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History of the French Revolution

The French Revolution (1789 – 1799) was a period 

of social and political upheaval, when the citizens of 

France overthrew the monarchy of King Louis XVI 

in favor of a republic. 

They were inspired by the writings of influential 

thinkers of the Age of Enlightenment, like John 

Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 



Economic Crisis

A rapidly growing population had run out of food. 

While the King and Queen of France lived in luxury and 

splendor at the Palace of Versailles, the citizens of 

France were on the brink of starvation. 

This crisis came about mainly due to the funding of the 

American Revolution, long wars with England, and an 

unfair tax system which placed the entire burden of tax 

on the working class.



Ancien Regime

● The political and social system 
of France, prior to the French 
Revolution is called Ancien 
Regime. 

● Under this regime, the king 
wielded absolute power. 

● All rights and social status was 
further divided into three 
orders: clergy, nobility, and 
commoners. 

● The commoners were subject to 
years of feudal oppression and 
unfair taxation.





The Calling of the Estates 
General

In May 1789, King Louis XVI summoned the 
Estates General, for the first time in over 175 
years to hear the grievances of his people. 

The ancien regime had established that each 
estate would vote as a single body. This was 
unfair to the third estate who were 
disproportionately large in number. 

The assembly rapidly reached deadlock over 
the vexed issue of voting procedures. 



Tennis Court Oath

After King Louis denied their petition for a 
one man-one vote policy, the Third Estate 
formed their own National Assembly. They 
assembled in a nearby tennis court, where 
they took an oath never to separate until a 
written constitution had been established for 
France. 

In the face of the solidarity of the Third 
Estate, King Louis XVI, on June 27 ordered 
the clergy, and the nobility to join with the 
Third Estate in the National Assembly.

The Tennis Court Oath by Auguste Couder, 1848

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Auguste_Couder


Storming of the Bastille

King Louis XVI had ordered royal 
troops to surround Paris. 

On July 14, 1789 Parisian 
revolutionaries stormed the 
Bastille- a prison, fortress, and a 
storage for ammunition. It was a 
symbol of the monarchy’s tyranny.

The storming of the Bastille marked 
the beginning of the revolution. 



The Declaration of Men’s Rights

On August 26th, 1789, the National Assembly 

adopted the Declaration of the Rights of Man 

and of the Citizen.

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, painted by 
Jean-Jacques-François Le Barbier



Parisian Women March to Versailles

French women wielding scythes and banging drums storm the palace of Versailles on 
October 6, 1789 during the French Revolution.





King Louis XVI of France is led to the guillotine, Jan. 21, 1793. The execution of Marie Antoinette, Oct. 16, 1793



Reign of Terror

Following the king’s execution, France was at war with various 

European powers. 

The extreme radical revolutionaries, the Jacobins, worried that 

foreign and internal attacks would threaten the revolution, seized 

control of the National Convention from the more moderate 

Girondins. They unleashed the Reign of Terror, a 10-month period 

in which suspected enemies of the revolution were guillotined by 

the thousands.

 



French Revolution Ends: Napoleon’s Rise

On November 9, 1799, Napoleon Bonaparte staged a coup 

d’état, declaring himself ‘Emperor of the French’. 

This marked the end of the French Revolution, and the 

beginning of the Napoleonic era. 

General Bonaparte during the coup d'état of 18 Brumaire in 
Saint-Cloud, painting by François Bouchot, 1840



“Iconoclasm” & “Vandalism”



Iconoclasm

Greek terms

‘breaking’ and ‘images’ 



During the medieval era, this meant a religious image on a wooden panel used for prayer 
and devotion. More specifically, icons came to represent the art of the Orthodox Christian 
Church.

“Iconoclasm” refers to the destruction of images or hostility toward visual representations 
in general. More specifically, the word is used for the Iconoclastic Controversy that shook 

the Byzantine Empire for more than 100 years.



Open hostility toward religious representations 

began in 726 when Emperor Leo III publicly 

took a position against icons; this resulted in 

their removal from churches and their 

destruction.





