceivable that he
targeted La Berçeuse as a symbol of the contrast in fortunes that he perceived between
Van Gogh and himself. Beholding the picture hanging in the Stedelijk may have
stirred resentment that his own works were not thus applauded by the establishment,
and, with the termination of his subsidy, possibly never would be. Then again, the
painter could equally have been acting to highlight the injustice of his personal
circumstances. It may simply have been a protest at the loss of his grant. The
slashing of La Berçeuse is as much an example of personal publicity seeking as an
indication of jealousy. It is impossible to define this case as one guided principally by
artistic envy.
In the article ‘Massacre of the Innocents’, Brett Gorvy reflects on the
increasingly exalted status of works by famous artists displayed in museums. “We no
longer simply admire the clever handiwork of a Leonardo or a Raphael”, Gorvy
asserts, “Instead we pay homage to a revered cultural icon, a national treasure whose
very inclusion in so hallowed a forum is a testimony of its own gravitas”.159 With
audiences worshiping the oeuvres of well-known artists, it is little wonder that artists
struggling for recognition sometimes succumb to jealousy and acts of desperation.
Owing to the internalised nature of artistic envy, it is impossible to gauge how serious
a problem this motive is. It frequently coincides with, and is concealed by, other
compulsions. Even so, as the status and value of art continues to rise, it should not be
overlooked.
Another cause of iconoclasm, which has emerged in recent years as a
significant threat, also stems from the relationships between individual artists. It is far
more complex than envy. On 28th February 1974 a young artist sprayed the words
“KILL LIES ALL” onto Picasso’s 1937 painting Guernica in the Museum of Modern
Art in New York (Plates 40 and 41).160 Although the specific meaning of this unusual
message remains unclear, its author, Tony Shafrazi, was careful to clarify his
intention. He was not jealous of Picasso’s success, nor was he protesting
conservatively that Guernica was not art. Shafrazi was not even signifying a rejection
of the artistic accomplishments of his predecessors. Instead, the artist wanted “to
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bring the art absolutely up to date, to retrieve it from art history and give it life”.161
Shafrazi said that he was making the ‘hackneyed’ image relevant again, compelling
people to look at it afresh. Entering into a creative dialogue with Picasso, he did not
see himself to be damaging the work, but enhancing it; his ‘Guernica action’ was an
innovative contribution to Picasso’s legacy. In short, Shafrazi’s gesture was a work
of art in its own right.
Since this attack, and particularly within the last fifteen years, there has been a
proliferation of instances where iconoclasts have claimed to be creating either
conceptual or performance art. Not only has this rationale become remarkably
prevalent, it has proved extremely difficult for museums and galleries to curb. Before
analysing any case studies, it is necessary to discuss this motive’s theoretical context
to better elucidate the problems that it poses.
The vague romantic notion of the affinity between artistic creation and artistic
destruction is commonly held. As Dillon says, the idea that “there is something
subconscious and inspired at work is the cultural trope that links artist and iconoclast
in a strange doubling”.162 This point may have substance. Allen and Greenberger’s
‘Aesthetic Theory of Vandalism’ states that the variables which make artistic creation
a pleasurable experience echo those responsible for the enjoyment derived from
destructive behaviour.163 If they are correct, it would be natural for someone engaged
in one activity to be attracted to the other. This proposal appears to be supported by
the theory and practice that has shaped the development of modern art. Since the 19th
century there have been avant-garde movements committed to renouncing the efforts
of forebears in a resolute and even vitriolic way. This artistic trend provides the
initial foundations for acts of iconoclasm undertaken in the name of art.
David’s pupils were among the first to talk about rejecting the art of the past
through destruction. Maurice Quay allegedly called for the Louvre to be burned down
on the grounds that museums corrupt artistic taste.164 His rebellious sentiments were
reinvigorated by the Italian Futurists. “Turn aside the canals to flood the museums!”,
urged Filippo Marinetti in 1909, “Oh, the joy of seeing the glorious old canvases
bobbing adrift on those waters, discoloured and shredded! … Take up your pickaxes,
your axes and hammers and wreck, wreck the venerable cities, pitilessly!”.165 The
Futurists believed that a prerequisite to artistic progression was the destruction of the
past and its attributes: libraries, opera houses, theatres and museums. In their bid to
revolutionise the cultural landscape, they did not wish to be influenced or
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compromised by the achievements of their predecessors, and they advocated that
superseding artists should likewise cast Futurism aside. The Suprematist Kazimir
Malevich responded in his 1915 manifesto, proclaiming: “We have abandoned
futurism, and we, bravest of the brave, have spat on the altar of its art”.166 In
subsequent years, proponents of other avant-garde movements also embraced hostile
rhetoric, although the destruction of which they spoke remained metaphorical.167
In 1919 Marcel Duchamp took this oedipal conflict one step further when he
produced L.H.O.O.Q (Plate 42). The work consists of an image of Leonardo’s Mona
Lisa, to which Duchamp applied a moustache and beard. It does not just symbolise
Duchamp’s irreverent rejection of his forebears. Although L.H.O.O.Q was made by
defacing a mass-produced reproduction of the Mona Lisa and not the real painting, the
suggestion is implicit that mutilating an actual artwork could be a valid form of
artistic expression.
Robert Rauschenberg finally broke the taboo of literally desecrating an
original artwork for his own creative purposes in 1953. To produce Erased de
Kooning Drawing, 1953, Rauschenberg spent four weeks methodically erasing an
image by Willem de Kooning, which he then framed and exhibited in New York
(Plate 43). In an interview in May 1976, Rauschenberg explained that, despite his
admiration for de Kooning, Erased de Kooning Drawing had been an attempt to
“purge” himself of his artistic teaching.168 His subversion sparked controversy. As
with modern episodes of ‘artistic’ iconoclasm, Rauschenberg perceived that he was
working collaboratively with the original artist. Crucially, though, Rauschenberg had
acted with de Kooning’s permission; he had been gifted a drawing for this function.
Rauschenberg’s experiment encouraged other artists to explore the creative potential
of destruction, either disfiguring artworks that they owned or mutilating their own
efforts.169
Neither the metaphorical iconoclasm of early 20th century art movements, nor
the radical but legally sanctioned activities of Duchamp and Rauschenberg provide
direct precursors to modern incidents of ‘artistically’ motivated damage. However,
these developments established the origins of the problem. They opened the door to
the possibility of harming the work of great artists and creating new art from the
experience.
The other main contextual root of this motive is the avant-garde trend away
from conventional modes of artistic expression. Vis-à-vis the use of objet trouvés and
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conceptual installations, this has already been alluded to. But it was the birth of
performance art that ultimately enabled artists to escape the fixed traditions of
painting and sculpture. Performance was not recognised as an art form until the
1970s, but aspects of theatricality featured in avant-garde circles throughout the 20th
century.170 In the words of RosaLee Goldberg, performance art is “a permissive,
open-ended medium with endless variables, executed by artists impatient with the
limitations of more established art forms, and determined to take their art directly to
the public”. 171 With such a “boundless manifesto”, the growth of performance
challenged the formal frontiers of art, so that the physical realisation of an idea or
human bodily gestures could be considered as artistry. The freedom of the medium
also encouraged anarchy in its execution. Early performances of the Italian Futurists
often resulted in violence and arrests.172 Moreover, in February 1960 Jim Dine
performed The Smiling Workman, in which he drank from paint jars while working on
a large canvas, which he finally destroyed by leaping through.173 Once performance
was established as a genuine artistic vehicle, the progression from this type of art to
the unauthorised destruction of works in galleries was, perhaps, inevitable.
The evolution of these contextual threads places cultural institutions in a
serious quandary. It seems hypocritical for institutions to reject the legitimacy of
iconoclastic gestures which are the progeny of theories and formal experiments that
are celebrated as milestones in the history of modern art. But if they recognise such
assaults as innovative art they undermine their custodial responsibilities and risk the
safety of collections. This dilemma has grave consequences. Indeed, it is worth
noting the outcome of the attack on Guernica. Despite having apprehended Tony
Shafrazi, who confessed willingly to the crime, the Museum of Modern Art did not
prosecute him. Museum officials presumably wished to avoid creating more negative
publicity. Yet it is equally conceivable that this non-committal stance derived from a
sense of paralysis brought on by the ambiguity of the situation.
Following Shafrazi’s attack there was a lull in high profile incidents of
iconoclasm undertaken as conceptual or performance art. The problem re-emerged in
1993. On 24th August Pierre Pinoncelli disrupted an exhibition at the Carre d'Art in
Nîmes by sprinkling liquid on a version of Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain and hitting it
with a hammer (Plate 44). Pinoncelli proclaimed his act a “urinal-happening”.174
In some respects, this assault could have been anticipated. Pinoncelli was
well-known for his outrageous brand of performance art. In 1969 he had attacked
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André Malraux, the French Culture Minister, with a paint-filled water-pistol at an
exhibition opening in Nice.175 Moreover, Fountain was a particularly apt focus for an
‘artistic’ attack. Duchamp advocated that any object could be a work of art, subject to
the choice of the artist; he took ordinary mass-produced items and de-contextualised
them to create ‘readymades’. Conceived for exhibition in 1917, Fountain was the
most infamous illustration of this theory.176 Pinoncelli felt that Fountain had since
become an enshrined icon of art history, and so sought to liberate and reinvigorate it
with a gesture emphasising its original function and physicality. Splashing the
porcelain urinal with liquid and striking it with a hammer served this purpose. It
could even be argued that Pinoncelli’s action related to Duchamp’s concept of the
‘reciprocal readymade’, where a commodity elevated to the status of art at the artist’s
discretion may be demoted to its original function.177 Not only was Fountain
historically significant, it appeared to invite artistic interventions.
Claiming that Duchamp would have appreciated it, Pinoncelli faxed news of
his ‘happening’ to various art world personalities on 30th August 1993. His argument
won some support. The artist Benjamin Vautier wrote to Art Press insisting that the
magazine acknowledge the performance as a genuine work of art.178 Pinoncelli felt
sufficiently justified that he repeated his action on 4th January 2006, striking the same
version of Fountain with a hammer at the Centre Georges Pompidou.179
This motive divided the art world further in 1997, when the Russian
performance artist Alexander Brener damaged Malevich’s Suprematism 1920-1927
(White Cross on Grey) in Amsterdam (Plate 45).180 Brener spray-painted the canvas
with a green dollar symbol before surrendering to security guards. The action, he
explained, was a performance protesting against “corruption and commercialism in
the art world”.181 He had intended his dollar symbol to appear as if nailed to
Malevich’s cross, drawing attention to the disproportionate emphasis on money in the
art establishment. Although Brener was jailed for the offence, some believed his
claims that he had been engaging in a creative dialogue with Malevich. Giancarlo
Politi, the editor of Flash Art, asserted that Brener’s metaphorical “mouth to mouth
resuscitation” had enhanced Suprematism 1920-1927, endowing it with another layer
of meaning.182 During the subsequent trial, even a Stedelijk curator was forced to
acknowledge that the attack could be seen as artistic, though he added that art should
not transgress certain limits.183
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Others questioned the extent of Brener’s expressive originality. The director
of the Museum of Modern Art in New York repudiated his ‘artistic’ motivations
because his ‘art’ was entirely reliant on Malevich’s accomplishments.184 Without
Suprematism 1920-1927 acting as a foil, Brener’s efforts were meaningless; he was
more a parasite than an artist.
Gamboni also highlights the inherent contradictions of this motive.
Performance artists may declare that their interventions liberate masterpieces, but
attempting to forge a creative dialogue with a deceased artist necessarily imposes the
performer’s interpretation upon the original artwork, which is hardly a promotion of
freedom.185 As a group of artists and art workers pointed out in 1974, after the
disfigurement of Guernica, “No one has the right to unilaterally and arrogantly “join”
another artist’s work”.186
Iconoclasts who justify their conduct as artistic are not always motivated by
purely aesthetic concerns; they may be guided by the allure of public attention. One
case study which called this motive into doubt occurred in 1994. On 9th May Damien
Hirst’s Away From the Flock, a lamb suspended in formaldehyde on display at the
Serpentine Gallery, was damaged by a man who poured black ink into the tank (Plate
46).187 Mark Bridger claimed to be on the same creative wavelength as Hirst, and
said that he had intervened in order to augment the work. “I was providing an
interesting addendum”, Bridger explained in court, “In terms of conceptual art, the
sheep had already made its statement. Art is there for creation of awareness and I
added to whatever it was meant to say”.188
While in the gallery, Bridger had replaced the exhibit’s label with one reading:
“Mark Bridger, Black Sheep, May 1, 1994”.189 This final flourish reinforced the idea
that he had devised a new piece of conceptual art. But it also introduced a tongue-incheek aspect to the affair. In parodying this gallery convention, Bridger may have
been alluding to the perceived ridiculousness of contemporary art. His act may have
been a publicity stunt, assured an audience by the interest already generated by Away
From the Flock.190 Since Bridger was not a well-established artist, unlike Pinoncelli
or Brener, the artistic integrity of his act is difficult to gauge. However, it is
interesting to note that Hirst later went some way towards validating it. A book that
Hirst produced in 1997 features an image of Away From the Flock with a moveable
tab that causes the picture to become obscured, as if ink has been poured into the
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tank.191 While Bridger acted without the artist’s permission, it appears that Hirst was
not completely dismissive of Black Sheep.
Tracey Emin felt no such ambivalence towards the duo of performance artists
who wrecked her installation My Bed in October 1999 (Plate 47). In a piece entitled
Two Naked Men Jump Into Tracey’s Bed, Yuan Cai and Jian Jun Xi Ianjun leaped
onto Emin’s Turner Prize nominated installation and staged a pillow fight.192 They
insisted that, while Emin’s work had been “strong”, they had “wanted to push the idea
further”.193 Emin denied resolutely that this was art, accusing the assailants of
“gimmicky” publicity seeking. She chastised the Tate for not pressing charges and
commented: “It was upsetting and disturbing – a criminal offence […] I wouldn’t go
round to someone’s house, smash up a coffee table and call that art”.194 Nevertheless,
some oblivious bystanders met the unauthorised performance with polite applause,
which shows how subjective the distinction between creation and destruction can be.
In 2002 Latour coined the term ‘iconoclash’, meaning a scenario where “one
does not know, one hesitates, one is troubled by an action for which there is no way to
know, without further inquiry, whether it is destructive or constructive”.195 The
phrase suitably encapsulates the events surrounding the display of Insult to Injury by
the Chapman Brothers, the most absurd demonstration to date of the ambiguity of
‘artistic’ iconoclasm.
Jake and Dinos Chapman provoked outrage in 2003 when they doctored a set
of Francisco Goya’s etchings The Disasters of War.196 The result, Insult to Injury,
revealed eighty etchings of the Napoleonic invasion of Spain overlaid with
watercolour and gouache additions: clown faces, puppy heads and other grotesques
(Plate 48). Although the Chapmans saw the work as a tribute to Goya, it prompted
accusations of cultural destruction. In legal terms the artists were guiltless because
the etchings belonged to them. Altering the series may have been ethically dubious,
but defacing their own property was within their rights. When the work fell victim to
an iconoclastic attack executed as performance art, the irony was lost on very few.
While giving a talk at Modern Art Oxford on 30th May 2003, Jake Chapman
was ambushed by an audience member who threw red paint at him and the
etchings.197 The assailant, Aaron Barschak, maintained the artistic merit of his effort.
Barschak told police that he had been “collaborating” with the Chapmans, and
intended to submit photographs of the incident to the Turner Prize competition.
Presumably due to his reputation for instigating other publicity stunts, this explanation
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was dismissed in court and he was sentenced to a jail term. “This was not the creation
of a work of art but the creation of a complete mess”, the judge concluded.198
Whether or not Barschak’s gesture constituted art is irresolvable. The
important factor in any of these cases is that the perpetrators, even if they were acting
with a sense of irony, felt justified in claiming their intentions to be artistic. The
confidence of these assailants suggests that they were aware of the ambiguity of their
actions and the paralysing dilemma that they would impose on targeted galleries.
Cultural institutions must confront this issue on a practical level. And the increasing
occurrence of cases indicates that they should do so with haste.
The final motive to be discussed here is one of the most elusive to predict,
though attacks may be influenced by any of the rationales already mentioned.
Imitative ‘copycat’ behaviour is a phenomenon recognised across the criminal
spectrum, from murder to property destruction.199 The execution of one bold, unusual
or highly publicised offence can provide the inspiration for another person to carry
out a similar act, occasionally giving rise to a spate of incidents at the hands of
different individuals. Some people emulate criminal episodes to experience the
sensation that they elicit first-hand. Others imitate incidents to recreate their
consequences, often focusing on publicity generation. Either way, the destruction of
art frequently stimulates ‘copycat’ behaviour.200
One explanation for this is provided by Freedberg’s proposal that all people
have the capacity to succumb to iconoclastic compulsions. His assertion that it is
“wholly understandable” that museum officials are apprehensive about discussing
damage in the public domain, for fear that “one might somehow put ideas into
people’s heads”, suggests that the triggering of a ‘copycat’ assault is a prominent and
volatile risk.201 According to this theory, people are essentially time-bombs whose
potential to react violently to art may be ignited by knowledge of others doing so.
Freedberg’s emphasis on the universal latency of iconoclastic urges makes his
analysis seem unbalanced. An act of imitative art mutilation is not reliant solely upon
the perpetrator’s capacity for a lapse in self-control. The extent and manner of
information dissemination is critical too. As Freedberg says himself, museums tend
to enforce embargos upon discussing iconoclasm beyond institutional confines.202 It
is media broadcasting which poses a greater threat of stimulating ‘copycat’ assaults.
Not only is national and global news coverage readily available throughout Western
society, but the press harbours a particular fascination for the minutest facts on

59
incidents of deliberate harm. Given these factors, the media plays a significant role in
directing potential ‘copycats’ inadvertently.
This may partially account for the proliferation of ‘artistic’ attacks in recent
years. When Yuan Cai and Jian Jun Xi Ianjun targeted another version of Duchamp’s
Fountain at Tate Modern in May 2000, they could have been inspired by press
coverage of Pinoncelli’s 1993 act.203 It seems more than coincidental that the Chinese
artists’ justification mimicked Pinoncelli’s almost exactly, referring to Duchamp’s
theory of the ‘readymade’ and the dual identity of Fountain. In turn, their widelypublicised assaults on Fountain and My Bed may have encouraged Aaron Barschak to
throw paint at Insult to Injury a few years later and define his act as performance art.
Cases of emulative iconoclasm are not restricted to copying motives. The
method of an attack can also be imitated. On 6th April 1978 a Times article on the
slashing of La Berçeuse noted that only days beforehand Poussin’s Adoration of the
Golden Calf had been disfigured with a knife as well.204 A few weeks later Van
Gogh’s Self Portrait with Felt Hat was also seriously slashed.205 Each of these
assaults was undertaken in a different institution by separate iconoclasts with their
own personal agendas. However, it is hard to ignore the fact that all three attacks,
executed within the space of a month, took the same destructive form. It is very likely
that at least the third incident was a ‘copycat’ crime. Prior to the defacement of Self
Portrait with Felt Hat, the man responsible had been repeatedly denied re-admittance
to a psychiatric ward, causing him to become increasingly desperate.206 Having
witnessed the furore provoked by the slashing of the first two paintings, he could have
reasoned that another comparable act would again stoke media interest and direct
attention towards his plight.
Regrettably, none of the above cases demonstrating elements of ‘copycat’
behaviour were professed to be imitative gestures. This is the crux of the problem in
determining such episodes. Valentine Contrel, who assaulted Ingres’s Sistine Chapel
in 1907, reportedly confessed that she had been motivated by reading about a man
who had harmed a picture in the Louvre.207 Contrel’s candidness is a rare exception.
Most iconoclasts would not compromise their apparent originality and audacity by
admitting that they were influenced by the behaviour of others. Like envy, the desire
to imitate is an internalised motive.
Since it is nearly impossible to tell when an attack has been carried out for
emulative reasons, it is extremely difficult to analyse and predict this threat.
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Artworks which have been damaged previously are likely targets of ‘copycats’.
Galleries normally enhance the security provisions around these works when they
return to display.208 But attempts to identify potential victims any more thoroughly
are always speculative. It is not even safe to assume that high profile art faces a
heightened risk. If someone disfigures an artwork covertly and the result is not
noticed immediately by staff, the injury itself may be an impetus for imitators. Like
graffiti on public buildings, damage will function as an invitation for further assaults
until it is repaired.209 This kind of ‘copycat’ scenario could involve any artwork in
any cultural institution. As with many other issues explored in this chapter,
anticipating emulative offences is fraught with uncertainty.
An incident of iconoclasm, executed suddenly by a hitherto innocuous
member of the public, can be upsetting and unfathomable for museum staff. Few
events expose the day-to-day vulnerability of collections more acutely. Few provoke
so many questions. What is the scale of the damage? How did the perpetrator elude
security? What can be done to prevent repetition of this episode? The gallery
representatives who spoke to the press after the attacks on Rembrandt’s Nightwatch
and Martin Creed’s The Lights Going On and Off, as described at the start of this
chapter, were presumably preoccupied by such concerns. And yet they did not
address the single most fundamental question: why did the perpetrator do this? Eager
to put the destruction behind them, both the Rijksmuseum and Tate Britain shied
away from examining the motives of their assailants in any depth.
The uncertainties that pervade iconoclastic phenomena are crucial to
understanding this reaction. Pursuing the issue of motive is not straightforward. It
can be difficult to glean any rationale from an attack, let alone the correct one. Even
when perpetrators voice their motives, they can be multi-faceted, contradictory or
seemingly incomprehensible. Moreover, no matter how much analysis institutions
conduct on past case studies and the intentions of assailants, it cannot guarantee that
future attacks will be forestalled.
Yet, while addressing motives is not a cure-all in the prevention of
iconoclasm, this approach does provide pointers for determining where particular
risks lie. Famous paintings or sculptures, or those depicting personalities are frequent
targets of assailants aiming to promote a cause. Both religious representations which
challenge expectations, and works with subject matter that flouts moral boundaries
may fall prey to outraged viewers. Figurative compositions can provoke a conflation
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of image and reality in the viewer’s mind, stimulating a violent reaction, while avantgarde pieces displayed without adequate interpretation can spark frustration. Art
historically significant works may be damaged by artists aspiring to modify them in
the name of progressive art. A gallery that ignores motives misses out on such
pointers, and consequently leaves its exhibits vulnerable.
Exploring this subject is also illuminating on a wider scale of concerns.
Iconoclastic motives indicate how cultural institutions are perceived in society, and
reveal the preconceptions of audiences towards collections. They can help elucidate
the complex relationships that people have with images, not only within the context of
museums, but in politics, religion, economics and popular culture. And they can
identify developing trends, such as the influence commanded by religious or political
groups: matters which are normally beyond the scope of galleries.
For targeted institutions to discount the issue of motive is irrational and
irresponsible. In 1996 Arnold Goldstein defined all property destruction as
“motivated behaviour”, but this was hardly a bolt out of the blue.210 The reasoning
that spurs a member of the public to strike a work of art is obviously intrinsic to the
execution of their act; scholars have been promoting this truism for decades. The
time when it was deemed appropriate to describe motives as “wholly uninteresting” is
now long past, and the lingering endurance of this mentality should be deplored.
Iconoclasm may not be entirely predictable, but neither is it an unknown,
impenetrable threat. By affording the question of motive greater consideration, a
better understanding of the phenomenon and its context may be achieved, and this
will dispel at least some of the uncertainty and confusion that cripples the responses
of galleries.
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Chapter Two
“Their campaign of wanton attacks”: Suffragette Iconoclasm
and Trends of Response
On 23rd May 1914 the Times published an article entitled ‘Suffragists and the King’.
This report related the chaotic aftermath of the attempt by militant suffragists to lead a
deputation to Buckingham Palace on 21st May.1 The forcible prevention of the
suffragists from presenting their grievances before the King, and the subsequent arrest
of sixty-six protesters, had provoked an eruption of disorder and violence across
London, from disruptions of performances at His Majesty’s Theatre to windowsmashing in Whitehall (Plate 49). Yet the Times was concerned principally with the
outbreak of assaults on artworks that followed the deputation. Five Venetian
paintings in the National Gallery had been attacked by a suffragette on 22nd May,
while, in a simultaneous but separate incident, another suffragette had damaged
George Clausen’s Primavera at the Royal Academy. Since March 1914 suffragette
iconoclasm had already claimed three artworks, and a further five would be targeted
in the coming weeks. The Times condemned this latest episode as a continuation of
the suffrage movement’s “campaign of wanton attacks on works of art”.2
British women’s struggle for an equal franchise had been lengthy.
Campaigning throughout the 19th century had gradually earned women improved legal
rights to custody of their children, retention of their own property and earnings, and
established grounds for divorce.3 However, women’s right to vote proved widely
unpalatable to Britain’s patriarchal society. Agitation for female suffrage began in the
1860s, but the movement gained little headway until the adoption of militant tactics
by the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) in 1905. This manoeuvre
injected the cause with greater publicity and renewed determination. In 1918 the
government passed the Representation of the People Act, conditionally opening the
franchise to 8.5 million women.4 The role of militant tactics in securing this
concessionary measure would go on to become a subject of debate.5 Nevertheless, in
spring 1914 many suffragists believed militancy to be the most effective means of
achieving the vote. As Ivy Bon asserted: “It is the only way we shall get it”.6
Within this context of growing impatience and escalating violence, some
extremists embarked upon iconoclasm. The tactic was inaugurated by Mary
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Richardson’s attack on The Toilet of Venus (The Rokeby Venus) by Diego Velázquez
on 10th March 1914. It inspired a wave of assaults upon art collections, which
continued until the start of the First World War necessitated a truce in suffragist
activity. The slashing of the Rokeby Venus scandalised the country, and has since
become an infamous episode in the history of iconoclasm.
Writers on the subject have cemented the notoriety of the suffragette cases by
emphasising their seminal quality. John Dornberg opens his 1987 article, ‘Art
Vandals: Why do they do it?’, with the following sentence: “It began in the spring of
1914, when one Mary Richardson strode defiantly into London’s National Gallery and
swung a hatchet at Diego Velázquez’s Toilet of Venus”.7 The significance of
suffragette iconoclasm and its influence is, indeed, palpable. It marked both the first
sustained political iconoclastic offensive of the 20th century, and the first ever
sustained campaign to focus exclusively on artworks housed in museums and
galleries.
Yet, the Rokeby Venus attack was not the first 20th century case of deliberate
damage to occur in a gallery. It was not even the first time that decade that the
National Gallery had been targeted in this way.8 The exaggeration of the incident’s
seminal nature may be explained by the high publicity that it generated at the time, or
by the relatively low amount of scholarly attention that has been afforded to 19th and
20th century assaults on art. Either way, many have misrepresented the facts of the
episode, and, ever since, the suffragette campaign has been widely accepted as the
chronological starting point for modern attacks on art.
While this assumption is misguided, it does pose an interesting question about
responding to iconoclasm. If people are disposed to accept that suffragette militancy
established a historical precedent for modern cases of destruction, they are
presumably equally ready to believe that reactions to these acts established a
precedent for tackling them. It could be that the suffragettes’ disfigurement of
artworks engendered a prototype model of response to such events, a precedent that
may continue to inform modern-day reactions.
This chapter aims to address the subject of historical responses to iconoclasm
by focusing in detail on the circumstances of the suffragettes. It sets out to explain
contemporary reactions to the wreckage perpetrated in 1914 by analysing four
different segments of society: the authorities, cultural institutions, press and public. It
also determines the extent to which these reactions initiated trends of response that
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continue to be followed in modern situations. If patterns have endured, it is important
to question their relevance. Are they, in fact, detrimental to current efforts to curb
offences in museums and galleries?
When the Times referred to suffragette iconoclasm as “their campaign of
wanton attacks”,9 the longevity of this militant strategy was not all that was inferred.
The word “wanton” suggested that these acts were of a wild and capricious nature,
and undermined their identity as political gestures. The previous chapter has shown
already the dangers of denying the existence and legitimacy of motives; this chapter
will expose the pitfalls of adhering to a range of ingrained responses.
Looking at events from this angle, it is deceptively easy to divorce the
suffragettes’ destruction of artworks from the background of broader militancy, and
forget that assaults were only one form of protest in a “long list of outrages”.10
Iconoclastic activists did not emerge fully formed from the ranks of the suffrage
movement. They, like their crimes, were the product of a gradually developed
militant outlook, and it would be impossible to assess responses to these case studies
comprehensively without examining their precipitation first.
Founded in 1903 by Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst, the WSPU distanced
themselves from the constitutional strategies of the National Union of Women’s
Suffrage Societies (NUWSS). Their motto ‘Deeds not Words’ was made good on
13th October 1905, when, upon being expelled from a Liberal meeting in Manchester,
Christabel Pankhurst committed a technical offence by spitting at a policeman. She
and her accomplice, Annie Kenney, refused to atone for their actions with a fine, and
were sentenced respectively to imprisonments of one week and three days. The story
gained much publicity. As Antonia Raeburn comments: “Not only was Manchester
roused but the whole country read about the episode in the morning papers”.11
Thereafter, the WSPU drew attention to the suffrage cause through
conspicuous and sensational protests, including deputations, rallies and heckling MPs
(Plate 50). They, ironically, found justification in the words of William Gladstone,
who had remarked in 1884 that “if no instructions had ever been addressed in political
crises to the people of this country, except to remember to hate violence and love
order and exercise patience, the liberties of this country would never have been
attained”.12 Their campaign was not without support; in 1906 George Bernard Shaw
told the Tribune that “Women should have a revolution. They should shoot, kill,
maim, destroy until they are given the vote”.13
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However, this momentum did not translate into the political arena. Despite
sympathy in principle from many Liberal politicians, a succession of women’s
suffrage bills and amendments to male suffrage bills were talked out of Parliament.
The precedent had been set by the defeat of John Stuart Mill’s amendment to the 1867
Reform Act. The repeated failures of the Conciliation Bill in July 1910 and
November 1911, and the women’s suffrage amendment to the Electoral Reform Bill
in January 1913, demonstrated negligible progress.14 In each instance, proposals were
either ruled against or delayed beyond redemption. Suffrage societies called periodic
truces in their militant behaviour to indicate support of each new Bill and optimise its
chances of success. Every defeat heralded renewed and amplified campaigns of
violence.
WSPU members were increasingly led to believe that the only way to break
the political stalemate was to embrace militancy. Emmeline Pankhurst later
recollected that “We had exhausted argument. Therefore either we had to give up our
agitation altogether, as the suffragists of the eighties virtually had done, or else we
must act, and go on acting, until the selfishness and the obstinacy of the Government
was broken down, or the Government themselves destroyed”.15 A similar opinion
was voiced in 1913 by Teresa Billington Greig, a prominent member of the Women’s
Freedom League (WFL): “Forty years of gentle persuasion has borne no fruit for
women”.16
There was opposition to intensified militancy, not only from the growing
Women’s National Anti-Suffrage League, but also from sympathisers. In a letter to
the editor of the Times dated 31st August 1912, Annie Besant warned that “men have
ever used violence to gain their ends, and there is a danger that women may follow
their bad example, and become second-rate men in their political methods, instead of
heroic women”.17 The notion that militancy contradicted the feminist ideal was
espoused by many.
By 1913 the remaining militant core of the WSPU appeared to have reached a
point of no return. Aware that a reversal in policy would both diminish the
movement’s grip over the press and signify a weakness of will, the Union’s leadership
found it increasingly difficult either to envisage a retreat from violence or to exercise
restraint over members. As Brian Harrison has identified, an atmosphere of
pressurised one-upmanship became entrenched among followers.18 Novel modes of
protest had always been encouraged by the Pankhursts, but initiative-taking became
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an unruly guiding principle, with women embarking upon window-smashing, hunger
strikes and arson (Plate 51).19 As early as November 1909, the Home Secretary,
Herbert Gladstone, told Sir Edward Grey: “I am in a state of constant anxiety touching
the safety of the P.M.”.20 The extremist WSPU core was limited in numbers, and
most perceived their militancy as purely symbolic, but such fears were reasonably
founded. Two months previously, Prime Minister Asquith had been subjected to a
barrage of slate tiles, hurled by two suffragettes from a neighbouring factory roof, as
he left a meeting in Birmingham.
A change in targets coincided with the WSPU’s escalation of criminality.
Rather than direct their efforts exclusively against political figures and institutions,
militants began to adopt protest methods that would affect the general public; covertly
cutting telegraph wires, destroying letters, defacing golf courses and burning railway
stations. The State Assurance Company estimated the total damages attributed to
suffragette militancy to be £250,000 in 1913 alone.21 As well as causing costly
disruption to everyday public life, this new policy was engineered to injure symbols
of established male dominance.
Cultural institutions were a particular target. When Mrs Cohen smashed a
jewel case in the Tower of London in February 1913, it was not only the financial
value of the glass and exhibits at stake, but the emblematic value of the Tower itself.
The incident prompted the pre-emptive closures of the Palaces of Kensington,
Hampton Court, Kew and Holyrood, and a special guard was put on Nottingham
Castle.22 Such measures were not overcautious. Mrs Cohen stated that, prior to
selecting the Tower of London for her protest, she “pondered the matter very
carefully”, studying a local guide to places of interest, including museums and
galleries.23 Already, the British Museum and the central London picture galleries had
undergone a temporary closure after a severe spate of window-smashing on 1st March
1912.24 The conspicuous readiness of the authorities to take these precautions
confirmed cultural landmarks as potentially vulnerable establishments.
Following the attack on the Tower of London, episodes of this kind became
more prevalent. A significant watershed was passed with the smashing of thirteen
glazed Victorian paintings in Manchester City Art Gallery on the 3rd April 1913.
Although the collection was the subject of this assault, rather than the display
furnishings or structure of the building, the incident cannot be defined as suffragette
iconoclasm. In contrast with later attacks, the perpetrators acted at night, and did not
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maximise the impact of their crime by courting publicity. Furthermore, there are
indications that they intended only to break the glass covering each artwork, rather
than to injure the actual paintings.25 As Rowena Fowler suggests, “the incident has
more in common with the window smashing campaign than with the later attacks on
works of art”.26 Nevertheless, the case provided a clear precedent for the adoption of
more resolute iconoclasm.
Between March and July of 1914, fourteen artworks were damaged as a result
of nine separate assaults by suffragettes. The first and most notorious of these was the
attack on the Rokeby Venus on 10th March. Having shattered the glass and cut the
canvas seven times with a hitherto concealed ‘chopper’, Mary Richardson was
restrained and arrested.27 Previously convicted for assault, wilful damage, obstruction
and arson, Richardson was a particularly zealous militant,28 and it was assumed
briefly that the mutilation of the Rokeby Venus was an isolated incident.
The problem resurfaced, however, on 4th May, when Mary Wood slashed John
Singer Sargent’s portrait of Henry James on the opening day of the Royal Academy’s
Summer Exhibition (Plates 52 and 53). The portrait was a presentation piece
commissioned by friends of Henry James, and it had been “greatly admired by the
King”, which increased its cachet as a militant target.29 Eight days later the Royal
Academy was again victimised, as Gertrude (Mary) Ansell caused an estimated £15
worth of damage to a portrait of the Duke of Wellington by Hubert von Herkomer with
a hatchet or small axe.30 A third and final onslaught on the Royal Academy was
undertaken by Mary Spencer, who slashed Clausen’s Primavera with a cleaver on
22nd May (Plate 54).31 On the same day Freda Graham entered the Venetian Room in
the National Gallery armed with a hammer and defaced Portrait of a Mathematician
by Gentile Bellini, The Death of St Peter, Martyr, The Agony in the Garden and The
Madonna of the Pomegranate by Giovanni Bellini, and a votive picture from the
School of Gentile Bellini (Plates 55 – 59).32 Following this episode, the National
Gallery was closed to the public indefinitely.33
Thereafter, iconoclastic attacks occurred in a broader range of galleries,
heightening the unpredictability of the campaign. A Portrait Study of the King for
The Royal Family at Buckingham Palace, 1913 by John Lavery, on display at the
Royal Scottish Academy in Edinburgh, was subjected to a hatchet assault by Maude
Edwards on 23rd May.34 On 3rd June the commercial Doré Gallery suffered the virtual
destruction of Love Wounded by Francesco Bartolozzi and The Grand Canal, Venice

87
by John Shapland. Ivy Bon inflicted irreparable damage upon the fragile drawing and
watercolour before she could be restrained by the gallery manager.35 Fortunately,
George Romney’s portrait of Master John Bensley Thornhill came to less harm when
it was struck with a hatchet by Bertha Ryland on 9th June (Plate 60). The artwork, on
loan to Birmingham City Art Gallery, had been exhibited at such a height that Ryland
could only reach the lower portion of the canvas, and those cuts she made were
clean.36 The final incident in this wave of strikes occurred at the National Portrait
Gallery on 17th July. Despite significant numbers of bystanders, Margaret Gibb
succeeded in delivering three blows to the head area of John Everett Millais’s
unfinished portrait of Carlyle (Plate 61).37 With suffragettes continuing to elude
security, further artworks could have been damaged had the outbreak of the First
World War not brought the situation to an abrupt conclusion.
Suffragette iconoclasm emerged as a consequence of escalating militancy, as
extremist members strove to channel property destruction into new symbolic and
financial areas. But what were these women trying to communicate specifically to the
authorities, cultural institutions, press and public through their actions? And how
successful was the conveyance of their message? Such considerations have an
inherent bearing upon responses to these attacks. They may also provide a further key
to understanding the adoption and continuation of the tactic.
This discussion requires a brief prelude. Evaluation of the suffragettes’
message cannot be undertaken without considerable reliance on the example of Mary
Richardson (Plate 62). She was both the initiator and the most articulate perpetrator
of iconoclastic agitation. Invariably, it was her comments that were preserved for
posterity.38 The accounts of the others involved went mainly unrecorded. At best,
they were limited to cursory statements reproduced in the WSPU newspaper, the
Suffragette. This imbalance of surviving documentation makes it impossible to assess
the socio-political identity and motives of each attacker individually. The bias
towards Richardson’s perspective does, however, indicate the initial priorities and
direction of the campaign.
For Richardson, the adoption of iconoclasm was a predominantly political
calculation. By attacking a famous artwork in a renowned public gallery, she
endeavoured to inflict a two-fold injury on the government.
On one hand, the Rokeby Venus attack was symbolic; proof that the
government could not protect even the nation’s most valued cultural treasures from
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the determination of the suffrage movement. Richardson sought to weaken the
authorities’ resolve and destabilise public faith in their capabilities.
