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I met a traveller from an antique land,

Who said—‘Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the desert . . . Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown,

And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;

And on the pedestal, these words appear:

My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;

Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.’



—Glirastes (Percy Bysshe Shelley), ‘Ozymandias’, 1818
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Praise for Alex von Tunzelmann:

‘Like all the best historians von Tunzelmann uses the past to explain what the hell is going on today. She does so with a flair, her signature mix of scholarship and succinctness that is so compelling. If you want to make sense of the statues debate, and the coming culture war over our history, this is where you need to start’ Dan Snow

‘This timely, sparkling and often hilarious book is all that we have come to expect from Alex von Tunzelmann - witty (often wickedly so) scintillating, skewering pomposity. Readers will her relish eagle-eyed knack of offering jaw dropping anecdote while always keeping us aware of the big picture’ Michael Wood, Historian

‘Alex von Tunzelmann is one of the most gifted historians writing today. Brilliant and trenchant, witty and wise, Fallen Idols is a book you will adore, devour, and talk about to everyone you know. Hesitate no longer; buy this book’ Suzannah Lipscomb, author, award-winning historian and broadcaster
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About the Book

A hugely entertaining and informative narrative on one of the key arguments raging across the globe.

In 2020, statues across the world were pulled down in an extraordinary wave of global iconoclasm. From the United States and the United Kingdom to Canada, South Africa, the Caribbean, India, Bangladesh, and New Zealand, Black Lives Matter protests defaced and hauled down statues of slaveholders, Confederates, and imperialists. Edward Colston was hurled into the harbour in Bristol, England. Robert E. Lee was covered in graffiti in Richmond, Virginia. Christopher Columbus was toppled in Minnesota, beheaded in Massachusetts, and thrown into a lake in Virginia. King Leopold II of the Belgians was set on fire in Antwerp and doused in red paint in Ghent. Winston Churchill was daubed with the word ‘racist’ in London.

Statues are one of the most visible - and controversial - forms of historical storytelling. The stories we tell about history are vital to how we, as societies, understand our past and create our future. So whose stories do we tell? Who or what defines us? What if we don’t all agree? How is history made, and why?

Fallen Idols looks at twelve statues in modern history. It looks at why they were put up; the stories they were supposed to tell; why those stories were challenged; and how they came down.

History is not erased when statues are pulled down. If anything, it is made.




To my godchildren, and the next generation:

you are the future, so make your own history.




Introduction

The Making of History

This is a book about how we make history. There are lots of ways we remember the past – in song, in verse, in movies and TV shows, in art, in artefacts, in exhibitions and festivals. We tell our stories in fiction, in non-fiction, in propaganda, in anecdotes, in jokes. This book looks at one particular and controversial form of historical storytelling: statues. Statues are intended, literally, to set the past in stone. As we’ll see, that doesn’t always work.

In 2020, statues across the world were pulled down in an extraordinary wave of iconoclasm. There had been such waves before – during the English Reformation, the French Revolution, the fall of the Soviet Union, and so on – but the 2020 iconoclasm was global. Across former imperial powers and their former colonial possessions, from the United States and the United Kingdom to Canada, South Africa, the Caribbean, India, Bangladesh and New Zealand, Black Lives Matter protesters defaced and hauled down statues of slaveholders, Confederates and imperialists. Edward Colston was hurled into the harbour in Bristol, England. Robert E. Lee was covered in graffiti in Richmond, Virginia. Christopher Columbus was toppled in Minnesota, beheaded in Massachusetts, and thrown into a lake in Virginia. King Leopold II of the Belgians was set on fire in Antwerp and doused in red paint in Ghent. Winston Churchill was daubed with the words ‘is a racist’ in London.

Some feared that this was becoming a frenzy. In the United States, Confederate statues had long been a focus for public protest, but soon statues of national icons and progressive figures were attacked too. Protesters in Madison, Wisconsin, tore down the Forward Statue, celebrating women’s rights, and another, of an abolitionist. A statue of the abolitionist Frederick Douglass in Rochester, New York, was knocked clean off its base: it was unclear if the perpetrators were confused anti-fascists or fascists, retaliating for the removal of Confederates and slaveholders. The statue of the Little Mermaid in Copenhagen, Denmark, was daubed with the words ‘Racist Fish’. That one was probably just a prank.1

