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ABSTRACT  
There is a common thread in revolutionary wars. They materialize out of the same wants 

and needs of overlooked people. In the most recent and well-noted revolutions, working classes 

revolted against the established government. These people rise up, demand rights and 

democracy, and desire to abolish their dictator or monarchy. Artists living during these conflicts 

are able to capture the images of war. In the French Revolution the artist Jacques-Louis David 

captured the sentiments of the rioting citizens. In the current Syrian revolution, these same artists 

are civilians. The two types of illustrators, though they used different mediums, have similar 

subject matter, including martyrs, protestors, vows, and stoic heroes. The audience and goal is 

the same, to make the conflict known and drum up support for the revolutionaries. These images 

are iconic because their message can be applied to any era and any conflict. David’s images still 

resonate with viewers today; the images of Syrian sufferers will continue to affect contemporary 

and future audiences.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 Iconic images and revolutionary heroes come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and colors. 

The sensitivity and awareness of the world surrounding the conflict determines the type of 

images and the subject matter that will affect people most. Revolutionary images have been used 

as propaganda to drum up support for righteous causes; they have been used to ask neighboring 

nations for assistance; and they have been used to simply bring light to injustices in remote 

locations. Revolutionary images, their subject matter and purpose, were used in the 18th century 

French Revolution. Images like these, but digitized, are being circulated about the current 

revolution in Syria. One man, Jacques-Louis David, painted the most popular French 

revolutionary works. The images of Syrian children and protestors have been snapped by local 

civilians and have permeated through social media. David was one of France’s greatest artists 

and the most powerful force in the anti-Rococo reaction. He, and his fellow Jacobins wanted to 

abolish the monarchy. The current Syrian revolutionaries aspire to that same greatness, to 

eliminate a dictator and bring democracy to their fractioned country. This essay strives to point 

out some of the overt and hidden similarities between the French and Syrian, specifially icons 

elevated to greater esteem through images of war.  

JACQUES LOUIS DAVID 

Understanding the artists that produced iconic war images creates context and greater 

meaning for the image itself. The prominent painter of the French Revolution was Jacques Louis 

David. David was born on August 30th, 1748 in Paris.1 He was born into an age returning to 

antiquity.2 David lived in the fullest and the most fast-moving period in the history of France. 

																																																								
1 “Jacques-Louis David,” last modified June 27, 2011, http://academic.eb.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/levels/collegiate/article/29481.  
2 Anita Brookner, Jacques Louis David (London: Chatto & Windus Ltd, 1980) 51. 
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This was a chaotic time for an established nation, similar to that of current day Syria. He painted 

from the Ancient Regime through the Restoration.3 He initially trained with Joseph Marie Vien, 

a French painter.  David was a member of the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture and 

while he did not immediately prosper there he later succeeded, winning the Prix Di Rome trip in 

1774. The Prix di Rome is a competitive scholarship for students to study in Italy. After applying 

twice before, David finally won the honor and studied for six years in Rome and Italy.4  

When he first arrived in Italy he was not very interested in the antique.5 David is quoted 

saying, “The antique isn’t going to seduce me, it lacks life, it leaves you cold.” On that trip 

David was described by his supervisors as being difficult to deal with. While on this artistically 

immersive trip, David’s style evolved.6 From taking in the sights he became more familiar with 

the models of the classical past such as the Colleseum, the ruins of Ancient Rome and Pompeii. 

These models sparked his interest in classical art and he rejected his earlier Rococo style.7  David 

is quoted saying in 1780 that his true teachers in Rome were the ancients and Raphael.8 His 

newfound appreciation of these models and the remerging age of antiquity inspired his pursuit of 

the neoclassical.9  

The world’s interest in all things ancient came from the discovery and excavation of 

Pompeii and Herculaneum. The current culture wanted to Romanize archaeological finds 10 and 

display antique virtues of moral incorruptibility, stoicism, courage, and patriotism.11 Serious art 

																																																								
3 Antoine Schnapper, David (New York: Alpine Fine Arts, 1982),7.  
4 Marilyn Stokstad, Art: A Brief History Third Edition (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Pearson Education Inc., 2007), 467. 
5 Schnapper, David, 37.  
6 Brookner, Jacques, 51.  
7 “Jacque-Louis David.” 
8 Schnapper, David, 46. 
9 Brookner, Jacques, 44. 
10 Ibid, 26. 
11 Stokstad, Art, 469.  
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was fostered within the Academy; art that would inspire virtue and dedication to the state.12 