On the other hand, the assault had a strong financial aspect. Some years later,
Richardson explained the dissatisfaction that she felt towards the law and its
application in 1914: “Values were stressed from the financial point of view and not
the human. I felt I must make my protest from the financial point of view”.39
Slashing the Rokeby Venus was her way of confronting the authorities on their own
monetary terms. The mutilation of any valuable artwork is a financial misfortune, but
the colossal £45,000 acquisition of this painting made its destruction particularly
calamitous. In court, the Keeper of the National Gallery estimated that the damage
sustained had caused its sale value to depreciate by £10,000-£15,000.40 Although the
loss did not affect the government directly, Richardson believed that politicians held
the quality of financial worth in highest esteem.
In fact, a more immediately damaging financial implication for the
government was the impact on British tourism. Repeated closures of major cultural
institutions rendered Britain increasingly unattractive to overseas visitors, and thus
diminished profits in this economic sector. While these circumstances should be
attributed mainly to militancy in its wider sense, incidents of iconoclasm exacerbated
the problem. Two days after the Rokeby Venus episode, the Standard published an
article devoted to the threat posed to tourism.41 Indeed, by August 1914 the National
Gallery had received a letter from the Association of Managers of Hotels drawing
attention to the “injurious effect of closing the Galleries on the Hotel trade”.42
This economic issue had potentially far-reaching diplomatic consequences.
Had the campaign endured beyond July 1914, lack of access to Britain’s cultural
institutions could have permanently discredited international opinion of them.
Suffragette iconoclasm certainly put the international reputation of the British
government at stake. In March 1914 the New York Times was reported to have
remarked that “The British Government is getting precisely the sort of treatment it
deserves at the hands of the harridans who are called militants for its foolish tolerance
of their criminal behaviour”.43
As a protest concerned with attaining political attention by injury to the
government, Richardson’s act was evidently successful. The government was
sufficiently alarmed by its symbolic and financial implications that questions on it
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were put before the Home Secretary, Reginald McKenna, in the House of Commons
that very day.44
Whether Richardson foresaw the full consequences of her attack is a
speculative matter, but she was obviously not oblivious to the potential of iconoclasm
as a political weapon. On 16th January 1911 the Dutch government had been
similarly attacked via their national art collections, when a man assaulted the
Nightwatch by Rembrandt. The culprit believed that the authorities had deliberately
prevented him from gaining employment, and reacted by stabbing the painting with a
cobbler’s knife.45 When asked by De Echo about the reasoning behind his choice of
target, the man replied that “it seemed to me to be the most expensive possession of
the State”.46 Mary Richardson was well-educated and travelled, and had received an
artistic training.47 It is not unreasonable to suggest that she may have been familiar
with this iconoclastic episode.
Moreover, it is highly unlikely that she could have been unaware of
comparable events in London. The murder of an American woman by her husband,
and his subsequent suicide in the National Portrait Gallery on 24th February 1909 was
documented prominently in the press.48 The damage inflicted on four paintings by a
man with a metal rule in the National Gallery on 23rd January 1913 created another
media sensation.49 Although neither incident was political in character, both
demonstrated that public attention could be directed by displays of violence in the
perceived sanctum of an art galley.
Regardless of whether Richardson drew from such examples, the Rokeby
Venus attack was a deft appropriation of iconoclasm for her own political ends. The
assault was profoundly premeditated, in order that the associated protest message
could be conveyed with optimum clarity. Richardson’s memoirs suggest that she
planned it at length, seeking and receiving Christabel Pankhurst’s authorisation before
embarking on any action.50 Even the timing of the attack, in immediate response to
the re-arrest of Emmeline Pankhurst in Glasgow on 9th March, was not as spontaneous
as it first appears. Richardson was furious that the already infirm Mrs Pankhurst had
been returned to Holloway Prison and obliged to resume a hunger and thirst strike.
Although she was not forcibly fed, supporters regarded this ‘Cat and Mouse’
treatment as torture, genuinely fearing for her life. June Purvis describes how
suffragettes began to interrupt church services with prayers for Emmeline Pankhurst.51
These circumstances dispelled Richardson’s hesitation, and provoked the execution of
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her plan. Nevertheless, she took the calculated preliminary measure of sending an
official statement to the WSPU headquarters, which was forwarded to the press for
publication. She was also sufficiently prepared to present her own legal defence on
12th March.
The uniformity of Richardson’s message is equally worthy of comment.
Although the slashing of the Rokeby Venus had been conceived originally as a general
attempt to injure the government, Richardson was able to communicate her protest
more succinctly by associating her act with a specific injustice. Both her official
statement and defence speech focus on the plight of Emmeline Pankhurst. “Mrs
Pankhurst seeks to procure justice for womanhood,” the statement proclaims, “and for
this she is being slowly murdered by a Government of Iscariot politicians”.52
Similarly, upon being asked in court whether she appreciated the irreplaceable quality
of the Rokeby Venus, Richardson replied that “no money under the sun could replace
Mrs. Pankhurst. She was being killed slowly”.53 This reiterated argument sought to
expose the hypocrisy of the situation, where a painting was valued above a life.
There is little doubt that the suffragettes who followed in Mary Richardson’s
wake appreciated that iconoclastic gestures could convey their point to the
government effectively. However, in practice, their communicative success rate was
erratic. Today, few people are aware of the attacks that followed Richardson’s. More
importantly, many contemporaries judged them to be evidence of ‘wanton’ behaviour
rather than legitimate political agitation. The suffragette iconoclasts found
increasingly that delivery of their message was handicapped by external factors. Press
interest waned as the tactic lost its novelty, and the authorities’ adamant refusal to
grant concessions stifled the nuances of their arguments.
In some ways this communicative failure was also self-induced. The majority
of iconoclasts who struck after Richardson aspired to emulate her by allying their
actions to particular injustices. The injury to Lavery’s Portrait Study of the King, for
example, was a rejoinder to the interception of the Buckingham Palace deputation on
21st May. These women were also determined to be arrested at the crime scenes, like
Richardson, so that they would have the opportunity to publicise their cause in court
and enter prison as martyrs. Despite committing her attack during a quiet period in
Birmingham City Art Gallery, Bertha Ryland guaranteed her apprehension by leaving
a piece of paper with her name, address and a statement near the damaged painting.54
It could be argued that the suffragette iconoclasts were over-reliant on imitation.
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Mary Wood’s statement began: “I have tried to destroy a valuable picture because I
wish to show the public that they have no security for their property nor for their art
treasures until women are given the political freedom”. It bears an uncanny
resemblance to Richardson’s words.55 A lack of innovation and uninspired rhetoric
may have been responsible for the inadequate conveyance of their message.
Yet deviations from the model of the Rokeby Venus attack also emerged. The
statements issued by other offenders sometimes made convoluted demands. Mary
Ansell’s official statement called for both the recognition of suffragettes as equals of
the Ulster terrorists, and for an end to the sexual abuse of women and girls;56 it was
hardly a clear declaration of intent. This apparent lack of direction was reinforced by
the inability of some perpetrators to articulate their arguments in court. The Times
reported that Ivy Bon “shrieked furiously throughout the proceedings” on 9th June,
exclaiming: “I wish I’d smashed the whole lot”.57 Far from constituting a rational
defence, Bon’s outburst was seen as proof that she had acted out of instinctive
vengeance. Such behaviour undermined any political headway made by Richardson,
preventing the iconoclasts from being taken seriously.
Either way, as a sustained campaign, the mutilation of artworks did not
achieve its theoretical potential to broadcast the suffragettes’ cause effectively. The
continuation of the strategy owed more to its ability to generate sensationalism than to
its communicative value. This shortcoming, and the resulting incomprehension that
society felt towards the motives of the perpetrators, goes some way to explaining the
responses that the campaign elicited.
To account more fully for contemporary reactions, though, one must consider
the possibility that the authorities, cultural institutions, press and public perceived
motives behind these attacks that were supplementary to political principles.
On 22nd February 1952, the Star interviewed Mary Richardson about the
Rokeby Venus. Although she reiterated her familiar association between the attack
and the treatment of Emmeline Pankhurst, she added, with regard to the painting, that:
“I didn’t like the way men visitors gaped at it all day long”.58 This suggestion that the
artwork’s nude subject had somehow prompted the assault was entirely alien to her
former justifications. It implies that she was objecting to the portrayal of the female
form as a sexual commodity. Slashing the Rokeby Venus was not only a political
protest, therefore, but demonstration of a feminist mentality.
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Lynda Nead advocates this notion, insisting that the case has “come to
symbolize a particular perception of feminist attitudes towards the female nude”.59
Yet, it seems unlikely that Richardson would have omitted this motivational aspect
from her statements and speeches in 1914 had it been of overt significance. Even in
her 1953 memoirs there is no mention of feminism. That she had “disliked the
painting” is all she writes on her interpretation of it.60 It is conceivable that
Richardson’s own perceptions of the attack, and reasons for it, altered gradually with
hindsight. However, Gamboni’s proposal that her pseudo-feminist remarks to the Star
were a conscious attempt to render her act more palatable to the values of a 1952
readership seems the more satisfactory explanation.61
While not a paramount motive behind suffragette iconoclasm, feminism may
still have wielded a subtle influence over perpetrators. Agitation for a female vote
was part of a wider movement to redefine British gender relations. Throughout the
19th century, society had characterised women by their biology, establishing a
stereotypical polarisation between the idealised wife and mother, and the defiled
prostitute. Both roles confined women to the private sphere, barring them from
engagement in public and political affairs.62 On one level, Richardson’s destruction
of the image of Venus, the ultimate masculine portrayal of femininity, may have been
a protest against the perpetuation of this ideology.
As militancy intensified, instigation of a ‘sex war’ became a prevalent
propaganda initiative within the WSPU, culminating in Christabel Pankhurst’s 1913
publication ‘The Great Scourge and How to End It’. This text, advocating “Votes for
Women and Chastity for Men”, simultaneously sought the liberation of women and
urged the mistrust of men and male authority.63 This dual concept was contentious
even at leadership level; Sylvia Pankhurst opposed Christabel’s portrayal of all men
as enemies of women.64 Nevertheless, women like Richardson followed WSPU
policy fervently. This doctrine was probably a factor in the militants’ targeting of art
galleries, a traditionally male domain.65 It may even account for certain patterns
regarding the types of artworks attacked.
Seven of the nine iconoclastic incidents carried out by the suffragettes
involved damage to single paintings, all of which depicted either female nudes or
male portraits. In these cases, the emphasis was not on wreaking as much havoc as
possible, but selecting targets deliberately. Accordingly, feminist impulses may have
been significant. As the slashing of a female nude could symbolise the rejection of
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enforced female stereotypes, so the defacement of a male portrait could represent the
rejection of male authority. Even if a feminist undercurrent was entirely non-existent,
this apparent trend and its implications were discernable to society. The ensuing
belief that iconoclasm was a specifically anti-male campaign partly explains why this
essentially political initiative incited so much public hostility.
Closer examination of the targeted artworks provides another clue to
understanding responses, and another potential motive for the attacks. Of the seven
individually targeted paintings, four were portraits of eminent men: Thomas Carlyle,
Henry James, the 4th Duke of Wellington and King George V. As already discussed
in Chapter One, assaulting an image of a person can provide a substitute for
aggression against the actual figure depicted. Were these portraits attacked, then, as a
milder alternative to violence against the distinguished men themselves?
Most suffragettes wanted to avoid endangering lives through their actions.
Richardson sums up their policy thus: “…our warfare was to be without bloodshed.
Money could be spilled, yes! Property could suffer; but human beings would be
immune, except for the sufferings inflicted upon us militants in the course of the
campaign”.66 Yet, proposing that the suffragettes employed iconoclasm to
symbolically harm or shame the men portrayed is problematic. Most of the men
whose portraits were damaged were not obvious enemies of the WSPU. Emmeline
Pankhurst admired the writings of Thomas Carlyle,67 who, moreover, had died in
1881. Although Henry James was a contemporary, his general sympathies towards
the women’s movement made him an unlikely victim too.68 Similarly, the 4th Duke of
Wellington was not a prominent figure in the franchise debate. The somewhat
arbitrary, even opportunistic, selection of these targets suggests that neither the
political inclinations nor identities of the represented males were predominant
considerations. According to Fowler, Mary Wood had never even heard of Henry
James.69
Maude Edwards’s attack on Lavery’s Portrait Study of the King remains the
most credible example of symbolic harm. Since early 1913, militants had attempted
repeatedly to foist the suffrage question onto royal occasions. A woman threw herself
under the King’s horse at the Derby in June 1913, a royal wedding was disrupted by
petitioners, and protesters commandeered theatrical performances.70 Apparently,
these episodes failed to stir the King’s conscience. By 25th May 1914, four days after
the aborted Buckingham Palace deputation, George V’s unpopularity was so high
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among the WSPU that mention of him was “greeted with groans and hisses” at a
Union meeting.71 However, inflicting physical injury on the King was unthinkable;
any violent rejoinder to his perceived indifference had to be symbolic. Edwards’s
assault on Portrait Study of the King was the most vehement protest she could make
without overstepping the line into actual bloodletting. The fact that her hatchet-blow
was aimed at the chest area of the image is maybe indicative of her metaphorical
motive.
Whether intentional or not, the symbolism of these attacks would have been
obvious to society. More than the destruction of property, they suggested an
unprincipled and threatening disregard for common values.
To this day, determining the extent to which the suffragette iconoclasts
deviated from their political raison d’être remains essentially irresolvable. The
problem is not exclusive to the destruction of artworks, but can be applied to the
militant movement as a whole. For instance, it is impossible to ascertain how many
militants were driven by publicity-seeking for their own personal gratification, rather
than the benefit of their cause. David Freedberg believes that the Rokeby Venus attack
was “an activist extension of the egocentric desire for publicity”.72
The complex interpenetration of motives behind these attacks is evident; even
the seemingly clear purpose of Richardson’s conduct can be called into question.
Considering that modern opinion on the rationale of suffragette iconoclasm remains
divided, despite the advantage of hindsight, it is unsurprising that contemporaries
found difficulty in comprehending their actions. This uncertainty is of fundamental
importance. The ambiguity surrounding their motives gave rise to a spectrum of
reactions from across society, not just from within the political sector. And these
diverse reactions could have been responsible for a range of distinctive trends of
response.
To analyse this variety of responses and their repercussions, it is necessary to
divide society into four components: the authorities, cultural institutions, press and
public. Examining each area in turn not only reveals the differences in reactions
across society in 1914, but also better illuminates parallels with the actions taken after
more recent case studies. This approach attempts to determine where trends have
endured.
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In the eyes of society, the mutilation of artworks by suffragettes was,
foremost, a criminal offence. Thus, it is logical to begin with the reactions of the
British authorities: the government, police and courts.
Throughout the militant suffrage campaign, the authorities were challenged to
contain the proliferation of new tactics, and iconoclasm was no exception. Its
unpredictability made it impossible for police to take pre-emptive measures further
than augmenting security around cultural institutions, and shadowing WSPU
members.73 To compensate, they sought to respond swiftly in the event of an attack.
Unfortunately, while all nine women were apprehended successfully, police efforts
were undermined by the relative impotence of the law.
The Prisoners Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health Act of April 1913, the ‘Cat
and Mouse Act’, hindered the pursuit of civil order. In a bid to prevent incarcerated
suffragists from martyring themselves through hunger strikes, this act allowed
prisoners to be released temporarily during periods of infirmity, and rearrested upon
recovery to resume their sentences. The system was vulnerable to exploitation
though, and suffragettes soon began dictating the terms of their own imprisonments.
Mary Richardson attacked the Rokeby Venus while on leave from serving a previous
sentence. Further liberties were taken by Mary Wood, who started to hunger strike
immediately after her arrest, with the result that she had to be released before trial.
She then went into hiding to avoid re-arrest.74 Not only did these circumstances
present the threat of re-offence, they fostered the opinion that suffragettes were
beyond the reach of the law.
The situation was worsened by the lenient sentences meted out for iconoclastic
offences. For damage inflicted on an artwork, the maximum sentence was six months
imprisonment, while those convicted of window-smashing could expect up to
eighteen months imprisonment. Although the presiding magistrate at Richardson’s
trial deemed six months to be “quite inadequate”, the courts could not exceed this
limit.75 Sensing their advantage, iconoclasts made a mockery of their hearings.
During proceedings on 10th March, Richardson proclaimed that the Home Secretary
could not impose sentence on her, and that his only options were repeating “the farce
of releasing her or else killing her; either way, hers was the victory”.76
In some cases the authorities tried to re-establish their dominance by resorting
to forcibly feeding prisoners, but this strengthened the resolve of the WSPU, and
reflected poorly on the government. Ultimately, the authorities were obliged to curb

96
the phenomenon through less direct means: by alleging that the assailants of artworks
were mentally ill.
During the 19th century, women who deviated from their prescribed function
of wife and mother risked being denounced as unnatural and ‘unsexed’.77 Elements of
this mentality endured into the early 20th century, particularly in relation to suffragists.
The view that such women were embittered, fanatical and unbalanced was relatively
common. It was affirmed by the onset of militancy. On 11th March 1912, the Times
described the appeal hearings of five suffragette window-breakers who had been
“carried away by the example of hysterical women”.78
It is probable that some people were convinced sincerely of the suffragettes’
mental instability. Yet, it cannot be denied that these allegations gave the authorities
a convenient opportunity to undermine the legitimacy of the militants’ political
justifications. If these claims were circulated deliberately, it is unclear whether they
constituted a calculated policy or the last resort of a threatened government. Either
way, they were rigorously and effectively utilised against the iconoclasts.
Asserting that the destruction of art was driven by mental illness enabled the
government to present the perpetrators as irrational, and their motives as irrelevant.
Although this did little to prevent the attacks in the first place, it muted the symbolic
damage of the problem. Rather than demonstrating the suffragettes’ collective
rejection of government infallibility and male authority, instances of iconoclasm
denoted merely the erratic behaviour of deranged individuals. The authorities’
response denied the clear political purpose that Richardson had endeavoured to
promote.79
Subsequently, the government was not required to recognise these protesters
as entitled to First Division detention, a classification reserved for political prisoners
that would have implied the legitimacy of their actions.80 On the contrary, with
professional diagnoses of mental illness, they would have been sanctioned to confine
the women indefinitely. Richardson had been assessed by three psychiatrists during a
previous imprisonment. Her memoirs recall, with relief, that two of the three certified
her as sane, after which an insurance company executive volunteered to become her
legal guardian, and so prevent “any further official attempt to have me certified”.81
Maude Edwards also had a narrow escape from being sectioned whilst in jail. Dr
Ferguson Watson, a medical officer at Perth Prison, recorded that she “seemed
incoherent at times, did not seem to realise the gravity of the situation”.82 None of the
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suffragette iconoclasts were diagnosed as mentally ill, although the recent passing of
the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act made their situation precarious.
Even without medical evidence, such allegations were damaging to the
suffragist cause. The authorities’ response became highly effective propaganda, as
the press cooperated by pouring scorn on the campaign. Not only did this involve the
repetition of evocative phrases like ‘wanton’ to suggest the iconoclasts’ lack of selfcontrol, it also included more overt claims of mental illness. Reporting Richardson’s
trial, the Times reiterated the prosecutor’s view that: “One regretted that any person
outside a lunatic asylum could conceive that such an act could advance any cause,
political or otherwise”.83
The public were apparently willing to accept this interpretation of events. By
the time of Margaret Gibb’s attack on 17th July, iconoclasm was more often treated
with contempt than outrage. In court, Gibb interrupted proceedings continually,
refusing to acknowledge her conviction and attempting to rush from the dock. 84 Her
increasingly desperate verbal and physical protestations played into the hands of the
authorities. Had militancy continued, it is possible that the iconoclastic campaign
would have lost momentum entirely, as perpetrators struggled to be taken seriously.
The idea that these women were mentally unstable is now dismissed, but for
decades it was perpetuated by historians. Writing in 1970, David Mitchell extracted
suffragette activism from its political context to emphasise its strangeness and
ridiculousness instead. He even alludes to WSPU members worshipping Christabel
Pankhurst as “the goddess of a torrid feminist cult”.85 Such assertions indicate how
compellingly persuasive the authorities’ stance was.
Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this type of response has endured as a common
reaction towards modern instances of assaults on artworks. Allegations of mental
illness remain a convenient way of distancing iconoclasts from society and
marginalising their threat to civil order. As Thomas Szasz remarks, “to feel
themselves reasonable and sane, they [humans] create and persecute madmen”.86
This mentality was active in Britain prior to the suffragettes’ campaign. When
Ernest Welch assaulted four paintings in the National Gallery on 23rd January 1913,
he was branded hastily as mentally ill. A week before any medical diagnosis was
made, and before Welch had even appeared in court, the Times reported that he was
“not responsible for his actions”.87 Nevertheless, it was the case of the suffragettes
which established this trend of response. If attacks of an overtly political nature could
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be defused by denouncing the perpetrators as mentally abnormal, then a range of
iconoclastic offenses might be tackled similarly, particularly those without obvious
justifications. In this way suffragette iconoclasm provided a precedent.
All too often, as Brian Dillon points out, there is an eagerness on the part of
the authorities to make an iconoclast’s “varied and elaborate motivations vanish
behind a single, implacable diagnosis: he must be insane”.88 In 2004 it was reported
that a woman who physically assaulted Gordon Matta-Clark’s Graffiti Truck and
Office Baroque in Berlin on 22nd September was “deranged”.89 This was in spite of
compelling evidence that the damage was undertaken as a protest against the display
of the controversial Flick Collection. Clearly, there are parallels with the treatment of
agitators pursuing votes for women.
When the authorities were confronted by suffragette iconoclasm in 1914,
militancy was developing at a dangerous rate. Given contemporary fears that the
situation could have degenerated further, it may be excusable that the authorities
reacted in this way. Yet is the endurance of this response still acceptable when
political stability is not at stake?
Reacting to iconoclasm with allegations of mental illness not only obscures the
motives behind such crimes, it suggests that these crimes are inevitable. The weight
of the blame is placed on offenders and their psychological health, while galleries are
pronounced irreproachable. Of course, cultural institutions are often little at fault in
these situations, but this should not waive their responsibility completely. Citing
mental illness entitles authorities and galleries to take a passive role in proceedings.
Iconoclastic attacks committed by the ‘mentally ill’ are presented as so idiosyncratic
that nothing could have been done to prevent them, and nothing can be learned from
them to avoid reoccurrences.
The endurance of this response may partly explain Pierre Pinoncelli’s repeated
attacks on Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain.90 Despite assertions that his first attack on
24th August 1993 was an act of conceptual art, Pinoncelli was lampooned by the
authorities and press as a pathetic and unbalanced figure. In the short term, this
denied Pinoncelli much of the publicity that he sought, but in the long term it appears
to have strengthened his resolve. On 4th January 2006 he repeated his gesture when
the same version of Fountain was on display in Paris. Whether the 1993 attack was
an artistic happening, or whether Pinoncelli was mentally ill, is not the issue here.
The important point is that by defining the perpetrator as psychologically unstable, the
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authorities and the Centre Georges Pompidou felt able to justify their decision not to
examine the 1993 incident any further. Had they taken Pinoncelli’s act more
seriously, they may still have been unable to prevent the second attack, but at least
they could not have been accused of complacency.
A more assertive and progressive response from today’s authorities would be
to reassess another legacy of suffragette iconoclasm: lenient penalties for offenders.
Damaging an artwork is still a crime with typically sparing sentences. Although
Duchamp’s Fountain was judged in 2004 to be the most influential modern artwork of
all time, with an estimated value of £1.9 million, Pinoncelli’s second attack on it was
punished with a three month suspended sentence and a €214,000 (£147,000) fine.91
The sentences of most iconoclasts are considerably milder. Dennis Heiner was fined
just $250 for defacing Chris Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary in December 1999.92 Such
penalties are not a deterrent; they trivialise the offence and may even encourage it.
The 1959 assailant of Rubens’s Fall of the Damned into Hell was reported to have
chosen iconoclasm as a means of attracting publicity because he assumed that he
would not be severely reprimanded.93
Though there is a credible case for the implementation of harsher and more
consistent penalties for iconoclasm, legal realisation of these changes seems as
unlikely now as it did in 1914. Yet not all patterns are immutable. Today’s
authorities have the opportunity to stop dismissing assaults on art as the exclusive
behaviour of the mentally ill. If they examine individual cases on an unprejudiced
footing, they could present themselves in a more proactive and responsible light.
Moreover, as argued in Chapter One, this new direction would help to develop a
better understanding of genuine motives, and, in turn, assist progress towards
prevention.
In 1914 the authorities responded to suffragette iconoclasm with an essentially
universal policy. Cultural institutions, by contrast, were obliged to react to every
episode on an individual basis. The spontaneity of assaults, and the geographically
broad range of targets, rendered a coordinated response from the sector impossible.
This avoided the heavy-handedness exemplified by the authorities. However,
heterogeneity had its own drawbacks, particularly when different strategies appeared
contradictory.
In the event of a suffragette assault, the most effective way of minimising both
physical and symbolic damage was for the targeted institution to re-establish control
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over the situation as quickly as possible. Initial reactions to the slashing of the
Rokeby Venus were understandably haphazard. Richardson’s memoirs recount that,
upon hearing breaking glass, a nearby policeman assumed the sound to have come
from a skylight, while a gallery attendant slipped on the polished floor in his haste to
apprehend her.94 As iconoclasm became widespread, however, reactions became
better organised. A general pattern of emergency response developed, whereby the
perpetrator was seized by attendants and transferred to police custody, while the
gallery was closed to the public and disfigured paintings were removed from view.
This sequence of events normally concluded with the summoning of trustees
to discuss avenues of further response. At this juncture common emergency measures
were dispensed with as different gallery boards made different proposals. After the
mutilation of the Duke of Wellington, the Council of the Royal Academy considered
covering all paintings with unbreakable glass.95 At the National Gallery, meetings
concerning the Rokeby Venus resulted in some of the “greatest masterpieces” being
removed to restricted access rooms.96 In each case, the response adopted was guided
by various factors, including the nature of the gallery and its collection, its location
and available budget. Since the requirements and resources of the National Gallery
were poles apart from those of the commercial Doré Gallery, for example, these
institutions addressed attacks in divergent ways.
This is not to say that the reactions of larger establishments had no influence
on smaller ones. When the Tennant Gallery announced its closure until further notice
on 26th May, it was surely following the lead of the National Gallery.97 Indeed, it is
conceivable that the types of response exercised by targeted galleries at this time
outlived the militant campaign altogether. In this respect it is illuminating to examine
a selection of them in detail.
The temporary closure of galleries was one of the most common practical
reactions in the wake of a militant attack. Today it remains standard procedure to
provisionally close either affected rooms, or the entire establishment, depending on
the nature on the incident. Yet, in 1914, this policy was adopted on a far greater scale.
Following the Rokeby Venus attack, not only was public access denied at the National
Gallery, but closures were also imposed on another four London galleries and five of
the Royal palaces.98 From a modern perspective, this seems excessive. Multiple
attacks on the Flick Collection in Berlin during autumn 2004 did not prompt the
exhibition’s cancellation.99 The decision is understandable, however, in the context of
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wider suffragette violence. The instantaneous proliferation of window-smashing
across London in March 1912 could have been replicated with the destruction of art.
Now, iconoclastic sprees of this magnitude are rarely a serious threat. While gallery
closures are an ongoing practice, their relevance and degree of application has
diminished over time.
The enhancement of security measures is another matter. In 1914, most of the
afflicted galleries reopened under the conditions that visitors would be required to
leave bags, muffs, umbrellas and canes at entrances, and additional guards would be
stationed in rooms.100 There were some calls for stricter security. One Times reader
wrote that all female visitors should sign a declaration denying their involvement with
militancy. Another suggested that galleries should erect horizontal barriers before
paintings, like those in the Louvre.101 Yet, while gallery officials were aware of the
need to safeguard collections, they were equally conscious of their responsibility to
ensure public access to them. Even during the prolonged closure of the National
Gallery between May and August 1914, provisions were made for people
recommended by foreign ambassadors and ministers to continue visiting the
collection.102 Considerations of access presented galleries with a dilemma, and
restricted the enforcement of additional security. Although the British Museum
eventually denied access to women without appropriate permits,103 the major art
galleries resisted such extreme measures while they remained open.
Doubts regarding the effectiveness of enhanced security may also explain this
conduct. The Morning Post confirms that, as early as January 1913, the
intensification of militancy had prompted the National Gallery to take “special
precautions”.104 The basement had been closed so that extra staff would be on duty in
the public rooms, and the Rokeby Venus had been put under particularly high
surveillance in the “belief that it was marked for destruction”. Even with these
measures in place, Richardson was still able to strike. Indeed, two months later, Freda
Graham managed to harm five paintings in the collection, although three plain-clothes
police officers and two attendants were present in the room at the time.105 After the
assault on the Duke of Wellington, the Registrar of the Royal Academy inferred his
misgivings about preventing iconoclasm, admitting: “We have taken all the
precautions possible”.106 Given the perceived futility of reinforcing protection,
perhaps galleries deemed compromised visitor access as too high a price to pay for
imposing further checks and bans on broad sections of the population.
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Major modern galleries have little choice but to exercise strict security around
collections, especially when there is a prominent risk of iconoclasm. With the
escalating commercial value of art, bag searches, barriers and invigilation staff are
now common in larger institutions. While the balance between protection and access
remains a contentious subject, this mode of response has not just endured, but has
burgeoned in significance over the years.107
Alongside these practical arrangements, galleries in 1914 developed attitudinal
responses to denote the re-establishment of their authority. The two most prominent
of these shared the objective of enabling targeted institutions to resume an air of
normality after an attack. Yet, justifying either reaction in modern situations is
problematic.
If victimised galleries could prove their resilience, they undermined the
effectiveness of suffragette agitation. Two weeks after Richardson’s slashing, the
National Gallery partially reopened its premises.108 The Royal Academy was
prompter still in returning to everyday business; by 26th May both Henry James and
the Duke of Wellington had been restored and re-hung.109 As an extension of this
resilient mentality, gallery staff began to consider the retrospective discussion of
attacks as regressive and destabilising. Once preliminary official statements had been
made, the issue was no longer dwelt upon. It is noteworthy that the Times was
seemingly unable to gain any comment from National Gallery representatives relating
to the phenomenon, other than announcements on the accessibility of collections.110
Freedberg offers a deeper explanation for this reluctance to speak about
attacks. He asserts that many cultural institutions perceive iconoclasm as being
‘contagious’, and fear that excessive discussion of it can inspire ‘copycat’ episodes.111
To avoid this effect, galleries enforce a taboo upon mentioning the topic in the public
domain. This may have been a factor in 1914; following Richardson’s instigation,
there was certainly a contagious element to the campaign. It may also account for
some more recent reactions to iconoclasm. As the Director of the Dusseldorf
Restoration Centre stated in 1987: “Aggression against art can be triggered by
discussion of it […] So why give potential aggressors technical or psychological
models to copy?”.112
Over the years, this trend of response had been embraced particularly by the
National Gallery. In December 1917, a soldier’s mutilation of nine artworks was
covered up deliberately by the Board of Trustees, who deemed it “obviously
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undesirable in the public interest both as regards the repute of the army and the safety
of public collections” to allow the incident any publicity.113 Scotland Yard, the Home
Office and the Press Bureau cooperated in preventing news of the event from entering
the public sphere.
The extent of the National Gallery’s ongoing unwillingness to divulge such
information is illustrated by the in-house series of articles ‘The Restoration of the
Leonardo Cartoon’.114 Although this publication concerns the repair of Leonardo’s
The Virgin and Child with St Anne and St John following a shotgun attack in 1987,
the authors do not mention that the Cartoon had been targeted before. The most overt
reference to the 1962 incident is the comment that it was “slightly damaged during the
public appeal for its acquisition”.115 It appears that the taboo on discussing
iconoclasm has deepened over the years. During the 1940s, the National Gallery was
willing to acknowledge in public the disfigurement of the Rokeby Venus as part of the
painting’s provenance. Sixty years later, they now decline to discuss any aspect of
this episode.116
Up to a point, this response to iconoclasm is understandable, but taboo can
border on outright denial. Christopher Cordess and Maja Turcan’s 1993 survey of
attacks on artworks revealed that several galleries which had experienced assaults
were so anxious to keep information away from the public, and thus avoid ‘copycats’,
that they renounced legal action against lesser offenders.117 This reaction is surely
inappropriate. Not only does it allow iconoclasts to evade justice, it obscures the
extent of the problem, and so hinders research into its prevention. Adopting an
uncommunicative policy can also prove counterproductive. It adds a sense of secrecy
and mystique to the phenomenon, and it encourages speculation, which can be more
damaging than the truth.
The second prominent attitudinal response practiced by galleries was equally
short-sighted, but advocated the opposite extreme. Following the slashing of Millais’s
portrait of Carlyle, the National Portrait Gallery decided to display its empty frame
and splintered glazing while the canvas was being restored.118 In doing so, the gallery
demonstrated conspicuously that suffragette militancy had not impeded its mandate to
preserve and exhibit.
This response was unusual when other galleries were attempting to limit
public discussion on the subject. Nevertheless, it had a historical precedent. On 15th
December 1890 a man threw a chair into William Bouguereau’s The Return of Spring
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(Le Printemps), creating two punctures in the painting.119 At the time, the work was
on show at the Lininger Gallery in Omaha, and exhibition organisers responded by
purchasing the chair and displaying it alongside the damaged canvas. The Return of
Spring continued the remainder of its national tour in this ravaged condition.120
Whether the National Portrait Gallery was aware of this happening is not documented,
but in both cases the galleries turned misfortune to their advantage.
This trend is still perceptible in modern day. When a cast of Auguste Rodin’s
The Thinker was blown up at the Cleveland Museum of Art in March 1970, it was
decided that the warped sculpture should be preserved in its original setting (Plate
63).121 A new pedestal was decorated with photographs illustrating the immediate
aftermath of the attack. These were replaced eventually by a descriptive plaque. Not
only was this gesture intended to be a symbol of the museum’s resilience and the
perceived senselessness of the damage, it was also meant to respect Rodin’s “love of
the organic and even unfinished work”.122 More recently, the 2005 exhibition ‘Insight
Out: Reversing Vandalism’ also put a positive spin on destruction. Artists
transformed forty-four defaced books from San Francisco Public Library into over
two hundred artworks.123
Yet at what point does a show of resilience become a publicity stunt? The
owner of the Black Forest Inn in Minneapolis chose not to repair a Richard Avedon
photograph when it was shot at in November 1986, claiming that the mutilated image
had become popular with tourists. He explained that people “like to stick their fingers
in the holes and take pictures”.124 The National Portrait Gallery could have expected
a similar increase in public interest when it exhibited the empty frame of Carlyle.
Weeks earlier, the Star had recorded that, after the attack on Henry James, visitors to
the Royal Academy had gathered to view the blank wall space where the painting had
hung.125 With this in mind, it seems unlikely that the National Portrait Gallery’s
decision was motivated solely by responsible concerns, but rather by the opportunity
to generate publicity.
This is a precarious pursuit. Exploiting iconoclasm for publicity-seeking ends
essentially amounts to sensationalising the phenomenon. Far from an act of defiance,
this response can be misinterpreted as an endorsement of image-breaking. Whether
the National Portrait Gallery’s actions would have further jeopardised the sanctuary of
Britain’s galleries is impossible to tell, as iconoclasm was renounced along with wider
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militancy when war was declared a few weeks later. Even so, the inherent risk is
obvious.
Taken to extremes, neither attitudinal response outlined above can be justified
in modern galleries. Their adoption in 1914 is questionable enough. A policy of noncommunication could have stimulated damaging speculation, while turning
destruction to the gallery’s advantage could have been mistaken for an endorsement
of violence. Crucially, the potential outcomes of these responses were not in the
galleries’ hands. The implementation of both policies created contradictory and
confusing signals, obliging society to look to the press for an explanation of the
situation. At a time when cultural institutions should have been minimising the
repercussions of attacks by coordinating a definitive response strategy, they were
enabling press reactions to dictate their public relations.
Although the press did not criticise galleries’ handling of suffragette
iconoclasm, their capacity to influence public perceptions of the phenomenon cannot
be underestimated. Their reactions are worthy of investigation in their own right.
Since the foundation of the WSPU, press interest in the progress of the
suffrage movement had been keen. The term ‘suffragette’ was coined by the Daily
Mail on 10th January 1906 to distinguish militants from their constitutional
counterparts.126 As the campaign developed, suffrage societies and the press
established a reciprocal relationship, whereby agitation was afforded free publicity
and newspapers were assured compelling headlines. This facilitated their common
growth. By 1914 NUWSS membership exceeded 53,000, while the circulation of
daily newspapers had also increased.127
This is not to say that the press were universally sympathetic to the women’s
cause, or that they condoned militancy. The Daily News, Daily Herald and Standard
were in the minority in supporting an equal franchise, and even they questioned
aggressive tactics. Most newspapers recognised the threat that suffragettes posed to
national stability, and understood that they could not be seen to excuse this behaviour.
Nonetheless, some believed that press attentiveness embroiled them implicitly in the
perpetuation of violence. On 11th June 1914 McKenna criticised the granting of
headline space to suffragettes, stating that “the immediate effect of the denial of all
advertisement of militancy would do more to stop their actions than anything the
Government can do”.128
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When McKenna made this appeal he may have had recent episodes of
iconoclasm in mind. The destruction of art had reinvigorated press interest in the
suffragettes at a point when coverage was starting to flag. It certainly made more
dramatic reading than accounts of peaceful protests. Most newspapers demonstrated
their solidarity with the authorities and affected galleries, condemning these attacks as
‘wanton’ and ‘senseless’.129 Yet it should not be forgotten that the press were driven
by the ultimate priority of selling news, and their responses should be regarded in this
light.
As the inaugural event of the campaign, the Rokeby Venus case inspired
detailed coverage. On 11th March the Times featured a reproduction of the disfigured
painting, which indicated the locations of the cuts in the canvas (Plate 64).130 This
picture has a substantial visual impact, and would have attracted readers’ attention.
The fact that it was produced on the evening of the assault, early enough to go to print
the following morning, is testament to the appeal of photographic journalism. It also
bears witness to the newspaper’s eagerness to emphasise the damage sustained.