The backlash was led by President Donald Trump, who signed an executive order declaring: ‘Many of the rioters, arsonists, and left-wing extremists who have carried out and supported these acts have explicitly identified themselves with ideologies – such as Marxism – that call for the destruction of the United States system of government.’ The order reiterated that those who damage federal property could face ten years in jail. ‘Individuals and organizations have the right to peacefully advocate for either the removal or the construction of any monument,’ it concluded. ‘But no individual or group has the right to damage, deface, or remove any monument by use of force.’2

Trump visited Mount Rushmore, where, according to South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem, he told her it was his dream to have his own face carved into the mountain alongside Washington, Jefferson, Roosevelt and Lincoln. ‘I started laughing,’ she said. ‘He wasn’t laughing, so he was totally serious.’3 Trump responded on Twitter by denying that he had suggested it, then, in the same sentence, suggesting it again: ‘This is Fake News by the failing @nytimes & bad ratings @CNN. Never suggested it although, based on all of the many things accomplished during the first 3 1/2 years, perhaps more than any other Presidency, sounds like a good idea to me!’4

Boris Johnson, the British prime minister, also took to Twitter: ‘those statues teach us about our past, with all its faults. To tear them down would be to lie about our history, and impoverish the education of generations to come.’ The Conservative government announced that it would amend the Criminal Damage Act so anyone damaging a war memorial in Britain could also be looking at ten years in prison.5

Museums and civic authorities were quick to react too, though often in a different way. The day after slave trader Edward Colston’s statue was pulled down, the Museum of London Docklands removed its own statue of another slave trader, Robert Milligan. The American Museum of Natural History in New York announced that the equestrian statue of Theodore Roosevelt outside its entrance would go: this one had caused trouble for decades, for it showed Roosevelt supported by a Native American and an African, both in subordinate roles. The city of Hamilton in New Zealand removed a statue of its namesake, Captain John Hamilton, after a Māori elder pointed out that he was a ‘murderous arsehole’.6

In the United States and Britain, right-wing Republican and Conservative administrations took this as an opportunity to stoke a ‘culture war’. They positioned themselves as the champions of American and British civilization: the last defence against barbarism and ‘political correctness’ – or, as it was increasingly called, ‘wokeness’. In September 2020, the British Culture Secretary, Oliver Dowden, wrote to museums, threatening them with funding cuts if they took any actions ‘motivated by activism or politics’.7 President Trump went further: ‘As I said at Mount Rushmore – which they would love to rip down and rip it down fast, and that’s never going to happen – two months ago, the left-wing cultural revolution is designed to overthrow the American Revolution.’ He announced the foundation of a 1776 Commission, intended to promote ‘patriotic education’. He also pledged to create a new statue park, the National Garden of American Heroes.8

Can statues really be this big a deal? Most of us who live in towns or cities probably walk past these lumps of stone and metal every day without thinking much, or at all, about who they are or what they mean. We may, of course, enjoy some of the more amusing ones, such as the hippopotamus statues that appear to be ‘swimming’ half-submerged in the pavement in Taipei, Taiwan. When it comes to the standard-issue statue of an old gentleman on a horse though, you can ask twenty passers-by who he is and chances are none of them will get it right. As the Austrian writer Robert Musil observed: ‘There is nothing in this world as invisible as a monument.’9

Yet clearly some statues do matter because, when they are pulled down, world leaders proclaim draconian measures to protect them. In certain circumstances – maybe not the hippos – statues represent much more than lumps of stone and metal. They are icons of individuals: their symbolism may cross the line between secular and religious. They are held to represent those individuals and, at the same time, national, cultural or community identity. To raise the question of any commemorated individual’s flaws, then, raises the question of flaws in the nation itself. President Trump, as we have seen, repeatedly emphasized that taking down statues could lead to the destruction of the United States.

The term ‘culture war’ has been used since the 1990s to describe polarizing issues that divide those people who hold traditional values from those who are progressive. On the face of it, the attacks on statues in 2020 followed this pattern: those who cheered on the protesters pulling them down tended to be younger and more socially liberal, while those who were dismayed by the destruction tended to be older and more conservative.