Artists were more inclined to scorn portraiture13 and promote the virtues of democracy and 

republicanism.14   

After his time in Italy, David continued his activities in the Royal Academy like other 

talented aspiring artists. He began in 1780. The Royal Academy in France was for painters, 

sculptors and engravers. The academy provided three main benefits to art culture. It improved 

the status of art and artists, established uniform training methods, and provided opportunities for 

public exhibitions. The Academy became very influential in the development of salons.15 Genres 

of paintings were ranked by type and subject matter. A strict hierarchy of genre was taught to 

students at the Royal Academy. At the top was history painting; scenes of noble or moral lessons 

with links to the classics and well-known texts. This was followed by portraiture, which 

represented great men. Next came still life, then landscape, and finally everyday life scenes 

known as genre scenes. David’s interest in the neoclassical fit into the first genre of this 

hierarchy and was highly regarded by the academy.  

David strove for academic success and attempted to adhere to the strict model fostered by 

the Academy. To be a student in the Royal Academy was to conform to a strict institutional 

regime.16  Despite his efforts, David was not well liked by other artists in the institution. David 

had a shabby record with numerous violations. He flouted Academy rules and procedures, sent 

paintings to salons late, and showcased his restlessness under the system of authority.17 David 

formed rivals through his choice of subjects by eliciting direct competition with other students. 
																																																								
12 Warren Roberts, Jacques Louis David: Revolutionary Artist, Art Politics and the French Revolution (Chapel Hill and London: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1989) 11. 
13 “Jacque-Louis David.” 
14 Marilyn Stokstad and Michael C. Cothren, Art History: Eighteenth Century to Twenty-First Century Art (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: 
Pearson Education Inc., 2011), 943. 
15 Schnapper, David, 12.  
16 Roberts, Revolutionary, 14.  
17 Ibid, 17. 
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David always hated the Academy.18 He quickly became an outsider in the school. Severe conflict 

arose between David and the Academy after the 1785 Salon.19 

This conflict initiated David’s involvement in the French Revolution. David struggled 

with the Academy during a thirteen-month period between August 1789 and September of 

1790—a larger period of turmoil in France with the events surrounding the French Revolution. 

In retaliation against the Academy he led artists in a political struggle calling for democratic 

reform.20 In his opinion academies were first founded in the 16th century with two goals: to 

elevate the position of the artist, separating him from the artisan and to give the artist a fuller 

measure of freedom. The current Royal Academy was only achieving the first of these two 

goals.21 He became a bitter enemy of the Academy, which fomented his involvement in the 

French Revolution. 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION  

Revolutions disrupt a while country and the surrounding areas. In our modern day we 

have seen this in the Middle East habitually. The French Revolution was the most tumultuous 

period that France and the western world had experienced thus far.22 It occurred between the 

years 1782 to 1799. Like other revolutions decades before and after, the French Revolution was 

caused by the same dispute. Working class peasants wanted to rid themselves of the last 

remnants of feudalism and the monarchy and aristocracy was pushing back against this. The 

French revolutionaries were influenced by Enlightenment ideas and focused on overthrowing a 

powerful aristocratic regime. The established rebuffing of Rococo art mimicked the sentiments 

of the French Revolution. The citizens of France wanted to rid themselves of all outward signs of 
																																																								
18 Schnapper, David, 12.  
19 Roberts, Revolutionary, 29.  
20 Ibid, 50. 
21 Ibid, 14.  
22 Ibid, 3.  
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privilege. This revolution was a democratic rebellion against monarchical authority.23 Everything 

old and antiquated was to be abolished. There was to be no more rule of privilege, no more 

immense favor of the few at the expense of the many.24  

It can be argued that there were two revolutions during the seventeen years of the French 