The degree to which journalists sensationalised the attack on the Rokeby Venus
is striking. Accentuating the deterioration of its physical condition was part of this
process. In a lengthy report, the Times discussed the fragmentation of the glass, the
positions and lengths of the individual lacerations and the various applications of the
weapon.131 The account verges on melodrama. Freedberg asserts that this tendency
to illuminate the minutest details of damage is indicative of society’s “fetishistic
fascination with the object”.132 This is somewhat far-fetched, but a comparable
preoccupation is perceptible in press reports on each of the assaults undertaken by
suffragettes. The Scotsman related the precise position, length and appearance of the
“ragged gash” received by Portrait Study of the King. The three cuts inflicted on
Millais’s portrait of Carlyle are afforded similar in-depth analysis.133
Given this trend of response, contemporary readers could have assumed that
the affected artworks were utterly destroyed. In fact, the majority were restored easily
at a relatively low cost.134 Emphasising the damage obscured this reality, and thereby
sensationalised the story. It is a ploy still used by the modern media. Although the
ABC News report on the slashing of Roy Lichtenstein’s Nude in Mirror on 3rd
September 2005 was brief, it included the quantity and lengths of the cuts sustained
(Plate 65). There was no mention of the possibility of restoration.135
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Another way that the press sensationalised coverage of the campaign was to
exaggerate the vilification of perpetrators. Journalists employed several approaches to
signify that assailants were outwith the limits of normal society. It was frequently
remarked upon if iconoclasts were apprehended by other women, as this contrasted
the ‘unsexed’ militant with the law-abiding lady. Likewise, it was common for their
actions to be described in such a way that implied possession by a hysterical mania.
Both devices are present in the Times article ‘Academy Outrage’, which addresses the
attack on Henry James.136 To elicit readers’ shock fully, the culprit’s ‘alien’ nature
was juxtaposed with her apparently innocuous demeanour. ‘Academy Outrage’
describes Mary Wood as “an elderly woman of distinctly peaceable appearance”.
In some instances this response went further, by likening iconoclasm to
murder. Mary Richardson was a recipient of this extreme vilification propaganda.
Some newspapers dubbed her ‘Slasher Mary’, making overt allusions to serial killers
like ‘Jack the Ripper’.137 Meanwhile, the Times referred to the ravaged image of
Venus in terminology normally reserved for human injuries, asserting that the “most
serious blow has caused a cruel wound in the neck”.138 Descriptions of the damage
were more akin to autopsy reports than any analysis of property destruction.
To an extent the suffragettes played a part in provoking these responses. Their
propensity to target depictions of nudes and portraits, and Richardson’s emphatic
parallels between her attack and the government’s ‘murder’ of Emmeline Pankhurst,
probably encouraged the press to equate iconoclasm with homicide. Yet this was not
unprecedented. The 1890 attack on Bouguereau’s The Return of Spring had been
reported similarly by the Omaha press. The Omaha Daily Bee ran an article on the
case entitled ‘With An Assassin’s Hand’, and a witness apparently told journalists that
the disfigurement of the nude was “almost like a murder!”.139 This may have inspired
the New York Illustrated News to depict Carey Judson Warbington stabbing the
painting dramatically with a chair leg, when, in reality, he threw the entire chair at it
(Plate 66).140
Comparisons between iconoclasm and murder surfaced in press reactions
before 1914. However, the suffragettes’ prolonged campaign allowed this analogy to
be reinforced. In subsequent decades, some writers have continued to relate attacks in
these terms. Peter Fuller, for example, produced an article in 1987 on the deliberate
damage of art entitled ‘The Psychology of the Ripper’.141 Modern press accounts of
iconoclastic incidents tend not to be so extreme, although any further displays of
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aggression are invariably highlighted to reiterate the perpetrator’s ‘savage’ character.
The ABC News report covering the slashing of Lichtenstein’s Nude in Mirror
emphasised that the offender bit and scratched police officers during questioning.142
Sensationalism sells news. This truism is applicable both to press articles
dating from 1914 and more recent ones. Yet sensationalising stories of iconoclasm
has never been a responsible reaction to the problem. As McKenna warned,
advertisement of such crimes often encourages their perpetuation. And
sensationalism exacerbates the predicament. Since many iconoclastic acts are
performed as publicity-seeking gestures, guaranteeing the assailants melodramatic
media coverage only emboldens them.
Today, the press is most likely to stir up public horror when traditional pieces
of fine art are harmed; Old Master paintings, for instance. Journalists can act very
differently, however, when a modern or contemporary work is damaged. When
Duchamp’s Fountain was assaulted in January 2006, BBC News referred derisively to
the exhibit as a “plain porcelain urinal considered to be a major artwork”.143 This
reaction could not be further detached from the scandalised accounts of the damage
inflicted on the Rokeby Venus. It may still have origins in suffragette iconoclasm
though.
In 1914, another means of sensationalising press reports was to focus on the
financial implications of the destruction. Prior to the acquisition of the Rokeby Venus,
funding appeals for its purchase had been broadcast in the Times, and the press had
started monitoring the painting’s rise in value.144 When the work was wrecked it was
only natural that newspapers should be concerned with its diminished worth. This
emphasis on devaluation extended to the rest of the campaign. Even though the Duke
of Wellington was deemed to be “not one of Sir Hubert’s most successful
achievements”, the Times drew attention to the cost of the damage done by Mary
Ansell.145 By translating a slashed canvas into monetary terms, the press intended,
presumably, to open up the phenomenon to a wider audience. With a financial key,
readers did not need to be art-lovers to appreciate the seriousness of the crime.
The monetary consequences of iconoclasm still engage the press. However, in
more recent years, a degree of scepticism has developed concerning the high prices
attributed to some works of art, in particular, modern and contemporary pieces.146
The BBC News article on the 2006 attack on Fountain illustrates this; its tone betrays
doubt at the estimated £1.9 million value of the seminal ‘readymade’.
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In some cases this manner of response assumes a manifestation more extreme
than distain. Such was the resentment aroused by the acquisition of Barnett
Newman’s Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue IV by Berlin’s Nationalgalerie for
2.7 million marks, that its mutilation on 13th April 1982 was supported by some areas
of the press.147 Berliner Zeitung, a Berlin tabloid, published an article entitled ‘Any
apprentice could have painted this’, and characterised the attacker, Josef Kleer, as a
local hero (Plate 67).148
To claim that the propensity of the press to focus on the financial side of
iconoclasm in 1914 was a direct influence on the reactions of BBC News and Berliner
Zeitung would be unrealistic. However, as an enduring trend of response, this
inclination may have contributed to cementing the commodity status of art. And
when art is reduced to its monetary qualities, the reappraisal of its value is inevitable.
Whether the press respond to iconoclasm by accentuating the artwork’s
damage and vilifying the attacker, or dismissing the artwork’s value and commending
the attacker, it is clear that they play an influential role. As long as newspapers take
an interest in these stories, it is vital that galleries cultivate healthy press relations.
This seems an obvious conclusion, but some establishments afflicted by iconoclasm
do not appear to recognise that the media can worsen the situation. Following the
attack on Lichtenstein’s Nude in Mirror, ABC News attempted to contact the
Kunsthaus Bregenz. Their telephone calls were not answered and replies to email
correspondences were delayed, prompting the news agency to publicise these
communicative failings.149 Iconoclasm never reflects well on the image of a cultural
institution, but the repercussions need not be so damaging. In the case of Kunsthaus
Bregenz, release of an official press statement would have rendered the gallery a more
sympathetic victim. By engaging with the press proactively and embracing their
position as an interface with the public, museums can turn the ubiquity of newspapers
to their advantage.
The relationship between the press and the public is a critical point. If the
press wields influence over public perceptions of iconoclasm, they have an implicit
effect on public responses. Thus far, this chapter has barely touched upon the public.
Yet their reactions are perhaps the most important. In 1914 the continuation of
assaults on art collections hinged on the popular responses that the tactic evoked. Had
the public acknowledged the mutilation of art as a legitimate form of protest, attacks
publicising other reform movements could have become rife.
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‘The public’ is a far broader component of society than the authorities, cultural
institutions or press, and it would be misguided to dismiss the diversity of this group
by claiming that there was a unified public reaction to suffragette iconoclasm.
Nevertheless, it is possible to discern predominant trends of response and trace their
endurance through subsequent decades.
When the contemporary press referred to acts of iconoclasm carried out by
suffragettes, they often called them ‘outrages’, a term which expressed the most
widespread public response to the problem.150 The sense of outrage permeated
national consciousness for a variety of reasons.
As with other demonstrations of suffragette militancy, people were shocked
that these crimes were perpetrated by apparently respectable women. The ‘angel in
the house’, who provided a moral shelter from the realities of the world, remained a
prevailing middle-class image. The notion that the female sex was opposed innately
to criminality was similarly enduring.151 Consequently, militant behaviour defied not
only the law, but the socially prescribed identity of women. In Richardson’s words,
the movement enabled women to dispel “old senseless barriers which had been the
curse of our sex, exploding men’s theories and ideas about us”.152 This perceived
dual offence caused suffragettes to be treated more severely than male criminals; in
addition to judicial sentencing, they could expect social stigmatisation. During
Richardson’s imprisonment after the Rokeby Venus attack, she was visited by the
Duchess of Bedford, who quoted the Bible and told her: “you do not possess a right or
a proper spirit”.153 Alice Myers and Sarah Wight assert that public persecution of
female criminals on the basis of their sex remains a current issue.154 Yet this
explanation for public outrage is not specific to iconoclasm.
One reason why the mutilation of artworks incited greater wrath than letterburning or window-smashing is the taboo against physical contact with exhibits in
cultural institutions. Members of Western societies are conditioned to behave in
certain ‘appropriate’ ways within galleries. As John Conklin states, this normally
involves speaking quietly, maintaining a respectful distance from artworks and
avoiding any physical contact.155 Touching a painting contravenes this code.
Attempting to destroy a painting places the assailant another step beyond the realm of
acceptable conduct. The fact that suffragette iconoclasts did not act surreptitiously,
but struck in full view of other visitors, must have been especially horrifying to the
public.
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Another explanation for the atmosphere of national scandal generated by the
campaign is that the public considered the initiative to be an attack upon themselves.
This reasoning goes beyond the premise that assaults on paintings in national
collections curtailed public access to them. The general population’s claim to the
Rokeby Venus was particularly strong. Offered for sale at a time when the National
Gallery was without a director, it was the first artwork to be retained for the nation by
the National Art Collections Fund, a body which relied on donations. The
subscription list for the Rokeby Venus featured bequests from across society, from an
“Englishman”, who presented £10,000, to a “Young Student”, who gave 2s.156 There
was a pronounced sense that the painting belonged to every British citizen, and that its
disfigurement was an insult to them all. As the prosecutor said at Richardson’s trial,
the Rokeby Venus had been “presented to the nation by women as well as men, and
kept by the nation for the enjoyment of women as well as men”.157
On this basis the repeated targeting of the Royal Academy also aroused anger.
The Academy’s Summer Exhibition drew annual crowds and appealed increasingly to
the tastes of the growing middle and lower-middle classes.158 Even though the
exhibits were not public property, assaults on them marred this popular national event.
Iconoclasm stoked controversy among sympathisers of the broader militant
campaign. In the first edition of Blast, dated 20th June 1914, Wyndham Lewis urged
suffragettes to abandon the tactic: “If you destroy a great work of art you are
destroying a greater soul than if you annihilated a whole district of London”.159 His
article concludes with the plea: “Leave art alone, brave comrades!”. Even Richardson
appeared to recognise the inherent horror attached to the strategy. Although she never
repented publicly of the Rokeby Venus attack, on trial she denied accusations that she
had glorified the destruction of art, stating: “I think it is a great shame that I had to
think it my duty to do it”.160
If suffragettes and their supporters were uncomfortable with the idea of
iconoclasm, this was negligible compared to the responses of the general public, who
bore no prior loyalty to the women’s movement. From the outset, a significant
proportion of the population had been averse to an equal franchise, and the adoption
of militancy did not endear people to the campaign. Rather than provide a rallying
call, extreme policies like iconoclasm alienated the public, causing sympathy to
decline rapidly. Moreover, the passing of the Cat and Mouse Act did the suffragettes
few favours. As Harrison points out, when hunger-strikers began to be granted the
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opportunity to convalesce outside prison, “many saw their sufferings as self-imposed
and their martyrdom as in some sense staged”.161 Given mounting resentment, there
was little to prevent outraged public responses from getting out of hand.
Anger evolved into physical violence towards suffragette iconoclasts. WSPU
members were long accustomed to abuse at the hands of the public; Helen Ogston was
prevented forcibly from heckling in 1908: “a man put the lighted end of his cigar on
my wrist; another struck me in the chest”.162 Indeed, Richardson claimed that her
own conversion to militancy had been prompted by her frustration at public hostility:
“In a sense I was glad to hit back, to hit out at anything if I could in some way express
my detestation of all the filthy remarks I had had to listen to”.163 Yet aggression
towards iconoclasm was particularly vehement. At least four of the nine incidents
carried out by suffragettes resulted in the perpetrators being threatened or assaulted by
members of the public. While they were escorted from the scenes of their offences,
both Mary Ansell and Bertha Ryland had to be protected from furious crowds by the
police.164 Richardson was, in fact, set upon by onlookers. German tourists threw
books at her as she slashed the painting, before a more general scuffle ensued. She
remembered that: “As if out of the very walls angry people seemed to appear round
me. I was dragged this way and that…”.165 However, Mary Wood’s act received the
most severe retaliation. The mob that assembled in the immediate aftermath of the
attack became so violent that police had to hurry Wood from the gallery, while a man
who defended her actions was himself seized and “roughly handled”.166
Although many of the basic premises behind outraged responses to iconoclasm
remain relevant, public reactions to modern cases tend to be less intense. It is now
unusual for ordinary people to experience the degree of fury expressed in 1914, let
alone to retaliate with violence. László Toth had to be protected from the
congregation of St Peter’s when he defaced Michelangelo’s Pietà on 21st May 1972
(Plate 68).167 However, this exception owes as much to the bystanders’ religious
convictions as their aesthetic regard. It appears that extreme outrage has not endured
as a trend of response, but, rather, was a transient symptom of more general public
sentiments towards the militant suffrage movement.
Public curiosity towards episodes of iconoclasm is another matter. In
Richardson’s memoirs, she recalls talking with an elderly prison cleaner while serving
her sentence for the Rokeby Venus attack. “You ain’t half upset everyone,” the
cleaner commented, “It’s going to cost a packet to mend that picture you cut about.
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My word, you didn’t half cut ’er up. Venus! Never ’eard of ’er afore…”.168 While
Richardson’s recollection may not be accurate word for word, the cleaner was
evidently animated by the subject, despite having no knowledge of art. She was not
alone in her interest. After Edwards attacked Portrait Study of the King, news of the
incident spread rapidly, and a “considerable crowd” of curious spectators assembled
outside the doors to the Royal Scottish Academy.169 The public responded to each of
these assaults with a mixture of panic and excitement, a sensation presumably
heightened by the unpredictability of the tactic. Nobody knew what the next target
would be, but the longer the campaign ensued, the more an element of anticipation
became established.
It would be a gross exaggeration to claim that human curiosity towards the
attempted destruction of artworks originated with reactions to suffragette iconoclasm.
However, these events may have reinforced the public’s somewhat macabre
fascination. The survival of this mentality is demonstrated by the fact that the media
invariably continues to report on major incidents, thereby feeding public appetite. As
Rosie Millard asked, after a photograph of David Beckham was defaced at the Royal
Academy in 2004: “Is there anything more thrilling than a vandalised piece of
art?”.170
It appears that the search for enduring trends of response to iconoclastic
phenomena is justified; various reactions from across society may be traced back to
the events of 1914. Yet what is the ultimate benefit of this approach?
On 22nd May 1914 suffragette iconoclasm reached its zenith; six paintings
were mutilated in one day. Contemporary reports in the Times were understandably
agitated that the “campaign of wanton attacks”, like militancy itself, was showing no
signs of abating.171 The first half of 1914 was a difficult time for Britain. In addition
to suffragette disturbances, the government was plagued by divisions over the Irish
Home Rule Bill, while international tensions were mounting across Europe. The six
months leading up to the First World War are assured their place in history, but they
did not mark the first occurrences of 20th century iconoclasm in museums and
galleries. Instead, the suffragettes’ initiative should be regarded as truly seminal for
its sustained character.
The longevity of the 1914 campaign is pivotal to understanding modern
reactions to iconoclasm. In many respects, the case of the suffragettes did not provide
the precedent for responses, but, rather, reinforced already existing modes of reaction.
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Blaming attacks on mental illness, for example, was a solution exercised by
authorities long before 1914.172 Yet the constant reiteration of this response
throughout the five months of suffragette strikes allowed this stereotype to become
cemented, so that modern society is still inclined to assume that perpetrators are
mentally ill. In other respects, the way in which suffragette iconoclasm endured and
developed during this period influenced subsequent reactions to the problem. The
lack of discipline and direction demonstrated by those who followed in Mary
Richardson’s wake, for instance, caused the original political purpose of the tactic to
become obscured and be misinterpreted. This, in turn, has fuelled the prevailing
notion that iconoclasm is often a motiveless crime.
One way or another, the sustained character of the campaign provided a
suitable climate for the entrenchment of various inappropriate and potentially
damaging trends of response. Some authorities developed the tendency to dismiss
iconoclasm as the result of mental illness, and some cultural institutions began to
respond by either assuming a policy of non-communication or exploiting attacks for
publicity-seeking ends. The press increasingly sensationalised reports on iconoclasm,
while the public were encouraged to foster an unprincipled fascination with the
phenomenon. The wisdom of these reactions in 1914 is questionable; their latter-day
endurance is irresponsible. Defeatism in the face of iconoclasm is self-perpetuating,
in the sense that the longer such harmful trends of response are maintained, the more
ensconced they become. Moreover, and perhaps most worryingly, these trends do not
seem to be restricted to Britain. Various case studies identify that they also persist in
parts of Europe and North America.
The situation is not irretrievable. Analysis of the iconoclastic events of early
1914 reveals how outdated current attitudes towards the problem are. The responses
enacted at this time were very much products of their turbulent era. The frequent yet
unpredictable nature of ‘outrages’ often gave society little choice but to react swiftly
and impulsively, without due consideration for long-term implications. However, this
context no longer holds sway. With the centenary of these attacks approaching, a
reassessment of reactions would be timely.
Conklin feels that iconoclasm may be subdued if society begins to treat the
issue more seriously; imposing harsher penalties on offenders and bolstering this
judicial stringency with public accord.173 He may be correct. Trivialisation of the
crime does not aid its prevention. Yet change cannot occur overnight. Sustained
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efforts are required to break patterns established under sustained circumstances.
Furthermore, such an enterprise requires the concerted participation of all aspects of
society from the outset; if this chapter has revealed anything, it is that the reactions of
different segments of society are not just inter-related, but inter-dependent.
With close consultation of the authorities, press and public, cultural
institutions could devise a proactive model of response that does not encourage
society to shirk its responsibilities, nor leap to false conclusions, but to address
iconoclasm in a mature and objective manner. If they take the lead in this way, they
could engender an atmosphere where people feel inclined to engage with the matter
earnestly. New precedents in the field of responding to iconoclasm would then be
established.
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Chapter Three
Engaging with the Enemy: Responding to Iconoclasm through
Access and Education
So far this discussion has approached iconoclasm in Western museums and galleries
from an essentially retrospective angle. With the motives behind acts of iconoclasm
analysed, and the historical trends of response to the problem identified, it is now time
to look forward. Considering that the majority of responses outlined in the previous
chapter have proved unhelpful in understanding, let alone preventing, destructive
episodes, the following two chapters aim to highlight and evaluate some alternatives.
Responsibility for implementing these proposals falls to museums and galleries. It is
hoped that introducing cultural institutions to some potential solutions will enable
them to take the initiative in curbing the phenomenon, and thereby garner the support
of the authorities, press and public. The fourth chapter will look at how institutions
can respond to iconoclasm through security, a self-evident course of action. Firstly,
though, this chapter will focus on an approach which is largely unexplored in the
prevention of attacks on art: the promotion of access and education.
Some clarification of terminology is necessary. The word ‘access’ is taken
here to mean the extent to which members of the public feel that a gallery and its
collections exist ‘for them’. It relates to how psychologically comfortable people are
within the institution, and their degree of identification and involvement with the
objects on view. Although the term ‘access’ is often associated with issues of
physical engagement, this is only one aspect of the concept alongside opportunities
for social, intellectual and emotional connections. The definition of the word
‘education’ is perhaps more obvious. It is understood to mean the gallery’s
dissemination of information through a variety of media, and the visitors’ absorption
of this knowledge. The phrase is not used in a restrictive academic sense that applies
only to school children or students, but refers to informal learning experiences that are
available to all. While this chapter will analyse access and educational schemes
separately, reference will be made throughout to the ‘access and education approach’,
or simply ‘access and education’. This expression denotes both concepts being
utilised together as a comprehensive response strategy to iconoclasm. It functions as
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an umbrella term for initiatives that operate by promoting access and education, as
opposed to enhancing security.
In the early hours of 7th October 2007 five people broke into the Musée
d’Orsay in Paris and proceeded on a drunken rampage through the displays. The
group fled when they triggered alarms, but not before one intruder had punched a
10cm wide hole into Le Pont d’Argenteuil, an oil painting by Claude Monet (Plates 69
and 70).1 After surveying the damage, the French Culture Minister Christine Albanel
condemned the incident publicly as “an attack against our memory and our heritage”.2
Albanel vowed to improve security in French museums, and to seek stronger
sanctions against people who desecrate works of art. She reassured the media that she
had raised the issue with the Justice Minister. There was no suggestion that the
accessibility or educational provisions of the Musée d’Orsay would be reviewed as a
consequence of the episode.
When faced with a deliberate assault on a work of art, galleries often
concentrate on security. Pledges are made to reinforce protective weak points,
assessments of existing measures are conducted, and new procedures and systems are
implemented as immediate and quantifiable solutions. This type of combative
reaction is frequently the most suitable, as it psychologically deters and physically
prevents damage by future assailants. Nevertheless, iconoclasm is a diverse
phenomenon, so is this appropriate in all situations? This chapter proposes that
certain forms of art destruction are not prevented effectively by distancing and
intimidating the public. Instead, they could be forestalled by adopting a three-strand
approach based on improving access and education. Firstly, this entails encouraging
the public to become involved with collections; which is a matter of access.
Secondly, it entails enabling them to understand exhibits theoretically; which is an
educational task. Thirdly, it entails helping them to appreciate the physical nature of
artworks; which, again, calls for education. This chapter urges museums and galleries
to resist engaging visitors combatively as enemies and, instead, engage with them
inclusively as partners.
In recent decades some experts have advocated such ideas. Dario Gamboni
emphasised the role of greater access and better education in reducing iconoclasm in
an interview in 1987.3 Unfortunately, despite the abundance of visitor initiatives that
have been developed since then, few have addressed attacks on art. The hypothesis
that this would aid prevention remains largely untested.

130
With experimentation virtually non-existent, it is necessary to take cues from
elsewhere. Examples of comparable work undertaken to stem property destruction in
the wider community are investigated here, as are inclusion-orientated ventures run as
general policy by cultural institutions. This chapter considers how such models could
be applied to the specific problem of iconoclasm in museums and galleries, and
conjectures upon the results. The methodology provides a theoretical springboard for
targeted establishments. However, more definitive conclusions may only be drawn by
organising pilot studies in the future.
As an additional caveat, it is important to identify the intended recipients of
these proposals. The purpose of this chapter is not to suggest rehabilitation
techniques for former culprits. Attempting to teach iconoclasts the error of their ways
would be a fruitless drain on resources. Most appear to perpetrate one-off offences,
and those who do embark upon serial attacks can rarely be dissuaded rationally from
continuing their course.4 Moreover, introducing this sort of scheme is not within the
jurisdiction of museums, but is the prerogative of the authorities.
David Freedberg indicates where a real difference can be made. He asserts
that the circumstances which trigger iconoclastic behaviour do not just influence
‘criminal’ personalities, but, indeed, can reveal “the potential for such a lapse in
ourselves”.5 Thus, the aim should be to prevent ordinary members of the public from
becoming iconoclasts in the first place. This chapter puts forward initiatives that
encourage people to engage with and understand art. The process could alter negative
attitudes and preconceptions gradually. Potentially antagonistic situations might then
be diffused and potential assailants might not resort to violence. If successful, the
benefits of this endeavour would be significant. Not only would individual
institutions reap better results in tackling iconoclastic crime, but the museum sector
would take a promising step towards forestalling the very compulsion to harm works
of art.
Considering these possible rewards, the fact that this avenue of response has
been so little explored raises questions. Accordingly, it is worthwhile to establish the
context to the approach and examine the arguments of its detractors.
In 1987 Dario Gamboni told John Dornberg in an interview for Art News that
the actions of most museum directors were not helping to eradicate the root causes of
iconoclasm.6 Ploughing resources into enhanced security, he explained, was only
dealing with the symptoms of the issue. “What is needed instead, starting right in the
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primary schools, is more information, education and enlightenment about art” he
concluded. Incomprehension had to be overcome if iconoclasm was to be subdued.
The idea that the degree of access and education afforded to the public should be
pivotal in understanding and preventing iconoclasm seems logical in its directness. It
seeks to address the problem at its origin. Yet Gamboni’s alternative perspective did
not revolutionise the way in which cultural institutions confront attacks. While his
view is endorsed privately by a range of museum professionals,7 theoretical advocacy
is seldom translated into practice.
The reluctance of cultural institutions to commit to this stance can be
attributed partly to the reception of similar projects aimed at curbing general property
destruction. In the wider community such schemes are a well-established alternative
to tightening up security. As early as 1968 Stanley Cohen described means of
preventing property destruction based on understanding the primary causes of this
behaviour.8 In 1979 Ann Blaber went further, claiming that changing public attitudes
through community involvement and education was one of two main methods of
resolving the problem.9
Supported by developing research, initiatives were implemented by national
organisations and local authorities in Britain throughout the 1960s and 1970s. They
were designed to combat a range of destructive practices from football hooliganism to
graffiti in housing estates.10 Poster and leaflet campaigns, exhibitions, carnivals and
public talks were all employed to stem public apathy and raise awareness. Some
projects were successful. During the late 1960s British Rail sought to counter railway
vandalism by publicising the inherent safety hazards. Execution of this programme
saw a “clear reduction” in episodes during the next few years.11
However, these initiatives also attracted criticism. One of the principal
concerns was that successful results were only ever temporary. As Cohen remarked
in relation to British Rail, their campaign demonstrated positive short-term outcomes,
but its overall effectiveness was “difficult to assess”.12 The suggestion that these
projects offered no more than a transient impact owes much to the unwillingness of
governing bodies to provide sufficiently enduring levels of support. Improving access
and education is not a quick-fix solution; it is a gradual process that requires ongoing
maintenance over the course of decades. Yet, in many cases, funding for initiatives
waned as their novelty did. And it is almost impossible to evaluate long-term impact
when schemes have been terminated and replaced.13 With a successive stream of
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different strategies being introduced, it appeared that individual projects had minimal
lasting benefit. The authorities’ lack of dedication towards such enterprises was not
necessarily indicative of their value, but it certainly tarnished their reputation.
Another perceived problem was the financial cost associated with access and
educational programmes. If these are organised and sustained responsibly, they
inevitably demand ongoing investment. Measuring such costs against those incurred
by installing security systems is hardly a clear-cut calculation. However, the apparent
prospect of a limitless pull on resources versus a one-off expenditure was enough to
deter some authorities. In the mid 1970s an anti-vandalism committee run by Salford
Metropolitan District Council was advised that community involvement schemes
would prove more expensive than a security-based approach.14
Suspicions that these strategies actually aggravated destructive behaviour
further discredited their worth. Educating people about property damage requires
implicitly that information on the issue is well-disseminated. Some commentators
feared that broadcasting this knowledge in the name of enlightenment would
conversely spark a wave of imitative crimes. H.F. Wallis drew attention to a case in
which an individual on a motorway bridge had dropped a rock onto oncoming traffic,
striking a bus and subsequently killing a passenger. Wallis maintained that when
news of the incident was circulated it prompted “a spate of stone-throwing from
motorway bridges”.15 Concerns that access and educational schemes fuelled this
phenomenon remained purely speculative. The matter would have been particularly
pertinent to museums and galleries though, where ‘copycat’ episodes of art mutilation
are a palpable threat.16
The proliferation of projects directed against general property destruction in
the 1960s and 1970s laid the foundations to the access and education approach. This
phase also engendered a negative legacy. Not only were initiatives stigmatised as
resulting in short-lived benefits and high costs, they were branded as potentially
counterproductive. Even today, the wisdom of these methods is disputed in the wider
community.17 The hesitancy of museums to start dealing with iconoclasm using
similar tactics is, therefore, unsurprising. The perceived risks are difficult for
institutions to ignore. With resources often already stretched, it is harder still for them
to invest time and money in such uncharted territory. Whether the deep-seated
reluctance to explore this avenue indicates residual scepticism or, simply, overcaution, it is a factor that cannot be ignored.
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The limitations of the approach are equally unavoidable. Promoting visitor
engagement and learning in galleries is not an effective response to every type of
iconoclasm, and this is perhaps the greatest impediment to its implementation in
cultural institutions. When interviewed in 2005, Derek Pullen, Head of Sculpture
Conservation at the Tate, claimed that adopting this tack would have little impact in
reducing iconoclastic offences.18 He added that museum professionals who hope to
cut occurrences by enhancing interpretational materials “flatter themselves”.
Pullen’s outlook is bleak, but his understanding of iconoclasm is narrow.
Iconoclasts driven by political or socio-political agenda, religious devotion, publicityseeking, or the belief that they are acting artistically, will not normally be dissuaded
by a museum’s efforts to engage and enlighten. Such assailants tend to be blinkered
by their purpose. Those whose motives derive from mental illness can also be
oblivious to this approach. However, as Chapter One has shown, some attacks are
borne out of either incomprehension or misinterpretation of art. Under these
circumstances, education is an invaluable tool. Moreover, the promotion of access
and education is an ideal means of discouraging iconoclasts who strike because they
are disengaged from the institution and its collections, or from the consequences of
their own actions. These incidents are frequently explained with the unsatisfactory
label ‘destruction for destruction’s sake’ and classed as unpreventable.
The potential of this response is often not considered because critics are too
hasty to define iconoclasm. Associating the problem automatically with resolutely
violent cases like the attacks on Velázquez’s Rokeby Venus or Duchamp’s Fountain,
they regard non-security responses as irrelevant.19 But assaults of this kind are rare.
It is ‘petty’ episodes of ‘minor’ damage which plague museums most regularly; acts
carried out by opportunists who are influenced by the surrounding environment.20
Bearing this profile in mind, the access and education approach no longer appears so
peripheral. It may have a more limited sphere of influence than Gamboni intimates,
but that sphere is not insignificant.
While there are many arguments against this strategy, none are robust enough
to warrant its continued neglect. Access and education at least deserves more serious
analysis. Before investigating the role of learning and understanding in this context, it
seems sensible to start with the matter of access. If visitors do not find art
approachable at the outset, they will not be able, let alone willing, to strengthen their
comprehension of it.
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Since the mid 1980s the museum sector has made increasing efforts to
advance its social and educational relevance amid mounting competition for public
interest and funding. The terms ‘access’ and ‘inclusion’ have become ubiquitous as
institutions have sought to maximise the attraction and usage of collections. This
emphasis on facilitating a connection between people and objects is not an entirely
new direction. During the second half of the 19th century, the growth of municipal
museums and art galleries in Britain was spurred on by philanthropic patrons who
aspired to provide universal opportunity for self-improvement. By giving all men and
women access to objects of history, beauty and skilled craftsmanship, it was
envisaged that the population would be stimulated both intellectually and morally.21
Accessibility has now re-emerged at the heart of museum policy, albeit with a
less didactic focus. The visiting public are no longer disparaged as “the idle and
unwashed”, a hindrance to the work of curators.22 They are considered integral to the
very existence of galleries. John Falk and Lynn Dierking articulate this attitudinal
shift. To succeed in the 21st century, they insist, cultural institutions must become
customer-orientated, and provide evidence that they are fulfilling their social
contract.23 Measures must be taken to ensure that everyone can achieve social,
intellectual, emotional and physical access. In 1997 the newly elected Labour
Government in Britain decreed that national museums and galleries should be “for the
many, not just the few”.24 Since then, progress in dismantling barriers to collections
has not been as swift as many would have liked. However, full democratisation of the
museum experience remains an enduring goal.25
Yet what is the relationship between the trend towards developing access and
efforts to prevent iconoclasm? A brief case study provides illumination. In 1999 the
National Museum of Photography, Film and Television reopened in Bradford after a
£16 million renovation.26 Initially high visitor numbers indicated that the revamped
museum was popular. Before long, though, groups of teenagers began congregating
“rather menacingly” around the building’s entrance.27 Circumstances worsened when
some of these teenagers started destroying property and exhibits inside the museum.
Staff chose to “tackle the problem head-on”. A consultation group was established to
bring museum representatives into contact with local teenagers, and the ensuing
discussions were revealing. While these young people were enthusiastic about the
institution’s general subject area, it transpired that they could not identify with the
collections. Accordingly, a series of workshops were held to familiarise teenagers
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with the technology behind photography, film and television; bridging the divide
between their personal interests and the objects on display. Within a year the
situation was transformed. Six workshop attendees had begun working for the
museum and another three were involved in affiliated production projects. Property
destruction ceased completely.
This episode did not occur in an art gallery, and the damage did not concern
artworks. Even so, the lessons learned can be transferred to the issue of iconoclasm.
When the museum began treating these young people as partners rather than enemies,
and included them proactively within the cultural environment, their impulse to
damage property associated with the museum diminished. As the institution’s
relevance within the teenagers’ lives was identified and nurtured, the building and
collections became entities that they cared about. Making art more accessible could
have a comparable effect.
Examples of iconoclasm where perpetrators admit to being motivated by the
inaccessibility of exhibits are extremely rare. More often, feelings of exclusion and
disengagement remain unarticulated, and are eclipsed superficially by more
immediate emotional concerns, such as boredom or the desire to impress peers.
The mutilation of Monet’s Le Pont d’Argenteuil at the Musée d’Orsay is a
case in point. Examining accounts of this episode, it is difficult to discern a motive
straight away. Media reports made much of the assailants’ inebriation; the Daily Mail
described them as “drunken louts”.28 This factor was not as singularly consequential
as it appears. In their 2000 report, Anki Nordmarker, Torsten Norlander and Trevor
Archer conclude that alcohol consumption alone has little impact on the propensity of
people to attack artworks.29 When individuals are exposed to the combined effects of
alcohol intake and frustration, however, this research shows a “significant increase” in
such behaviour.
These findings offer a compelling explanation for events at the Musée
d’Orsay: the iconoclasts’ inebriation was a smokescreen for another underlying
motive. If the assailants were frustrated, it is likely that this anger was somehow
related to the institution and its collections. The attack targeted an internationally
renowned gallery and artist, and it occurred on ‘Nuit Blanche’.30 Perhaps the group
felt hostility towards the Musée d’Orsay as a symbol of authority, or resentment
towards the acclaim bestowed on its displays. Either way, the initial decision to break
into the intuition betrayed their lack of identification and positive engagement with it.
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And with the catalyst of alcohol, this expression of frustrated alienation escalated into
violence.31
More than a meaningless drunken escapade, this episode was, plausibly, the
outcome of lingering discontent brought on by a perceived sense of exclusion. It is
conceivable that the attack could have been avoided with greater provisions for public
inclusion. Had the five intruders experienced a stronger connection to the gallery, a
feeling of pride and belonging towards it, they probably would not have forced an
entry in the first place.
Access is a multifaceted concept. Encouraging people to enter cultural
institutions physically is not enough to reduce iconoclasm. Both groups of assailants
identified in the above case studies had the confidence to cross the thresholds of their
respective museums. Clearly, though, neither was engaged on an attitudinal level.
The abolition of admission charges to national collections in 2001 was a substantial
boon in the efforts of British museums and galleries to maximise their accessibility.
In the seven months following this change, overall visitor numbers increased by
62%.32 However, as the Museums Association’s Policy Officer, Helen Wilkinson,
conceded in 2004, free entry alone could not render museums truly inclusive. “A lot
of the problem”, she explained, “is about addressing people’s expectations”.33
Negative stereotypes and preconceptions bar the public psychologically from
engaging with collections. For galleries troubled by iconoclasm, overcoming this
obstacle is imperative.
Altering attitudes is no straightforward task. In 1991 Nick Merriman
conducted research into public perceptions and visiting habits, which revealed that the
“perceived irrelevance and exclusivity” of museums was a hindrance for many.34
While the sector has done much to counter this image, the belief that museums are
distant and elitist endures to an extent in popular culture, and continues to inform nonregular visitors.35
Accusations of “irrelevance and exclusivity” afflict art galleries in particular.
Merriman found that art collections are normally visited by a narrower cross-section
of society than non-art museums, with visitors of better education and higher social
class dominating audiences.36 This is illustrated by the experiences of Tyne and Wear
Museums Service. In 1999 the Director, David Fleming, reflected on a decade of
audience diversification work. He commented that, although access principles had
been applied evenly at all Tyne and Wear premises, progress in attracting people to
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art galleries had been noticeably slow.37 “This says much about deep-seated public
perceptions of art and the way in which it is often presented”, he observed.
The impression that galleries are places where art should be appreciated
silently from a distance, while guards monitor the visitor’s every move, may be
outdated. Nonetheless, it is a resilient notion. It not only deters visits, but can colour
the opinions and behaviour of people inside museums. This is not conducive to
preventing iconoclasm. If visitors feel self-conscious and unwelcome, they will be
unable to connect with items on display. As a consequence, some will feel little
concern in harming works deliberately when the opportunity arises. In November
2003 someone surreptitiously drew a pencil moustache onto a portrait by Peter Lely in
Valence House Museum in Dagenham.38 The damage was bad enough, but local
press fed the story to the national media, and the incident featured humorously on a
popular television entertainment show.39 This sequence of events is disturbing. It
demonstrates a serious disregard for art on a personal level, which was effectively
condoned and reinforced on a collective level. The fact that one viewer’s alienation
struck a chord so readily with the wider population is significant. It underlines the
need for anti-iconoclasm initiatives to address the issue of access.
Putting this resolution into action does not require a fundamental shift in
museum policy. The most effective means of banishing negative stereotypes and
facilitating the crucial link between people and objects is a practice that has been
gathering momentum for some years: encouraging visitor participation.