If you look into it more deeply, though, the issue of statues is far more complicated. When statues of Lenin were pulled down across Ukraine in 2014, and when the colossal statue of Saddam Hussein was pulled down in Iraq in 2003, many older Western conservatives rejoiced, while some younger progressives were less sure about celebrating. When the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) destroyed ancient statues in Palmyra in 2015, there was condemnation across the political spectrum. Many of those responding to these events responded very differently in 2016–17 and 2020, when statues of Confederates and slaveholders were the focus. Statues are not neutral, and do not exist in vacuums. Our reactions to them depend on who they commemorate, who put them up, who defends them, who pulls them down, and why. The ‘culture war’ binary is an easy way for the media to get a punchy three-minute segment out of this issue, but it obscures a fascinating history of how societies around the world have put up, loved, hated and pulled down statues in order to make statements about themselves.

Public discussions of history often view it through a culture-war lens. Do you feel pride or shame in your country’s past? Was your country a force for good or bad? Was a particular historical figure a hero or a villain? These questions exasperate many historians, because they don’t get you any closer to understanding history on its own terms: they’re about your personal feelings today. Of course, you’re free to have whatever feelings you like about history, but they don’t make the slightest difference to what really happened. They may even get in the way of our understanding. As Kim Wagner, professor of history at Queen Mary University of London, remarks: ‘Historians are not time-travelling Santa Claus, making a list of who’s naughty and nice. “Good” and “bad” are not analytically meaningful labels. Rather, historians seek to expose different experiences and worldviews of the past, and make some kind of sense of people’s oftentimes senseless actions.’10

Statues of historical figures have sway in this debate because they tap in to all those binaries that are not really about history at all, but are about how we see ourselves reflected in history: pride versus shame, good versus bad, heroes versus villains. Statues are not a record of history but of historical memory. They reflect what somebody at some point thought we should think. Putting a statue up is a powerful symbol. So is pulling one down.

The effects of the iconoclasm of 2020 are still being felt at the time of writing. New stories of statues being put up or pulled down will doubtless continue to emerge. The underlying themes of these stories, though, will not change: all of them are about how historical memory is constructed and challenged. We live in a polarized world, where history is often politicized and even weaponized; where freedom of speech and thought are under threat, though not always in the ways that grab headlines; where the time it takes for a lie to travel halfway around the world is now less than a second. The question of who gets to define memory, and how, is crucial to who we are as societies – and to what we hope to become.

For years, I’ve travelled around museums and statue sites across the United States, Latin America, the Caribbean, Europe, Asia, the Middle East and Africa, as well as the haunting ‘statue graveyards’ of vanquished regimes in Moscow, Budapest and Delhi. I’m often struck by the poignancy of statues from lost worlds. Broken monuments speak of the pride that came before the fall. Statues of individuals are a three-dimensional freeze frame of a moment: willing you to imagine the person they represent as the tangible human they once were. This may be one reason that some people react so strongly when they are destroyed. Seeing a mob smash in the face of something that looks like a person is shocking. Many cultures throughout history have made statues into idols, bathing and dressing them, bringing them offerings, and talking or praying to them. It’s hard to forge that human connection with an obelisk.

I am acutely conscious of the interplay between fact and fiction because I work both as a historian and as a screenwriter, specializing in historical drama. In the first job, I bust myths. In the second, I make them. At least, that’s what I tell myself, though really this distinction is too neat. While we historians generally try not to make things up, in attempting to ‘make some kind of sense of people’s oftentimes senseless actions’, as Professor Wagner describes it, we are still telling a story. In telling any story, in making any kind of selection of which historical facts to include or exclude, you inevitably impose a shape on facts and events – and that shape may be deceptive.

The scientist and philosopher Alfred Korzybski remarked that ‘the map is not the territory’. Any written history, even the blandest series of historical documents, can only ever be a map, not the actual territory of history, which vanishes as soon as it has happened. History is gone. What we have is the memory of history, and that is always contested.

This is why I am interested in statues, and why I think their construction and destruction is so important to many people. They are a visible form of historical memory – and historical myth-making. When somebody is transformed from human into statue, the act of memorialization tells a story about who they are and who we are. It is possible, even likely, that neither story a statue tells – about them or us – is true. Like the historical dramas we see on screen, statues create myths.

At the root of the debate over statues is an issue that is essential, even existential, to our communities, societies and nations. Whose stories do we tell? Who or what defines us? Who gets to make these decisions? What if we don’t all agree? How is history made, why, and by whom?