Revolution. The first revolution was in 1789.  This phase gave birth to the new nation that was 

no longer hierarchical or stratified, but unified. The Declaration of the Rights of man and Citizen 

was ratified during this period. It was a fundamental document and stated that “Men are born and 

remain free and equal in rights; the aim of all political association is to preserve the natural and 

imprescriptible rights of man; the principle of all sovereignty rests essentially in the Nation.” The 

second is the 1792 revolution—or the Reign of Terror.  During this phase the revolutionaries 

took the King and Queen of France captive. King Louis XVI was executed. The revolutionaries 

believed that this act would bring peace to a divided nation, but the opposite happened and the 

nation fell into violent chaos.25 In response to this, a more moderate political wing took over and 

established what was called the Directory government. The revolution as a whole offered a better 

future for the nation and increased David’s popularity as an artist.26  

David In The French Revolution  

David’s involvement with French Revolution started as an artist who had identified with 

the Revolution and ended as a radical Jacobin during the Reign of Terror. His involvement with 

The French Revolution is directly tied up with his successes and struggles within the Academy 

before 1789.27 He was more closely involved in the political life of his time, both in and outside 

																																																								
23 Ibid, 3.  
24 Ibid 45. 
25 Ibid, 45-46.  
26 Roberts, Revolutionary, 51.  
27 Ibid, 12.  
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of the Academy, than any of his contemporary painters.28 He liked to preach about his personal 

opinions in regards to the Academy. His speeches were printed and circulated, as his art would 

be also.  He did not contribute anything intellectually to the revolution,29 but he served as an 

artistic director. He became a cultural hero.30 Brookner says that David did not influence the 

revolution, but rather the revolution influenced David.31 But like other aspects in David’s life, he 

inches into an activity or subject and then becomes completely immersed in it. This happened 

with his neoclassical painting and it also happened with his participation in the French 

Revolution. David had three main jobs during the revolution. He was tasked with overthrowing 

the Academy, programming revolutionary festivals, and sponsoring support for Marat and 

Robespierre. David completed these tasks through his art and his fervent leadership in the 

revolution.  

As mentioned earlier, David wanted a more democratic constitution for the Royal 

Academy. He wanted to overhaul the whole system for multiple reasons. He had wanted to 

obtain equal rights for those not represented in royal exhibitions. David wanted to end the rule of 

the few at the Royal Academy like the revolutionaries aimed to do with France’s government.  

This desire fueled his hate of the bourgeois class and the Academy as a whole. In addition, David 

also had two personal grievances against the institution that further propelled his want to abolish 

academies. Earlier the Academy had rejected the idea of a memorial exhibition of Drouais, a 

student of David’s who had died in Rome in 1788 at the of twenty-four.32 David cared deeply 

about his students. He wanted a posthumous admission of Drouais into the Academy that would 

																																																								
28 Schnapper, David, 7.  
29 Brookner, Jacques, 95.  
30  “French Revolution,” last modified July 22, 2016, https://www.britannica.com/event/French-Revolution. 
31 Brookner, Jacques, 82.  
 
32 Brookner, Jacques, 100. 
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include an exhibition. This exhibition would have defied the rules of the Academy and was not 

allowed.33 A fight against this verdict launched David’s political career. He assembled a group of 

twenty academicians and rallied against the Academy.34 David was also holding a grudge for the 

dismissal of his want to be the director of the Academy of France and Rome.35 Academies were 

the last refuge of aristocratic hierarchies and like the rest of France they needed to be purged.36 

The Royal Academy was eventually abolished in 1793.  

David’s second role was to program revolutionary festivals called fêtes. These were large 

collaborations between artists37 that marked the destruction of antique symbols.38 These festivals 

consisted of huge parades with halts and intervals. People, actors, and participants provided a 

spectacle for citizens.39 The events solidified public support for the revolution.40 

Although organizing the fêtes kept David busy causing him to paint less,41 he still 

devoted much of his time to his third job–that of becoming an artist of the revolution. He was 

asked to represent in his art, the partisans of revolution—Marat and of Robespierre. He helped 

future viewers know what the struggle looked like and what the revolutionaries were fighting for. 