Increasingly, the public expects leisure and learning pursuits to be
participatory. As Timothy Ambrose and Crispin Paine assert, it is no longer enough
“for museums to present collections and information in a passive way”.40 To keep
abreast of the current wave of interactivity, they must create opportunities for active
involvement with displays; using physical and mental contact to enhance the
experience of viewing alone. Within the last decade, interactive resources have
become common in cultural institutions. From jigsaw puzzles to computer
programmes, these facilities enable people to explore collections according to their
own pace and learning preferences. They render the museum environment more
psychologically familiar, putting visitors at ease and improving their receptiveness.
In the mid 1990s Wolverhampton Art Gallery commissioned sculptors to build
three-dimensional sensory models of two of its paintings (Plate 71).41 Visitors were
invited to handle and investigate these while viewing the original artworks. Although
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conceived for visually impaired people, the models proved to be a success with all
audiences. As interpretational aids, they stimulated interest physically.
Assuming that they are well devised and maintained, such participatory
resources can establish and strengthen the bond between a person and a work of art.
They seem to have a particular resonance with children and teenagers, who are
frequently the perpetrators of alienation-borne iconoclasm. Through the project
‘Maps and Skins’, English Heritage recently developed a computer game to be used
by teenagers visiting Belsay Hall in Northumberland. Long-term evaluation of the
venture is not yet possible. However, its potential to initiate visitor engagement
appears promising. “Museums and galleries are better and more interesting than I
thought,” remarked one 15-year-old participant.42
The extent of public participation does not need to end here. Involving
visitors and non-visitors in the creation of displays and exhibitions is now becoming
recognised practice. When Manchester City Art Gallery was devising the Clore
Interactive Gallery, a high profile feature of its refurbishment, it recruited two
consultation panels of local children and carers. These panels were taken on tours of
the developing gallery site and other nearby museums, and were encouraged to voice
their comments to the project team. Their ideas were then fed back into the design
process. By including the public at this early stage, Manchester City Art Gallery was
able to ensure that its new facilities would be as user-friendly and relevant as possible,
according to the needs of its target audience. As an additional gain, the families
involved developed a vested interest in the completed product.43
In 2000, Orleans House Gallery in Twickenham took participation one stage
further with the scheme ‘At Home with Art’. Planned to coincide with the hosting of
Tate Britain’s exhibition of the same name, this project collaborated with Hounslow
Borough Council’s pupil referral service to introduce disadvantaged young people to
art and curatorship.44 The project began with pupils visiting Tate Britain, the Design
Museum and Orleans House, after which they took part in a series of design
workshops led by the gallery’s artist-in-residence (Plate 72). Pupils were given
responsibility for installing the resulting artworks in their own exhibition ‘Household
Designs’. Although some dropped out during planning, those who remained found
the experience rewarding. It boosted their self-confidence and made them more
comfortable in the museum environment. ‘At Home with Art’ also promoted the
gallery’s accessibility to the broader community. Some parents said that, having
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attended the exhibition preview to support their children, they would now be keen to
return.45
Such initiatives cultivate engagement with collections, but they also instil in
participants a sense of ownership and pride. While the benefits of interactive
resources like models or games can be transient, involving members of the public in
the very creation and running of exhibitions allows a stronger relationship to be
formed. This is a crucial step in reducing iconoclasm. If someone recognises their
efforts as integral to the working museum, they will not want to harm its collections,
and will not endorse such conduct in others. In the article ‘Campaigning against
Vandalism’, Cohen highlights schemes in which children are designated as ‘tree
wardens’ on new housing estates.46 When the children are endowed with this
responsibility they start to identify more directly with public property, and levels of
deliberate destruction normally recede. The expansion of participatory projects in
museums and galleries could have a similar impact.
Opening up the gallery experience in this way is not always a feasible option.
Interactive displays can be expensive to install and maintain, while allowing the
public to take a hand in formulating exhibitions is inevitably time-consuming.47 If
cultural institutions are thus inhibited, visitor feedback systems may take a prominent
role in advancing accessibility.
In an ideal scenario, feedback mechanisms like comments books or
suggestions boxes should be used in tandem with participatory schemes, acting as
indicators by which a museum can measure its achievements. Yet, especially in
smaller institutions, these provisions can be as close as the public gets to interaction.
As a substitute, this is hardly adequate. Compared with active participation, the mere
voicing of opinions is not an effective means of forging meaningful connections with
objects on display. Neither has it much scope for outreach to non-traditional
audiences. In terms of curbing iconoclasm, though, this approach has certain merits.
On an immediate level, feedback facilities can be sanctioned outlets for
visitors who feel frustration or disappointment, emotions which may otherwise
manifest through violence. If someone encounters an artwork that offends them, or is
angered by an aspect of gallery service, the freedom to express these grievances in a
comments book or suggestions box could be enough to diffuse the situation. This
solution sounds facile, but it is well advocated. ICOM and the International
Committee on Museum Security advise that “a suggestion box channels opinions or

140
reactions to exhibitions on paper instead of on to objects or walls”.48 Such amenities
are particularly appealing because users can withhold their names. In 2005 an
anonymous visitor spat surreptitiously at Wedding Photos by Pamela de Marris while
it was on display at Indiana State Museum.49 The damage was only identified some
time later. Evidently, this attacker did not want to attract notice, but was offended by
the subject matter of the work, which depicts a homosexual marriage. Had there been
an alternative means of venting outrage anonymously, that was readily available yet
authorised, physical violence might not have occurred. Writing down objections
could have had a cathartic effect, and the iconoclastic impulse could have been
diverted.
Soliciting audience feedback also has a more subtle value. Comments books
invite visitors to volunteer suggestions for improvements. This helps staff to upgrade
their services, but it also goes some way towards refuting ingrained stereotypes of
museums being elitist and unyielding. The opportunity to share comments or raise
concerns, on a range of topics from the size of labels to exhibition themes,
demonstrates to the public that they can play a genuine part in shaping galleries. It
makes people feel not only acknowledged, but involved, and can decrease alienation.
Needless to say, simply providing feedback systems will not necessarily reap
these benefits. To maximise their effectiveness museums must promote their
accessibility and ensure that users do not find facilities intimidating. As Michael
Langston from Ulster Museum observes, supportive front-of-house staff are vital in
this regard.50 Rather than appearing too busy to accept feedback, staff ought to
welcome any comment as valid, however hostile or seemingly trivial it may be. The
positioning of feedback depositories around an institution is also important; if the only
comments book is located beside a static security guard, visitors will be reluctant to
use it. A plentiful supply of pencils and paper is another obvious but crucial factor in
stimulating usage.51
Perhaps the most significant proviso to the success of these schemes is that
institutions deal with comments responsibly. The purpose of feedback is not to pay
lip-service to public opinion. Visitors will shun facilities if they suspect that their
views will not be taken into account, and feelings of alienation may deepen. By
contrast, when a museum implements discernable change as a result of visitor
remarks, it is a clear signal to the public that their input is valued. Sometimes it is
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either undesirable or impossible for institutions to act upon suggestions, but they
should at least be recognised.
The handling of one such situation at the University of Manchester’s
Whitworth Art Gallery is exemplary. In the early 1990s the Whitworth was loaned
Sleeper IV, a large “densely black” contemporary painting by Hughie O’Donoghue.52
Its exhibition sparked an unprecedented number of complaints from visitors, and even
some staff, who objected to its perceived “ugliness”. Sensing that the painting was
becoming a source of contention, the Curator, Michael Simpson, instructed reception
staff to summon him whenever a member of the public wished to comment on it faceto-face. It is unlikely any criticism would have prompted the removal of Sleeper IV.
Nonetheless, the curator’s technique prevented any loss of public confidence. By
offering to meet with visitors, listen to their views and justify the painting’s
installation, Simpson reinforced the gallery’s accountability, whilst diffusing
animosity towards the work. As he later explained, “concern, even anger, often
turned to interest – or at least a grudging resignation that the painting was not that
outrageous”.
This face-to-face initiative was highly effective, and there are various other
ways of demonstrating that provision of a feedback system is not an empty gesture.
Comments can be addressed in a personal letter, mentioned in media discourse or
used to inform outreach schemes. Even attending to a suggestions box regularly, so
that its contents do not appear neglected, can indicate that a gallery is an inclusive
environment. Feedback facilities give the public a voice. Yet only when that voice is
listened to does the accessibility of museums become tangible. And only then can
people be deterred from striking out at institutions through their collections.
Thus far, this chapter has concentrated on the significance of the public feeling
that they ‘belong’ when they visit a museum or gallery. It is equally important that
audiences feel that collections ‘belong’. A visitor who finds the art gallery an
inclusive and engaging place may still become disillusioned by the items on display.
As Chapter One has shown, attacks often occur when viewers experience
uncontrollable outrage towards exhibits, either because they do not consider them to
constitute art, or because thematic or representational aspects offend them. This is not
meaningless behaviour. Again, identifying the roots of the problem and tailoring
responses accordingly is more appropriate than denouncing assailants as enemies and
tightening security measures automatically.

142
This type of assault usually stems from the viewer’s lack of understanding.
Having encountered an artwork that is hard to grasp theoretically, the individual fails
to form an appreciation of it, and reacts with frustration or shock by mutilating it. In
contrast to episodes of alienation-borne iconoclasm, this explanation is often made
explicit. Assailants use phrases like: “this is not art”, “this is a waste of money” or
“this upsets me”. Josef Kleer rationalised his protest on all three counts when he
attacked Barnett Newman’s Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue IV in 1982.53
The underlying issue is easy to overlook. While blame is placed squarely on
the ignorance of the perpetrator, the educational responsibility of the targeted
institution is disregarded. It may be unfair to claim that the victim is as culpable as
the offender. But, then again, a lack of understanding occurs when the provision of
education is inadequate.
Just as it is the duty of museums to ensure the accessibility of collections, it is
their duty to equip people mentally for the visiting experience. Educating them on the
theoretical and thematic concepts behind paintings, sculptures and installations is part
of this process. A well-informed viewer has the potential to appreciate obscure,
challenging or misleading artworks. Even when an artist has set out to shock,
providing their work with an explanation and context will help audiences to determine
the source of their intentions. Although this opportunity may not suspend
disapproval, it will at least enable opinions to be formed on the basis of sound
knowledge. And this could quell instinctive iconoclastic reactions. Galleries are not
in the business of muting the impact of art, but preparing the public to deal with that
impact is central to their very existence.
Appreciation of any work of art may be enhanced by increasing educational
provisions. However, the need is greatest among modern, contemporary and avantgarde works. These groups feature most prevalently in attacks caused by a lack of
understanding, not necessarily due to their complexity, but because they do not
always meet visitors’ expectations. Many people consider aesthetic beauty, historical
significance, clear subject matter and skilled craftsmanship synonymous with art in its
broadest sense.54 Cutting-edge works tend to defy these traditional norms, and can
make some viewers feel insecure. Their confusion will spread and anxieties grow if
the intentions of the artist are not apparent, and hostility may ensue. To forestall this
familiar pattern, institutions need to reassure visitors. They must go to extra lengths
to explain, and even justify, avant-garde art.
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Though desirable, it is unrealistic for every modern artwork in every gallery to
be supported in this way. Educational resources have to be prioritised. Precedence
may be determined by audiences; reactions to non-traditional art are notoriously
problematic among conservative communities. Penelope Smith, Registrar of
Collections at the Joslyn Art Museum in Omaha, backs up this point. For staff at the
Joslyn, she says, the threat of visitor unease escalating into violence is “an anxiety
that never goes away”.55 Her institution seems an ideal candidate for intensive
educational provisions. However, as the installation of Sleeper IV at the Whitworth
Art Gallery has already illustrated, even a university museum with extensive modern
collections can have difficulty introducing the public to certain works. Patrons of the
Whitworth may have accepted art by Pablo Picasso, Ben Nicholson and Bridget Riley,
but Hughie O’Donoghue’s painting proved a step too far. 56 A gallery’s context is
worth bearing in mind, but it is best to assess artworks on an individual basis. The art
at highest risk of prompting attack, and therefore in greatest need of educational
support, normally falls into two categories: that with the potential to cause
incomprehension, and that with the potential to cause misinterpretation.
Carl Andre’s Equivalent VIII exemplifies the former category. A floor
arrangement of 120 firebricks, this sculpture appeared so starkly simplistic when it
was first exhibited in the 1970s that many viewers found it theoretically
impenetrable.57 Tate Gallery representatives recognised the problem. In response to
the media controversy that erupted in 1976, Sir Norman Reid conceded that some of
the Tate’s purchases “will appear incomprehensible or even offensive to some
visitors”.58 Despite this admission, little was done to reassure the public. The Tate
confirmed its satisfaction that Equivalent VIII was a work of art, but nothing was said
to enhance visitors’ understanding of this verdict.59 Consequently, the purported
value of Andre’s sculpture was widely assumed to be arbitrary, and feelings of
exclusion, inferiority and frustration went unchecked. Events might have developed
differently had the Tate done more to educate and prepare its audiences for the
acquisition. The work’s significance could have been related in terms of the
Minimalist movement and the use of objet trouvés by the avant-garde. This “most
notorious instance of public loathing”,60 and the sculpture’s ultimate disfigurement,
might have been averted.
Artworks open to misinterpretation are even more of a concern. On 29th
November 1989 David Hammons’s billboard painting How Ya Like Me Now? was
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installed in an African-American neighbourhood by the Washington Project for the
Arts (WPA) (Plate 73). Minutes later it was attacked by a group of men wielding
sledgehammers.61 The work was mutilated on account of its seemingly racist
overtones; it was a large-scale portrait of a blond-haired, blue-eyed Jesse Jackson. In
reality, Hammons’s painting was a denouncement of racism, a comment on whether
Jackson would have been elected were he white. But without adequate explanation of
this meaning, How Ya Like Me Now? was misread and destroyed. Potentially
ambiguous subject matter is an acute problem because once a false interpretation has
been formed it can prove immutable. Accordingly, pre-emptive action is critical. If a
gallery can anticipate artworks at risk, it stands a better chance of forestalling violence
and preventing the legacies of works from being scarred permanently by
misrepresentation. Had the WPA followed such a policy, reassured the local
community and issued preparatory educational resources, How Ya Like Me Now?
might not have suffered this fate.
It is rational to prioritise those artworks in foremost danger. However, this
process should not be permitted to over-simplify the situation. Regardless of whether
a gallery’s collections are threatened by incomprehension or misinterpretation, the
task of enhancing audience appreciation is arduous because the lack of understanding
pervades society. In 1976 it was not only the assailant of Equivalent VIII who found
the sculpture bewildering, nor was confusion restricted to people who witnessed it
first-hand. When news of the controversy broke, dismay was voiced nationwide.
MPs sought inquiries into gallery acquisitions and arts funding, and the Tate was
inundated with tongue-in-cheek ‘artistic’ offerings from the public including
paperclips, pieces of string and vacuum cleaners.62 Modern art continues to mystify
many people. A marked lack of public concern was apparent when a canvas from The
Three Dialogues of Plato by Cy Twombly was seriously damaged by a viewer kissing
it on 19th July 2007 (Plate 74).63 The critic Jonathan Jones noted the disparity
between the treatment of Twombly’s work and reactions to assaults on more
traditional pieces. “Making your mark on a painting is criminal damage”, he
commented, “If she’d kissed a Leonardo and marked its ancient surface, no one would
dispute this, but public opinion tends to see the funny side where modern art is
concerned”.64 While these circumstances reflect the fact that Twombly is less famous
than Leonardo, it still demonstrates society’s chronic lack of understanding.

145
To make matters worse, galleries cannot always count contemporary artists as
allies in promoting education. The attitudes of some artists perpetuate public
bemusement. In 2001 Martin Creed’s installation Work 227: The Lights Going On
and Off became the most minimalist artwork ever to be awarded the Turner Prize. As
soon as it was unveiled it began to arouse confusion and scepticism.65 Yet Creed
showed no inclination to allay public uncertainty. Asked at the award ceremony
about the concept behind his installation, he stated simply: “I think people can make
of it what they like. I don’t think it is for me to explain it”.66 When the creators of art
are as elusive as this, it is little wonder that galleries face an uphill struggle in
boosting visitor comprehension.
From a practical perspective, a two-pronged approach is required to alleviate
the situation. Some educational resources should be introduced within galleries,
while others should be conceived as outreach ventures. This dual course of action
could influence visitors positively, and initiate change simultaneously on a societywide scale. It calls for both internal and external modes of interpretation.
According to David Martin, interpretation is “the process of using displays and
associated information to convey messages about objects and the meanings which
museums attach to them”.67 It is an expression with a less didactic, more userorientated emphasis than education. As Martin’s definition suggests, interpretation is
normally associated with learning undertaken inside cultural institutions.
The most obvious forms of internal interpretation are textual. An introductory
panel or object label will often be a visitor’s first point of reference. Since many
people enter museums without previous knowledge of their content, and as most will
spend only a few minutes at each display, this initial encounter is important.68 It
ought to enable visitors to absorb the principal facts rapidly and shape an
understanding of their surroundings. The quality of information provided and its
intellectual pitch are critical in this respect.
The earliest public museums included object labels for identification only.
When supplementary information was available, the language was esoteric.69 This
historical legacy continued to influence the usage and form of museum text until the
1970s and 1980s, when educational departments began to assume more authority in
developing displays. The transition has had a positive impact on audiences. The 32%
rise in visitor numbers at the National Portrait Gallery between 1999 and 2003 has
been linked to the decision taken in the 1990s to put education at the heart of its
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temporary exhibition programme.70 In spite of such progress, though, some art
galleries still feature text panels and labels that fail to enlighten.
There are two reasons for this. On one hand, some institutions continue to
over-estimate the degree of background knowledge and reading ability that their
visitors possess.71 The result is textual resources that are dense, impenetrable and
exasperating to many readers. It is easy to imagine how this could add frustration to a
viewer’s lack of understanding, and so raise the likelihood of an iconoclastic outburst.
On the other hand, some galleries provide minimal labelling deliberately on the
principle that art should be allowed to speak for itself.72 Proponents of this notion
believe that interpreting every aspect of an artwork detracts from its intrinsic impact,
and so diminishes the visitor’s experience. Judging by the number of cases where
incomprehension has led to iconoclasm, this assumption is often erroneous.
In 1993 the Whitworth Art Gallery sought to avoid both extremes in the
exhibition ‘Plain Answers to Plain Questions’.73 With its innovative approach to
textual interpretation, this exhibition remains a valuable model in how to familiarise
audiences with modern art. Each artwork’s label took a distinctive question and
answer format, with simple but relevant questions such as: “Why can’t I make out
what’s happening in this picture when the title is so specific?”. Answers were equally
direct, but did not ‘dumb down’ the meanings of exhibits. Content was devised to
communicate the artists’ intentions, highlight links with other artists and encourage
further study. As an additional learning aid, text panels were positioned lower on the
walls than usual and font sizes were enlarged.74
By providing enough contextual information to enhance comprehension,
without lapsing into technicalities and jargon, the Whitworth presented its modern
collections in a less intellectually intimidating light. On the whole, visitors’ reactions
were enthusiastic. Some felt patronised, like one couple who complained that “the
labels were pandering to the public’s prejudices”.75 Nevertheless, the majority left
‘Plain Answers to Plain Questions’ with a better theoretical understanding of the
displays which, from the perspective of curbing iconoclasm, can only be a favourable
outcome.
Internal modes of interpretation should not be limited to text on gallery walls.
For many, this medium is not the most effective means of assimilating information, so
providing alternatives is necessary. A spectrum of multimedia resources can be
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employed to cater for visitors with different learning styles, from audio guides to
pictorial graphics, from film footage to interactive activities.
The Discovery Gallery at the New Art Gallery Walsall is a pertinent example
of an experimental approach to interpretation being used to stimulate understanding.76
This permanent gallery, which opened in 2000, was designed to prepare visitors to
appreciate contemporary art. Exhibits are not only accompanied by labels, but are
supported by photographs, videos, flip-books and extensive interactive pursuits. For
instance, a Spin Painting by Damien Hirst is explained through two jigsaw puzzles, a
computer program and a film of the artist at work. This multi-layered technique was
conceived to meet the educational needs of as many visitors as possible, and it is
echoed by interpretational provisions throughout the rest of the building. The overall
impression is one of a holistic learning environment.
When visitors are surrounded by interpretational aids, they have a better
chance of understanding the artworks before them and, hopefully, should be less
prone to resort to violence. During the 1960s and 1970s the most effective
educational anti-vandalism campaigns were those that took a holistic stance.77
Indeed, in 1996 Arnold Goldstein asserted that “potent combinations of interventions”
are a more reliable deterrent to property destruction than singular initiatives.78
Immersing visitors in a multi-facetted, multimedia interpretational experience is
always going to be an expensive option. However, it may be a worthwhile response
to iconoclasm.
Another advantageous resource based inside cultural institutions is the gallery
staff.79 Having attendants on hand could be the best method of introducing members
of the public to avant-garde art, dispelling their incomprehension and avoiding any
misinterpretation. Assuming that attendants are approachable, visitors tend to
appreciate opportunities for person-to-person contact. People are more flexible
interpreters than text panels or audio-visual presentations, and understanding is more
likely to evolve from discussion. Front-of-house staff assume a central role here, but
it can be beneficial to extend interpretational duties further. For ‘Plain Answers to
Plain Questions’ the curator was available to talk over artworks with visitors. Many
of them welcomed his presence.80
Training is an integral part of such initiatives. Front-of-house staff may not
possess the expertise of curators, but they should have a working knowledge of
collections. An ill-informed attendant can be worse than an absent one. Allegedly,
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the final prompt behind Josef Kleer’s attack on Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue
IV in 1982 was provided by an attendant at Berlin’s Nationalgalerie who could not
explain the painting to him.81 It may be significant that among the documents Kleer
placed at the scene of his crime was a note reading: “Whoever does not yet
understand it must pay for it!”.82 Had the attendant been more knowledgeable, he
might have been able to justify the artwork’s acquisition in terms other than its
monetary value, and the assault might not have occurred.
In 1998 a report by the Museums & Galleries Commission alluded to the
importance of staff being able to explain objects on view.83 The report recommends
that attendants be briefed on the content and context of displays before potentially
controversial exhibitions open, to help them cope with visitor reactions. These
measures ought not to be reserved only for ‘high risk’ scenarios. If galleries are truly
committed to education, the employment of capable staff as interpreters should be the
norm.
Sometimes an individual’s lack of understanding will emerge and develop to
iconoclastic proportions without them even setting foot inside the gallery. Both
incomprehension and misinterpretation can be inflamed by media reports, ill-judged
or ambiguous official statements, or simply public hearsay. All three elements
contributed to Dennis Heiner’s outrage towards The Holy Virgin Mary by Chris Ofili,
which resulted in his attack on it on 16th December 1999 at ‘Sensation: Young British
Artists from the Saatchi Collection’.84 This act was undertaken in the misguided
belief that the collage was blasphemous. Rudolph Giuliani’s accusations that it
represented “Catholic bashing” created a wave of hysteria that drove Heiner to
strike.85 Before the assault, neither Heiner nor Giuliani had ever seen The Holy Virgin
Mary first-hand. In these situations no amount of internal interpretation will prevent
destruction from being carried out. By the time the assailant has entered the building
it will be too late for them to glean, let alone want, any understanding. Pre-emptive
external forms of interpretation are the solution.
An efficient way of communicating the meaning of art to the outside world is
by collaborating with the media. At least it guarantees an optimum audience. Public
animosity towards cutting-edge exhibits is sometimes incited by newspapers,
television and online commentaries. As Steven Dubin pointed out at the time, the rise
of “sound-bite journalism” was a contributing factor in the ‘Sensation’ controversy,
and, by implication, in the episode’s iconoclastic outcome.86 An artwork’s thematic
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complexities cannot be conveyed accurately by “careless, hazy or improvised verbal
descriptions” he explained. Yet the relationship between cultural institutions and the
media, indeed the connection between iconoclasm and the media, does not have to be
like this. Galleries can employ newspaper articles or television programmes as
interpretational mouthpieces. They can use them to engage with visitors and nonvisitors alike, and thereby increase understanding across society.
If the Brooklyn Museum of Art had liaised with media agencies before trouble
surfaced, providing them with a genuinely informative account of ‘Sensation’, the
controversy might have been avoided. Giuliani might not have misinterpreted and
decried the exhibition, and Heiner might not have turned to violence. As it was, press
statements were issued after the storm had already broken, their tone betraying
defensiveness. “We know the art in this exhibition is challenging and provocative”,
admitted the Director, “We’re not forcing anyone to see this material”.87 His
statement did not quell the escalating situation. Furthermore, it missed the point that
the art could have been rendered less “challenging” in the first place.
Although the way that museums deal with the media has improved over the
last decade, relations still require work.88 This is not necessarily the fault of galleries;
in some cases time is the key. As Sarah Freeman says, building up “visibility and
reputation” with the media is a long-term endeavour.89 The same goes for
establishing a relationship based on mutual trust. There are measures that galleries
can take to advance their standing in this regard. The columnist Maev Kennedy
advises that they be upfront and clear with reporters, particularly when there is a
possibility of controversy breaking.90 Journalists will appreciate such honesty and
should be less likely to misrepresent issues and events. But while the media may be
tamed, they cannot be controlled; journalists often have vested interests at heart.91
Rather than rely exclusively on newspapers, television and the internet to explain
exhibits, galleries should organise their own interpretational outreach.
Printed literature is a versatile option. It can range from professionally
designed catalogues to photocopied handouts, and provided that it is well promoted or
distributed, it communicates with a broad audience. Once again, the emphasis must
be on pre-emptive action. Literature should be made available before potentially
problematic displays are unveiled, as this will allay uncertainties from the outset.
When ‘The Friedrich Christian Flick Collection’ was installed at the Hamburger
Bahnhof in Berlin in 2004, handouts featuring an interview with Flick were not
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supplied until the exhibition’s opening.92 The provision of this interpretational
material appeared to be an afterthought, and it proved ineffectual in dissociating the
art from Flick’s inherited infamy.93
In terms of content and readability, the principles mentioned in reference to
text panels also apply to gallery literature. The readership will vary depending on the
type of material devised. Yet the meanings of artworks should be clear whether a
gallery produces a flyer or a guidebook. In the catalogue that supplemented the 1997
début of ‘Sensation’ at the Royal Academy, Norman Rosenthal expressed his hope
that the exhibition would act “as a platform that will open a larger public’s eyes to a
scene in which all are welcome to participate”.94 The catalogue went on to explain
some of the artists’ contributions in a style that was hardly inclusive though. Tracey
Emin’s art, for example, was described as “a tautology: her art is her life, her history,
and vice versa. It has meaning only insofar as Emin herself does”.95 With
interpretation this obscure, it is unsurprising that some people found Emin’s work
incomprehensible.
Temporary exhibitions are not the only stimulus for printed materials; they
may be produced as general introductions to avant-garde artists or movements. The
relevance of these resources can be an issue. In the late 1990s Tate Liverpool devised
an informative question and answer leaflet about modern art. Unfortunately, it only
gave an overview of the subject and was not integrated with the Tate’s collections or
exhibitions.96 Literature that explains art without referring to tangible examples
denies the potential of this interpretive form from being fully realised. A leaflet that
relates written content directly to an institution’s displays will almost certainly
improve understanding.
One final suggestion for outreach interpretation is the delivery of public
lectures. In 1977 Stone Field Sculpture by Carl Andre was installed next to a church
in Hartford, Connecticut (Plate 75). The appearance of this seemingly alien artwork
prompted a public outcry that made national news.97 However, after Andre gave a
series of lectures on his art the climate was transformed, with Stone Field Sculpture
attaining widespread acceptance and even popularity. To quote Albert Elsen, this
episode reinforces the idea that pre-emptive education is “both prudent and wise” in
forestalling public animosity towards avant-garde works.98 It also suggests that talks
are an effective interpretational tool.
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When the Whitworth Art Gallery displayed ‘Plain Answers to Plain
Questions’ it ran an associated lecture entitled ‘Everything you wanted to know about
modern art but were afraid to ask’.99 It became the focal point of the exhibition.
Audiences responded well to the lecture’s direct style, and the gallery received and
honoured requests for its repetition long after the show had closed. As with Carl
Andre’s lecture series, this talk softened much of the local population’s cynicism
towards modern art. The opportunity to ask questions and participate in discussion
was presumably pivotal to this development.
Another point is worth noting. The enduring appeal of the Whitworth’s
lecture reveals that there is a public appetite for more information about avant-garde
art. This is encouraging, not only for institutions that display such works, but for
those seeking to curb iconoclasm. The number of people who can attend a lecture
will necessarily be limited. But if this lecture is one of many internal and external
components in a comprehensive interpretational campaign, visitors and non-visitors
will be able to receive the educational provisions that they both require and wish for.
Where attacks prompted by incomprehension or misinterpretation are concerned, the
desire to learn may yet eclipse the desire to destroy.
To understand a work of art, it is important to be aware of its theoretical
underpinning: its historical context, the artist’s intentions, the themes that it
represents. The appreciation of art should not stop here though. The physical element
demands our attention equally. Indeed, without comprehending the physicality of a
painting, sculpture or installation, one cannot claim truly to understand it at all. In the
introduction to this chapter, three procedural strands to the access and education
approach were identified. The second side to education concerns alerting people to
the physical nature of exhibits.
Over the last few decades there have been several incidents in galleries where
female members of the public have breached security barriers and kissed unglazed
artworks. During a trip to the Museum of Modern Art, Oxford in mid November
1977 Ruth van Herpen was apprehended for kissing Jo Baer’s painting Untitled. A
similar event occurred at the National Gallery in London on 24th March 1997, when
an anonymous woman planted a kiss on Monet’s Water-Lilies (Plate 76). On 19th July
2007 the Collection Lambert in Avignon was also targeted, this time by a visitor
named Sam Rindy who kissed a canvas from Cy Twombly’s triptych The Three
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Dialogues of Plato.100 Each case had the same result: residual lipstick traces were left
on the surface of the painting.
As far as assaults on artworks go, kissing them appears to be a relatively
innocuous offence. This was certainly the opinion of these three assailants, who all
characterised their actions as demonstrations of appreciation, or even love, for the
works in question. However, the damage can be extensive. The lipstick stains that
Twombly’s pale canvas sustained were so severe that a curator told reporters: “There
is very little chance we will be able to restore it”.101
In the museum sector there is consensus that the greatest cost associated with
iconoclasm is the work that conservators must subsequently undertake.102 It is
unclear if the public realise the extent of this toll. Before kissing their respective
paintings, it seems unlikely that the three aforementioned women considered the
months of painstaking work, or the financial resources, that would be needed to
reverse their expressions of affection. Even after her apprehension by guards, Sam
Rindy remained apparently oblivious to the consequences of her gesture. She
commented rather casually to the press that she now “found the painting even more
beautiful”.103 Rindy’s statement implies more than a lack of appreciation for
conservation work. It betrays a complete absence of awareness that she had ruined
Twombly’s painting; an utter incomprehension about the physical nature of the piece.
As one curator lamented, “she has no idea what she has done”.104
Analysis of all three ‘kissing assaults’ confirms a shared pattern. The
perpetrators had independent motivations, but, ultimately, each was propelled by the
mistaken belief that they were not doing any lasting harm. On the contrary, Ruth van
Herpen felt that kissing Untitled would ‘cheer up’ what she perceived to be a “cold”
work of art.105
While these cases describe unusual events, they illustrate a pervasive problem.
Insensitivity towards the physical composition of artworks and their appropriate
treatment is widespread. It is quite common for gallery visitors to interfere with
displays deliberately, either through bodily contact or using small instruments,
without regard for the wreckage that they may cause. As the Head of Paintings
Conservation at National Museums Liverpool points out, dirty fingerprints alone
account for a substantial amount of destruction.106 Those responsible are not
intentionally malicious. They normally just wish to experience art at greater
proximity, and, heedless of the consequences, allow their impulsive enthusiasm or
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curiosity to take over.107 The extent of the harm is often not apparent. Sometimes
perpetrators will not even recognise that a change has occurred in the artwork’s
condition. This lack of awareness costs galleries dearly; one ill-judged intervention
may be enough to disfigure an exhibit irreparably.108 Essentially, someone who fails
to perceive the physical nature of artworks can be as much an iconoclast as someone
who slashes pictures with a knife.
The crux of the matter is not so much thoughtlessness as naivety, a distinction
which exposes the root of the problem and its potential remedy. Visitors who damage
art because they lack appreciation of its physical qualities should not be made
scapegoats for their ignorance. Museums and galleries also have a charge to answer.
As educators, they have a responsibility to explain this aspect of collections to
audiences. When visitors are oblivious to the hazards of touching, it suggests that this
duty is being performed inadequately. Once again, this is an opportunity for cultural
institutions to treat members of the public as partners rather than enemies. What is
required is not heightened security, but better education.
If galleries make visitors more aware of the vulnerability of artworks, the
work of conservators, and the physical implications of interfering with exhibits, then
the likelihood of harm occurring could be diminished. Presenting potential assailants
with the consequences of their actions has been identified as a means of preventing
property destruction in the wider community.109 In the museum context, wellinformed visitors would be more conscious of their behaviour towards art, and would
be able to guide others appropriately. The compulsion to touch could be kept in
check, and the suffering of galleries could be reduced.
A case study from 2006 indicates that this course of action might succeed. On
24th February a 12-year-old boy on a school trip to the Detroit Institute of Arts affixed
a piece of chewing gum to Helen Frankenthaler’s painting The Bay.110 Gallery staff
soon noticed the gum and took the school group aside, whereupon the guilty child
confessed. Suspecting that the boy had little comprehension of the ramifications of
his act, staff did not chastise him, but instead drew attention to the damage that he had
caused. 111 Afterwards, the boy expressed regret. This prompts the question: what
would have happened had the material repercussions of tampering with art been
explained to the group beforehand? Quite possibly, the boy would have been deterred
and the incident avoided.
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It could be argued that this solution only applies to unpremeditated
iconoclasm. Determined attackers will not be swayed because inflicting harm is their
purpose. However, there are case studies that contradict this logic. Sometimes
individuals undertake planned assaults and feel remorse when the scale of their
destruction is exposed. In April 1913 three women appeared in court having attacked
thirteen pictures in Manchester City Art Gallery as a suffragette protest.112 Although
the women had intended to break the paintings’ glazing, they had not foreseen that
this would affect the actual artworks. On trial they were told that they had injured
four of the canvases. Lilian Forrester expressed her regret at this news, while Evelyn
Manesta said that she was “only too grieved”.113 The perpetrators of more resolute
offences can also experience remorse. Robert Cambridge, who fired a sawn-off
shotgun at Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St Anne and St John the Baptist in 1987,
was shocked by the extent of the cartoon’s wreckage.114 In an interview four years
later he claimed that he was “very sorry” for carrying out the attack, and was “very
relieved when the drawing was restored”.115
Debating over whether these artworks would have been spared had their
assailants been more aware of their physical nature is speculative. Nevertheless,
regret can be stirred in even the most committed iconoclasts. A mutilated artwork is a
striking image, all the more profound to the person responsible for its condition.
Enabling potential offenders to envisage the consequences of their interference could
be enough to make them think twice and resist their initial motives. As such,
educational resources which address physicality offer a compelling answer to both
premeditated and unpremeditated crimes.
Translating theory into practice is another matter. To reap the full benefit of
this approach, educational programmes should cover a number of themes. The
vulnerability of artworks is of primary significance. If iconoclasm is to be stemmed
at all levels it is imperative that people understand that even seemingly innocent
touching can result in irreparable damage.
Many museums would assert that they already draw attention to the
vulnerability of collections. Yet, how they go about this is critical. Neither warning
signs reading ‘Do not touch’, nor cursory requests from attendants, have much
educational merit. Without further explanation, such advice is simply a command that
alienates visitors and reinforces their ‘enemy’ status. In fact, it may aggravate the
situation by tempting disobedience. It is interesting to note that the boy who defaced
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The Bay had been informed before his visit that the Detroit Institute of Arts prohibited
food and drink inside its premises.116 He had also been told that touching the art was
forbidden. The reasoning behind these instructions was not mentioned though, and
the rules made no impact on the boy’s conduct.
For warnings to be effective they have to be clarified in detail and reinforced
with tangible illustrations. In the case of the Detroit Institute of Arts, the school
group should have been taught what happens when food or drink comes into contact
with unprotected displays. Food-based chemical residues and the harm that they
cause should have been highlighted. Children tend to respond positively to this depth
of explanation. When Manchester City Art Gallery consulted carer and child panels
on the development of its children’s gallery, many reported that they would appreciate
rules like ‘Do not touch’ being accounted for more often.117
Improved signage and more knowledgeable attendants are steps in the right
direction. Ultimately, though, galleries should aspire to use a range of educational
tactics, so that they may communicate with the widest audience possible. The Edwin
A. Ulrich Museum of Art, based at Wichita State University, used to have significant
trouble with students interfering with outdoor sculpture displays.118 The sensitivity of
these sculptures is not always obvious, and it was common for them to be climbed on
or ‘dressed’ by passers-by. In an attempt to curb the damage that was being inflicted,
the museum’s registrar began writing articles for local newspapers and giving
community talks, drawing attention to the sculptures’ fragile state and the care
required for their preservation. Incidents of interference subsequently dropped to a
minimum.
There is little point in reiterating the pros and cons of organising press articles
or public lectures; most means of conveying the vulnerability of artworks overlap
with those used to explain the theory behind exhibits. However, some educational
initiatives have a particular resonance in this field. The introduction of object
handling sessions, for example, warrants its own discussion.
There can be few more effective ways of helping people to appreciate the
vulnerability of art than to let them handle pieces. Given the opportunity to hold or
feel an exhibit, most visitors will develop a natural understanding of its physical
characteristics: its structure, its weight, its texture. They will begin to comprehend its
compositional materials and physical limitations. Most importantly, such an
encounter is likely to inform their behaviour on future visits to museums and galleries.
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If viewers know from experience that artworks are not necessarily as robust as they
look, they should be less inclined to interfere with them.
Exhibitions that incorporate object handling are not a new phenomenon. Since
the late 1970s museums have experimented in this area, with projects at the Tate
Gallery and the British Museum’s ‘Please Touch’ exhibition leading the way.119 The
practice of handling was first conceived to aid visually impaired people, and most
modern-day programmes remain focussed on facilitating access as opposed to
teaching about collections care. The majority of schemes are also preoccupied with
using small sculptures. But there is little reason why their remit should not be
expanded.120 Groups of visitors could be encouraged to handle drawings or touch
large-scale installations, while members of staff explain how the gallery maintains
them.