I have chosen twelve statues through which to explore these questions. In a world where the question of who gets to define our history is under threat – where leaders can explicitly oppose freedom of thought and interpretation, and threaten to indoctrinate us with ‘patriotic education’ or lock us up for a decade if we damage a monument – these issues are extremely urgent. This will be a whistle-stop tour through modern world history. Parts of it will be harrowing. The stories in this book include genocide, slavery and terror. Yet they also speak of the ability of human societies to overcome those things: to change.

Which monuments count as statues? This book looks specifically at portrait statues: the figurative representations of individuals that are put up to celebrate and promote their virtues. My selection is secular and political. Michelangelo’s David, Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Theresa, the Buddhas of Bamiyan or the Khajuraho temple carvings would not qualify for inclusion here: they are magnificent examples of religious sculpture. The Statue of Liberty or The Motherland Calls in Volgograd would not qualify either: these spectacular monuments are not intended to represent individuals but to commemorate events, or to celebrate ideas and ideals.

The lines dividing political statuary from artistic sculpture and from historical monuments are blurry. Religious sculptures can themselves be political statements; political statues are sometimes venerated as quasi-religious objects. The Mount Rushmore National Memorial in South Dakota is a monument made up of four honorific portrait carvings (there are currently no official plans to add President Trump). It could be described as a collection of statues of individuals, or a monument to American democracy, or an early twentieth-century tourist trap, or a desecration of Tĥuŋkášila Šákpe (Six Grandfathers), a sacred mountain of the Lakota Sioux. Gutzon Borglum, the sculptor, intended his presidential carvings to invoke divinity: ‘a nation’s memorial should, like Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln and Roosevelt, have a serenity, a nobility, a power that reflects the gods who inspired them and suggests the gods they have become.’11 It is, by his definition, both political and religious.

Meanwhile, many other statues are not political at all. In the ancient world, statues were raised to private citizens, celebrities, athletes and animals. This is still the case today. Some of the subjects of statues in this book were not politicians, or not principally politicians – they include merchants, entrepreneurs, generals and royalty. Yet the purposes of their statues were political, and pulling them down, likewise, was a political act.

One reason that toppling statues often causes controversy is because we have come to think of them as art, and therefore part of our cultural heritage. To destroy our heritage feels like barbarism. Often, it is. Conquering forces, tyrants and terrorists have often destroyed cultural symbols – not just carelessly, because they were in the line of fire, but deliberately, because they were symbols. ‘Such was the purpose of the Nazi destruction of German synagogues on Kristallnacht in 1938’, wrote the architectural critic Robert Bevan: ‘to deny a people its past as well as a future.’12 Symbolic targets can be secular as well as religious: on 11 September 2001, terrorists hit symbols of American power, including the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, DC. There was widespread dismay around the world when the Taliban blew up the Buddhas of Bamiyan in Afghanistan in 2001, and, as previously mentioned, when ISIL smashed up statues and monuments in Palmyra, Syria, in 2015.

When Black Lives Matter protesters demanded the removal of Confederate statues during 2015–17, and again when they knocked them down in 2020, there were many who compared them to the Taliban and ISIL. It is a comparison with emotional impact, but it relies on two assumptions that are false.

The first assumption is that the motivation to remove statues must always be senseless or hateful. It is not. There was no clucking about heritage when, in 2012, a wooden statue of Jimmy Savile was removed from outside Scotstoun Leisure Centre in Glasgow. Savile – a British children’s TV personality of the 1970s and 1980s – had died the previous year. Stories began to emerge that he had been a prolific sex offender, preying mostly on children. Plaques, memorials and even his gravestone were quickly removed – as was the statue. No one spoke in favour of keeping any of it: it was understood that to do so would be hurtful to his victims. The Savile case was grotesque, and resoundingly defeats the argument that it is always barbarous to get rid of a statue. On this occasion, it would have been barbarous to keep it.

The second assumption that the comparison between the Taliban and Black Lives Matter makes is that all statues have equal cultural and artistic worth. They do not. Artistic merit may be subjective, but statues cannot be discussed intelligently without factoring it in. Bernini’s bust of Louis XIV of France, sculpted in 1665 and displayed at the Palace of Versailles since the 1680s, was described by art critic Rudolf Wittkower as ‘probably the grandest piece of portraiture of the Baroque age’. Bernini’s skill with the marble implies texture, movement and even – Wittkower argued – ‘the sensation of colour’.13 The king’s imperious expression is breathtakingly lifelike; the folds of fabric that swirl around him appear to be in motion. During the French Revolution, which began in 1789, hundreds of statues and emblems of royalty were smashed or melted down. Versailles escaped mob pillage only to be pillaged by the regime itself, which sold off much of its art and furniture. Fortunately, Bernini’s bust survived to the designation of Versailles as a museum in 1794. It is still there today.