It was violent, fallible and brave. These aspects can be seen in his choices of subject matter, 

which included leaders and martyrs. David made three distinct revolutionary paintings that 

depicted martyrs of the revolution. These three include Lepelletier de Saint Fargeau, Death of 

																																																								
33 Roberts, Revolutionary, 49  
34 Brookner, Jacques, 100. 
35 Ibid, 101. 
36 Ibid.  
37 Schnapper, David, 141. 
38 Brookner, Jacques, 104.  
39 Schnapper, David, 135. 
40 Roberts, Revolutionary, 5.  
41 Brookner, Jacques, 105. 
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Marat, and Joseph Bara.42 David was a politically committed artist and was likened to an art 

dictator of France. He even earned himself the nickname “The Robespierre of the Brush.”43  

David held public office during the revolution. After his painting Brutus and the Lictors 

was exhibited in 1789 Salon, he was recognized as the artist who best captured the ideals of the 

Revolution.44 He became a member of the Jacobin Club in 1790. When he joined initially his 

interest was purely artistic, not political.45 He was a deputy and the semi-official painter of the 

party.46 David was able to translate the will of the revolution into images of deceptive simplicity 

that all revolutionaries could gather behind.47 The revolution of 1792 brought out a different side 

of David. He became an active member of the Jacobin dictatorship and was completely 

enamored with Robespierre.48 He was no longer just responsible for the artistic projects of the 

revolutionary cause. He had become a leader and figurehead of the revolution itself.  David was 

elected to the National Convention and the Committee of General Security.49 He served a term as 

president for the Convention and served a term as president for the Jacobin Club.50 David was 

also apart of the Committee of General Instruction, which had admirable goals. This committee 

aimed to universalize literacy, end prejudice and fanaticism, and encourage subjects to become 

loyal to the revolution, not the church or monarchy.51 

As the revolution continued, David’s role became less artistic and more political.  During 

the thick of the revolution David’s signature appears on many decrees and orders.52 He signed 

																																																								
42 Roberts, Revolutionary, 87.  
43 “French Revolution.” 
44 Roberts, Revolutionary, 5.  
45 Ibid, 67. 
46 Robert L. Herbert, Art in Context,  J.L. David: Brutus (New York: The Viking Press Inc., 1973) 68.  
47 Brookner, Jacques, 102.  
48 Roberts, Revolutionary, 67.  
49 Brookner, Jacques, 102-103. 
50 Roberts, Revolutionary, 73.  
51 Ibid, 74. 
52 Ibid. 
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more than four hundred and six orders of arrest, search, and detaining of political suspects. Many 

of these suspects were sent to the guillotine.53 David voted for the death of King Louis XVI and 

even signed the death order. Before these acts of war on citizens, his initial political activities 

were modest and unproductive, his artistic prestige made them important.54 

FRENCH REVOLUTION PAINTINGS  

The introduction of the neoclassical style into French art and architecture marked the end 

of the lavish and decorative Rococo style in the late eighteenth century. In conjunction with this 

dramatic change in accepted styles, there was a political revolution occurring against the nobility 

of France. Jacques-Louis David, a painter and an active member of the revolution created works 

of art that embodied the sentiments of the revolting public. He harked back to the classical past, 

implanting ideals of courage, strength, perseverance, and duty through ancient moral stories 

The Oath of the Horatti  

Jacques-Louis David created the monumental, eleven by fourteen feet painting The Oath 

of the Horatti in 1784 while in Rome (Illustration 1). The painting represents a decisive moment 

in Roman history taking place in seventh century B.C.55 The hostilities between Rome and 

neighboring Alba had grown to the point that an all-out war was seeming to be inevitable. In 

order to save both the citizens of Rome and Alba from the hardships of war an unusual 

agreement was made.56 As opposed to a war between Rome and Alba, their fighting was to be 

carried out in a duel between two teams of three brothers.57 Some have speculated that each 

grouping of three youths were triplets, others claim they were simply brothers, and some believe 

																																																								
53 Ibid, 87. 
54 Brookner, Jacques, 99.  
55 Ophélie Lerouge, “The Oath of the Horatii.” Department of Paintings: French Painting. http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/oath-horatii 
(November 2013).   
56 M. Therse Southgate, “The Cover,” JAMA Vol. 277, No. 19 (May 1997): 1.    
57 Marilyn Stokstad, Art: A Brief History Third Edition (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Pearson Education Inc., 2007), 469. 
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that there may not have been any blood relation between them and that they were simply fighting 

under the same name for their homeland.  The two teams of three brothers, whom I consider to 

be triplets because it adds to the rare nature of this occurrence, were designated as champions for 

their countries.58 The Horatii, the young vigorous men seen on the left hand side in Illustration 1, 

originated from Rome. Their opponents, not depicted in The Oath, were the Curiatii from Alba.59 