Although some accidental damage will arise from object handling, safeguards
minimise the risk. Training can be given to participants beforehand, gloves can be
provided, and sessions can be supervised and subject to time limits.121 Some might
advise that only robust or ‘expendable’ items should be exposed to touching, but this
undermines the purpose of the exercise. Allowing members of the public to hold or
feel genuinely fragile and valuable artworks is an implicitly trusting gesture that gives
them responsibility. Object handling not only demonstrates that art is vulnerable, but
shows that the public has a vital role to play in preservation.
Another theme for educational initiatives is the work of conservators. If
people are taught about the laborious process of repairing damage they should be
dissuaded from causing it.
Current public attitudes favour this approach. In 2000 Carol Davis recognised
that there was growing interest in what goes on behind the scenes in museums, and in
conservation work especially.122 This appetite for insight has shown no sign of
abating. After Edvard Munch’s stolen paintings The Scream and Madonna were
recovered in August 2006, curiosity concerning their physical condition was so high
that the Munch Museum put the works on special display before restoration work
commenced (Plate 77).123 Kept in climate-controlled cases, the torn and moisturedamaged paintings attracted 5,500 visitors between 27th September and 1st October
2006. Although repair work was then undertaken out of public sight, regular progress
updates were posted online.
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The museum sector has been responding to such demand for some years. The
National Conservation Centre in Liverpool was founded over a decade ago, and
exhibitions dedicated to restoration projects are no longer unusual events.124 The veil
is being lifted gradually from this aspect of museum work. Nevertheless, it is mainly
specialist centres and large art galleries that address the subject of conservation
through displays or outreach programmes. Smaller institutions infrequently tackle
this theme, which is an unhelpful situation in terms of reducing iconoclasm. To
increase awareness of conservation across society, as many institutions as possible
should seek to raise its profile. And with public interest currently so pronounced it
seems a fortuitous time to embark on this course.
The best way of teaching visitors about conservation is to have conservators
working on open view within museums. As the Director of the Textile Conservation
Centre at the University of Southampton commented in 2000, “the more the public
understands what conservation is, the more they want to see it”.125 Introducing such a
facility would enable visitors to witness first-hand the time and effort that goes into
preserving and repairing artworks. Appreciation would be enhanced further if
opportunities were provided for interaction.
The activities of the National Conservation Centre are exemplary in this
respect. During opening hours members of the public can watch demonstrations
(Plate 78). In addition, ‘spotlight sessions’ are held several times a week, when a live
video link-up is established between a conservator and an audience, with an
interpreter on hand to relay questions. Groups are also taken on tours of the Centre’s
non-public areas twice weekly.126 In 2004 the National Galleries of Scotland adopted
a comparable approach when the decision was taken to clean Benjamin West’s
Alexander III of Scotland Rescued from the Fury of the Stag by the Intrepidity of
Colin Fitzgerald (Plate 79). Since the painting was too large to be transported to the
conservation department safely, work to remove the old discoloured varnish was
carried out on full public view in the gallery. While the project required lengthy
planning, this “unique opportunity” proved to be a success from both conservation
and access perspectives.127 The paintwork was restored to its original vibrancy and
the process was opened up to a wide audience. Supported by information leaflets, text
panels and a film running on loop, the initiative generated “overwhelming” interest
among visitors.128
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It is unrealistic for many smaller venues to emulate the provisions of the
Conservation Centre or the National Galleries of Scotland; only the largest museums
have in-house conservation departments. These models can be a source of inspiration
though. Galleries could develop relationships with local conservators, and invite
them to give lectures or even set up temporary workshops on their premises. Where
resources and space are particularly limited, installing a video that demonstrates
conservation skills could be enough to alert visitors to the physical nature of artworks,
and the practical repercussions of interfering with them. Provisions need not be
extravagant to be influential.
Making visitors more aware of their actions is an important step in curbing
iconoclasm. Educating them about the general vulnerability of art and the everyday
labour of conservators is an unobtrusive way of doing this. A more forthright method
is also conceivable. Cultural institutions could draw attention to specific acts of
iconoclasm as tangible illustrations of what happens when people assault works of art.
This would bring issues of vulnerability and conservation into sharp relief, and could
have a profound impact on visitor conduct. Yet this proposal is contentious.
‘Copycat’ assaults spurred on by publicity are a genuine risk, and it could be argued
that alerting the public to destructive episodes might exacerbate the problem. Thus
far this chapter has advocated the promotion of access and education consistently as a
means of stemming deliberate damage. The final test of this position is to decide
whether galleries should be wholly transparent and educate people about iconoclasm
itself.
While most museums are traditionally reluctant to tell the public about
iconoclasm they have suffered, some buck this trend. On 15th June 1985 a young man
entered the Hermitage and stabbed Rembrandt’s Danaë twice before dousing the
painting with sulphuric acid (Plates 80 and 81). Danaë was removed from view
immediately.129 Initially, the Hermitage was obliged to keep quiet about the incident.
Anxious that the ruined painting might become “a monument to barbarism”, the
Soviet Government ordered that it be repaired swiftly and told officials to announce
that it would soon be back on display.130 Their edict was entirely unrealistic given the
extent of paintwork destroyed by acid. The restoration process actually took twelve
years to complete.131 However, by the time Danaë was finished the political climate
had altered dramatically, and the Hermitage was free to discuss the case.
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An 18-month exhibition entitled ‘Danaë: The Fate of Rembrandt’s
Masterpiece’ revealed the mended painting in October 1997. It was supported by a
lengthy publication on the subject of the artwork, the attack and the restoration.132
The world’s media were invited to report on the extraordinary repair and an official
website was launched to mark the occasion. Even the manner in which Danaë was
conserved was testament to this new orientation towards transparency and learning.
Those sections of the image lost to the acid were not repainted, but were filled with a
neutral tone. This prevented the integrity of the original work from being
compromised and allowed viewers to see the extent of the damage.
The open stance that the Hermitage adopted was admirably progressive. In
2004 Tom Flynn called for more museums to address such thorny issues as
iconoclasm in their displays and outreach work in order to assert their dynamism and
relevancy. “Museums should grasp that nettle”, he concluded, “or settle into
sepulchral stasis”.133 Moreover, although the Danaë campaign was not undertaken
ostensibly to stave off further attacks, it seemed to have some preventative impact.
Since the painting’s re-display there have been no more serious assaults on items in
the Hermitage. This could have as much to do with enhanced security as educational
measures, but the fact that the gallery has suffered a series of thefts in recent years
suggests otherwise.134 It is possible that this initiative prompted people to consider
their behaviour towards exhibits more carefully. Drawing attention to real episodes of
iconoclasm through educational schemes could be a way for galleries to reduce rates
of damage.
Then again, the comparable experience of another Rembrandt painting tells a
different story. On 14th September 1975 the Nightwatch was slashed repeatedly by
Wilhelm Arie de Rijk.135 Prefiguring the Hermitage, the Rijksmuseum opted for a
communicative stance, determining that it would be in the public interest to carry out
the restoration in open view. A special workshop was constructed within the gallery,
and visitors were able to watch the painting’s transformation through glass screens
over the next eight months (Plate 82).136 This facility brought the physicality of the
Nightwatch to the fore, but the associated publicity made the injury more notorious.
In 1990 the Nightwatch was assaulted again. An escaped psychiatric patient entered
the Rijksmuseum on 6th April and sprayed the work with sulphuric acid.137 This
offence demonstrated a strong ‘copycat’ element.
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If allowing information into the public domain increases the risk of ‘copycat’
assaults, actively drawing attention to attacks could be inviting trouble. Undoubtedly,
educational ventures of this kind would heighten the infamy of crimes. Individuals
previously unaware of an artwork’s disfigurement would be alerted to it, and those
seeking an extreme means of attracting publicity could be given inspiration. As the
example of the Nightwatch shows, this effect can be long-lasting. Fifteen years after
the original attack, the painting remained an enticing target for ‘copycats’.
Some questions defy clear-cut answers. Since these two case studies have
opposing outcomes, it is difficult to determine the value of teaching people about the
deliberate mutilation of art. This conundrum will only be resolved through further
study. In the meantime, however, it may be worthwhile to consider how each
museum managed its project. While the Hermitage maintained a scholarly focus in its
exhibition and publication, the Rijksmuseum allowed its scheme to descend into
inadvertent sensationalism. Not only did it present one of the Netherlands’ most
cherished artworks in a ravaged state, but the repaired picture was unveiled in a
ceremony where medals were awarded to those who apprehended the culprit.138
Spectacle was emphasised over learning. It is possible that the idea of enlightening
the public about the attack was not so much at fault, as the indiscreet manner in which
the Rijksmuseum applied this initiative.
Discussion of this issue has been brief, but it has hopefully afforded some
insight into the complexities and uncertainties that abound in responding to
iconoclasm through access and education. More research, both theoretical and
practical, will have to be undertaken to clarify the full potential and inevitable
limitations of this approach. To this end, museums and galleries must become more
open-minded. If institutions targeted by iconoclasts are reluctant to pilot unexplored,
novel and sometimes challenging modes of response, progress will be marginal.
Indeed, if they maintain their deep-seated resistance towards the preventative capacity
of access and education they will fall at the first hurdle.
This chapter has sought to provide encouragement for galleries to overcome
their hesitancy. It has illustrated how access programmes with opportunities for
participation and feedback can render institutions more inviting and their audiences
more receptive. It has described how explanation of the theory behind modern,
contemporary and avant-garde art can elicit understanding, interest and even
enthusiasm. It has revealed how enabling visitors to experience the practical side of
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museums, through object handling or conservation projects, can raise awareness of
preservation. And, crucially, it has drawn the connections between the realisation of
these three strands and the reduction of certain forms of iconoclasm.
When a painting, sculpture or installation is injured by a member of the public
the most straightforward action a gallery can take is to enhance security. Sometimes
it pays to look beyond the obvious. An assault motivated by alienation, confusion or
lack of awareness is better dealt with by tackling the underlying root of the problem
than its overt symptoms. Engagement is the key. The way that people think about art
can be changed gradually if it can be shown that it is accessible, understandable, and
that its preservation relies on public cooperation. Individuals who are included and
enlightened will be less prone to feelings of indifference or animosity, and attacks
guided by these principles will be less likely to reoccur. The distinction between this
approach and resorting automatically to punitive security measures is marked. It is
more constructive, and it calls for a long-term vision.
On a practical level, following this course is not as taxing as it might seem.
The access and education approach does not require a u-turn in museum policy. It is
synchronised with both current priorities in the sector and present trends in society.
While museums have accessibility high on the agenda, there is a developing eagerness
among the public to be more involved. Schemes that let gallery visitors contribute to
displays, learn about avant-garde art and experience operations behind the scenes
have all proved popular in recent years. The climate is favourable and many of the
initiatives that underpin access and education are already common practice. All that
is required is for these factors to be identified and directed towards the specific goal
of reducing iconoclasm.
Lack of resources need not be a hindrance. This chapter has presented a range
of ventures that can be introduced, from the high-cost and labour intensive to the
inexpensive and easily applied. Allowing visitors to devise exhibitions is a strategy
on a different scale to improving a text panel’s readability, but each has its own value
in dissuading people from causing damage. The access and education approach is not
prescriptive in its methodology. Just as it is important that galleries choose
techniques that compliment their individual experiences of iconoclasm, it is crucial
that they pilot schemes that they can finance and staff. Over-ambitious plans can be
counterproductive. An institution unable to sustain a project long enough to evaluate
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it properly may find time and money wasted on inconclusive results. Commitment is
the only resource that this approach demands.
There is little excuse for museums not to explore the promotion of access and
education as a weapon against iconoclasm. It may not be a panacea for all forms of
destruction, and it may not be a quick-fix solution, but it corresponds with the wider
aims of the sector and can be embarked upon by any institution.
The proposals described here will not be palatable to some critics. Yet this
approach represents essentially unexplored terrain in the fight against iconoclasm, and
it should not be dismissed before it has been investigated. This chapter has tried to
provide an impetus for galleries to start experimenting and evaluating; opening up the
issue so that uncertainties can be dispelled and consensus reached. It is hoped that in
the future facilitating access and education will be deemed as reasonable a response as
strengthening security. The public will be seen as partners rather than enemies, and
the concept of engaging with potential iconoclasts will develop meaning beyond the
combative sense.
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Chapter Four
“Glass-cased fortresses”: Responding to Iconoclasm through
Security Enhancement
Throughout the history of iconoclasm in cultural institutions, certain galleries have
fared worse than others. The Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam joined this contingent
in the late 1990s, when it endured a spate of serious attacks. On 4th January 1997
Kasimir Malevich’s Suprematism 1920-1927 (White Cross on Grey) had a green
dollar symbol spray painted onto it.1 Only months later, Barnett Newman’s Cathedra
was slashed across its width.2 On 16th May 1999 a third assault occurred: the
disfigurement of Picasso’s Femme Nue Devant le Jardin (Plate 83). On this occasion
a psychiatric patient, identified by authorities as simply ‘Paul G.’, entered the
Stedelijk and waited until the painting was unattended by guards. When the
opportunity arose he cut a ragged hole in the canvas using a blunt kitchen knife, and
then fled the building.3 He was arrested at the offices of the newspaper De Telegraaf,
where he had gone to assert responsibility. This was not his first iconoclastic foray; in
1990 ‘Paul G.’ had targeted Rembrandt’s Nightwatch in the Rijksmuseum.4 However,
assaulting Picasso’s painting caused far graver harm. In the aftermath of the offence,
the Director of the Stedelijk, Rudi Fuchs, told the press that he would discuss
protective arrangements with the government and other museums.5
Some forms of iconoclasm cannot be tackled through the promotion of access
and education. Responding in this way assumes that perpetrators are capable of
comprehending their conduct and its ramifications, and are potentially receptive to
dissuasion. ‘Paul G.’ did not fit these criteria; he was mentally ill and determined to
inflict damage. While his precise motives were never publicised, it is clear that
therapy after the attack on the Nightwatch did little to curb his destructive impulses.6
So it is unlikely that gallery-led access or educational projects would have made a
difference either. This approach is not just incompatible with iconoclasm prompted
by mental illness; it has limitations in preventing attacks guided by political, sociopolitical, religious, publicity-seeking and artistic motives. Sometimes potential
assailants need to be deterred more overtly from striking, or even prevented actively
from doing so. Security enhancement provides the answer. It may not address the
root causes of the phenomenon, but it deals with the results directly.
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The purpose of security is threefold in relation to iconoclasm: to protect
collections, to discourage perpetrators and to boost the chances of detection. These
functions are served by a spectrum of measures that galleries can introduce or
augment: admission arrangements, physical barriers, unobtrusive protection, alarm
systems, CCTV, human invigilation and security policy. Each option covers further
subdivisions. Physical barriers, for example, range from glazing to low-level
partitions. Alarm systems extend from pressure-sensitive mats to ultrasonic sensors.
The variety of choices can be perplexing. This chapter aims to clarify the situation by
identifying the main methods of security enhancement and evaluating the competency
of each in combating attacks.
Unlike the access and education approach, increasing security is a wellrecognised and commonly practiced response to the mutilation of art. Accordingly,
this chapter is more directly evidential than its predecessor. Though galleries are
often reluctant to divulge details of their specific arrangements, the general usage and
efficiency of different measures can be gauged through newspaper reports, security
guides, archives and interviews.
However, finding the most effective means of improving security is not the
only matter at hand. When Rudi Fuchs addressed the press following the assault on
Femme Nue Devant le Jardin, he described the Stedelijk’s predicament in terms of a
“dilemma” facing museums worldwide.7 His concern was the principle of security
enhancement as much as the logistics of it. By 1999 the Stedelijk was already wellversed in protective, deterrent and detective techniques. After Barnett Newman’s
Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue III had been slashed in March 1986, attendants
and barriers had been deployed to keep visitors eight feet away from the restored
painting.8 Arrangements were stricter still when Cathedra and Suprematism 19201927 returned to display. The former was relocated so that it was “visible only from a
walkway behind a wall of Plexiglas”.9 But with the disfigurement of Femme Nue
Devant le Jardin, both museum staff and critics felt compelled to review the situation.
Was it reasonable for the Stedelijk to keep increasing security every time an attack
took place? As one journalist reflected, what else could be done now to safeguard
collections “short of turning galleries into glass-cased fortresses”?10
In a climate where strengthening security is a standard reaction to iconoclasm,
balancing protection with access will always be problematic. Events at the Stedelijk
brought this to the fore, giving rise to Fuchs’s “dilemma”. The wider debate has not
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died down in the intervening years. If anything it has escalated, and polarised
opinions across the museum sector. For some, enhancing security is a rational means
of defending cultural treasures for the benefit of future generations. For others, it is a
process of fortification that can exclude and alienate the present-day public. Galleries
affected by iconoclasm are caught in the middle of the argument.
Thus, this chapter has a dual purpose. While it is principally concerned with
identifying those security schemes most effective in thwarting iconoclasts, it also
considers their further impact. The effects that measures have on the visiting public
will be discussed, as will the repercussions for the running of museums. By
contextualising security in this way, it is hoped that a more holistic picture may
emerge. The advisability of enhancing protection can then be weighed against its
desirability, and a suitable course of response may be determined.
To provide a framework for this discourse it is necessary to explore the
background to the conflict between security and access. The developing trend
towards heightened security is a logical place to begin.
The ICOM handbook Museum Security and Protection describes safeguarding
collections as “one of the primary public purposes of every cultural property
institution”.11 Society expects that items under the guardianship of curators will be
maintained for posterity. As a result, the gallery is seen as the ultimate secure
repository for art. This was the opinion of the Venetian authorities in 2004, when
sculptures in churches and squares across the city were damaged in a succession of
hammer assaults. Daniel Berger, a consultant for the Italian Ministry of Culture,
suggested that some statues might be replaced with replicas so that the originals could
be ensconced safely in museums.12 Galleries seem to be endowed with a burden of
responsibility heavier than that felt by other public display venues. If iconoclasts
undermine their security it is not only artworks that are endangered, but public trust.
One might reasonably assume that all galleries exercise stringent levels of protection
in order to meet society’s expectations. Yet this estimation is misguided.13
During the last fifteen years the realities of gallery security have been laid bare
by various criminal episodes. Although iconoclasm is a persistent problem, reports of
thefts have gained a higher profile. In November 2001 Stéphane Breitwieser was
arrested and called to account for a series of thefts that made worldwide news. Over
six years he had stolen approximately 239 cultural items, including at least 60
paintings, from museums across Europe.14 While the scale of his activity was
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shocking, its simplicity was worse still. In many instances, Breitwieser had cut
paintings from their frames and walked out with them under his coat. By targeting
smaller institutions with lax security, he repeatedly evaded apprehension.
Insufficient protection has not only been exposed around obscure artworks. In
the early morning of 12th February 1994 a version of Edvard Munch’s iconic painting
The Scream was stolen from the National Gallery in Oslo. Thieves entered through a
window and escaped within a minute, leaving a handwritten postcard that read:
“Thanks for the poor security”.15 The sense of national shame that this incident
aroused intensified on 22nd August 2004, when another version of The Scream was
taken from the Munch Museum. This time the crime occurred during open hours, and
witnesses confirmed the ease of the operation. The artwork was not secured firmly to
the wall and no alarms were triggered by its removal. According to one onlooker, it
was just “tugged” from display.16
The exploits of the artist Banksy have also highlighted the shortcomings of
museum defences. Between 2003 and 2005 Banksy added his own compositions
inconspicuously to displays in several prominent institutions, including the Louvre
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (Plate 84). His ploy was
remarkably successful. When he installed Crimewatch UK has Ruined the
Countryside for All of Us at Tate Britain in October 2003, nobody noticed the ruse
until the glue on the reverse of his painting gave way and it fell to the ground.17 In
New York the artist eluded security again by wearing a fake beard and asking
accomplices to distract attendants while he hung his work.18 Banksy’s intentions
were subversive rather than criminal. Nevertheless, his enterprise exploited, and
publicised, the same gaps in security open to iconoclasts.
These events have had consequences. With the public increasingly aware of
chinks in the armour of galleries, and artworks increasingly at risk, institutions have
been criticised. In 2004 the Times accused the Munch Museum’s security of having
“collapsed”, a “profoundly embarrassing” situation considering the calibre of its
collections.19 The loss of The Scream compromised the museum’s mandate. It even
suggested complacency. Public condemnation of security levels is hardly new.
Following the theft of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa from the Louvre on 21st August 1911,
Guillaume Apollinaire complained in the newspaper L’Intransigeant that a “general
air of indifference and carelessness reigns over these halls”.20 However, since the
early 20th century, accountability to society has grown in significance as museums

179
have been driven to compete for funding with other public services. This has
accentuated the sting of such criticism, and prompted a shift in priorities. It has
become more important to be seen to act when security failings are revealed.
To counter the damaging slurs of critics many galleries have instigated
policies of aggressive security enhancement. The Munch Museum has undergone a
startling metamorphosis, with the introduction of X-ray machines, metal detectors and
bullet-proof glazing (Plate 85). The media revised previous reproaches, dubbing it
‘Fortress Munch’.21 Other institutions are following suit. After a massive theft of
cultural artefacts, the Hermitage issued a statement on 6th August 2006 conceding that
its security and working practices “do not meet modern demands, exploit modern
technology, or take sufficient account of the human factor”.22 A less explicit but
comparable admission was made by French authorities on 7th October 2007 following
another run of security violations.23 In both cases officials promised a prompt
rectification.
The recent spate of high profile breaches has had a galvanising effect. Yet this
current trend cannot be attributed solely to wounded pride; there are other
contributing factors. Since 2001 the threat of terrorism has roused many galleries to
improve security arrangements. The Tate galleries adopted bag searches in the wake
of the 2005 London bombings.24 The Uffizi in Florence was even more proactive in
its response, installing metal detectors and restricting visitor numbers to 780 at any
one time.25 Although these measures were extreme, the Uffizi had reason to be wary.
On 27th May 1993 it had been the target of a Mafia car bomb. The blast caused
structural damage, destroyed three artworks and damaged thirty-three others. More
seriously, five people were killed and over twenty injured.26 Terrorist attacks on
cultural sites are devastating on many levels, and it is understandable that galleries
should wish to minimise the risk.
There are also less topical reasons for increasing security, such as the
standardisation of guidelines. In Britain the Government Indemnity Scheme (GIS)
sets minimum requirements that national and non-national museums must meet to
borrow and exhibit indemnified material.27 Since its establishment in 1980 the GIS
has directed loans between institutions, but it also informs everyday security policies.
Its conditions make up the core of advice given in most publications. Similar
initiatives operate elsewhere, for example the US Federal Indemnity Scheme or the
Swedish Indemnity Scheme. Their specifications are not exceptionally strict.

180
However, schemes oblige galleries to attain a benchmark that is raised periodically,
and this urges the achievement of ever-higher standards.
The trend described here is one of gradual progression rather than overnight
transformation. Financial considerations delay its development. Defensive measures
are often expensive to introduce, and it can be difficult to convince governing bodies
of their cost-effectiveness if crime is not an immediate problem. As Nell Hoare
explains, it is impossible to assess how many objects will not be stolen or damaged as
a result of better security.28 Maintaining and upgrading protective systems also
requires ongoing expenditure. This prospect can cause some smaller institutions to
postpone implementation. Yet, despite obstacles, advice is overwhelmingly in favour
of investment. In 1986 Robert Burke and Sam Adeloye pointed out that “it is far
more economical to provide protection for collections than to attempt to recover
collections”.29 Their warning is particularly relevant to iconoclasm; hundreds of
thousands of pounds can be spent restoring a single painting.30 Even if allocated
budgets are small, museums are encouraged to make security a funding priority. The
2005 article ‘Collection Protection’ reassures institutions that improvements can be
made “on a shoestring”.31
The continuing drive towards stronger protection enables galleries to reassert
their traditional public image as safe repositories for art. It allows them to fulfil their
duty to both collections and future generations. But this is only half of the story.
What about their duty to contemporary visitors?
Cultural institutions have been striving to establish a more visitor-orientated
identity for some years. In 1988 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill wrote that “museums are
becoming aware that they have disregarded their publics and the perceptions of their
visitors for too long”.32 Sensing change, she predicted that they might increasingly
“value, or even cherish, their visitors”. Her forecast was correct. The last two
decades have witnessed a developing effort to draw people into galleries and
democratise visiting. Existing audiences have been nurtured, while new ones have
been encouraged. Resources have been ploughed into making exhibits more
appealing and meaningful; improving interpretive provisions, but also rethinking
methods of display. As Andrew Alvarez says, the aim is to “promote learning and
understanding […] by providing a closer and more direct experience”.33
This reorientation is neither faddish nor fleeting. It harks back to the Victorian
era when cultural institutions were founded for the philanthropic betterment of
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society. Minus the moral overtones, the perceived function of the early 21st century
art gallery is comparable to that of the late 19th century. Artworks are preserved in
order to be viewed, so that they may educate, inspire, and, latterly, entertain. The
visitor is integral. Without their input, collections would lack purpose.
Maximising accessibility has been a guiding principle for over a decade.
However, the trend towards inclusion and participation is not supported by the trend
towards greater security. On the contrary, stringent protection of art can sabotage
engagement with it. High security has the capacity to detract from gallery visits in
two ways: it can compromise the effectiveness of the viewing experience and it can
elicit feelings of intimidation and discomfort.
In correspondence in 2005, the former Head of Conservation at the Tate
observed that protective procedures are not always acceptable in terms of display.34
Common sense confirms this. The closer that people can get to artworks physically,
the more rewarding the experience of viewing should be. They will be able to
comprehend compositions better, appreciate artists’ techniques and enjoy the overall
sensation more thoroughly. Devices designed to keep visitors at a distance curtail
these benefits automatically. In most instances this is just an inconvenience, but
sometimes inhibiting measures dominate exhibits, sidelining viewers’ interests
completely.
The Mona Lisa is a case in point (Plate 86). This painting has become
increasingly difficult for the average visitor to study in detail or at length. The crowds
that it attracts are partly to blame. Security arrangements are the source of the
problem though. Over the course of the last century the Louvre has found it necessary
to step up protection of the Mona Lisa repeatedly, and audiences have been distanced
further and further away. In October 1907 the painting was glazed following an
assault on Ingres’s The Sistine Chapel.35 It was then stolen in 1911, and upon
recovery in December 1913, was re-displayed one metre behind a horizontal railing.36
Defences were enhanced again after a man threw a stone at it on 30th December 1956.
The attack broke the glazing and chipped the paintwork, and the Mona Lisa was
enclosed thereafter in a laminated glass case.37 In April 2005 the painting was rehung on its own designated wall in a bid to reduce overcrowding and improve
visibility.38 Even so, it remains a spectacle that is not particularly enjoyable or
illuminating. As Michael Kimmelman commented in 2007: “Every year it seems to
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recede farther behind glass. Parked, as if in amber, where guards can move crowds
swiftly past it, it seems hardly a real painting any longer”.39
While visitors denied close proximity can find the value of the gallery
experience diminished, at least they will not normally be deterred from returning.
This cannot be said if security arouses feelings of anxiety and intimidation. An
individual who has been made uncomfortable may not only be dissuaded from
revisiting, but from entering other cultural institutions. With architecture often
reminiscent of religious temples, palaces or law courts, museums can appear imposing
enough to infrequent visitors.40 Conspicuous security only amplifies the sense that
these are forbidding premises. Under such circumstances, people can be discouraged.
Even those who persevere may spend visits feeling self-conscious and harassed.
The Nationalgalerie in Berlin had this unwelcoming effect when it fortified its
security in the early 1980s. Having been “traumatised” by Josef Kleer’s attack on
Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue IV on 13th April 1982, the gallery introduced
airport-style checks.41 Entrants were met by a heavy guard presence and obliged to
leave all belongings at the door. Inside, alarms prevented anyone from moving within
eighteen inches of the art. In the words of Dario Gamboni, ordinary members of the
public were made to feel “suspected of malevolent intentions”.42
For some people, being surrounded by strict security is uncomfortable on an
immediate, personal level. Others object ideologically to this situation because they
believe it represents a negative society-wide shift. Mary Barker and Cressida
Bridgeman identified the public’s fear of a “fortress society” developing in their 1994
assessment of anti-vandalism initiatives.43 This concept refers to a dystopia where
people are “surrounded by fences, barbed wire and guard dogs; where buildings are
designed to be defended and to keep some in and others out”. Creating an
environment of exclusion is not the intention of museums. But efforts to protect
collections might be misconstrued; security enhancement does appear to violate the
democratic ideal that museums aspire towards. Ignoring these concerns could have
repercussions beyond reducing visits. Feelings of alienation and resentment might
grow and find expression in iconoclastic behaviour. In this way, augmenting
protection could prove counterproductive.
Achieving a balance between security and access is evidently crucial in
preventing iconoclasm. This casts galleries in a challenging and ambiguous role. As
Renata Rutledge asks: “How does one act as a gracious host to millions while also
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maintaining the stance of an ever-alert ‘watchdog’?”.44 Rutledge suggests that
museums should seek “an appropriate mix of tact and firmness”; rational but hardly
enlightening advice. Burke and Adeloye offer more concrete guidance,
recommending that any security improvements are discussed among security,
curatorial and design staff prior to implementation, and are altered or rejected as
deemed necessary.45 Education staff should also be involved. If a range of specialists
with diverse priorities collaborate, the pros and cons of schemes can be considered
objectively, and even-handed solutions can be reached.
Whether a true balance is achievable in practice is another debate, and one that
will have to be resumed later. Weighing a museum’s duty of security against its duty
of access provokes strong, often divergent, opinions. It could even be suggested that
the two principles are fundamentally opposed. At this stage in the discussion it is
difficult to envisage common ground, so a shift in perspective seems appropriate. The
evaluation of individual methods of security enhancement is bound inherently to
matters of protection and access. It may reveal specific pointers for anti-iconoclasm
strategies and means of reconciling the wider conflict.
When one thinks about safeguarding art, measures that defend the perimeters
of cultural institutions are usually first to come to mind. The Museums & Galleries
Commission advises that protecting the shell of the building is essential to good
security.46 Indeed, it is routine for door and window reinforcement, intruder alarms
and boundary walls or fences to be judged among the most important means of
keeping collections safe.47 This implies that galleries are at greatest risk when they
are closed to the public. With fewer people in the vicinity, their sanctuary can be
breached inconspicuously. Some cases of theft occur in these circumstances. When
The Scream was stolen in 1994, the thieves maximised their chances of success by
striking in the early morning, breaking and entering through an insecure window.48
However, it has become increasingly common for thieves to operate by day, either
removing small items discreetly or else threatening staff to gain larger exhibits.49 And
the mutilation of art is a very different crime altogether. It is extremely rare for
iconoclasts to target closed museums, or for inadequate exterior protection to be
pivotal in attacks occurring. Offences normally take place during open hours, when
perpetrators have ready access to displays. Strengthening the physical shell is,
therefore, an inappropriate response. Improving window locks or erecting high
fencing will have little influence on rates of destruction. Such procedures have their
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place in general museum security, but institutions troubled specifically by assaults are
wise to look for answers elsewhere.
Visitors pose a far graver risk than intruders. Like any other member of the
public, an iconoclast can enter an open museum on a whim, and may be able to
progress to the exhibits unchallenged. Although direct access is the strength of public
art galleries, it is also their weakness. This vulnerability need not be so acute though.
The danger of potentially hazardous utensils being brought inside can be addressed by
admission arrangements, the outermost layer of daytime defences.
At their most basic, admission arrangements are comprised of a member of
staff who regulates entrants, turning away those acting aggressively or erratically.
The majority of museums will have either a guard on the door or a receptionist at a
desk who can perform this duty. However, accepting entrants on the basis of
appearance relies on subjective judgement, which tends to be swayed by the emphasis
on open access. It is usually only people displaying the most extreme behaviour who
are denied admittance.50 Iconoclasts whose demeanour is ostensibly calm may slip
past unnoticed.51 To be more effective, admission arrangements should be enhanced,
taking into account the items that visitors carry.
While it is obviously undesirable that individuals enter bearing guns, knives or
bottles of acid, seemingly innocuous household items can be devastating in the wrong
hands too. Scissors, pens, cosmetics and food are carried regularly in bags or pockets,
and all have been employed to deface artworks in the past. Having fewer such items
inside galleries might reduce rates of damage.
One way to achieve this goal is to provide cloakroom facilities at entrances.
Introducing areas where visitors can leave coats, bags, umbrellas and pushchairs will
diminish the number of extraneous belongings being carried amongst displays. In
addition to strengthening security, this can improve the visiting experience. As Hoare
explains, the public are more comfortable when relieved of encumbering bags and
coats.52 One condition for success is that cloakrooms must be supervised and secure
at all times; they will not be used if visitors are anxious about leaving their
possessions. Provisions for valuables can be especially sensitive. Tate Liverpool is
one of many institutions that issues transparent carrier bags so that items like wallets
can be retained.53 Cloakrooms are a popular choice because they do not impinge on
accessibility, but how competent are these voluntary arrangements in preventing
iconoclasm?
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While they lower the risk of accidents, their impact on deliberate damage is
less certain. Sometimes iconoclasm happens on the spur of the moment: a visitor is
prompted to spoil an artwork and, finding a suitable utensil to hand, acts on this
compulsion. Hugo Unzaga Villegas decided to assault the Mona Lisa in 1956 when
he discovered a stone in his coat pocket that would serve as a missile.54 Events could
have unfolded differently had Villegas left his jacket in a cloakroom. Then again,
spontaneity does not account for all iconoclastic episodes; many are pre-planned. In
these scenarios, the availability of cloakrooms is not a remedy. Iconoclasts who are
determined will not relinquish weapons willingly. Although it may be uncomfortable
for museums, the threat of premeditated attacks calls for compulsory admission
arrangements.
It is fairly common for large institutions to set conditions on entering visitors.
A standard admission procedure might require people to leave outsized bags and coats
in cloakrooms and submit hand luggage for searching. The Tate galleries have
enforced such rules periodically, reasoning that it cuts the likelihood of terrorism,
theft and iconoclasm.55 Perhaps other galleries should follow their example.
Compulsory bag searches are a significant aid in identifying and expelling utensils
that would otherwise be carried inside. Attacks that could have been foiled by these
measures are frustratingly plentiful. In September 2005 a visitor to the Kunsthaus
Bregenz in Austria mutilated Roy Lichtenstein’s Nude in Mirror with a pocket knife.
After the woman’s arrest, police revealed that she had also been carrying a
screwdriver and can of spray paint.56 Had her handbag been searched in the first
instance, her intentions would have become apparent, and her actions might have been
avoided.
Support for compulsory bag searches varies across the museum sector. By its
very nature this procedure is intrusive and can make visitors uneasy. It is often
suggested that bag searching is reserved for “emergency conditions” only.57
However, there are ways of minimising distress that would allow this practice to
become routine. If entrants are treated sensitively, and the reasons for searches are
clarified, it is possible to put them at ease. As a representative from Tate Liverpool
asserts, the public normally respond well when the situation is explained.58
Implementation can still be disagreeable on practical grounds. Checking
every piece of hand luggage is extremely time-consuming for visitors and staff alike.
Indeed, the busier the gallery, the more inconvenient the process. When the Uffizi

186
introduced compulsory bag searches in 2005, the operation caused such delays to
entry that queues outside grew substantially (Plate 87). The newspaper La Stampa
complained that visitors who had to wait in the heat for hours were too tired to enjoy
the collections once inside.59 Many gave up even before they reached the entrance.
In this case, searches proved disruptive from logistical and publicity standpoints.
Another argument against bag searching concerns the effectiveness of the
technique. Although a thorough examination of luggage will identify any potentially
dangerous items contained within, determined iconoclasts can escape detection by
concealing weapons on their persons. The suffragette Freda Graham exploited this
oversight when she set out to damage five paintings in the National Gallery on 22nd
May 1914. Despite close scrutiny of all objects being taken into the gallery, and an
outright ban on bags, muffs, stoles, parcels, umbrellas and walking sticks after the
mutilation of Velázquez’s Rokeby Venus, Graham was still able to strike by
smuggling a hammer inside her clothing.60 Concealment is an enduring problem. On
17th July 1987 Robert Cambridge brought a sawn-off shotgun into the National
Gallery by secreting it under his coat.61 This was not an isolated incident. Cambridge
had carried the same concealed weapon around the National Gallery and the Tate
Gallery on previous occasions, as he sought an opportunity to destroy a work of art.62
At the time neither institution ran a common policy of bag searching, but if they had,
the gun would probably not have been exposed anyway.
Since bag searching is no match for human guile, one might conclude that Xray machines and metal detectors are the solution. Requesting that visitors and their
belongings pass through these devices is certainly the most reliable means of
uncovering hazardous items and maintaining their distance from collections. Yet, this
is neither a desirable nor realistic option for most galleries. It is virtually impossible
to incorporate this technology into the everyday routine without incurring negative
side-effects. Visitors may accommodate brief bag searches by sympathetic personnel,
but they tend to feel harassed by more authoritarian and intrusive tactics. And
museums can seem less accessible as a result. X-ray machines and metal detectors
are also a drain on resources. As the National Security Adviser at the Museums,
Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) explains, they are expensive to purchase and
service, and must be staffed constantly during open hours.63 In many institutions this
would not be tenable. The approach is not a cure-all either. Some iconoclasts inflict
harm by punching, kicking or spitting. If X-ray and metal detecting facilities were
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introduced universally, attacks with weapons might simply be overtaken by physical
violence. The crime would not be curbed, so much as re-fashioned.
On the whole, admission arrangements still warrant further consideration.
This aspect of security is often undervalued despite the key role it can play in
preventing assaults. In 2005 the artist Banksy observed that museums have “got their
eye a lot more on things leaving than things going in”.64 Regulating access cuts
against the grain for many galleries, and airport-style security is a step too far.
Nonetheless, compulsory bag searches, carried out as sensitively, efficiently and
thoroughly as possible, could redress this imbalance.
Thus far, the focus has been on keeping iconoclasts and their weaponry out of
institutions. But even the most stringently enforced perimeters can be breached, and
when this happens it is crucial that internal measures are in place to shield collections.