At the other end of the scale from Bernini’s masterpiece is the wooden statue of First Lady Melania Trump that went up near her birthplace in Slovenia in 2019, prompting international ridicule. Mrs Trump’s features were hacked roughly out of a linden tree, giving her a blobby nose and wonky eyes. Her body was clumsily painted powder blue, hinting at the outfit she wore for President Trump’s inauguration. On the night of 4 July 2020, the statue was set on fire with gasoline and tyres. Nobody minded. Even the artist who commissioned it did not seem in the least upset. ‘There’s a lot of buzz around the destruction of monuments,’ he told the New York Times cheerfully, declaring that he planned to re-exhibit the statue in its charred state.14 The statue was, to put it politely, crap: destruction elevated it, lending it a cultural relevance it had previously lacked. (A bronze version went up in September 2020. If anything, it was even worse than the original.)

Perhaps some will try to argue that the relative merits of Bernini’s Louis XIV bust and Slovenia’s Melania Trump statue are irrelevant, and that the two works must be treated as perfect equals. Perhaps they really have reached a level of philosophical abstraction where they refuse to acknowledge any difference in quality between Michelangelo’s Pietà and a pile of horse manure. If so, I don’t want them in charge of public monuments, or a shovel. (The Pietà was attacked in 1972 – not with a shovel, but with a hammer.)

The value and meaning of statues varies enormously. The circumstances in which they go up and come down vary too. To suggest they are all exactly the same is a false equivalence. We have to do the real work of looking at statues case by case, and understand why they are different. When we defend any particular statue, what are we really defending?

Statues are much older than recorded history, dating back to the Palaeolithic era and the dawn of humanity. The oldest confirmed statues are both German. They are made of ivory, and were found in caves and assessed as being between 35,000 and 40,000 years old: the Lion Man of the Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Venus of Hohle Fels. Forms of statuary can be found on every inhabited continent, from the Easter Island moai of Polynesia to the Terracotta Warriors of China, to the Nok sculptures of Nigeria, to the colossal Olmec heads of Mexico.

The history of destroying statues is itself extremely ancient. It was common for Egyptian pharaohs to smash statues of their predecessors and rivals. Deuteronomy 12:3 mandates the destruction of idols: ‘And ye shall overthrow their altars, and break their pillars, and burn their groves with fire; and ye shall hew down the graven images of their gods, and destroy the names of them out of that place.’ European colonizers frequently destroyed the art of the civilizations they encountered, either because they considered it offensive or (as was the case with much Central and South American art) because it was made of valuable materials, such as gold, which they melted down for their own use.

The classical style of statuary that we recognize immediately in Europe and its former colonies dates back to ancient Greece and Rome. In ancient Greece, statues could be artistic, devotional, honorific, or a mix. Communities would thank deserving individuals with an εíκών (eikon, from which we get the word ‘icon’): a publicly displayed bronze or marble statue, or a painted portrait on wood. Broadly, eikons began as exceptional honours awarded by public bodies; gradually, wealthy individuals began to put up statues of themselves and their families of their own accord.15

Subjects could be shown armoured, costumed or nude. Art historians sometimes talk about ‘heroic nudity’ (or ‘heroic costume’, which means nude but with weapons: perhaps not a costume most of us should try out in public). Statue nudity was not always heroic in the ancient world, though: nakedness could also be used to imply vulnerability or toil.16 It could also, of course, represent plain old vanity.

Another enduring form created by the Greeks and Romans was the equestrian statue: a figure astride a horse. Older civilizations, such as the Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians and Persians, depicted kings and princes standing in chariots, while guards and warriors rode horses. For the Greeks and Romans, horseback riding symbolized nobility by elevating the figure, showing him (it was almost always a him) leading invisible troops and mastering nature.17 We have inherited this idea from them: equestrian statues continued to pop up in the twentieth century, and were not generally superseded by statues of leaders in cars. Having said that, there is a splendid statue of Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space, in Moscow: his heroic form is lifted to a height of 42.5 metres by a rocket trail.