This morally invigorating ancient story was originally told and first written by Titus-Livy.60 

Jacques-Louis David was probably familiar with this story, but history states that he got his 

inspiration for this painting after seeing Pierre Corneille’s seventeenth century drama entitled 

Horace. However, David chose to depict a scene that was not a part of Livy’s story or 

Corneille’s drama in any known source. He intentionally directed focus on a subject of his own 

choice and creation. This is significantly different than the following two paintings, which were 

scenes from contemporary history.61 

The scene illustrated in The Oath of the Horatii shows the three Horatii triplets taking an oath 

to fight to the death for Rome. The three strong men in the left of the composition (refer to Illus. 

1) are receiving weapons from their father, Horace, the man in the center of the painting 

administering the oath. The men swear an oath on these weapons and promise to represent Rome 

through courage and strength. On the right hand side of the painting are weeping and distraught 

women. One of the women in the foreground is Camilla, Horace’s daughter and the Horatii’s 

sister. She is betrothed to one of the Curiatii brothers with whom her family is enemies. Another 

woman depicted is Sabina, Horace’s daughter-in-law who is from the Curiatii and is married to 

																																																								
58 Ophélie Lerouge, “The Oath of the Horatii.” Department of Paintings: French Painting. http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/oath-horatii 
(November 2013).     
59 Titus-Livy describes in his story of the Horatii and the Curiatii that because of the passage of time, people had become unsure as to which tribe 
each set of triplets originates from. Livy insists that the brothers were equal in power and age but that “nevertheless in this so famous story 
remains a mistake of name, of which people were the Horatii or of which people were the Curatii.” The Latin text can be found in the book: 
Frederic M. Wheelock, Wheelock’s Latin Reader: Selections from Latin Literature (New York: HarperCollins Publishers Inc.,2005),145.   
60 Gallimard, Antiquity Revived, 167. 
61 Stokstad, Art,469.  
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the eldest of the Horatii brothers. In the background shadows the mother of the Horatii is seen 

embracing her grandchildren emotionally. These three women are shown weeping, distraught, 

and emotionally charged because they understand that whatever the outcome of the duel, they 

will loose someone dear them, whether it be a Horatii or a Curiatii.62 

There is an evident theme and message that was to be conveyed through The Oath of the 

Horatii. The allegiance pledged by the Horatii triplets illustrates the value of putting patriotic 

duty before personal interests and even family obligations. A sentiment also encouraged in the 

French Revolution. The brothers swore to defeat their enemies or die for their country, a promise 

that every man should be willing to make.63 The painting was intended to act as an example of 

civic and public virtue. One must be willing to sacrifice their own life, and even their family 

members for the state.64 The story of the Horatii shows how men should be willing to put their 

duty to the state before their personal interests. The personal connections that the Horatii 

bothers’ family members had to the Curiatii (Camilla being betrothed to a Curatii and Sabina 

being one of the Curiatii) were ignored. To finish the story off after the end of the duel only one 

of the Horatii brothers survived; all three of the Curiatii triplets had perished and two of the 

Horatii along with them. The sole surviving Horatii brother returned home to Rome and was 

congratulated and praised by his fellow citizens, except for his sister, Camilla. She had revealed 

her grief over the death of her fiancé, a now deceased Curiatii. In response her brother killed her 

because she was elevating personal grief over patriotism. In any and all circumstances personal 

																																																								
62 My knowledge and understanding of the ancient story of the Horatii and Curiatii is derived from the book: Stokstad, Art, 469. 
63 Ophélie Lerouge, “The Oath of the Horatii.” Department of Paintings: French Painting. http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/oath-horatii 
(November 2013).    
64 Dr. Steven Zucker and Dr. Beth Harris, “David’s Oath of the Horatii.” 1700-1800 Age of the Enlightenment. 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/david-oath-of-the-horatii.html (November 2013). 
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interests must be suppressed in favor of unquestioning civic duty; this was the message The Oath 

was intended to give.65 

Jacques-Louis David was commissioned by King Louis XVI of France to create The Oath of 

the Horatii. It was a royal commission demanding themes of patriotic fervor and morally 

uplifting subject matter. The Oath was displayed in Rome in 1784 and in Paris at the Salon of 