Apa Abraham, c. 590-600, watercolor on panel, Egyptian (Bode Museum, Berlin)



Christ Pantocrator (The Ruler of the Universe), Catacombs of Commodilla, 4th century



Some historians believe that by prohibiting icons, the Emperor sought to integrate Muslim 

and Jewish populations. Both Muslims and Jews perceived Christian images (that existed 

from the earliest times of Christianity) as idols and in direct opposition to the Old 

Testament prohibition of visual representations.

“You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a carved image – any likeness of 

anything that is in heaven above, or in the earth beneath, or that is in the waters under the earth. You shall 

not adore them, nor serve them.” 

(Exodus 20:3-5).



Another theory suggests that the prohibition was an attempt to restrain the growing wealth 

and power of the monasteries. They produced the icons and were a primary target of the 

violence of the Iconoclastic Controversy. 

Other scholars offer a less political motive, suggesting that the prohibition was primarily 

religious, an attempt to correct the wayward practice of worshiping images.



Vandalism



Abbe Gregoire

Boasted in his Memoirs of inventing it, writing in 1807-08 
that ‘I coined the word to kill the thing.’

Derives from a metaphorical use of the term ‘Vandal’, to 
symbolise barbaric conduct

 However seems older, since 
in 1663 an English author 

describes as vandals 
"ignorant destroyers of all 

beauty"
a French Catholic priest, Constitutional bishop of Blois and 

a revolutionary leader



Both terms have witnessed an important widening of their semantic field.

Iconoclasm

From the destruction of religious images 
and opposition to the religious use of 

images

To,

Literally, the destruction of, and opposition 
to, any images of work of art and, 

metaphorically, the attacking institutions 
regarded as fallacious or superstitious.

Vandalism

The destruction of works of art and 
monuments 

To,

 that of any objects whatever, insofar as the 
effect could be denounced as barbarous, 

ignorant, or inartistic treatment’ devoid of 
meaning. 



Iconoclasm during the Revolution



Louis XV also known as Louis the Beloved was 
King of France from 1 September 1715 until his 
death in 1774.

Louis XV himself lacked the leadership skills and 
drive necessary to help push through changes.

Historians generally criticise his reign, citing how 
reports of his corruption embarrassed the 
monarchy and wars drained the treasury and 
contributed to the French Revolution of 1789. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_of_France
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_of_France
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Revolution


Edme Bouchardon’s last masterpiece was a 
Equestrian Monument to Louis XV. Bouchardon 
was considered his century's greatest sculptor by 
many contemporaries.

The sculpture was made of bronze and was 39 ft 
tall. It was located in the Place de la Concorde 
from where the people pulled it down. 

The new revolutionary government erected a 
guillotine in the square, and it was here that King 
Louis XVI was executed on 21 January 1793. 

Statue of King Louis XV.
(Once located in Place de la 

Concorde)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guillotine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guillotine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Execution_of_Louis_XVI
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Execution_of_Louis_XVI


An anonymous drawing owned 
by the Louvre shows the crowd 
that gathered on Place Louis XV  
to witness the removal of the 
bronze statue.

Destruction of the Monument of Louis XV ( a 
detail of Bouchardon’s statue). Artist unknown 
(French, late 1700s). Pen and ink, 6 ¼ x 4 in. 
(15.8 x 10 cm). Musée du Louvre, 
Département des Arts graphiques, Paris



Inscription (in French) on the back of the drawing illustrated above



While the bronze elements of the monument were melted down, the Council of the Municipality of 
Paris decided to give the fragment of the hand to Jean Henri Latude, also known as Masers de 
Latude. After that it travelled from one person to the next and in the end was loaned to The Louvre



    The Degradation of Art in Public Places



Vandalism in the broad sense, has been studied by 
sociologist, psychologist and criminologists and 
here we will look at its relationship with public 
art.

This was observed in the 8th Swiss Sculpture 
Exhibition (SSE). This exhibition had been 
created by a school director in 1954. 

In 1975 an attempt at extending the site beyond 
its previously enclosed spaces was met with 
aggression. 

Hans Aeschbacher ,figure II,1962 with graffitto 
inscription RIP Biel



44 of the 177 sculptures- 107  of which were 
presented in open air, were destroyed. The SSE 
chose to remain silent regarding the matter. 

This whole scenario was summed up in a 
statement in a newspaper which said ‘The nature 
of the works affected, invites one to conclude that 
there was no systematic anti-art campaign behind 
the actions.’