The classical tradition was revived in Europe during the Renaissance in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries – though with a new twist. In the ancient world, statues were usually painted in full colour. Culturally, many of us now see painted statues as garish. This is based on a mass misremembering. By the fifteenth century, the paint had mostly worn off the ancient ones, and it was generally assumed that they were supposed to be plain marble or bronze. Artists such as Donatello and Michelangelo never painted their statues. The ancients might have considered Renaissance statues unfinished.

When protesters in 2020 attacked statues that they felt were symbols of white supremacy, some criticized them for applying modern standards to an ancient form. In fact, classical statues have a long association with white supremacy. Greek and Roman paintings and ceramics depict all sorts of skin tones, including black Africans. Yet it was the gleaming white Apollo Belvedere, a Roman statue that now stands in the Vatican, which obsessed generations of Europeans after its rediscovery in the fifteenth century. Seen as the ideal male form, anatomists used it to define a formula for ‘perfect’ beauty based on facial ratios. Their work was later picked up by phrenologists and eugenicists, including the Nazis, to argue that white Europeans were the superior race. In 2017, the American white supremacist group Identity Evropa put the Apollo Belvedere on flyers, with the slogan ‘Our future belongs to us.’18

The modern tradition of portrait statuary that accounts for most of the statues that now inhabit our cities was a nineteenth-century revival of the Renaissance revival of the classical style. Individual heroism was in fashion. In 1840, the Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle published On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and The Heroic in History, in which he stated: ‘The History of the world is but the Biography of great men.’ He outlined the Great Man theory, which held that the twists and turns of world events could all be explained by the actions of extraordinary individuals who excelled in divinity, courage, leadership, the arts and so on. (His examples were all men; he included one non-European man, Mohammad.) The Great Man theory has been pulled apart by sociologists, feminists and writers ever since. Academic historians generally regard it as a Victorian relic: interesting as an example of how wealthy nineteenth-century British men understood history as the story of themselves, but far too limited as a way to view history now. Nonetheless, its impact lingers in the enduring popularity of biographies and biopics – and in the existence of statues.

Statues became extremely popular in the nineteenth century because they were a visual expression of Great Man history. Commemoration was no longer just for royalty, rulers and religious figures, but for philanthropists, social reformers, inventors, soldiers and industrialists. The phenomenon was described as ‘statuemania’. There were eleven statues of Great Men in Paris in 1870; between 1870 and the beginning of the First World War in 1914, 155 more appeared. In London, there were twenty-two statues in 1844; by 1910, a total of 215. This pattern was repeated across many European and American cities and in some colonies. So many were going up, according to the artist Edgar Degas, that ‘one puts iron wire around the lawns of public gardens to prevent sculptors from depositing their works therein’.19

Campaigns to put up these statues were often driven by a zealous individual. It was frequently claimed that the funds were raised by ‘public subscription’. Sometimes this was true, though it wasn’t always easy to persuade the public to cough up cash. The zealous individuals often ended up paying for statues themselves. Just as in ancient Greece, where eikons had begun as public honours until wealthy individuals started putting them up according to their own priorities, something similar happened in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

When totalitarian regimes rose in the twentieth century, they often adopted and adapted this statue trend. The Soviet Union went in for statues with such vigour that they have earned two chapters in this book, on Lenin and Stalin.

The Soviets’ statuemania was not shared by all communist nations. Chinese Communists put up far fewer statues. In 1967, a statue of Mao Zedong was erected at Tsinghua University in Beijing. This began a short but intense burst of Mao statues: 2,000 of them went up over the following two years. But they did not sit well with the Communist Party, still then led by Mao himself. In June 1969, a proclamation was issued ordering that such ‘formal and pompous’ tributes to the leader must cease. In 1980, after Mao’s death, the government issued another instruction to end his personality cult, and most of these statues were taken down. It is thought that only around 180 of the original Maos remain.20 A few more have gone up since the 1990s. The government, still sensitive to Mao’s dignity, tears down the most vulgar examples. A 36-metre golden ‘Mega Mao’ in Henan, which went up in 2016 and provoked ridicule online, was draped in a black cloth and hacked to bits within days of being unveiled.21

The far-right regimes in Europe – Mussolini in Italy, Hitler in Germany – also spent enormous sums on monuments. Mussolini put his own image everywhere, in the forms of statues, busts and portraits: the writer Italo Calvino remembered, ‘I spent the first twenty years of my life with Mussolini’s face always in view’.22 Statues in the classical style went up in many public buildings built during Mussolini’s rule.

