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Propaganda and Images of power. Les images du pouvoir et la propagande.
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We now live in a world in which we are bombarded incessantly by images, but this is not

entirely new: since ancient times political, religious, and social leaders have used images to

express their power and to gain adherents. Art has been used to enhance the image of the leader,

commemorate selected historical events, engender a particular social ethic, and to create a centre

from which power radiates out and to which allegiance is directed. For these purposes leaders

have employed, not only imitative works, but allegorical figures and symbols. Moreover, they

have used art in the broadest sense, not only paintings, sculptures, and architecture, but

letterheads, postage stamps, calendars, caricatures, and other minor genres. Although the use of

art as an ideological weapon has been the subject of numerous specialised studies, the result of

such research has not been well integrated into general histories. The purpose of this round table

is to underline the importance of this aspect of history and to call attention to recent research by

political historians, sociologists, and cultural anthropologists. The panel consists of scholars who

have studied art and power in Canada, China, France, Germany, and Russia. As a French

historian, I would argue that the French Revolution was a turning point in the history of art as

propaganda. That revolution was not only a political and social upheaval. From the beginning the

revolutionary leaders spoke of regeneration which included an attempt to mould a new citizenry

to suit the new regime. In this effort the revolutionaries were encouraged by an idea of the

Enlightenment derived from Locke. The English philosopher had argued that a child was born

with a blank slate and that everything that subsequently came into his or her mind was the result

of external impressions. It appears to follow that humans were malleable, that by manipulating

the impressions which the citizen received in the family, at school, in the theatre, during

festivals, and through images one could create a ‘nouvel homme.’ Early in the French Revolution

there were uncoordinated efforts to implement this idea, but this effort did not reach its peak

until the ambitious Contest of Year II of the Republic, that is between September 1793 and

September 1794 in our calendar. In this contest, launched in the spring of 1794, the Committee

of Public Safety called on painters, sculptors, architects, musicians, and authors to submit plans

for revolutionary works. In the decades preceding the outbreak of the Revolution the government

officials in charge of the arts had tried to steer painting and sculpture toward serious historical



subjects. The resulting works of art dealt, not with contemporary events, but with heroic themes

from classical antiquity or earlier periods of French history. For the Concours de l’an II the

government forced painters, sculptors, architects to portray recent events or ideals and to create a

new built environment. The revolutionary government, the sole remaining patron of the arts, was

in a position to dictate to artists.

Artists submitted over 140 designs for paintings. Over a third were allegories such as

Joseph-Marie Vien’s La Triomphe de la République. Approximately the same number were

depictions of recent events such as the overthrow of the monarchy on August 10, 1792, the

execution of Louis XVI on January 21, 1793, the triumph of the Jacobin Mountain on June 2,

1793, and various acts of individual heroism. The other designs were genre paintings on

topographical scenes such as Demachy’s Féte a l’Etre Supréme. Almost all the compositions

dealt with the triumphant march of the Revolution.

Sculptors submitted over 110 proposals for various monuments. There were 8 designs for

the figure of Nature Regenerated rising from the ruins of the Bastille; 31 for a huge statue of

Liberty for the Place de la Révolution (now the Place de Ia Concorde); 12 for a group of the

People crushing Federalism for the esplanade of the Invalides; 36 for a colossal figure of the

People in the guise of Hercules for the promontory of the Ile de la Cité 25 for a statue of

Rousseau to be placed on the Champs-Elyées; and 17 ancillary statues and low-relief’s. The

colossal figure of Hercules-the-People would have resembled the cachet at the end of the

Bulletin des Lois. Had all these sculptures been completed, they would have changed the face of

the capital. Architects submitted 195 projects. There were 33 designs for triumphal arches, 29 for

the boulevard on the northern edge of the city to commemorate the Parisians who marched to

Versailles on October 5, 1789, two for the entrance from the river to the Place de la Révolution,

and two for other sites including one by Jean-Jacques Lequeu for the Place du Carrousel. Twenty

architects submitted designs for a column for the Pantheon to honour those who had died for the

Fatherland. Twenty-seven artists did designs for a Temple to Equality to be built in a garden

adjacent to the Champs-Elysées, presumably because equality was thought to be based on nature.

The prize winning project by Charles-Etienne Durand and Jean-Thomas Thibault, a copy of

which is in Munich, was to be a civic manual in stone, each column honoring a civic virtue. All

these projects were intended to impress the accomplishments and ideals of the Revolution on the

minds of the masses. Other projects were intended to accommodate the masses in a way that

would induce citizens to relate to each other as equals. Such buildings included city halls,

primary assemblies for voters, arenas where citizens could participate in revolutionary festivals,

new theatres without balconies or boxes which were thought to stratify and compartmentalise



citizens, and above all Temples décadaires in which citizens could assemble for republican

rituals every tenth day, the republican substitute for Sunday. The neo-classical designs of such a

temple by Durand and Thibault show the typical interior consisting of a circular hall with

continuous benches in which citizens could relate to each other without barriers.

These buildings were to be decorated with paintings, sculptures, and low-relief’s, all

conveying a revolutionary message. A good case can be made, therefore, that this concerted

campaign to mobilise painting, sculpture, and architecture to impress, accommodate, and serve

the masses was the antecedent of the efforts by subsequent revolutionary and totalitarian

regimes, some of which our round table will discuss today.