The traditional i.e. figurative works assaulted 
were mainly female nudes the erotic side of 
which was more strongly experienced. 

part of Anton Egloff profile of a fight 
(1976-77) as damaged during 8th Swiss 
Sculpture Exhibition, Beinne



The artworks that were destroyed, had a few 
elements in common. Places where traditional 
materials were used had been spared while those 
where unconventional materials were used were 
targeted. 

The image shows a popularly favourite sculpture 
which showed technical expertise.

It became clear that works tend to be abused 
when their visual appearance did not justify the 
term ‘sculpture’ for the public. 

Jurg Altherr steel construction XIIX (1979-1980) being 
installed in the 8th Swiss Sculpture Exhibition, Bienne



The press criticised the work saying that the 
artists idea and reflections were not expressed, 
which in turn made the public criticize them.

Vandalism was thus defined as infamous reverse 
of artistic creation, linking its anonymity to 
celebrated signature, its ‘purposelessness’ to 
aesthetic ‘disinterestedness’. 

Bernhard Luginbuhl, Cardinal 1979



Nazism and “degenerate art”



Nazi Approved Art 

"We shall discover and encourage the artists who 

are able to impress upon the State of the German 

people the cultural stamp of the Germanic race . . . 

in their origin and in the picture which they present 

they are the expressions of the soul and the ideals 

of the community." (Hitler, Party Day speech, 

1935; in Adam, 1992)

The role of German art was to portray a 

peaceful germany, and to create a sense of 

nationalism. 

Hitler in conversation with Ernst Hanfstaengl and 
Hermann Göring, 21 June 1932

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernst_Hanfstaengl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hermann_G%C3%B6ring


Art approved by the third reich was mainly art which 

depicted the jews as inferior outcasts of society. 

Scenic views of the common life including the purest 

race, and the glorification of german soldiers, generals 

etc. Hitler was promoted as the  saviour of germany, 

that would cure the country's ills.

The Olympic games had been scheduled before Hitler 

came to power in 1933. The stadium was built as a 

huge assembly place for hundreds of thousands of 

people to celebrate Nazi rituals
The olympic stadium complex (1936)



The official artists of the Third Reich
 

Joesef Thorak

Monument to work
Judgement of Paris 



Arno Berker

He was nominated as official state 

sculptor on Hitler's birthday in 

1937. Hitler considered Breker's 

The Army and The Party as the most 

beautiful work ever made in 

Germany.



George Kolbe was another artist 

preferred by the third reich 

however he had been deemed 

sympathetic to the jews, his 

previous sculptures paid homage 

the jewish poet. His work was so 

brilliant that these acts of 

transgression were overlooked.



Max Nordau's book "degeneration" heavily criticized the coming 

modernity, He cited the case of Oscar Wilde as just one example of this 

so-called moral decay and urged repression, even censorship to oppose 

what he felt were real dangers to European cultural and social 

institutions. 

Degenerate art was a term given to modern art by Hitler and his 

government in the 1920s. During the period of the third reich The 

ideological cleansing begins in Germany itself, where museums were 

pulled apart and all work not conforming to the notion of a utopian 

germany were removed. 

How and why art became “degenerate” in Nazi germany 



The purging of 
"degenerate art”

In 1937, 740 modern works were 

exhibited in the defamatory show 

Degenerate Art in Munich in order to 

“educate” the public on the “art of decay.” 

The exhibition aimed to demonstrate that 

modernist tendencies, such as abstraction, 

are the result of genetic inferiority and 

society’s moral decline. 



Some of the artists included were Georg Grosz, 

Paul Klee, Emil Nolde (a fierce Nazi and 

anti-Semite), and Otto Dix.

Degenerate artists 

Georg grosz

https://www.christies.com/features/10-things-to-know-about-George-Grosz-7883-1.aspx
https://www.wikiart.org/en/paul-klee
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/feb/12/emil-nolde-review-national-gallery-ireland-dublin
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/lists/five-things-know-otto-dix


The Great german art 

exhibition 1937 
The show emphasized the imagined 

pastoral qualities of German life and 

the German people and the racial 

purity of an unsullied German 

heritage. The exhibition consisted 

mostly of landscape paintings — 

Hitler’s favorite type of painting. 
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