The Nazi aesthetic also included classical statues, which, in the tradition of the Apollo Belvedere, fit with their racial theories. Leni Riefenstahl’s Olympia (1938) opens with tracking shots of Greek monuments before one of the ancient world’s most recognizable statues, the Diskobolos of Myron, dissolves into nude decathlete Erwin Huber recreating the discus-throwing pose.23 Hitler’s favoured sculptor, Arno Breker, made busts of Nazi figures including Josef Goebbels, Albert Speer and Hitler himself, as well as of Nazi icons such as the composer Richard Wagner. Portrait busts of leading Nazis were mass-produced, and were displayed in offices, factories, shops and homes.

East and West Germany both removed all Nazi statuary and symbolism and criminalized any display of the swastika in 1949. Italy removed most statues and images of Mussolini himself, but left a lot of Fascist art and architecture in place. From the beginning in East Germany, and later in the West too, public bodies invested heavily in a programme of school and lifelong education aimed at de-Nazification and facing up to the past. The sites of Nazi concentration camps were turned into museums and memorials to the Nazis’ victims. No memorials remain to the Nazis themselves. 24

Seven decades on, the result in reunited Germany is that the Nazi regime and its victims are powerfully and meaningfully remembered. There has been a resurgence of the far right in recent years, but, even so, German schooling, museums and memorialization have produced post-war generations who are, in general, far more educated about their history, and far more capable of taking a critical view of it, than many other European nations – some of which are still heavily in denial about their own histories. Germany proves that removing statues does not erase history, nor cause it to be forgotten. If anything, it may have the opposite effect.

The twelve statues in this book come from all around the world: North America, Western and Eastern Europe, Africa, Latin America and Asia. The chapters are arranged chronologically by the date of destruction. What stories were they meant to tell? Did they come to symbolize something else? Who removed them, how and why?

I have included controversial statues representing figures from the left and the right of politics, from monarchies, empires, authoritarian regimes and democracies, from the armed forces and commerce. Almost all of them are of white men – except for Saddam Hussein, and arguably Rafael Trujillo (who identified as white, though his heritage was mixed race). This race and gender imbalance is representative. In modern history, secular statues have mostly commemorated white men. In June 2020, one London museum claimed on Twitter that, in Britain, there are more public statues of goats (three) than there are of named black women (two).25 The demographics of statues have changed in Africa, Latin America and Asia since the end of the colonial period, and recent campaigns to put up more diverse statues in North America, Europe and Australasia have attempted to redress the balance there too. Many women and people of colour are involved in the stories of how and why these statues were brought down.

During my research, I noticed that the same four arguments are often made against pulling down statues. Watch out for them: they are bound to crop up next time a statue comes down.

1. The Erasure of History

‘America is waging a war on history’, wrote the British journalist Tim Stanley in 2017. ‘They’re taking down statues, removing plaques, erasing the memory of a difficult past.’26 This argument says that removing statues is an attempt to destroy history itself. Often, those putting it forward suggest that people pulling down statues are doing so because they want to cut out the nasty bits and make history nicer. They are, therefore, well-intentioned but misguided. Boris Johnson tried this line in 2020: ‘We cannot now try to edit or censor our past. We cannot pretend to have a different history.’27 Some offer more sinister explanations. Fox News anchor Chris Wallace said of the removal of Confederate statues: ‘It kinda reminds me of China during the Cultural Revolution where parts of history, under Mao Zedong, were simply expunged. They were not allowed to exist any more.’28

Others yet allege that pulling down statues is not merely misguided but a deliberate plot against the national interest. ‘It’s about Marxism, and the people controlling the narrative at this point,’ said the conservative commentator Tammy Bruce, speaking on Fox News in 2020. ‘The dynamic with Marxists is not to actually have a large conversation within the community and within America, which we’ve been having from our beginning. This is about erasing our past in its entirety.’29

2. The Man of His Time

This argument is based around defending the individual commemorated by the statue, on the basis that he was a ‘Man of His Time’ and can’t be judged by modern standards. ‘To wrench historical figures out of their historical contexts and expect them to hold modern views on issues such as race is anyhow absurd’, wrote historian Andrew Roberts. ‘People’s reputations are being trashed for holding opinions that a large majority of people held at the time – essentially for being insufficiently woke.’30 Boris Johnson expressed similar views: ‘The statues in our cities and towns were put up by previous generations. They had different perspectives, different understandings of right and wrong.’31