Those concerned with property destruction in the wider community refer to
‘target hardening’ as an effective means of protection. This process renders property
more robust and less vulnerable to attack by altering its physical attributes. The wall
of a building may be ‘target hardened’ by coating it with graffiti-resistant paint. The
security of a window may be improved with the use of stronger glazing materials.65
This method of tackling damage is direct to the point of being self-evident. To quote
Barker and Bridgeman: “interfering with the vandals’ ability to vandalise is one of the
more obvious approaches to the control of vandalism”.66
‘Target hardening’ does not translate naturally to safeguarding art. Unlike
walls or windows, artworks are unique irreplaceable items, and galleries are dutybound to preserve them in their original form. When Damien Hirst’s Away From the
Flock was damaged by a visitor in 1994, staff at the Serpentine Gallery might have
been tempted to fit locks to the vitrine to stop others from tampering with it.67
However, such modification would have compromised the appearance and integrity of
the installation. Art’s intrinsic resistance to protection is a well-recognised problem.
During the suffragettes’ iconoclastic campaign the Secretary of the Royal Academy
quipped that artists in the future would have “to paint their pictures on armour-plate”
to avoid destruction.68 While art continues to be produced using vulnerable media, a
variation on ‘target hardening’ will have to suffice.
The substitute is the introduction of physical barriers around works on display.
Barriers perform one of two functions in an iconoclastic setting: either they defeat the
assailant outright, preventing harm from being inflicted, or else they delay the attack,
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buying time for staff to respond. Premeditated assaults can be countered by their use,
as can damage caused by curiosity or opportunism.
Display cases are the principal form of physical barrier found in museums.
When constructed with a metal frame, reinforced glazing and sound locks, they
provide a secure environment for collections.69 Encased plinths may be suitable for
small art objects and sculptures, and desk-style cases befit drawings and prints that are
too fragile to be hung. Munch’s damaged canvases The Scream and Madonna were
enclosed in this way when they were put on public view after their recovery in 2006.70
Essentially, though, cases cater to institutions housing historical, cultural or scientific
artefacts; their use is limited in most fine art collections. Sculptures and installations
are frequently too large to be encased, and the majority of paintings, drawings and
prints are meant to be exhibited on walls.
A more relevant type of barrier is glazing on wall-mounted works. This
safeguard protects against various destructive practices, whether it is someone
pressing a finger into impasto paintwork or someone throwing acid at an image. It is
not unusual for museums hit by iconoclasm to implement glazing programmes across
entire collections. Once the restoration of Rembrandt’s Danaë was complete, the
Hermitage began a two-year project to cover most of its works.71 Other institutions
might glaze their art as standard procedure, without the prompt of a high profile
assault. National Museum Wales, for example, covers all except outsized pieces.72
Sometimes glazing is thought to be a panacea for iconoclasm. In March 1968
an unknown assailant used a sharp instrument to cut A Young Woman Seated at a
Virginal by Jan Vermeer (Plate 88). Afterwards, a National Gallery spokesman
remarked to the press that “this sort of thing will happen unless you put everything
behind glass”.73 This assumption is false. Glazing art will not necessarily discourage
the attentions of iconoclasts, nor will it always prevent damage from resulting. When
William Bouguereau’s The Return of Spring (Le Printemps) became a target of
graffiti in the early 1960s, the Joslyn Art Museum had it glazed.74 Despite this, the
painting was assaulted again in 1976 by a man who hurled a bronze statue at it.75 The
glass cracked and the canvas was injured in six places (Plate 89). At least glazing
usually spares artworks the brunt of any attack. The Return of Spring sustained less
harm as a covered painting than it would have done unglazed.
In terms of damage reduction, the effectiveness of glazing depends on the
materials employed. Ordinary float glass has little resistance to violent force and
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shatters on impact, creating a hazard for both artworks and people. Most security
experts recommend its avoidance.76 Laminated glass is a better choice. Not only is it
stronger, but on breakage it is designed to crack and remain intact, rather than splinter
into shards. At present the weight of laminated glass can restrict its usage, but
product improvements are ongoing.77 Makes of acrylic glazing, such as Plexiglas, are
a lightweight and resilient alternative, as was demonstrated by the bombing of the
Uffizi in 1993. When the bomb detonated it blew out gallery windows, and
unshielded artworks suffered severe damage. Rubens’s Henri IV at the Battle of Ivry
received a gash two feet long. Yet all of the nearby Caravaggio paintings were
protected from flying debris by their Plexiglas panes.78 Acrylic glazing offers
comparably robust protection against most acts of iconoclasm. This solution is not
problem-free. Acrylic sheet is prone to scratching, and cannot be used on charcoal or
chalk works due to the static build-up it creates. Without expert lighting it can also
produce a glare that obscures the art behind it. Low-reflecting variants are available,
but they are very expensive.79
Although steps can be taken to minimise side-effects, some people maintain
that glazing art always compromises the viewing experience to an extent. Observers
may feel emotionally or intellectually detached from exhibits. In extreme cases, their
visual perception may be distorted. As Christopher Rüger, the Director of the
Rheinisches Landesmuseum in Bonn, said in 1988, examining a painting behind glass
can be like looking at it “in an aquarium”.80 Rüger regretted the decision to cover his
institution’s most valuable works, but believed that it was necessary given the risk of
damage.81 While glazing remains controversial today, many museum professionals
faced with a direct iconoclastic threat would agree that the security benefits outweigh
the cost to access.82
This cannot be said of all types of physical barrier. Transparent screens are
sometimes fitted or suspended in front of artworks that are unsuited to glazing
because of their size or protruding elements. Historically, they have also been
deployed when the likelihood of attack is deemed especially great. After the fifth raid
by suffragettes in 1914, it was proposed that high plate-glass screens should be
erected around every room of the National Gallery, separating the public from
displays by four or five feet.83 Although there were worries over the expense of this
ambitious initiative, the National Gallery Board sanctioned the construction of a trial
screen for the Rembrandt gallery.84 Contemporary sources are vague about whether
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this plan was ever executed. Nevertheless, the episode suggests that screens were
envisaged to be more effective than glazing.
On several occasions transparent screens have proved their worth in thwarting
assaults. In 1962 Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St Anne and St John the Baptist
was spared serious injury when a visitor to the National Gallery threw an unopened
bottle of ink at it. The pitched bottle bounced off the Perspex shield, cracking it but
leaving the Cartoon largely unscathed.85 The gallery must have had confidence in this
mode of protection; a new double-thickness screen was commissioned for the
Cartoon’s re-display.86
Equally, though, there have been instances where screens have failed to
defend art. When the exhibition ‘Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi
Collection’ travelled to the Brooklyn Museum of Art in 1999, Chris Ofili’s The Holy
Virgin Mary was presented behind a screen suspended from the ceiling. Charles
Saatchi had objected to the idea of the collage being enclosed, so a sheet of Plexiglas
was hung in front, leaving spaces on either side.87 This concession to accessibility
had repercussions. On 16th December 1999 Dennis Heiner found it easy to
circumvent the screen and smear the work with paint.88
This illustrates the fundamental problem with transparent screens. To be truly
secure they have to enclose artworks totally, which, inevitably, will diminish access.
Viewers can struggle to appreciate the fine details of works that are kept behind
screens, and may have difficulty engaging fully. Moreover, the conspicuous distance
that these fixtures impose between people and exhibits could provoke feelings of
alienation. This measure has an impact on ordinary visitors. Whether screens are
more secure than glazing is debatable, but it is indisputable that they are the more
heavy-handed option.
Some galleries avoid all glazed barriers, preferring instead to use low-level
horizontal partitions, like extendable cords or plastic bars, to keep iconoclasts at bay.
These operate on an alternate premise to glazing or transparent screens. They
maintain a clear space between visitors and artworks, as opposed to sealing
collections off from harm. Visitors cannot study exhibits closely when low-level
partitions are in place. Their view is more direct, though, in that it is not
compromised by a layer of glass. A few years ago Plymouth City Museum & Art
Gallery introduced partitions in front of some of its paintings after school children
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began scratching the varnish on them.89 Staff found that rates of damage fell, while
the enjoyment of others was not marred significantly.
However, the degree of security that low-level partitions provide is
questionable. The majority of visitors will respect the boundaries that they indicate,
and not venture too close to protected displays. Iconoclasts driven by opportunism or
curiosity, such as the Plymouth school children, can be included in this. The inability
to reach a target at arms length is often enough to forestall casual damage.
Determined attackers are another matter. They are neither discouraged nor inhibited
by these measures. In 1981 the assailant of Bryan Organ’s portrait Lady Diana
Spencer (Princess of Wales) stepped boldly over a partition at the National Portrait
Gallery and slashed the unglazed painting with a knife.90 A higher barrier would have
made little difference; the iconoclast could have ducked underneath instead.
Confronted with such resolute violence, the limitations of this strategy become
apparent.
Even so, partitions are common in museums because they establish “defined
sterile areas” that assist invigilation.91 If a partition is set one metre in front of
exhibits, attendants should be able to spot someone breaching the intervening space
immediately.92 Staff can then take appropriate action. It is worth pointing out that
this chain of events depends on the vigilance and speed of attendants. The presence
of the partition itself is of secondary importance. Some might argue that partitions are
valuable in their own right because ‘sterile areas’ show visitors where they ought to
stand in relation to displays.93 While this is true, it reaffirms the suspicion that
partitions are psychological deterrents rather than preventative tools.
There are also several risks associated with the use of partitions. Most
obviously, they can pose a safety hazard to visitors. If they are too low, made of
transparent material or positioned inappropriately, people may trip over them.94 They
can endanger collections inadvertently. Unsupervised children sometimes treat
partitions as toys, and playing around or climbing on them may lead to art being
harmed.95 The components of partitions can even be turned into weapons
deliberately. On 3rd July 2002 Paul Kelleher employed a metal stanchion to disfigure
Neil Simmons’s statue Margaret Thatcher in the Guildhall Art Gallery.96 Kelleher
struck with a cricket bat first. When this had little effect, he unhooked a stanchion
from the sculpture’s rope barrier and used it instead. The head was knocked off.
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Ironically, had Margaret Thatcher not been protected by a partition, its damage would
have been less grave.
Though each type and sub-type of physical barrier has its own strengths and
weaknesses, as a unified group they are a valuable asset to museum security.
Unfortunately, one way or another, cases, glazing, screens and partitions are all
obstacles to accessibility. Yet there is an alternative approach that does not conflict
with this principle.
The problem with physical barriers is that they are obtrusive. Their presence
is often conspicuous and, under certain circumstances, this can foster a sense of
detachment or even alienation. If protective measures were incorporated into the
overall design of a gallery, it is conceivable that visitors could be steered away from
causing damage without being overtly conscious of the distancing process. Security
would be improved, while the air of accessibility would be unaffected.97 The notion
of unobtrusive protection turns the conventional image of security enhancement on its
head, but it is worth contemplating. It might enable institutions to fulfil their two-fold
obligation.
This approach calls for less orthodox measures than the types of barrier
already mentioned. Changes in floor level are one possibility. As Michael Belcher
proposes, a raised or lowered platform around exhibits signifies the boundaries
between display zones and public spaces in a subtle way.98 The use of different floor
coverings serves a comparable purpose, demarcating ‘sterile areas’ through texture or
colour. While this sounds simplistic, Hoare indicates that most visitors will observe
the perimeters denoted by floor designs subconsciously.99 Accordingly, instances of
accidental or casual proximity-related damage may be avoided. And with the
majority adhering to set routes and areas, attendants should find it easier to spot
individuals who stray.
Lighting is another understated means of encouraging viewers to maintain a
safe distance. Spotlights imbedded in the floor can create psychological barriers
either in front of hanging paintings or around freestanding art. In some situations,
overhead lighting could also prompt visitors to keep back from displays. People can
be reluctant to enter into an area that is more brightly lit than its surroundings.
Conventional forms of barrier are not entirely obsolete in this context. Some
may be employed unobtrusively if they are granted a function aside from security.
Railings, for example, can run through galleries as an aid for visitors with impaired
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mobility. Used to encircle displays, these will cater primarily to public comfort,
though their inherent security benefits will remain operative.100 Railings can be
employed similarly to display interpretational material like text panels, so that they
exist as both educational props and protective devices.
The key to the success of this technique is consistency. As the Head of
Sculpture Conservation at the Tate points out, the objective of unobtrusive protection
is not to conceal measures completely, but to ensure that visitors’ awareness of them
is peripheral.101 If flooring designs, lighting schemes or safety rails are familiar
elements throughout a museum, the public will get used to them as part of the general
layout. They will slip into the background of the visiting experience. By contrast, if
these arrangements are provided for only a few exhibits, they may draw visitors’
attention and spoil the atmosphere of accessibility.
Kelvingrove Museum and Art Gallery in Glasgow is one institution that has
experimented with unobtrusive protection recently. During its three-year
redevelopment, the question of how to make viewing more intimate without putting
collections at risk was of central significance. Kelvingrove’s solution was revealed
when it reopened in July 2006. Discreet security features such as raised platforms and
spotlighting are reiterated throughout the galleries, allowing for open display while
persuading visitors not to encroach upon exhibits.102 Since the redevelopment, this
initiative has received some criticism. In July 2008 one visitor wrote to the
Burlington Magazine claiming that the gallery’s lack of assertive security was
jeopardising the safety of the artworks. A bronze by Zadkine showed “signs of
having been shoved around”, he explained, and paintings by Ribera and Constable
had been marked with fingerprints.103 These comments followed similar accusations
that had been aired in the November 2007 Burlington editorial.104 In a responding
article, Glasgow’s Head of Arts and Museums, Mark O’Neill, neither confirmed nor
denied specific cases of damage. However, O’Neill refuted allegations that the
redisplay put works at greater risk and emphasised his belief in the importance of
making art accessible.105 For now, the effectiveness of Kelvingrove’s experiment
remains unclear, but this should be resolved in the coming years.106
The obvious flaw with unobtrusive protection is that it constitutes a purely
psychological deterrent. It cannot prevent someone from inflicting injury.
Nevertheless, acting as a deterrent alone, there is evidence that it may be more
effective than overt physical barriers. Experts on property destruction in the
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community agree that conspicuous security highlights the vulnerability of protected
items. This can cause people to behave more carefully, but it frequently stimulates
the opposite response.107 As Barker and Bridgeman explain, an individual may
perceive from surrounding precautions that a fixture is fragile and valued, and
conclude that destroying it would be a satisfying ‘challenge’.108 This behavioural
pattern could account for certain episodes of iconoclasm in museums. Sometimes art
that has been harmed once, and then secured in a visible manner, is targeted again.
Jacques-Louis David’s Cupid and Psyche was attacked several times during the early
1980s while the Cleveland Museum of Art installed increasingly conspicuous types of
partition before it (Plate 90).109 Normally it is assumed that subsequent attacks occur
despite augmented defences. But what if they happen because of them?
Joseph Grigely’s comments on the treatment of Michelangelo’s David in the
Galleria dell' Accademia are relevant in this respect. Grigely claims that although the
sculpture’s protective screen was erected to inhibit any repetition of the 1991 assault
carried out by Piero Cannata, its presence does not draw a line under the event. On
the contrary, the screen serves to “incorporate the violence of the past into the text of
the present”.110 It alerts viewers to the status of David as an iconoclastic target and
ensures that the episode is preserved in the public’s collective memory. If Grigely is
correct, it could be asserted that the conspicuous security at the Accademia is
counterproductive. By reminding people of the vulnerability of David, it offers a
challenge to onlookers and an enduring inspiration to ‘copycats’. In effect, it places
Michelangelo’s sculpture in greater peril.
This argument has repercussions for unobtrusive protection. Since discreet
measures neither draw attention to the vulnerability of artworks, nor advertise any
history of violence, they seem to have an advantage as iconoclastic deterrents. This is
not to discredit physical barriers. It would be a gross over-reaction to spurn the use of
screens or partitions out of fear that they might cause iconoclasm. However, the
museum sector should entertain the possibility that they have a provocative quality.
And with this in mind, unobtrusive alternatives should be given further recognition,
not only as concessions to accessibility, but as disincentives to destruction in their
own right.
Museum security is not restricted to devices that either protect art or deter
attacks. There are also those designed to detect threatening situations. Alarm systems
alert gallery attendants when somebody moves dangerously near to an artwork.
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Visitors often stray accidentally or are unaware that close proximity is potentially
hazardous. In these cases, the triggering of an alarm can warn them that their conduct
is inappropriate, thereby averting unintentional damage. Alarms also detect situations
where activity is more calculated, and here their contribution is crucial. An alarm
gives attendants an early indication before an iconoclast strikes. Thus, assuming that
staff react quickly, they may stop an attack from being executed or at least minimise
the damage.
The value of alarms is best illustrated by a case study. On 14th June 1985 a
student entered the Kunsthaus Zürich and set fire to a painting with a box of matches.
There is scant documentation to explain how this feat was possible, but little of
Rubens’s King Philip IV of Spain survived except its frame.111 The painting was not
covered by an alarm. Apparently, guards were only alerted when smoke was seen
coming from the room where it hung.112 Staffing levels must have been low for the
perpetrator to have lit a fire unnoticed. If the picture had been alarmed, though, the
few attendants on duty would have been summoned sooner. They might not have
been able to avoid the outbreak of fire, but they could have tackled it before smoke
began wafting through the building. King Philip IV of Spain might even have been
salvaged.
As well as diminishing the extent of injuries, alarms can prevent multiple
artworks from being attacked. If an alarm sounds as one exhibit is approached, this
will reduce the iconoclast’s opportunity to target another before being apprehended.113
Over the last century there has been an apparent downturn in cases where multiple
works are damaged sequentially by a single person. The increasing use of alarms
could account for this.114
Alarm systems have four key elements: the sensor, the communications
system, the annunciator and the human response.115 After a hazardous situation has
been identified, it is critical that notification is relayed quickly and effectively. This
can be achieved through local or remote means. A local annunciation instrument,
such as a bell or siren, will sound at the site of the incident. A remote system will
send a signal to either a central monitoring station or staff pagers. Local devices are
of greater merit in forestalling iconoclasm. Audible sirens attract the immediate
attention of employees in the close vicinity, who stand a better chance of responding
swiftly than staff on the other side of the building. Local annunciators also inform
perpetrators of their discovery, which can be sufficient in itself to curtail assaults.116
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Yet the pivotal component of any alarm system is the human response. If
nobody reacts to an alert, even the most advanced sensors and signalling equipment
will be rendered useless. The iconoclast will be free to pursue destruction, and may
be emboldened to re-offend in the future. This risk applies to all cultural institutions.
In 2007 the Smithsonian was criticised by the US Government Accountability Office
for failing to ensure that activated alarms were always investigated promptly.117
Instances were highlighted where “security alarms would ring, but guards would be
unavailable to check on them”. It may not be coincidental that between 2005 and
2007 Smithsonian museums suffered thirty-five cases of deliberate damage, and rates
of destruction rose in three premises. The presence of alarm systems can breed
complacency. Staff sometimes assume that collections are automatically safer, and
that alerts do not require urgent responses. Such an attitude may have been partially
to blame for the Smithsonian’s predicament. To guarantee that human reactions
remain a top priority, the true nature of alarms ought to be conveyed to attendants.
They are not independent modes of protection, but, rather, “extensions of humans
who are not physically present”.118
Apart from their reliance on human input, the main drawback with alarm
systems is their susceptibility to false alerts. While these are often the result of simple
mistakes, like incorrect installation or servicing, the repercussions are serious. A
system that is set off accidentally on a regular basis will grow to be disregarded by
staff. Ringing will not necessarily be ignored, but response times usually lengthen.119
Over-sensitive alarms also have a negative impact on visitors. The tranquillity
of the viewing experience can be wrecked by frequent sirens, and the forbidding
‘museum-fortress’ stereotype can be reinforced. The same danger lies in excessively
elaborate systems. During the early 1980s David’s Cupid and Psyche was targeted
repeatedly by unknown assailants in the Cleveland Museum of Art. Since the canvas
was too large for glazing, and various types of partition had proved ineffectual, it was
decided that an alarm-activated network of precautions should be installed.120 Under
this scheme, any nearby movement triggered an automated audio request for people to
“step away from the painting!”. A security camera was activated simultaneously,
while a Polaroid camera began issuing photographs of the scene from overhead. The
set-up decreased assaults on Cupid and Psyche, but it intimidated many visitors and
was eventually removed. Fortunately, such extreme measures are unusual. The MLA
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National Security Adviser says that galleries prefer arrangements that are discreet as
well as effective.121
The range of alarm systems currently available is diverse. Much has been
written about intruder alarms that protect closed museums by night, but there is
significantly less discourse on devices that operate inside during open hours.
Pressure-sensitive mats are one of the simplest systems. Embedded with pairs
of electrical conductors, these rubber mats set off an alert if anyone stands on them.
Accordingly, they can be placed in front of, or around, exhibits to help enforce a
‘sterile area’. As Burke and Adeloye point out, this type of precaution is rather
obvious; if mats are poorly camouflaged they will be side-stepped by observant
iconoclasts.122 At least they are inexpensive to buy and install, and perform a basic
detective function.123
Another option is the introduction of photoelectric beams. These operate by
directing a narrow ray of light between two points. When the beam is broken by
someone passing through, the alarm sounds. Because photoelectric beams can be
installed running parallel to walls, one unit may be sufficient to cover a whole line of
hanging pictures. However, a single light beam can be outmanoeuvred by movement
at an unusual height, and false alerts can be caused by insects or dust particles.124
Passive infrared (PIR) sensors are also prone to accidental triggering. These
instruments are designed to detect body heat within a certain area, and can be
deceived by sunlight or radiators if they are positioned inappropriately. Otherwise
they are stable, and provide a more comprehensive protective zone than photoelectric
beams. Hoare notes that they can be used to create an invisible alarm ‘curtain’ in
front of displays.125
Devices that discern actual movement take two forms: microwave sensors and
ultrasonic sensors. Both function using the Doppler Shift principle, so that any object
entering a defined space between the wave source and receiver alters the frequency of
the wave pattern and prompts the system to go into alarm mode. Of the two,
microwave sensors operate at a higher frequency and are more sensitive. The waves
that they emit can penetrate thin partitions, so alarms may be set off accidentally by
movement on the other side of nearby walls or windows.126 Increasingly, though,
both microwave and ultrasonic sensors are being used in conjunction with PIR sensors
to establish cross-checking systems. An alarm will only be activated if the diagnosis
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of one detector is confirmed by the other. This makes these alarm types much more
reliable.127
Finally, collections can be protected by capacitance alarms, which surround
individual exhibits with an electromagnetic field. Any interruption to the field
initiates an alert. Many experts agree that capacitance devices are the most stable.128
Yet the real benefit of this design is its precision. While the electromagnetic field
protects a painting or sculpture from all angles, its range can be minimised to within a
few inches of the item. Capacitance technology is a positive solution from security
and access perspectives alike.129
If an institution opts to enhance security by introducing or augmenting an
alarm system, the type chosen will depend on several factors: the size of gallery, the
perceived level of risk and the resources available. Many devices are expensive to
buy and maintain, especially if a large proportion of the collection is to be secured.
Each capacitance alarm, for instance, will only cover one artwork, and must be
installed professionally.130 The most sophisticated systems tend to be found in larger
institutions or protecting particularly important displays. However, as technology
progresses, they are becoming a realistic prospect for all museums. Wider usage
would be beneficial in curbing iconoclasm. So long as alarms are employed properly
and their limitations are understood, they can play a unique security role with minimal
disruption to access.
Developing technology has had a marked impact on security over the last few
decades. Like the emergence of electronic alarm systems, the invention and evolution
of closed-circuit television (CCTV) has changed the way in which art is protected.
This measure provides an artificial extension to staff in the form of cameras and
monitoring equipment. It is designed to boost their efficiency in detecting threats, but
this simple aim belies a more complex role in reducing iconoclasm.
CCTV in museums operates as it does in other public places; cameras capture
events on the ground and relay them to a central monitoring station. If somebody
starts behaving inappropriately towards an artwork, the operator will be alerted and
prompted to take action. The main strength of CCTV is that it enables a single
employee to watch over several different locations at once, streamlining the
invigilation process. Over-reliance on this aid is a danger. As Hoare remarks, CCTV
is no substitute for human vigilance; it should always be treated as a supplementary
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tool.131 Practicalities can dictate otherwise. Few galleries have the manpower
necessary to supervise all areas of collections concurrently.132
In theory, using cameras to reinforce attendants’ surveillance skills is a good
way of thwarting iconoclasm. This approach is flawed in practice though. Whereas
alarm systems allow staff to undertake other duties until summoned, CCTV screens
have to be monitored constantly to ensure that no offence goes unseen. As a drain on
staff time, this is obviously problematic. The inability of operators to remain alert
over long periods poses another worry. Experiments show that concentration spans
never exceed tens of minutes.133 Moreover, when a hazardous situation is spotted it is
almost impossible for a response to be initiated quickly enough to prevent injury from
occurring. Attendants in the vicinity can be notified using a two-way radio or pager,
but it will often be too late. The inherent scope for error and delay suggests that staff
may be better employed patrolling galleries in person, as opposed to watching events
on a screen.134
Although CCTV is an ineffective mode of detection compared to local alarm
systems or human invigilation, it has other merits in tackling iconoclasm. It can
record footage of attacks. This means it can be employed retrospectively, providing
evidence to establish whether damage was intentional, to identify perpetrators and to
bring charges against them. For these purposes cameras ought to be situated among
displays, but it is also useful to position them at entrances and exits, where clearer
images of assailants may be obtained. In 2007 French police used CCTV films to
identify the group who broke into the Musée d’Orsay and punched Monet’s Le Pont
d'Argenteuil. It is hard to gauge the significance of this footage in securing the
group’s arrest, as one member gave himself up to police before they could be located.
Nevertheless, the films did enable descriptions of the culprits to be circulated in the
media.135
To improve the chances of a positive identification, cameras should be aimed
strategically and lighting should be adequate. In 1996 a Home Office report raised
misgivings over the ability of many CCTV installations to produce images of a
sufficient standard for use in prosecutions. It found that cameras were often poorly
positioned and maintained, consequently capturing images that were blurred and too
small.136 Technical shortcomings are not the sole complication in the retrospective
use of CCTV. At the ‘Rogues Gallery’ conference in 2005, it was pointed out that
clothing like baseball caps and hoods can hamper attempts at identification.137 The
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gang who destroyed a series of photographs by Andres Serrano in Sweden in October
2007 wore masks to conceal their identities.138 At the moment this issue lacks a clearcut solution, though it is a concern shared by all public establishments.
Some galleries find it hard to justify recording images on a 24-hour basis
when the threat of iconoclasm is relatively low. There are alternatives. Cameras can
be connected to alarm systems, so that recording apparatus stays dormant until a
sensor detects someone approaching. This arrangement guarantees that only the most
relevant footage will be taken and resources will not be wasted.139 Then again,
continuous filming has benefits. It can illuminate the visiting patterns of iconoclasts,
or reveal accomplices out of range of a targeted artwork. In any event, it is
recommended that all footage captured, no matter how mundane, should be retained
for 28 days to aid any subsequent investigations.140
Further to this retrospective role, CCTV could act in a deterrent capacity. It is
conceivable that some potential assailants are discouraged by the presence of a
camera surveying displays, particularly if their behaviour is opportunistic. CCTV
serves this function in other public contexts. Goldstein states that people are less
likely to destroy property in the community if they believe they will be observed and
apprehended.141 The mutilation of art is often carried out surreptitiously because
those responsible wish to remain anonymous. If identification and exposure were
more probable, they might think twice before acting.
It has been argued that any deterrent effect is negated by over-use of this
technology. Hoare insists that CCTV is now so prevalent in everyday life that
“familiarity has bred considerable contempt”.142 Her view is not borne out by
evidence though. Only a few years ago, the Smithsonian authorities found that the
installation of cameras put a stop to deliberate interference with exhibits in the
National Portrait Gallery.143 Assuming that CCTV is backed up with both human
responses and repercussions for offenders, it appears to be a reliable deterrent.
The visibility of cameras is not wholly advantageous; in certain circumstances
it can have an impact on accessibility. Prominent monitoring equipment may cause
some ordinary visitors to feel encroached upon and suspected of wrong-doing. And
with heightened self-consciousness, they may imagine that they are unwelcome. To
avoid the visiting experience from being blighted by the ‘Big Brother’ effect,
institutions should install CCTV sympathetically. Camera units ought to be
discernable, but not threateningly so. With careful angling, a minimum number can
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cover a maximum area of gallery space. It is also worth noting that the sight of
security cameras does not always have negative connotations. As the MLA National
Security Adviser points out, many people feel safer when they recognise the presence
of CCTV; it is an indicator of a secure environment.144 Thus, CCTV can be presented
in a positive light. With considerate installation and reassurance provided by on-hand
staff, cameras can be introduced not as intrusive devices, but as confirmation that
museums take the safeguarding of visitors and collections seriously.
Most security measures rely to some extent on either their implementation by
attendants or the staff responses that they elicit. Whether it is conducting bag
searches or reacting to alarms, human involvement endows protective schemes with
an intuitive dimension, which is essential for a crime as unpredictable as iconoclasm.
Members of staff also serve a vital function in their own right: invigilation. This is
one of the most important tools that galleries possess against the threat of attacks.145
Staff can act as deterrents, detect hazardous situations and prevent assailants from
striking. They juggle the various tasks that artificial devices perform, and often fulfil
them with greater success. The value of maintaining and enhancing human
surveillance is readily apparent, but some questions persist. How can invigilation be
organised to achieve the best security results, and what, if any, are its drawbacks?
In museums and galleries all employees are responsible for collections,
regardless of their specific job descriptions. Anyone who notices damage or identifies
a hazardous situation has a duty to take appropriate action.146 However, for the
purposes of this discussion, the focus is on members of staff whose principal charge is
invigilation: checking displays and mingling with visitors. A range of titles apply to
these people, including ‘warder’, ‘guard’, ‘front-of-house’ and ‘visitor services
assistant’. The designation ‘gallery attendant’ is used here.
The organisation of attendants depends on how many a museum employs.
Institutions with small workforces will require them to be mobile, rotating between
rooms to cover all areas. Larger establishments, like the National Gallery, can
allocate one attendant per room, which allows them to be more static. This is the
preferable scenario as it means that exhibits are supervised constantly. The
Government Indemnity Scheme recommends one attendant per room where
indemnified material is being displayed.147 Yet meeting this standard on a day-to-day
basis is impossible for many museums. Employing trained staff is expensive, and
even relatively well-funded galleries can struggle to pay large invigilation teams.
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When the exhibition ‘Sensation’ was loaned to the Brooklyn Museum of Art in 1999,
it was intended originally that twenty-one attendants would protect the artworks.
Budgetary considerations rationed this taskforce to ten.148 The cost is the major
handicap associated with enhancing human surveillance. Galleries may recruit
volunteers, but this requires that additional training is provided, and the turnover in
assistance can be frequent. With limited numbers of long-term staff, some museums
have little choice other than to keep attendants mobile. Regular but random patrols
optimise effectiveness in these cases.
Mobile or static, gallery attendants have two observational duties. Their first
is to monitor collections and spot when an item has been harmed. Some assaults are
executed without others noticing, and a delay in uncovering the damage may allow
perpetrators to escape. On 22nd March 1968 National Gallery staff took several hours
to notice that Vermeer’s A Young Woman Seated at a Virginal had been cut with a
sharp instrument.149 By this time, the person responsible had gone. In fact, no culprit
was ever found. Delays can also exacerbate damage. If acid is thrown at a painting
the image will be obliterated steadily until it receives attention.150 In this capacity it is
not enough for attendants to be vigilant; they should be familiar with the collections in
their care. An artwork that has been slashed or doused with acid will be disfigured
obviously, but one that has been scratched or marked could go unnoticed for days if
staff do not know it well.
As their second duty, attendants must be observant towards visitors. Those
behaving unusually, whether in a rowdy or suspicious manner, ought to be singled out
and cautioned.151 Such action may subdue a developing situation before destruction
occurs. Individuals who attract attention should continue to be monitored, and,
ideally, a warning should be circulated among attendants. Prospective iconoclasts
who raise suspicions in one part of a museum often move to another to carry out
assaults, or else leave and return later. The first time that Wilhelm Arie de Rijk
visited the Rijksmuseum on 14th September 1975 he was asked to leave on account of
his erratic behaviour. De Rijk complied, but returned subsequently to slash
Rembrandt’s Nightwatch.152 Had all staff been briefed when De Rijk aroused
concerns initially, he might not have been granted a second entry, and the Nightwatch
could have been spared. To this end it is essential that attendants have a means of
communicating with each other, such as a two-way radio or paging system. This
enables them to inform colleagues of possible risks and to summon assistance.
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Occasionally, attendants must take on a more active charge. Confronted with
a visitor who is determined to sabotage collections, they may be expected to intervene
by tackling or restraining the person physically. Staff in this position have to react
rapidly, even though iconoclasts have the element of surprise on their side. When
Vincent Bethell decided to deface a painting in the National Gallery in August 1998,
he practiced withdrawing a paint tube from his clothing until satisfied that he could
enact the motion swiftly. Bethell later explained that he had “managed to get the
whole thing down to about 2-3 seconds”, which he considered “enough time to outwit
the security guard”.153 Attendants on duty stood little chance of preventing Bethell
from smearing Rembrandt’s Self Portrait at the Age of 63 with paint (Plate 91).
Reacting fast enough to avert damage is a challenge. Nevertheless, prompt physical
intervention will minimise harm in most instances.
For the best results, attendants ought to be trained in overpowering people.154
They should also have a clear understanding of the limits and entitlements of their
duty. Whilst rescuing artworks is important, avoiding personal injury takes
precedence. If an iconoclast is wielding a dangerous weapon, and poses as much of a
threat to people as collections, attendants should not put themselves at risk. These
scenarios are better left to the police.155 At the other extreme, over-caution is
undesirable as it compromises attendants’ control over the situation. When Chris
Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary was attacked in 1999, staff at the Brooklyn Museum of
Art were not confident enough to restrain the assailant. Dennis Heiner would not
have been difficult to stop; he was 72 years old and armed only with a tube of paint.
Yet, taken by surprise, attendants felt unauthorised to act. They simply looked on and
shouted as Heiner spread paint over the collage.156 Ofili’s work was defaced, and the
effectiveness of invigilation was undermined.
Museum authorities might conclude that specialist security personnel should
take the place of gallery attendants. This proposal is ill-judged. As well as generating
further expense, it could necessitate the introduction of externally contracted staff.
Although these forces are sometimes employed for corporate events or temporary
exhibitions, most experts advise against their everyday use.157 They are experienced
in negotiation and physical intervention, but are unlikely to be well-versed in
collections care. In-house attendants will have a more suitable knowledge base and
stronger institutional loyalty. With supplementary training, they offer a better longterm service.158
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Recent changes in the role of the gallery attendant are another reason to resist
drafting in external personnel. Increasingly, attendants are being encouraged to
perform interpretive duties alongside invigilation. This requires that their knowledge
of collections is sound. It also means that they have greater contact with visitors:
answering queries, engaging in conversations and explaining displays. The
restructure that occurred at the Victoria & Albert Museum in 2003 is indicative of this
general trend. Autonomous responsibilities including security, welcome, ticketing
and information provision were amalgamated under ‘visitor services’, thereby
creating “one flexible multifunctional workforce who understand and connect with the
museum on many levels”.159
With regard to broadening access, this is a positive step. Many people are
intimidated by traditional attendants whose sole concern is invigilation. As John Falk
and Lynn Dierking assert, even frequent visitors can be affected by their authoritarian
demeanour, and may never feel wholly relaxed in their presence.160 The wearing of
official uniforms partly accounts for this.161 However, their activity must also be a
factor. Expanding remits to include visitor assistance, education work and tour
guiding gives attendants a more approachable public image. Rather than be
considered as barriers to collections, they can represent links.162
The impact on security may be less favourable. In 1990 Hoare advocated that
invigilation should be undertaken independently of tasks like staffing receptions or
retail kiosks.163 Although such economisation of manpower could be described as
prudent, she maintained that it distracted attendants and put collections at risk.
Hoare’s point still stands, and it casts a shadow over the current trend towards
diversifying attendants’ duties. Invigilation demands the capacity for keen
observation at all times. There is currently no concrete proof that supplementary
interpretive assignments have a detrimental effect on standards of security, but
common sense suggests that an employee talking to one group of visitors will be
unable to keep a constant watch over others.164
While increasing invigilation is a convincing response to iconoclasm, it is not
a guarantee of safety. The way in which attendants and their duties are organised can
have a bearing on effectiveness. Moreover, the associated costs make it a prohibitive
strategy for many institutions.
Until now, this discussion has concentrated on material means of improving
gallery protection. Bag searches, barriers, alarms and surveillance are all distinct
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physical answers to the problem at hand. Security policy is a less tangible solution,
but one that requires examination. An overview of its main components in relation to
curbing iconoclasm seems an apt way of concluding the chapter.
Policy is the organisational lynchpin of practical security implementation. A
cultural institution that enhances security without regard to policy is a hazard to itself.
Unsuitable approaches may be pursued, resources may be wasted and collections may
be endangered. Conversely, an institution that acknowledges levels of risk, considers
its options and plans its protective strategy will have a significant advantage should an
attack be mounted. It will be better positioned to apprehend perpetrators and
minimise damage, indeed, it will be more likely to forestall incidents outright. The
tools of security policy are as important to invest in and maintain as devices like
barriers or alarm systems. Perhaps they are even more so; they grant the opportunity
to take control of situations.
A security survey is one such tool. During this procedure the security
provisions of a display, room or entire establishment are analysed systematically to
identify potential weak points. Provisions are rated according to a process of risk
assessment, which considers factors like the value of protected items, their
vulnerability, the possible threats, the likelihood of a threat materialising, and its
impact.165 Results are then used to guide improvements. Surveys are beneficial not
just because they pinpoint deficiencies, but because they indicate how available
resources would be best employed. By prioritising areas at particular risk, they enable
museums to make improvements at a constructive but sustainable pace. Ideally,
surveys should be conducted by an independent specialist, who will produce a report
of findings and a strategic forward plan. It is possible to undertake surveys in-house
if an inexpensive preliminary appraisal is required.166
Surveys are commonly embarked upon after security breaches, to determine
what would prevent a repetition of events. It is preferable that they are carried out
without prompting. A pre-emptive evaluation will not be under pressure to effect
change immediately. Thus, it may be more thorough in its execution and more
precise in its recommendations. Surveys should also be organised routinely. Security
is an ever-evolving concern that calls for continuous attention. A regular programme
of assessment and upgrade is better than an erratic sequence of improvements both
logistically and financially.
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Knowledge transfer is another manifestation of security policy that is most
effective as an ongoing process. This phrase pertains to the exchange of information,
either internally (between individuals or departments within a museum), or externally
(between a museum and other institutions or organisations). In terms of iconoclasm,
this might involve sharing news of threats or offering suggestions for remedial action.