The Man of His Time argument contends that the subject of a statue is complicated, because he did good things as well as bad things. These must be balanced against each other, and forgiven accordingly. Boris Johnson again, talking about the statue of Winston Churchill in Parliament Square: ‘It is absurd and shameful that this national monument should today be at risk of attack by violent protesters. Yes, he sometimes expressed opinions that were and are unacceptable to us today, but he was a hero, and he fully deserves his memorial.’32

3. The Importance of Law and Order

We heard about this argument already: it compares the Taliban and Islamic State to Black Lives Matter. ‘No doubt, for example, the fervent ISIS jihadis who torched the library at Mosul, or flattened the Temple of Baal in Palmyra, felt they were pursuing righteous justice in eliminating the evidence of past regimes they despised’, wrote journalist Sarah Vine. ‘In reality, they were, like that mob in Bristol [that pulled down Edward Colston’s statue], merely indulging in cultural vandalism.’33

Those making the Law and Order argument insist that statues must be removed through democratic processes. ‘What has stood for generations should be considered thoughtfully, not removed on a whim or at the behest of a baying mob’, wrote the British government minister Robert Jenrick.34

4. The Slippery Slope

This final argument is concerned with drawing a line. If we pull down one statue, will we trigger a domino effect? Will we pull down Churchill’s statue because he expressed racist views, forgetting that he also led Britain through the Second World War? Will we blow up the Colosseum in Rome because of slavery? Will we take down the White House because it was built by slaves? Where does it stop?

‘I watch them [protesters] on television and I see what’s happening and they’re ripping down things they have no idea what they’re ripping down’, said Donald Trump on Fox News in 2020. ‘They started off with the Confederate [sic] and then they go to Ulyssius [sic] S. Grant. Well, what’s that all about? And they would knock down Lincoln, there’s a group that wants to take down Lincoln, they haven’t figured exactly out why yet. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson. I’ve stopped them twice now from going over to the Jefferson Memorial. If I weren’t president, they would have knocked down – if a guy like [Joe] Biden was president, they will knock the Jefferson Memorial.’35

As with all authoritarians, Trump positions himself as the only thing standing between order and chaos. The Slippery Slope argument aims to raise fears about destruction and historical revisionism that will threaten deeply held values and undermine society.

While these four arguments may appear to have substance at first glance, they are all fallacies. It is easy to demonstrate why with a simple thought experiment. Imagine whether the sort of people quoted above would make the same argument if they were talking about statues of Hitler or Stalin. If a Stalin statue was torn down, would these people be equivocating about how he was a Man of His Time, and everyone believed in murdering Kulaks back then, so you can’t really judge him? If a Hitler statue was removed, would they be telling us that we must not impose our modern values on Germans in the 1930s, because they simply had a different understanding of right and wrong? Would they ask us to balance the Holocaust against all the good Hitler did for German railway punctuality? Would they denounce the American troops who blew up the marble swastika at Nuremberg on 22 April 1945 as a ‘baying mob’, who should have put their request through a planning committee?

This thought experiment does not suggest that everything is equivalent to the Nazis or Stalinism: clearly, it is not. What it shows is that these arguments for keeping controversial statues do not spring from universal principles about statues or history, but depend on which statue and what history you’re talking about. In practice, people tend to defend statues that they feel in some way reflect their identities and their values, and rejoice when statues that represent conflicting identities and values go. That’s not inherently wrong. It’s reasonable – in fact, it’s probably the most reasonable position on this issue – to want to keep some statues and get rid of others. It’s just honest to admit that this is subjective.

My stories begin in 1776, when George Washington read out the Declaration of Independence in the United States, and a mob pulled down a statue of George III. They end in 2020, when another mob in the United States pulled down a statue of George Washington. There is a circularity to this tale of many revolutions, but the end of this book will not be the end of the story.

I won’t call for pulling down all statues. I’m very fond of some of them. What I’ll ask you to do as a reader is to think beyond the binaries of pride and shame, good and bad, heroes and villains, and consider what’s really happening in each of these cases. How is memory constructed, how is it challenged, and what can we learn from this? What is the future for statues? Have they had their day? And, if they have: what comes next?
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