The value in circulating this information internally is self-evident. The advantages of
external discussion are worth emphasising.
In 1997 the Museums & Galleries Commission (MGC) advised that details of
thefts from collections should be shared among cultural institutions.167 Victimised
museums can be inclined to keep these problems to themselves, yet the MGC
proposed that passing on intelligence helps to identify patterns of incidents and
illuminates the wider picture. It concluded that “thefts may sometimes be prevented
by one museum learning from another’s experience”.168 This could apply to
iconoclasm. A gallery that raises awareness of attacks it has sustained might make
others less vulnerable. Meanwhile, knowledge transfer on the subject of effective
prevention would spare galleries from formulating strategies from scratch. They
could use and build upon a communal bank of information and guidance instead.
Communicating with other organisations is also worthwhile, particularly with
the police.169 Museums in regular contact with officers will be kept up to date on
emerging threats and options for protection. Simultaneously, discussion will help
police to catch iconoclasts and bring them to justice. Collections benefit both ways.
Maintaining good relations is vital in this equation, and there are various methods to
this end. Police officials may be commissioned as advisers or asked to sit on security
panels, but informal bonds can be cultivated too. Burke and Adeloye suggest inviting
them to exhibition openings.170 Sharing experiences and expertise has a strengthening
effect. An institution that carries out knowledge transfer with its peers and other
organisations may tackle the issue of iconoclasm with greater authority.
When an attacker strikes, the key to control is preparation. An emergency
plan that addresses deliberate destruction is the third tool of security policy that ought
to be embraced. Such a document outlines each member of staff’s duties during and
after an incident. It instructs them on dealing with perpetrators, treating damaged art
and managing other visitors.171 Emergency plans should be comprehensive; they have
to be flexible enough to accommodate the many courses that events may take.172
Consequently, constructing a plan is time-consuming, but the benefits are substantial.
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It will enable employees to respond to situations quickly and appropriately, so that
order can be restored and harmful repercussions can be minimised. A plan also
reassures staff in a disorientating environment. They are more likely to behave
calmly and assertively if they know that they are acting in accordance with
institutional guidelines. Indeed, adhering to a plan makes the entire organisation more
accountable.173
Once a plan has been drawn up, it is crucial that everyone becomes familiar
with it. Procedures should be circulated among staff, and new employees should be
briefed during their induction. It is wise to hold emergency drills because this
motivates individuals to remember their responsibilities. Drills are also valuable as a
form of self-assessment. They expose any flaws in procedures, which allows for
alterations to be made before a real attack occurs.174 Like all aspects of security
policy, the success of plans relies on museum management being proactive and
keeping one step ahead of threats.
Iconoclasm is only ever possible when there are sufficient gaps in protective
arrangements. These gaps may be physical or organisational, but, ultimately, they
will be the deciding factor in whether a determined assailant succeeds in wreaking
harm. For this reason, security enhancement is the obvious response. It is only
natural that galleries should want to plug the holes in their defences. Choosing to
embark on such a programme is the simple part though. Implementing systems
effectively is not straightforward, and the outcomes of enhancement are not always
favourable.
This chapter set out to identify those security measures most competent in
curbing iconoclasm. The main options have been analysed and contrasted
accordingly, and a number of findings stand out.
To start with, different types of attack are best forestalled by different types of
security. One prospective assailant will be deterred by the sight of a surveillance
camera, while another will be stopped only if weapons are confiscated at the gallery
doors. The efficiency of each precaution depends on the iconoclast’s motives, degree
of determination and intended manner of attack.
Evaluation also reveals that no protective measure is ideal in practice. Some
systems, such as strict admission arrangements, are complicated to enforce. Others,
like alarms, are reliant on human responses. The benefits of CCTV can be
undermined by poor maintenance, and security policy is pointless if it is not reviewed
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and updated frequently. Physical barriers can be hazardous to the collections that they
shield, while unobtrusive protection leaves artworks inherently vulnerable. Even
human invigilation does not guarantee safety. No matter how alert attendants are,
iconoclasts always have the element of surprise on their side. Essentially, when
selecting a scheme, there is no foolproof choice.
It might have been naïve to commence a search for the most effective forms of
defence, but this exercise has not been fruitless. It has confirmed that isolated
safeguards are not the way forward. Every gallery should aim to construct a security
interface instead, a coordinated network of precautions as multifaceted as iconoclasm
itself. The measures included should have complementary capacities: protective and
detective, material and organisational, overt and covert, human and artificial. Thus,
invigilation ought to be used in conjunction with alarms and glazing, bag searches
ought to be conducted in tandem with CCTV monitoring and security surveys.
Introduced together, these arrangements would address a multitude of destructive
scenarios and compensate for each other’s shortcomings. Designing, operating and
developing an interface is a greater undertaking than augmenting security in only one
direction. Yet, if all museums were to invest time, effort and money in this approach,
iconoclasm could be reduced to the most minimal of risks.
But is this wholly desirable? The second aim of this chapter was to elucidate
the effect that security enhancement has on the accessibility of collections. In this
respect, an interface is not so appealing. Most individual measures can be
implemented in such a way that they seldom detract from the visitor experience.
However, surrounding artworks with combined defensive systems makes restricted
access hard to avoid. It facilitates the transformation of galleries into glass-cased
fortresses.
A decade on from the attack on Picasso’s Femme Nue Devant le Jardin at the
Stedelijk Museum, the security-access dilemma endures. Should galleries jeopardise
access by improving security, or endanger security by upholding access? This
question seems irresolvable. Yet a stalemate cannot last forever. Recent
developments suggest glimmers of hope on the horizon.
Firstly, it may be possible to temper security measures with intensified efforts
to put visitors at ease. Bag searches, for instance, can be rendered less intimidating if
staff explain why they are necessary. The discomfort that is sometimes evoked by
CCTV and alarms may be mitigated similarly. Galleries are exploring this avenue
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already, as the expanding interpretive dimension of invigilation shows. When an
attendant engages visitors in friendly conversation, the atmosphere of the room
changes; the mood of surveillance gives way to a more welcoming air. Visitors may
not forget that they are being monitored, but at least they are reassured. If further
interaction with the public was encouraged, protective measures could be made more
palatable, and a settlement between security and access could be found.
This approach has limitations. While interaction with staff can allay feelings
of harassment and self-consciousness, it does not tackle the issue of a compromised
viewing experience. Devices that establish barriers between exhibits and people may
continue to disrupt engagement and enjoyment. If paintings are displayed in sealed
cases, the presence of approachable attendants will be unlikely to reconcile the lost
sense of intimacy.
A second possibility facilitates access more thoroughly, but obliges museums
to take a bolder leap into the unknown. Modes of unobtrusive protection, like
changes in flooring or lighting around displays, are the only measures that afford
genuine access. They do not intimidate or alienate. On the contrary, they allow
visitors to gaze at art directly, and enjoy the advantages of uninhibited proximity.
Unobtrusive protection is relatively under-utilised at present; many doubt its ability to
keep collections safe. Trials have commenced in UK galleries though, and so far the
findings are encouraging.175 Suggesting that this tactic replaces traditional security is
too drastic. In isolation it provides scant resistance to determined iconoclasts.
Nonetheless, within an interface, its contribution is unique. Introducing raised
platforms alongside alarms, or strategic spotlighting alongside invigilation, enables art
to be simultaneously approachable and defendable.
This latter solution will have critics. It resembles more a compromise in
favour of access than an equal balance of ideals. Perhaps some bias in one or other
direction is inevitable. Although the MLA National Security Adviser claims that
security and access are not fundamentally opposed principles, they neither could be
described as readily compatible.176 Yet, if balance is unachievable, conceding
towards access is the next best course.
In purely material terms, the gallery is a building that stores and displays art.
Conceptually, though, it yields more than the sum of its parts. As Kimmelman
explains, “part of what’s beautiful about an art museum, aside from what’s on view, is
that it implies trust – it lets us stand next to objects that supposedly represent
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civilisation at its best and, in doing so, flatters us for respecting our common
welfare”.177 It is easy to lose sight of this in the pursuit of increased protection, but
preserving the implication of trust is as important as preserving collections. In fact, it
may be more so. While individual artworks benefit from security enhancement, the
very essence of the gallery benefits from the assurance of accessibility.
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Chapter Five
Responding to Art Vandalism in British Museums and Galleries:
A Survey of the Current Situation
Introduction
The deliberate damage or destruction of an artwork in a cultural institution by a
member of the public is not an everyday occurrence. Incidents are sufficiently rare
that some institutions do not entertain this possibility, let alone consider their potential
responses. As one independent gallery director remarked when surveyed on the
matter: “I do not see it as an issue at all”. Yet, when art vandalism does occur, the
physical, financial and social damage incurred can be serious. Moreover, harm can be
exacerbated by inappropriate or simply unrehearsed responses. Nell Hoare describes
“the disease of creeping complacency” as one of the most significant threats facing
collections.1 Today’s museum sector can ill-afford to succumb to this condition;
limited resources are a widespread concern, and accountability is increasingly the
watchword. Art vandalism is a risk that should not be disregarded, however
uncommon it may be.
Responding to Art Vandalism in British Museums and Galleries was a postal
survey of UK institutions that set out to improve understanding of the issue, and to
encourage its further examination (Appendices 1 and 2). The survey had two main
aims. Firstly, it sought to gauge the current nature and extent of vandalism
perpetrated against artworks. Secondly, it sought to determine the range of
contemporary professional responses to the problem. Current responses were deemed
particularly worthy of inquiry on account of the changes that have taken place over
the last decade both in museum access and educational strategies and in security
technology. It was envisaged that investigating this area could provide insight into
effective means of combating art vandalism in the 21st century.
While a growing number of researchers from various disciplines have turned
their attention to the destruction of art in recent years, published surveys on the
phenomenon remain scarce. The most significant UK study to date is Art Vandalism
by Christopher Cordess and Maja Turcan.2 For this survey, a questionnaire was
posted to 92 randomly selected institutions in England, Scotland and Wales, with the
intention of establishing “the present-day prevalence and patterns of art vandalism
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and the characteristics of the perpetrators”.3 60 questionnaires were returned, and the
authors concluded that attacks are “not unusual”, but are “more often minor than
major” in character.4 Like Cordess and Turcan’s 1993 project, Responding to Art
Vandalism aimed to identify the contemporary profile of its subject by concentrating
on events of the preceding decade. It sought to bring research up to date by
examining incidents arising between 1997 and 2006.
The dearth of recent surveys that address the prevalence of art vandalism and
professional attitudes towards it might be explained by the obstacles inherent in such
a study. Since there is no universally recognised means of recording data about
assaults, it is impossible to estimate the extent of the problem reliably, let alone
quantify it precisely. This uncertainty is heightened by the reluctance of galleries to
discuss occurrences openly. As John Conklin points out, many acts of vandalism are
never even reported, such is the determination of museums not to draw attention to
their vulnerability.5 Accurate responses to episodes can be equally difficult to
elucidate, since many institutions are, understandably, unwilling to divulge their
security arrangements. It could be argued that developments like the passing of the
Freedom of Information Act 2000 are starting to expose the issue to public scrutiny.6
At present, though, art vandalism remains an elusive phenomenon to assess.
For these reasons, Responding to Art Vandalism never set out to be definitive,
either as a reflection of the current scale of the crime, or as an account of how the
sector reacts to it. It strove to present an independent impression of trends in the field,
and to stimulate further discussion.
Terminology is another hurdle that makes art vandalism complicated to
survey. The misinterpretation of concepts, or indeed questions, by participants is a
common snag with postal surveys. Responding to Art Vandalism proved to be no
exception. Although participants were instructed that the study was concerned strictly
with attacks on fine art, several gave details of assaults on decorative art and furniture.
‘Art’ is understood differently by different people.
Finding terminology for the act of destruction is even more problematic. As
explained previously, ‘vandalism’ is an inappropriate term to use when discussing the
deliberate damage of paintings, sculptures and installations in cultural institutions.
‘Iconoclasm’ is a preferable substitute.7 However, while this project was being
devised, it was judged that using the latter phrase might mislead some respondents.
They might have assumed that the survey referred to attacks in a purely religious
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context. A detailed definition of iconoclasm at the start of the questionnaire could
have avoided misinterpretation, but this suggestion was ruled out by the worry that it
would only confuse institutions and discourage participation. Ultimately, the
expression ‘vandalism’ was employed instead, since its meaning is accepted more
unequivocally by the majority of the population. It was hoped that the questionnaire
and its accompanying documentation would eliminate any lingering ambiguity;
indicating that the research was concerned with conscious interference undertaken by
people who lack the authority of owners or guardians, i.e. members of the public. For
the most part, the survey results signal that these parameters were conveyed
successfully. Although ‘vandalism’ and ‘vandal’ remain improper terms, they are
used in place of ‘iconoclasm’ and ‘iconoclast’ throughout this chapter to maintain
consistency with the questionnaire.
Method
From the outset, it was decided that the survey subject should be approached from a
number of angles, as this would allow a more holistic picture to emerge, and so
facilitate greater understanding. The questionnaire was arranged accordingly into
four thematic areas: respondent details; instances of art vandalism; responding to art
vandalism; and opinions on art vandalism. This chapter follows the same structure,
covering each section in turn. Firstly, though, context to the analysis should be
provided by outlining some methodological issues relating to composition and
distribution.
Art vandalism is a sensitive topic for cultural institutions. To achieve a
significant response rate it was crucial that the questionnaire’s content and tone were
tailored appropriately. Questions on delicate points, like the effectiveness of
preventative measures, were posed in such a way that they did not require respondents
to reveal institutional policy or practice. Rather, they requested personal opinions. In
a similar style, participants were permitted to answer questions anonymously. They
were reassured that if identities were provided they would not be disclosed outside the
survey team or used in this report. Although completion of all questions was
encouraged, participants were free to omit any that they felt uncomfortable answering.
To inspire confidence further, they were informed that the venture had been approved
by the School of Art History Ethics Committee, a subsidiary of the University of St
Andrews Teaching and Research Ethics Committee. Piloting the survey with local
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museums enabled any remaining oversights to be identified and remedied before the
questionnaire was distributed.
The sample of 250 establishments that received a questionnaire was drawn
from those listed in Museums & Galleries Yearbook 2006.8 For eligible selection they
had to be situated in the UK, and they had to display collections or exhibitions of fine
art to the public. Within these criteria, the aim was to contact a range of institutions
diverse in location and size. The sample included galleries in England, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland, and featured museums from most major cities, as well as
towns and rural areas. Recipients were chosen from across the country, from
Stromness in the north to Penzance in the south.
In addition, it was intended that the survey sample should be broadly
representative of the spread of different types of museum. The UK-wide
representation of each category (national, local authority, independent, university and
other) was derived from the Digest of Museum Statistics (DOMUS) and applied
proportionally to a sample of 250.9 Unfortunately, it proved impossible to reproduce
these proportions precisely in the actual sample, as not enough independent premises
fulfilled the specified criteria. It was also considered necessary to send questionnaires
to a higher number of national institutions than was proportionate, since they are the
most experienced in tackling high profile art vandalism. These circumstances resulted
in a survey sample that did not represent its population absolutely. Nevertheless, it
had the potential to be as well-informed as possible.
Questionnaires were mailed to the directors (or equivalent) of institutions,
with instructions that they either answered questions themselves or forwarded the
document to staff with the most relevant experience. To minimise any bias, an
emphatic request was made that all surveyed museums and galleries should respond,
irrespective of whether they had been subject to attacks. Questionnaires were sent in
mid August 2006, with a return date of 16th October 2006. Reminder letters were
posted in late October, and the last completed form was received in mid December.
The data was collated, coded and analysed thereafter.
Respondent Details
Of the 250 institutions that were contacted, 135 participated in Responding to Art
Vandalism. This gave a response rate of 54%. Of the 115 that did not contribute, 26
gave written explanations. Several regretted that they could not be involved because
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of staff shortages or an increased workload. Others felt that participation was
inappropriate for reasons of security and confidentiality. For example, one head of
visitor services and security said that it was against institutional policy to allow
information on criminal damage into the public domain.
The first section of the questionnaire had two concerns: determining the types
of people and institutions that were participating, and investigating how readily they
would discuss the issue at hand. Those individuals who felt able to take part were
relatively forthcoming in providing their identities. 116 respondents provided their
names (Q1.1 ‘Your name’ - Figure 1), while 122 disclosed their professional positions
(Q1.2 ‘Your position within institution’ - Figure 2).10 The majority of respondents
(32) held curatorial posts, although a wide range of staff completed questionnaires.
Indeed, 18 people gave miscellaneous answers concerning their positions, including
‘Officer of Exhibitions’, ‘Officer of Development’ and ‘Officer of Visual Arts’. Such
diversity was a significant boon for the survey, as it meant that subsequent questions
were approached from an array of perspectives. 123 respondents provided the name
of the institution in which they worked (Q1.3 ‘Institution name’ - Figure 3). It is
encouraging that so many felt that they could be frank about their involvement in the
survey, given its sensitive subject matter. But then, the act of returning the
questionnaire was, in itself, an indicator of their willingness to enter into the debate.
132 people categorised their institutions (Q1.4 ‘Institution type’ - Figure 4).
Despite the aforementioned difficulties in composing a sample that was proportionally
representative of the UK museum population, the breakdown of participating
establishments by type is broadly similar to DOMUS figures. Greater accuracy could
have been achieved had more independent institutions returned their questionnaires.
However, this deficit could have been expected. Compared to national and local
authority museums, independents have little obligation to fulfil such public requests.
Instances of Art Vandalism
The second part of the questionnaire dealt with the frequency and nature of attacks
undertaken in galleries; an issue much closer to the nerve than the gathering of
respondent details.
At an early stage in the data analysis process it came to light that many
institutions do not appear to keep records of incidents of art vandalism.11 Several
respondents admitted that their case studies derived from vague personal memories
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instead. For example, an “indefinite number of attacks on paintings of local views by
someone who made a large number of fine scratches” was reported as having
occurred over an unspecified time period by one individual. This was a particular
problem for Question 2.1, which attempted to ascertain the general scale of the crime
at each institution. One might have assumed that subsequent questions would be
easier to answer, since they centred on events of the last ten years. However,
difficulties continued to surface. One participant apologised that, although she could
relate episodes of the past five years, she could not account for those predating 2001.
Whether due to staff movement or a previous lack of record keeping, her predicament
was not isolated.
Some other respondents misrepresented their experiences. The spokesperson
for one independent gallery asserted that they had never endured an attack, despite the
contradictory existence of press reports recounting two high profile cases, the latter of
which occurred in 2003. Even if this discrepancy was an oversight, it casts an
element of doubt over the answers of other institutions. These complications should
be borne in mind when studying the findings of this section.
Answering Question 2.1, 70 respondents claimed that their museums had
never suffered any instances of art vandalism (Q2.1 ‘Approximately how many
instances of art vandalism have occurred in your institution?’ - Figure 5). When
asked about incidents during the last 10 years, the majority of individuals (67) again
reported that they had no experience of the problem (Q2.2 ‘How many have occurred
within the last 10 years (since January 1997)?’ - Figure 6). Of the 51 who had
encountered cases in the last decade, most had knowledge of 1-2 offences. From
these statistics it is reasonable to deduce that the phenomenon is not widespread.
Even so, the extent of vandalism detailed is significant. 40.5% of those who
answered Question 2.2 acknowledged that their institutions had suffered at least once
in the last 10 years. If respondents erred on the side of caution in their answers, out of
either uncertainty or denial over past episodes, a more accurate figure might be higher
still.
Referring back to Question 1.4 pinpoints the targets of destruction more
specifically. 100% of representatives from national museums or galleries indicated
that their collections had been subject to vandalism within the past decade. 33.3% of
local authority institutions, 26.5% of independent institutions, 63.6% of university
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institutions and 23.1% of other institutions revealed the same. This suggests that
certain categories of museum are more prone to attacks than others.
It is unsurprising that national premises should be the most likely to attract
vandals. They normally boast the largest collections of the most revered artworks,
and tend to draw the greatest numbers of visitors. However, the relatively high rate of
attacks that take place in university galleries is interesting. One might have guessed
that local authority institutions would be the second most common victims, simply by
virtue of their high degree of representation. But several respondents outlined a
different story. The curator at one university described an incident in which glasses
and a moustache were drawn onto a 19th century portrait in felt-tip pen, apparently as
“an end-of-term prank”. Another participant highlighted the threat posed by students
more explicitly. He recalled that a sculpture of Edward VIII had been decapitated
repeatedly by politically motivated students, and that a painting had been harmed
during a food-fight in a hall of residence. These two cases took place outwith the
university art gallery, but they are noteworthy because they confirm a wider pattern of
damage undertaken by students. This might explain why university museums have
such a propensity to be targeted. If a culture of destruction, or at least ‘high-spirits’,
exists in the surrounding environment, then presumably displays will face a
heightened risk of abuse. Another suggestion for this trend comes from a financial
perspective. Compared to other parts of the sector, maybe university institutions have
fewer resources to combat the problem, which makes them more vulnerable. While
this proposal is speculative, it is well-recognised that inadequate funding is a serious
concern among this contingent.12
Some dominant trends also emerged from questions on the nature of offences.
According to the results of Question 2.3 (Q2.3 ‘Which of the following have occurred
within the last 10 years?’ - Figures 7a and 7b), the three commonest types of
vandalism are attacks involving pen or pencil, attacks consisting of scratching or
scoring with a sharp instrument and attacks involving food or drink, including
chewing gum. No institutions reported episodes featuring either a hammer or club, or
hazardous chemicals like acids. In their survey, Cordess and Turcan separate
destructive incidents into ‘minor’ and ‘major’ categories, depending primarily on the
sort of weapon used.13 The cases recorded in Responding to Art Vandalism were
defined similarly. ‘Minor’ incidents included attacks involving pen or pencil,
scratching or scoring with a sharp instrument, food or drink, and bodily functions
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such as spitting or urinating. ‘Major’ incidents were assaults involving physical
violence (for example pushing or kicking), a knife or blade or scissors, a hammer or
club, nearby furniture, a firearm, paint or spray paint, hazardous chemicals, and arson.
When this categorisation was applied to the results of Question 2.3, it showed that 75
(67.0%) reported crimes were of a minor nature, and 28 (25.0%) could be classed as
major.14
These statistics support Dario Gamboni’s assertion that “a vast amount of
damage […] is of the ‘petty’ type”, caused by chewing gum, lipstick or ink.15 Unlike
major cases, minor art vandalism is mostly opportunistic and surreptitious in
character. Quite often, the act is executed swiftly, and the damage is not noticed
immediately by staff. Such an incident was described by one respondent from a local
authority museum, where a score measuring 7cm was inflicted on a 19th century oil
painting that hung in a quiet part of the building. Despite CCTV surveillance, the
injury went unidentified until some time later.
Episodes involving food and drink should be the most straightforward of these
minor acts to curb; a visitor with an ice cream is a visible threat that attendants ought
to be able to contain. Yet, while bans on eating and drinking inside galleries are
enforced routinely, the presence of chewing gum can be hard to eradicate. The
assistant director of one museum described an occasion when someone pressed gum
inside the nostrils of an 18th century terracotta bust. Another respondent from a
national institution referred to the ubiquity of chewing gum as a “menace”. The
hazard created by food and drink is at its worst when museums operate cafés in close
proximity to exhibits or hire out display spaces for private functions. Since these
practices both provide revenue and enhance public access, paring back on them is not
a realistic solution. However, institutions contemplating the introduction of cafés or
function facilities should at least consider the potential impact on exhibits.16
Three questions in the survey sought to determine the types of artworks at
highest risk of vandalism. Paintings and sculptures were revealed as most likely to be
harmed, with 66.7% of cases involving them (Q2.4 ‘Which of the following types of
artwork have suffered vandalism within the last 10 years?’ - Figures 8a and 8b).17 It
could be argued that this is due to the fragility of the media. Certainly, a significant
number of attacks that were described in detail concerned either unglazed paintings or
delicate sculptures. But these results might equally be explained by the usual
predominance of paintings and sculptures in fine art collections. Indeed, perhaps so
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few assaults on murals were reported simply because murals tend to be site specific
and are infrequently located in museums.
A comparable rationale could be applied to the data from Question 2.5, which
indicated that portraits and figurative themes attract vandals most often (Q2.5 ‘Which
of the following types of subject matter of artwork have suffered vandalism within the
last 10 years?’ - Figures 9a and 9b). After all, representations of people are extremely
common in galleries. This pattern has other plausible interpretations though. David
Freedberg has reflected extensively on the destruction of human imagery. In these
situations, he asserts that a perpetrator will often strike out of desire to harm the
unavailable person who is depicted. The signifier and signified become fused in the
assailant’s mind.18 This theory possibly accounts for a case study provided by a
military institution, in which a visitor used a sharp instrument to scratch out the face
of a photograph of John Major. It would be a mistake to explain all such incidents in
these terms. Nevertheless, attacks on images of people have occurred throughout
history, and many of them have concentrated on the face and eyes.19 Several survey
participants mentioned episodes where eyes were targeted; in one instance the eye of
a female figure in a painting was pierced by someone with a pen or pencil. It seems
likely that there is something more to this trend than the prevalence of figurative art
alone.
Question 2.6 yielded interesting results (Q2.6 ‘Which of the following ages of
artwork have suffered vandalism within the last 10 years?’ - Figure 10). Respondents
reported significantly more assaults on art dating from recent centuries than assaults
on older works. Scholars disagree over where the greater risk lies. John Dornberg
insists that modern, contemporary and avant-garde pieces are “more vulnerable to
attack than those of the old masters”.20 On the other hand, Brett Gorvy argues that old
master pictures “constitute a high proportion of art casualties” due to their
“authoritarian overtones”.21 The findings of the survey corroborate Dornberg’s view.
There are various reasons for this. Modern and contemporary art often has
controversial content, which can offend visitors. Viewers may also be stirred to
violence by formal considerations. Sometimes they resent the high prices paid for art
that appears to demonstrate little craftsmanship; on other occasions they dispute
whether works constitute ‘art’ at all. Ultimately, many visitors find these types of
exhibits incomprehensible, especially when interpretation is minimal. As one
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education officer observed in the survey: “Conceptual art can be quite threatening to
the uninitiated”.
The willingness of so many respondents to share information in this section of
the questionnaire was encouraging from a research perspective. Almost one third
chose to provide further details of incidents that had taken place in their institutions
(Q2.7 ‘Any other comments on the identities of damaged artworks, the actions of
assailants, the extent of damage caused, etc?’ - Figure 11). These case studies proved
extremely enlightening, not least in illustrating the diversity of the problem. In one
independent museum alone, attacks ranged from a painting being marked with pencil
to a wicker sculpture being burned in the museum grounds. With such a breadth of
damage having occurred over the past decade, an equally varied set of procedural
responses were anticipated.
Responding to Art Vandalism
The third section of the questionnaire was essentially the crux of the survey:
establishing how museums and galleries react to vandalism. Participants were
instructed that they should only complete this part if they had experience of attacks in
the last 10 years. Accordingly, the maximum number eligible to answer each
question was 59.22 This reduced sample frame should be recognised in relation to the
following results.
In 1993 Cordess and Turcan’s Art Vandalism concluded that most people
responsible for injuring art are never caught and prosecuted.23 These circumstances
have not changed in the intervening years. Of those who answered Question 3.1, 42
(77.8%) said that the majority of vandals were never identified (Q3.1 ‘Were the
majority of assailants identified?’ - Figure 12). 32.1% of institutions that had suffered
major cases of destruction had identified the majority of assailants. This was slightly
higher than the 22.7% that had endured minor cases and identified the majority of
assailants. Major acts tend to be undertaken conspicuously and are normally
investigated more thoroughly than minor ones, so it is unsurprising that perpetrators
of these crimes are more likely to be discovered. Overall, though, levels of
identification remain worryingly low.
Even fewer respondents stated that most perpetrators were taken to court
(Q3.2 ‘Were the majority of assailants criminally prosecuted?’ - Figure 13). Only 2
individuals answered Question 3.2 affirmatively, and both had experienced major
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episodes of vandalism. Although prosecutions were successful in each instance,
(Q3.3 ‘If yes, were the majority of prosecutions successful in outcome?’ - Figure 14),
sentences were imposed for associated crimes, like armed robbery and motoring
offences (Q3.4 ‘If yes, what sentences did assailants receive?’ - Figure 15). Not one
example was given where someone was prosecuted for the harm that they had
inflicted on an artwork.24 Indeed, when the answers to Questions 3.1 and 3.2 were
compared, it showed that most galleries which identified the majority of art vandals
chose not to pursue legal action in the majority of cases.
There are credible explanations for this state of affairs. Perhaps targeted
museums wished to avoid the negative publicity that can accompany high profile
court cases. Or maybe they reasoned that it was not worthwhile spending resources
on potentially lengthy legal proceedings when crimes were either minor or isolated in
nature. This is particularly tenable considering the leniency of most sentences meted
out for art vandalism.25 Since few participants commented in detail on the
apprehension of attackers, such possibilities are conjectural. However, it is
noteworthy that one respondent who did remark on the matter complained that
museums were under-supported by the authorities. She illustrated her point with an
example in which a culprit was identified with CCTV footage, but was never
reprimanded because police failed to take the episode seriously. In the survey she
called for a campaign to raise awareness of art vandalism among police forces. With
greater backing, higher numbers of victimised galleries might be emboldened to seek
prosecutions.
Participants were more forthcoming on the subject of measures that can be
taken internally to combat deliberate damage. While opinions on different strategies
were addressed in the final section of the questionnaire, rates of implementation were
revealing in their own right.
Of those who answered Question 3.5, 35 (64.8%) asserted that security
arrangements had been enhanced due to assaults in the last 10 years (Q3.5 ‘Were
security procedures in your institution enhanced as a direct consequence of these
attacks?’ - Figure 16). This course of action adheres to the advice of most security
experts, who advocate that procedures should be reviewed and upgraded continually
in light of potential threats.26 Further analysis of data showed that 83.3% of
institutions that had suffered a high number of attacks (those who claimed to have
experienced 6-10, 11-15, or in excess of 15 instances) had augmented security, while
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only 60.0% of institutions with a low occurrence rate (those who claimed to have
experienced 1-2 or 3-5 instances) had made changes. This finding needs little
interpretation. The more frequently incidents of vandalism occur, the greater a
priority it becomes to safeguard collections. The severity of damage also has a
bearing on whether security is boosted. Galleries that had been subject to major acts
of violence proved more likely to react in this way than those that reported minor
episodes. An illuminating case study was provided by the head of curatorial services
at a local authority gallery. She explained that although most of the 11-15 incidents
that had occurred there were minor, their prevalence had provoked an increase in
security. More pictures were glazed, barriers were introduced and the use of
surveillance cameras was extended.
An intriguing aspect of these results concerned the propensity of different
categories of museum to improve security after an attack. Whereas the majority of
national, local authority, independent and other institutions reacted by heightening
protective arrangements, most university establishments did not. Only 28.6% of them
upgraded security following an outbreak of vandalism. Again, it appears that
university museums are particularly ill-equipped to deal with this problem.
Question 3.6 sought to gather more specific data on the types of procedures
that were strengthened (Q3.6 ‘If yes, what types of security procedures were
enhanced?’ - Figures 17a and 17b). Among the measures implemented most often
were those relating to invigilation. Better invigilation of visitors and collections is
promoted by security experts as one of the most effective means of deterring
opportunistic vandals.27 It can be an expensive option for galleries if they plan to
employ larger teams of attendants, but revising the rotation of existing staff is a less
costly step that can also have a positive impact.
In contrast to the widespread use of security enhancement, very few
respondents had explored educational schemes in their efforts to counter art
vandalism. Answering Question 3.7, only 7 (13.2%) individuals said that visitor
educational projects had been introduced after episodes of vandalism in the last
decade (Q3.7 ‘Were visitor educational projects implemented as a direct consequence
of these attacks?’ - Figure 18).
There were some examples of experimentation in this area. The assistant
keeper of fine art from one independent museum reported that, following two minor
incidents, supplementary information had been added to interpretive displays alerting
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visitors to the damage that can be caused by touching exhibits. Nevertheless, the
results of Question 3.8 demonstrate clearly how rarely such methods are employed
(Q3.8 ‘If yes, what types of educational projects were implemented?’ - Figure 19).
The initiative endorsed most frequently was the use of labels reading: ‘Please don’t
touch’. But, without an adequate explanation, these are more of a warning than an
educational tool.28
It is possible that some representatives were unaware of educational ventures
being run at their institutions; only 2 described their professional positions as
‘Education Officer’. Yet, in Question 3.7, no one admitted to not knowing if such
schemes had been implemented. Another set of conclusions seem more probable: at
best, education is a predominantly untapped mode of response, and, at worst, a
fundamental scepticism surrounds its value in curbing assaults. Stanley Cohen
remarked in 1973 that “Education initiatives raise people’s awareness of the problem,
however they seem to have few long term effects in reducing the overall amount of
vandalism”.29 This comment dates from over thirty years ago, and was made with
reference to property destruction in the wider community, but it remains analogous
with many contemporary views on the role of education in tackling art vandalism.
Several respondents outlined reactions that were orientated neither towards
security nor education (Q3.9 ‘Has your institution responded to these attacks in any
other ways?’ - Figures 20a and 20b). It is difficult to discern any dominant trends
among them. Most strategies were miscellaneous, such as erecting chastising notices
at the scenes of incidents, appealing to higher authorities like the Arts Council for
support and increasing internal publicity to boost staff awareness. A few people
mentioned that collections management practices had been improved as a
consequence of assaults. One local authority museum established a photographic
database of their entire display collection after an unglazed 20th century oil painting
was damaged by a visitor. However, institutions responded negatively to attacks in
just as many cases. When some figurative sculptures were pushed over and covered
in graffiti outside a university arts centre, it was decided that the gallery would no
longer stage outdoor exhibitions.
Opinions on Art Vandalism
Responding to Art Vandalism was devised to establish how museums deal with
destructive behaviour, but it also aimed to gauge professional attitudes to the problem.
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This was the focus of the fourth section of the questionnaire. ‘Opinions on Art
Vandalism’ was open to all respondents, not only those who had encountered
vandalism in the last 10 years. Full participation was encouraged to ascertain how
inexperienced institutions might react to an attack, and to shed light on why
experienced institutions respond as they do.
Examining the perceived motivations behind assaults was particularly
enlightening. Those who answered Question 4.1 judged the main driving forces to be
destruction for destruction’s sake, mental disturbance and accident (Q4.1 ‘What are
the main motivations behind art vandalism?’ - Figures 21a and 21b). Harming
exhibits accidently is not strictly vandalism as determined by the survey, since it is
not conscious interference. Indeed, by definition, ‘Accident’ is not a motivation.
This category was included to acknowledge the wider context of damage that can
occur in galleries, thus enabling respondents to consider the other suggested motives
in perspective. The high proportion who selected ‘Accident’ indicates that this was
necessary. As the head of collections at a national museum reported, many instances
of damage are the result of inadvertent actions rather than malicious, or even
deliberate, intentions. Some respondents told of perpetrators who were actually
unaware that they had caused any injury.
‘Mental disturbance’ was another recurring answer to Question 4.1. One local
authority institution provided an example in which a mentally ill visitor carried out a
physical assault on a sculpture after becoming obsessed with the artist. 52 people
cited mental disturbance as a principal motivation. Yet it is unclear how many based
this opinion on factual evidence, and how many assumed it simply as a convenient
explanation for the phenomenon. Very few referred to individuals who had defaced
works of art being certified.
A result of equal concern was the revelation that 82 (60.7%) respondents
believed that destruction for destruction’s sake was a main stimulus behind the
mutilation of art. Vandalism is stereotyped pervasively as a “meaningless, senseless
or wanton” crime.30 The explanation ‘Destruction for destruction’s sake’ perpetuates
this outlook, as it implies that such behaviour is motiveless. It is true that not all
vandals adhere to clear-cut principles, like political agitation or maintaining moral
standards. Nevertheless, vandalism is always undertaken with an intention, even if it
is simply to impress peers, alleviate boredom, or create certain visual, tactile or
auditory sensations.31 It is likely that the survey participants who gave this answer
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did so because reasons for offences are not always readily apparent or available. It is
worth remembering how few respondents identified attackers, let alone had the
opportunity to hear explanations for their conduct in court.
Belief in motiveless destruction for destruction’s sake is understandable, but
the prevalence of this conviction among museum professionals has grave
consequences. It discourages institutions from seeking the underlying causes of the
problem. This could explain why it is so unusual for galleries to initiate educational
projects in the wake of attacks; if a crime is deemed to be senseless, little advantage
will be seen in trying to educate potential criminals. Such attitudes present a serious
psychological barrier to developing methods of prevention.
These findings suggest that motive is a subject that requires greater
consideration by the museum sector. However, data gleaned from the next question
proved regrettably futile in establishing the extent to which culprits’ rationales have
changed over the last decade (Q4.2 ‘Do you think that the main motivations behind
instances of art vandalism have altered within the last 10 years?’ - Figure 22). With
hindsight, this was a shortcoming of the survey. Question 4.2 would have yielded
more valuable answers had it allowed individuals to elaborate their thoughts, rather
than be restricted to the options of ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Don’t know’. Unsurprisingly,
given the format of the question, the majority of respondents (58) said that they did
not know if motivating factors had changed.
The results of Question 4.3 were also inconclusive, with 70 people stating that
they were unsure whether occurrence rates had increased or decreased over the years
(Q4.3 ‘How do you think the frequency of instances of art vandalism has altered
within the last 10 years?’ - Figure 23). This outcome can probably be attributed to a
genuine lack of knowledge. As already mentioned, concrete statistics on levels of art
vandalism are scarce. Moreover, most of the representatives who addressed this
question had either limited experience of cases or none at all, which would have made
it hard for them to comment on wider trends.
Respondents were more confident when answering Question 4.4, which asked
that a series of preventative measures be graded in terms of effectiveness (Q4.4 ‘How
effective do you believe the following measures might be in preventing future
occurrences of art vandalism?’ - Figures 24-37). Although this question received a
strong response rate, some respondents did not appraise every strategy listed. Their
degree of involvement was presumably dependent on personal experience.
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One of the most prominent patterns to emerge was the perceived effectiveness
of utilising staff as the vanguard of an institution’s defences (Figures 24 and 35). 110
(81.5%) individuals stated that locating attendants in every room was either effective
or very effective. 111 (82.3%) asserted that maintaining staff vigilance was either
effective or very effective. Many were outspoken on the matter. The collections
manager from one large local authority museum, which had suffered several attacks in
recent years, extolled this method of prevention: “I think good invigilation is 95% of
the answer”.
Other measures judged worthwhile were the use of proximity alarms and the
use of surveillance cameras (Figures 34 and 36). 76 respondents believed alarms to
be either effective or very effective, while 75 said the same of cameras. The
popularity of these tactics is perhaps surprising, given that much expert security
advice values human surveillance above technological substitutes.32 Participants may
have been considering these devices in a supplementary capacity. On the other hand,
opinions may have been grounded in supposition rather than practice; previous
answers to Question 3.6 indicate that only a small number of respondents had firsthand experience of countering vandalism with alarms or CCTV systems.
Participants’ familiarity with the implementation of compulsory bag searches
and cloakrooms is also doubtful, but these measures received more diverse appraisals
(Figures 26 and 27). The spokesman for one local authority museum determined that
cloakrooms were very effective, and went on to remark that they “help visitors to
enjoy their visit”. He presumably meant that they render the gallery environment
more comfortable. An exhibitions coordinator from an independent institution took
the opposite stance, describing cloakrooms and bag searches as “intimidating”.
The issue of conspicuous and inconspicuous physical deterrents also prompted
mixed views (Figures 28 and 29). Overt barriers like glazing or ropes received fairly
high approval ratings from the majority of respondents. 71 graded them as either
effective or very effective. Participants were less convinced of the merit of more
subtle deterrents like changes in floor surfaces or lighting. Only 27 deemed them to
be effective or very effective. Even so, these results were not as straightforward as
they seem. Several respondents who supported the use of conspicuous physical
deterrents proceeded to discuss their drawbacks. One pointed out that the presence of
glazing and ropes makes the appreciation of protected artworks more difficult. While
these devices often discourage vandals, and may forestall injury when someone does
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strike, they can have a detrimental effect on the everyday viewing experience.
Uncertainty about the wider implications of installing obtrusive barriers is reflected in
the fact that increasing numbers of galleries are now experimenting with open display.
The recently renovated Kelvingrove Museum and Art Gallery in Glasgow is notable
for embracing this approach.33
As was to be expected, preventative measures based on principles of access
and education were generally not thought to be particularly effective (Figures 25, 30,
31, 32, 33 and 37). The least popular tactic was the production of in-house
publications on themes relating to vandalism and the damage of exhibits. Only 7
respondents described this course of action as effective or very effective. The most
favoured strategy was the provision of visitor feedback facilities, with 31 individuals
judging this to be effective or very effective. Yet even this was not an especially high
endorsement, compared to the backing that security procedures received. These
results are further confirmation that a profound scepticism surrounds the use of access
and educational schemes in efforts to tackle art vandalism.
Although supporters were in the minority, there were fervent advocates of this
approach. The director of one local authority museum was convinced that better
interpretation of collections was the key to curbing assaults. He gave almost every
security measure the rating ‘Very Ineffective’ to emphasise his belief. Proponents of
access and education should not be entirely disheartened by the outcome of Question
4.4. Essentially, the grading of these initiatives indicated people’s perceptions of
them rather than their proven effectiveness. It is worth remembering that only 7
respondents professed to have organised educational projects after an attack.
The penultimate three questions in the survey invited participants to comment
on some potentially contentious issues connected to art vandalism. It was hoped that
each would engender a range of viewpoints, which could serve as the nuclei for
further debate. The open-answer format of these questions yielded a diverse body of
data, but several dominant trends emerged through iterative analysis.
Question 4.5 broached the subject of how security arrangements impact upon
ordinary visitors (Q4.5 ‘What impact do enhanced security measures have on the
average visitor’s experience of museums and galleries?’ - Figures 38a and 38b).
Edward Dolnick asserts that when stringent measures are enforced in cultural
institutions the “gains in security are dubious; the loss of enjoyment to art-lovers is
guaranteed”.34 This “loss of enjoyment” may take two forms. As already mentioned,
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the immediacy of an encounter with an artwork can be diminished by the presence of
physical barriers, but it is also possible that visitors can be intimidated by some
practices. Metal detectors and bag searches were singled out by one curator as
“needlessly aggressive”. 36 respondents made the point that intrusive measures can
make the public feel unwelcome, and consequently dissuade them from returning.
Constant surveillance was considered to be a particular problem for infrequent
visitors, who may imagine that they are ‘on probation’ while among displays.
The capacity for enhanced security to unnerve the public is not reason enough
to dismiss its use. The burgeoning monetary value of fine art and the ongoing threat
of international terrorism render this option inconceivable. In fact, some survey
participants, often those from national institutions, claimed that visitors were
reassured by visible precautions.
Finding a suitable compromise between collection safety and public comfort is
not easy, but respondents were sensitive towards their dual responsibility. 22
commented that if measures are implemented discreetly, they will have minimal effect
on the average visitor. The manager of one independent institution observed that
“there are a number of small, unobtrusive security devices on the market, which have
little impact on visitors’ enjoyment”. Along these lines, some people drew attention
to the vital role of gallery attendants in achieving a balance between security and
access. One collections care manager stated that “if attendants […] are friendly and
knowledgeable rather than officious they enhance (the) visitor experience”. Even if
an institution concludes that it must employ invasive procedures to protect displays, at
least approachable staff will be able to explain this necessity to the public and provide
reassurance.
The next question focused on determining whether museums have the means
to undertake preventative action, and assessing the consequences of inadequate
resourcing. Participants were relatively unanimous in declaring that under-resourcing
hinders work to reduce instances of damage (Q4.6 ‘What effect does lack of resources
have on the efforts of museums and galleries to combat art vandalism?’ - Figures 39a
and 39b). 51 stated that this situation impedes an institution’s ability to improve
security, and, thus, could compromise safety. Insufficient funding among UK
galleries is a well-publicised problem, and it is acknowledged that financial
constraints make it impossible for some establishments to upgrade their defences.35
Several contributors to the survey demonstrated direct experience of this. One
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spokesperson from a local authority museum admitted that they did not have enough
money to increase the number of surveillance cameras in use. Another curator
outlined even bleaker circumstances: “The most effective things cost money attendants, cameras, alarms, glazing etc - we can't afford any of them!”. Many
procedures and devices are expensive to implement and maintain, and smaller
premises are affected acutely by this concern.
38 respondents answered Question 4.6 by referring specifically to the matter
of staffing. They pointed out that a lack of resources can cause workforce cuts, which
may result in attendants becoming over-stretched in their duties, and art not being
invigilated properly. Considering how many people judged the presence of staff to be
a strong deterrent to potential vandals, this is a worrying scenario. One keeper of art
regretted that the warding team at her gallery was too small, adding: “I feel that it is a
matter of luck that nothing has been damaged or stolen”. Impoverished institutions
often have little choice but to rely on any technological systems that are already in
place. This is a controversial process in itself. As one gallery manager insisted, there
is “no real substitute for well trained staff”.
Question 4.7 sought to establish the influence of the media on efforts to curb
attacks. It received the lowest response rate of these last few questions. Perhaps
some participants without experience of vandalism felt ill-equipped to discuss the
topic. It still prompted some highly relevant observations though (Q4.7 ‘What impact
does press/media interest in art vandalism have on the efforts of museums and
galleries to combat this problem?’ - Figures 40a and 40b).
Most frequently, respondents discussed the idea that publicity can inspire
‘copycat’ crimes. ‘Copycat’ acts of property destruction are well-documented
phenomena, not only in museums but in the wider community. Cohen explains that
vandalism “often occurs in waves, much like waves of fashion, and the initial
reporting of an incident often has the effect of triggering off incidents of a similar
kind”.36 A local authority representative illustrated this point in the survey. She
described a situation in which a number of assaults on exhibits occurred in her
museum, and attracted the attention of the press. The story was covered and
broadcast, whereupon further emulative episodes began to take place. Press
involvement caused the trouble to spread.
In a bid to forestall such predicaments, galleries often try to keep details of
cases out of the public domain. This practice was familiar to several respondents.
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For example, the deputy director of a national museum reflected: “it is best, I think,
not to publicise the problem”. It seems that many facing the threat of vandalism feel a
sense of mistrust towards the press. In addition to those worried by ‘copycat’
behaviour, 15 respondents made the broader claim that media attention is a negative
factor because it encourages and/or aggravates violence against art.
17 participants insisted that press interest has little or no impact on attempts to
curb offences. Although this opinion featured prominently, the reasoning behind it is
obscure, since very few individuals gave further details. They might have believed
that their institutions were insulated sufficiently against the more negative effects of
media recognition. Or perhaps they simply did not discern a connection in the first
place. As one exhibitions coordinator said: “I do not think there is a relationship”.
Some people perceived advantages to press attention, in terms of its ability to
bring awareness of the problem to a wider forum. 14 respondents stated that coverage
of cases encouraged the public to be more protective of collections and/or
understanding of necessary security measures. 14 also suggested that it could alert
museum professionals to the issue and, thus, be a catalyst for change within the
sector. The assistant director of one London-based national gallery agreed that raising
the profile of the crime could act as a “lever for extra funding”. Of course, the
outcome of boosting awareness depends on how skilfully institutions handle the
aftermath of attacks. This approach has a danger of backfiring. 10 respondents
asserted that the media can educate potential assailants about defensive weaknesses.
In the words of one curator, vandalism “makes for a 'good story' for the press”, but for
museums the benefits of working with journalists are debatable.
Conclusion
The final question in Responding to Art Vandalism requested any further views on the
research theme. It generated an array of answers (Q4.8 ‘Any further thoughts or
opinions on the subject of art vandalism?’ - Figures 41a and 41b). Most participants
took the opportunity to elaborate upon aforementioned case studies and experiences,
demonstrating an encouraging depth of commitment to the survey. However, the
second most popular type of comment proclaimed the futility of efforts to curb art
vandalism. The head of collections at a local authority gallery gave the following
verdict: “Vandalism is vandalism, whether it’s art or any property. Whatever the
motive, it is a form of human expression and I doubt it can be completely prevented”.
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This pessimistic outlook is quite well established. A number of researchers have
concluded that vandalism is a permanent problem that will never be solved entirely.
Conklin states that, if anything, it is surprising that there are not more instances of
damage, given the degree of access that the public has to art and the relative lack of
security in cultural institutions.37
Such judgements have a certain measure of validity. As already identified, the
balance between access and security is a delicate one. With museums eager to
broaden their audiences by diversifying modes of interpretation, visitors expect
increasingly to be provided with a participatory experience. This can leave exhibits
vulnerable to injury. One survey respondent, the head of curatorial services at a local
authority institution, recognised these circumstances. Although most incidents arising
at her museum were not malicious, she found that “the increasingly ‘hands-on’ nature
of museum displays” could “confuse visitors about what they can or can’t touch”.38
Preventing purposeful destruction is an even more formidable task. It is hard
to predict either the types of art or institutions which are at greatest risk of being
targeted; the heterogeneity of the crime makes it complicated to confront. Major
episodes of violence present a particular difficulty, since attacks are often
preconceived and few measures discourage determined perpetrators. In fact, the
manager of one museum reported that some obtrusive security devices can have the
opposite effect and actually provoke vandals. A chronic lack of resources compounds
the seemingly bleak situation in many galleries.
Yet resignation is premature. Eliminating the threat of art vandalism may not
be realistic, but decreasing the scale of the phenomenon is a genuine possibility.
Changes must be made to achieve this end. Museums and galleries should stop
accepting hackneyed excuses and enforcing outdated solutions, and consider their
responses afresh. This survey has demonstrated that the main danger is posed by
opportunistic vandals who inflict minor damage surreptitiously. Taking this finding at
face value, many galleries might blame destruction for destruction’s sake, and react
automatically by introducing conspicuous physical deterrents. In some circumstances
this could be a successful means of prevention. But what if assailants strike because
they are unengaged by the exhibits? What if other visitors are affected adversely by
the increased security? What if this one-dimensional approach makes the situation
worse? The most obvious response is not always the most appropriate. Museums
need to be more flexible, more receptive.
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Responding to Art Vandalism lays the groundwork for change. It provides a
preparatory cross-section of the threats, limitations and opportunities that surround the
issue currently. The onus is now on cultural institutions to expand the debate, and be
prepared to accept new ideas to find contemporary solutions. If they adopt a more
proactive stance it is possible that art vandalism will come to be regarded in a more
serious light. And this could prompt the release of the additional resources required
to make a real difference in the field.
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Responding to Art Vandalism in British Museums and Galleries – Principal
Recommendations
Art vandalism is not an everyday occurrence in UK cultural institutions. In spite of,
or maybe because of, the infrequency of incidents, there is little consensus or
consistency concerning the way in which galleries react to the phenomenon.
Accordingly, it was deemed necessary to draw out some procedural cues from the
findings of the survey and present them as a set of recommendations. These are not
intended to be enforced as a strict code of rules, but rather referred to as directional
guidelines. They are proposals to be amended and updated as further discussions
ensue and future research is embarked upon.
If not already doing so, cultural institutions should begin to keep thorough
records of incidents of vandalism that occur in their premises, and the subsequent
actions taken. A uniform system of documentation, preferably a computerised
database, would allow museums to monitor the extent of the problem accurately and
establish any patterns behind attacks. This would enable them to respond to episodes
in a manner appropriate to their particular experiences. In addition, it would facilitate
the sharing of information between institutions. Systems ought to be designed with
long-term usage in mind.
Galleries should attempt to determine the areas of their collections at greatest
risk by profiling any exhibits targeted previously. Profiles should detail the media,
subject matter and age of each artwork. This would assist in the administration of
future risk assessments.
Minor acts of art vandalism occur most commonly, and those involving food
and drink are among the most straightforward to prevent. Explicit bans on edible
products should be implemented in display areas to help reduce the problem. Where
institutions are considering positioning cafés close to exhibits, or hiring out space for
private functions, the safety of collections should be a foremost consideration.
Precautions should be taken to diminish potential risks.
Cultural institutions should aim towards better rates of identification for
perpetrators. Where possible, CCTV systems should be installed discreetly to this
end. Museum staff should also establish close connections with local police forces,
and encourage the sharing of relevant information between parties.

249
It may not be realistic or desirable to urge galleries to press charges against
culprits, but it is important that the police investigate cases of deliberate destruction
more seriously. Alerting the authorities consistently to instances of damage should
focus minds on the issue without permitting too much sensitive information into the
public domain. The support of the police is advantageous even if it is simply to
bolster staff morale within museums.
Funding should be ring-fenced in all cultural institutions for the express
purpose of countering art vandalism. A significant proportion should be allotted to
the employment and training of invigilation staff. Gallery attendants are especially
effective in preventing assaults. If their demeanour is friendly and knowledgeable,
they are also less intimidating for visitors than many other modes of security.
University museums are noticeably prone to attacks on art, but this category of
institution is the least likely to improve security after an incident. This may be due to
a lack of resources among university art collections. The governing bodies of such
establishments should be alerted to the threat, and ought to allocate additional funding
for the introduction or augmentation of protective arrangements.
The promotion of access and education has become a guiding force in the
museum sector in recent years. Even so, very few institutions are willing to explore
this avenue in their efforts to combat art vandalism. A predominantly unfounded
scepticism surrounds the perceived value of techniques based on principles of access
and education. A centrally-coordinated series of trials should be piloted across UK
museums to determine the effectiveness of this approach conclusively.
Much damage to artworks is not carried out maliciously, but is the result of
ignorance and curiosity. Measures should be taken to avoid this unnecessary drain on
resources. For example, visitors could be educated more extensively on the material
properties of art and the fragility of exhibits. Similarly, numbers of accidents could
be reduced through better physical organisation of displays, particularly in situations
where large crowds are expected.
As a final recommendation, galleries should set up internal consultation
groups, where members of staff are given the opportunity to discuss the issue of art
vandalism and share their experiences. Within these groups, participants could be
encouraged to identify their preconceptions towards the phenomenon, perhaps with
regard to perceived motives, or the role of the media. Engaging in this type of debate
could embolden staff to recognise any presumptions that they harbour, and to propose
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alternative ways of understanding and responding to attacks. Findings from these
consultations should then inform institutional policy. If these forum schemes prove
constructive, they could be organised on a regional or even national scale.
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Conclusion
In 1962 the Director of the National Gallery described acts of iconoclasm as “the
nightmare of all gallery directors”.1 Philip Hendy’s remark came after a member of
the public had thrown an ink bottle at Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St Anne and
St John the Baptist; an attack which, fortunately, failed to create the degree of
wreckage that was intended. The case proved to be a lucky escape in many respects,
but this is not to say that Hendy’s statement was exaggerated. His evaluation of the
threat was sound.
Assaults on artworks can be “nightmare” occurrences. This thesis has
highlighted numerous situations in which iconoclasts have brought disaster upon
museums. These experiences take a variety of forms, the most obvious type of
calamity concerning the physical impact on the targeted exhibit. An attack can
destroy an artwork completely, as in the case of Rubens’s King Philip IV of Spain.
This painting was reduced to ashes when it was set alight in 1985.2 Episodes of
iconoclasm can also bring about financial grief. When Barnett Newman’s Who's
Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue III was slashed in 1986, the Stedelijk Museum had to
pay $450,000 for its restoration. The cost of the assault rose further when the quality
of the repair was disparaged and the conservator sued the gallery.3 Sometimes
incidents rupture public relations. In 1914 the suffragettes’ campaign shook public
faith in the protection that museums could provide, and generated open criticism of
their precautionary measures.4 On other occasions, foreign relations may be
damaged. Stockholm’s Museum of Antiquities became embroiled in a diplomatic
dispute in 2004, for example, when the Israeli ambassador to Sweden sabotaged the
installation Snow White and the Madness of Truth.5
Even minor cases of interference can prove disastrous. The treatment of Peter
Lely’s Sir Thomas Fanshawe demonstrates this point. After a pencil moustache was
drawn onto the portrait at Valence House Museum in Dagenham, news of the story
spread until it featured humorously on national television. The end result was the
ridicule of the venue and its collections.6 Small-scale incidents can be cumulatively
harmful too, as the Smithsonian found to its cost. Between 2005 and 2007, thirty-five
artworks were mutilated at Smithsonian museums. Although most injuries were
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minor, the frequency of offences had a corrosive effect on the administration’s
reputation.7
Yet this research has done more than verify the devastating character of
iconoclastic crime. It has shown that the phenomenon can be tackled, and, contrary to
appearances, it is not insurmountable. When assailants strike, the pernicious
consequences can often be minimised. Moreover, many episodes are preventable in
the first place. Methods of response are the key to confronting the “nightmare”
effectively, and every cultural institution should aim towards improvements in this
sphere. Efforts should be made to enhance understanding of the problem itself, and to
recognise and resist outdated or inappropriate reactions. Thought should be put into
devising educational strategies that forestall destructive compulsions, and developing
security measures that safeguard art without impinging on ordinary visitors. Attempts
should be made to gather reliable data on the subject, and knowledge should be
consolidated and circulated within the sector. By these means museums and galleries
could curb the problem significantly.
Chapter One established the context to the discussion by examining the nature
of the crime. The diversity of offences stands out among the findings of this analysis.
Iconoclasts can be anyone from school children to pensioners, and their conduct can
range from inquisitive fingering to the violent use of a weapon. Targets are equally
varied, with artworks of all forms, ages and subject matter vulnerable to abuse.
However, despite their heterogeneity, cases can be categorised and rationalised
according to motives. This first chapter identified the main reasons why individuals
harm works of art, and revealed the benefits of considering these rationales.
In 1982 an international social science colloquium concluded that the only
way to understand property destruction in the community is to look at its motives.8
This observation applies to the specific issue of iconoclasm in museums. The
mutilation of art, like any conscious activity, is always undertaken for a reason.
Reasons may be multi-facetted, convoluted, or unacceptable in the eyes of normal
society, but if the stimuli can be discerned then the behaviour can be interpreted. And
if cultural institutions are able to comprehend the essence of the threat, they will be
better prepared to react effectively. Some galleries shy away from studying motives,
maintaining instead that iconoclasm is unfathomable. The investigative process can
be complicated, but it is a vital mode of response because motives provide indicators
to where particular risks lie. Individuals who want to promote a cause often choose to
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disfigure depictions of famous people. Attacks prompted by incomprehension or
misinterpretation tend to affect avant-garde artworks that are displayed without
educational aids. A gallery that is aware of such hazards is not only well-placed to
bring unfolding situations under control, it is capable of taking preventative measures
from the outset. In these circumstances, being forewarned is being forearmed.
Unfortunately, this approach has the capacity to cause over-reaction. If all
museums make a keener effort to scrutinise motives, there is a danger that some will
begin censoring exhibits to avoid attracting trouble. Artworks with controversial
subject matter are likely targets for this treatment. Images that transgress moral
boundaries or represent religious themes in a challenging way constitute a sizable
proportion of iconoclastic casualties, and are immediately recognisable as potential
flashpoints. Galleries might reason that they are too much of a liability, and resolve
not to show them so as to reduce the chances of attack.
There is already a palpable anxiety regarding the display of certain kinds of
art. A recent illustration is provided by the handling of Nan Goldin’s photography at
the BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art in Gateshead. In September 2007 a picture
from Goldin’s installation Thanksgiving was seized by police the day before it was
due to go on public view. The Crown Prosecution Service was asked to determine
whether or not the print of two semi-naked girls was indecent. Instead of being tipped
off by an outsider, it is thought that the authorities were invited to investigate by the
gallery’s management, who were concerned that the photograph would spark
complaints.9 This situation did not arise out of fear of iconoclasm specifically. Even
so, it is easy to imagine how a sharper focus on iconoclasts’ motives might increase
nervousness among institutions and prompt more of them to act in this manner.
Removing potentially provocative artworks from display, or even resisting
their exhibition altogether, would reduce the rate of assaults. But the self-censorship
route is a superficial remedy. It is not so much a means of tackling the problem, as a
way of submitting to it. Ultimately, it is a defeatist course of action, not just because
it bows to the will of would-be assailants, but because it stems from the assumption
that destructive impulses cannot be tamed.
Museums must take care not to succumb to this attitude and fall into a pattern
of suppressing artistic freedom. The point of considering motives is to raise
awareness of risks, not to incite hypersensitivity and paranoia. Rather than become a
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tool of censorship, this response should be used to direct access and educational
programmes and to focus the implementation of security enhancement.
Chapter Two showed that there have been various ill-judged reactions to
iconoclasm over the years. This part of the thesis analysed how different sections of
society responded to the suffragettes’ campaign in 1914, and assessed the degree to
which trends of response endured thereafter. Most modes of reaction did not originate
during the struggle for an equal franchise; their roots can be traced back to earlier
assaults on art. However, the sustained character of the women’s offensive provided
the necessary conditions for many to become entrenched at this time.
Some of these responses were inappropriate and irresponsible. Authorities
alleged that assailants were mentally unstable, newspapers sensationalised coverage
of attacks, and the public expressed an unbridled mix of outrage and curiosity towards
incidents. They created difficulties in 1914, and their survival continues to hinder
modern-day efforts to tackle the problem. Dismissing iconoclasm as a symptom of
mental illness obscures underlying motives, thereby stifling understanding of the
phenomenon. Melodramatic reactions give perpetrators the publicity and infamy that
they often crave, with the result that crimes are encouraged rather than deterred.
Cultural institutions may not be able to influence the behavioural patterns of
the authorities, press and public directly, but they could lead by example and
reconsider their own trends of response. At the height of suffragette militancy,
museums and galleries lacked coordination; each adopted different practical strategies
to counter assaults on collections. Yet one attitudinal reaction was embraced by the
majority of galleries and has burgeoned in significance ever since: the policy of noncommunication. In 1914 this policy was at an embryonic stage, its presence
characterised by a reticence among staff to make press statements. Today it is far
more developed. In many cases, non-communication enforces a taboo on disclosing
information about episodes outwith the confines of the victimised institution.10
The Women’s Library at London Metropolitan University felt the effects of
this in 2003. Ahead of mounting the exhibition ‘Art for Votes’ Sake’, the library’s
Curator requested a loan from the National Gallery of two photographs illustrating the
injuries inflicted by Mary Richardson on Velázquez’s Rokeby Venus.11 Staff replied
that they could not supply the pictures due to a “longstanding gallery policy” that
prohibited such material from entering the public domain.12 Several reasons might be
proposed for why this policy was upheld, but the main justification was spelt out by
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the gallery itself. A “fear of further copycat attacks” drove the decision. Imitative
acts of iconoclasm are a genuine concern, so it is understandable that institutions
should not wish to contribute to projects that could provide inspiration for future
assailants. Indeed, under the circumstances, the National Gallery’s conduct was
probably sensible.
However, the policy of non-communication extends beyond keeping
information away from the general public. It compels some museums to avoid
liaising with the police and to resist pressing charges against iconoclasts. The
tendency to keep silent rather than pursue legal action was highlighted by Christopher
Cordess and Maja Turcan in 1993.13 It is also borne out in the results of Responding
to Art Vandalism in British Museums and Galleries. Not a single participant in this
survey outlined a case in which a culprit had been prosecuted for mutilating an
exhibit, even though some of the damage described was extremely serious.14
Non-communication also restricts engagement with researchers. As this thesis
was being prepared, gallery representatives were approached to share their
experiences and opinions on the topic. Many requests were ignored outright, and it
was quite common for those who did reply to state their unwillingness to discuss the
matter with anyone outside their institutions.
While it is appropriate to exercise some caution when dealing with the public,
assuming an isolationist stance towards law enforcement and research is unwise. Not
pressing charges sends out the wrong signal to potential iconoclasts. It belittles the
gravity of the offence, and may even encourage perpetrators if they realise that they
are unlikely to be punished. Refusing to take part in research is equally reckless.
Ultimately, it masks the true scale of the crime and impedes the development of
preventative techniques. These reactions do nothing to alleviate the problem. In fact,
they give the impression that there is no problem. Denial is not a responsible attitude
because ignoring iconoclasm will not make it disappear. Of all the trends of response
that have endured since the suffragettes’ campaign, the policy of non-communication
is a legacy that could and should be revised.
A more proactive way of dealing with the issue was identified in the next
phase of the research. Chapter Three concentrated on the access and education
approach: a means of forestalling certain iconoclastic impulses by increasing public
engagement with and understanding of artworks.
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In 1997 Dario Gamboni noted that most protective measures in museums
“derive from an analysis of the methods of aggression rather than of its motives”.15
Access and education bucks the trend. It tackles the roots of the problem, as opposed
to its symptoms. This approach has three strands, each of which addresses a different
stimulus for attacks. Firstly, facilitating greater involvement with collections can
counter feelings of alienation among the public. Secondly, helping people to
appreciate exhibits theoretically can check anger aroused by incomprehension or
misinterpretation. Thirdly, teaching them about the physical nature of artworks can
guard against insensitivity. Using examples of projects undertaken in the wider
community and schemes introduced as part of general policy in museums, this chapter
investigated how the promotion of inclusion and learning could lessen iconoclasm.
Access and education is currently under-utilised as a mode of response. There
is a profound reluctance among cultural institutions to experiment in this direction.
This is partially due to the reputation associated with similar endeavours aimed at
reducing property destruction in the community. During the 1960s and 1970s, many
ventures were embarked on without being given sufficient long-term support;
subsequent failures were attributed to the inadequacy of the strategy rather than the
authorities’ lack of foresight. Hesitancy is also widespread because access and
education is not suited to confronting every type of iconoclasm. But the sticking
point for many galleries is the fact that the approach is untested. In this regard, a selfperpetuating cycle of timidity hinders progress. The only means of breaking the cycle
is for museums to step into the unknown and begin piloting initiatives. This is easier
than it sounds. Improving the readability of text panels can be as effective as enabling
members of the public to curate their own exhibitions. Schemes cater to a variety of
budgets and complement existing priorities in the sector.
Educating people about iconoclasm itself is one initiative that does require
some bravery. This is the logical culmination of an approach that champions the
principles of inclusion, enlightenment and openness. Yet it poses a challenge for
museums. As already mentioned, staff are often uncomfortable displaying images of
damaged art or disclosing information about assaults. Teaching visitors about
incidents seems almost to invite ‘copycats’. However, it could be argued that
broaching the subject from a conservation angle is not the same as divulging details
for the sake of transparency alone. With careful planning, this sort of enterprise could

260
raise awareness about restoration techniques and the vulnerability of art, making
viewers think twice about interfering with displays.
In 1997 the exhibition ‘Danaë: The Fate of Rembrandt’s Masterpiece’
demonstrated that the Hermitage was prepared to explore this method of response.16
Since then, other institutions have followed suit. For the reopening of Kelvingrove
Museum and Art Gallery in 2006 an educational feature was developed out of the
1961 attack on Salvador Dalí’s Christ of St John of the Cross (Plate 92). An
interactive computer program, entitled ‘The Art of Conservation’, tells the story of the
painting’s injury and restoration whilst showing photographs of the torn canvas in
various states of repair.17 An exhibition staged at the Fitzwilliam Museum in
Cambridge in 2006 is another example of curators turning an act of destruction to
educational ends. The centrepiece of ‘Mission Impossible? Ethics and Choices in
Conservation’ was the first of three Chinese vases to have been mended after they
were smashed by a visitor who fell into them (Plates 93 and 94).18
Compared to the Danaë project, these are tentative experiments. The
computer program at Kelvingrove is one interactive among many, and it is debatable
whether the Fitzwilliam would have drawn attention to the restoration of its vases if
they had been shattered on purpose.19 Nonetheless, these developments suggest that
galleries are starting to warm towards teaching people about iconoclasm. And this
may be a signal that conditions are becoming gradually more favourable to the access
and education approach.
Although it is desirable that access and education should be accepted
eventually, a shift in attitudes must not come at the cost of sidelining conventional
tactics. Some iconoclastic compulsions are not diminished by the provision of greater
opportunities for public involvement and learning; indeed some iconoclasts are
oblivious to such efforts. More overt methods of prevention are required as well.
Chapter Four looked at security enhancement, the traditional answer to safeguarding
collections.
This section of the discussion concerned procedures that protect artworks,
deter perpetrators and boost the chances of criminal detection. It identified the main
security options open to museums and evaluated the competency of each in
countering assaults. Analysis found that introducing or augmenting measures in
isolation is an inadequate practice. It is better to construct a coordinated network of
precautions so as to address the diversity of the crime. A schoolchild wishing to
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impress peers may be discouraged from wreaking harm by the sight of a CCTV
camera, but a determined political protester is unlikely to be stopped by anything
short of physical restraint by a gallery attendant. An interface of different measures
goes a long way to preserving artistic treasures for future generations.
Cultural institutions also have a duty to make these treasures available to
contemporary audiences though, and herein lies the difficulty with security
enhancement. Heightened defences can have a negative impact on the public’s ability
to engage with art, either by compromising the viewing experience or by eliciting
feelings of harassment and self-consciousness. Whenever galleries consider raising
security levels to deal with iconoclasm, the effect on ordinary visitors has to be taken
into account.
To an extent, the security-access dilemma can be reconciled through sensitive
implementation. Bag searches can be explained, glazing on pictures can be nonreflective, and cameras can be installed discreetly. Essentially, though, these gestures
are superficial. The Museums Association describes museums as organisations which
“enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and enjoyment”.20
Some genuine concessions to access are necessary if this purpose is to be met.
Greater investment in unobtrusive protection is a possible solution. If raised
platforms and strategic lighting are integrated into security interfaces more often,
collections could be rendered both approachable and defendable.
This suggestion has promise, but it also carries risk. It is increasingly
common for galleries to incorporate participatory resources into displays, sometimes
even artworks that the public are supposed to interact with. John Falk and Lynn
Dierking warn that this creates inconsistent ‘behaviour settings’, which can cause
visitors to become uncertain over what they may and may not touch.21 Signage can be
used as an orientation aid, but a conspicuous security measure, like a physical barrier,
is the clearest indication that an exhibit is off-limits. Unobtrusive protection does not
provide visual cues to distinguish between hands-on and hands-off displays.
Consequently, this strategy may exacerbate confusion.
Inquisitive handling is the obvious hazard that can arise from such
circumstances. However, there is the potential for events to take a more serious turn.
On 16th October 1997 a student was arrested at the Contemporary Arts Center in
Cincinnati for drawing a line in marker pen across five canvases from Yoko Ono’s
installation Part Painting / A Circle.22 Jake Platt believed that he had been permitted
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to act in this way because another of Ono’s works invited participation. “No one said
anything about me writing on the rocks”, Platt explained, “so I figured it would be
OK to write on the painting”.23 A nearby wall bore one of Ono’s quotations: “No one
can tell you not to touch the art”. Platt claimed that he took this literally. While it
may be indulgent to accept his excuse, it cannot be denied that the gallery’s
‘behaviour setting’ was ambiguous. And the lack of conspicuous security only
compounded the matter.
At the moment, increased use of unobtrusive protection is being trialled in a
number of venues. It remains to be seen whether it will prove a counterproductive
measure that leads to more art being damaged, or a successful compromise that
transforms the face of gallery defences. The issue should be monitored over the next
few years, and procedures should be adjusted as findings dictate. Responding to
iconoclasm through security enhancement may be a traditional course of action, but
this does not mean it is a static one.
Advocating change and achieving it are very different pursuits. Reforms can
be slow to take hold in any area of civil administration, and the museum sector is no
exception. Chapter Five analysed the results of Responding to Art Vandalism in
British Museums and Galleries, a survey that aimed to ascertain the current character
of the phenomenon and to determine how contemporary institutions deal with it. It
showed that many galleries still have a long way to go in improving their reactions.
The motives behind attacks are often overlooked or discounted. 60.7% of
respondents felt that destruction for destruction’s sake is a main stimulus for assaults,
an answer which implies that such behaviour is motiveless. Outdated and improper
trends of response continue to be adhered to, including the assumption that
perpetrators are psychologically unstable. 38.5% cited mental illness as a primary
cause of offences, though this assertion was seldom supported with evidence. The
access and education approach is extremely underdeveloped. Only 7 participants
reported that they had experimented in this field. Likewise, few could comment with
any authority on methods of unobtrusive protection. Most museums were predisposed
towards overt security precautions like invigilation and physical barriers.
This lack of progress is concerning. It appears that the majority of galleries in
the UK respond to iconoclasm with backward attitudes and obvious tactics. Many
institutions that took part in Responding to Art Vandalism were not even receptive to
the idea of change. When asked for their opinions on a variety of access and
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educational projects, most representatives described them as either ineffective or very
ineffective. Yet almost none had first-hand experience of such schemes.
The survey exposed another revelation that is still more worrying: many
museum professionals are unaware of the scale of the crime. Some participants did
not know how many cases had occurred at their institutions; others remarked that
iconoclasm is not a significant threat. During the preparation of this thesis such
circumstances and sentiments were encountered repeatedly. All too often, attacks are
dealt with as and when they happen, the wider picture is not considered, and the depth
of the problem is misjudged. The survey found that 40.5% of art collections had been
subject to acts of conscious damage between 1997 and 2006. Although abuse is not
an everyday event, it is more prevalent than a lot of people think. Indeed, this statistic
itself might underestimate the situation, since it derives from data that museums chose
to provide. When the National Gallery of Canada received an enquiry under the
jurisdiction of the Access to Information Act (1983) in 2008, staff were obliged to
admit that there had been 18 instances of deliberate harm there since 2001.24 It is
quite possible that compulsory Freedom of Information requests at other galleries
would yield similar discoveries.
The extent of iconoclastic crime has to be established definitively. To this
end, action is required on both individual and collective fronts. Individual institutions
need to gain a clearer idea of the number of incidents occurring on their premises, and
the best way of doing this is to maintain thorough records. In the mid 1980s, research
revealed that many museums did not keep documentation about attacks.25 The
findings of Responding to Art Vandalism indicate that some remain negligent in this
respect. Yet accurate record keeping would not only help galleries to appreciate the
scale of the threat, it would allow them to discern any patterns among offences. And
this would be of great advantage when devising preventative strategies.
In terms of collective action, the goal should be to collate information.
Museums should be encouraged to notify a central authority whenever cases occur.
This authority could then monitor wider trends, and raise awareness of the issue
among cultural institutions by sharing updates and offering advice. In Britain, some
of these functions are already performed by the Museums and Galleries Security
Group. Chaired by the MLA National Security Adviser, this body of representatives
meets to pool knowledge and exchange tips on security matters.26 Lobbying such
groups to put further emphasis on iconoclasm could be a way forward.
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However, a more ambitious approach is necessary if all museum professionals
are to be alerted to the prevalence of offences. A dedicated organisation is called for.
It is worth considering the example of the Art Loss Register. Founded in 1991, this
commercial network maintains the most comprehensive database of stolen, missing
and looted artworks in the world.27 The Register’s essential purpose is to assist in
search and recovery, but by acting as a central information repository it is also able to
measure the scale of criminal activity. An equivalent database for episodes of
iconoclasm would have the same benefit. If an international organisation was created
that coupled this type of facility with an advisory service, galleries could be kept
abreast of the situation and the deliberate mutilation of art could be countered more
effectively. Identifying the size of the problem would at least be a start for the sector.
In 1968 a journalist for the London Evening Standard commented that
iconoclasm is a phenomenon “as old as the human race”. It was a facile closing
remark to a short and somewhat simplistic article on the subject, written after a
painting by Jan Vermeer had been disfigured at the National Gallery.28 Nevertheless,
this cliché has a ring of truth. Whatever the motivation, the urge to interfere with art
is a potent one; people have been defacing paintings and toppling sculptures for
thousands of years. So long as artworks continue to exist, a small number of
individuals will be drawn to harm them, and so long as artworks are displayed in
public, this minority will have opportunity to strike. It is, therefore, impossible to
eradicate all risk of iconoclasm in museums and galleries.
But there are means of reducing the problem. Each chapter in this thesis has
outlined proposals for improvements in different areas of response. Theoretical
arguments have been presented in favour of reflection and change, and these have
been supported by practical suggestions for implementation. Currently, the way that
cultural institutions tackle iconoclasm leaves much to be desired; both attitudes and
procedures need to be addressed. Too many reactions are either lazy, defeatist or
ineffective, and a few are worryingly reckless, in that they risk increasing the chances
of attacks taking place. Yet a sustained, sector-wide effort to revise methods of
response could transform circumstances entirely. Museums and galleries could
become more knowledgeable, not only about the nature of iconoclastic crime, but
about the impact of their own actions upon it. Members of the public could become
more engaged with cultural institutions, and less likely to damage exhibits.
Collections could become safer on display, without accessibility necessarily being
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sacrificed. In other words, the threat could be diminished considerably, “the
nightmare of all gallery directors” subdued at last.
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