1785.66 It quickly became a sensation for reasons that Louis XVI and the royalist party did not 

intend.  Louis XVI had hoped that this painting would incite loyalty in French citizens to the 

state of France and to the monarchy, but instead it did the exact opposite. The painting became 

popular among common people, whom it was intended for, because of the radical style and 

political implications included.67 Men could relate to the ethical and moral associations based on 

its allusion to antiquity.68 Instead of encouraging loyalty to the state, The Oath inspired loyalty to 

the public and was a signal and emblem of the emerging French Revolution.  

The most common interpretation is that The Oath is an emblem of the French Revolution of 

1789. It embodies the courage, strength, and steadfastness that the revolutionaries wanted to have 

when revolting against the French monarchy.69  In addition to those qualities The Oath also 

makes a statement about individuality, human strength, choice and perseverance.70  The Oath can 

also be interpreted as being a symbol for the second phase of the French Revolution, the Reign of 

Terror (1792-1795). The Jacobins were a group of egalitarian democrats who abolished the 

																																																								
65 Gallimard, Antiquity Revived,167. 
66 Ibid  
67 Dr. Steven Zucker and Dr. Beth Harris, “David’s Oath of the Horatii.” 1700-1800 Age of the Enlightenment. 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/david-oath-of-the-horatii.html (November 2013). 
68 “David, The Oath of the Horatii: The French Revolution in Painting.” http://www.unc.edu/~navin/David.html (November 2013).   
69 The major scholarly interpretations I researched originated from this book: Stokstad, Art, 469.  
70 “David, The Oath of the Horatii: The French Revolution in Painting.” http://www.unc.edu/~navin/David.html (November 2013).    
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monarchy and inflicted severe consequences on anyone affiliated with the royalist party.71 To 

them the painting captured the mood of the new leaders of the French state and was meant to 

show the lesson of citizenship.72 To them, The Oath acted as a didactic tool. 

There is a parallel between The Oath of the Horatii and the French Revolution. Just as David 

was fostering a revolution in painting, by veering away from the Rococo style and transitioning 

back to a form of history painting, the French public was similarly revolting against the overly 

indulgent nobility; they wanted to embody a more democratic society, as shown in some of 

David’s paintings. David revolted against artistic conventions and popular style, making his 

artwork perfect for the platform of a revolution. The following painting discusses the humble 

beginnings of the French Revolution.  

The Tennis Court Oath   

Democracy and equality was a hard thing to come by in eighteenth century France. After 

being pressured, King Louis XVI called together the members of the French Estates General who 

represented the body of the kingdom. This was the first time in one hundred and seventy-five 

years that all three estates had been called together. The first two estates consisted of nobility, 

aristocrats and the clergy. They made up three percent of the population. The third estate, which 

consisted of the non-privileged class, made up ninety-seven percent of the population. During 

this general assembly that lasted weeks in Versailles the third estate was asking for the first and 

second estates to begin paying taxes. Louis XVI was not warm to the idea. To prevent further 

discussion and to silence the third estate the following day, June 20th, 1789, he locked the third 

estate out of the designated meeting hall in Versailles. The group of five hundred and seventy-

																																																								
71 During the Reign of Terror the radical party called the Jacobins lead a murderous and vengeance filled rage against any citizen affiliated with 
the royalist party. It was an unprecedented and bloodthirsty period. In one especially harsh stretch 1,376 people were guillotined in 47 days. This 
information is derived from the book: Stokstad, Art, 469.   
72 Ibid   
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seven men, who had recently begun calling themselves the National Assembly, decided to move 

their political discussion to a nearby indoor handball court.  

Jacques-Louis David’s drawing, The Tennis Court Oath (Illustration 2), shows an act of 

defiance. The men are asserting the people’s political authority. They took an oath to never stop 

meeting until a constitution had been established for France. The drawing resembles an enlarged 

version of The Oath of the Horatii. A similar kind of oath, one for honor and decency, is taking 

place in the center of the drawing.  This was a great symbolic moment in the start of the French 

Revolution; it was a paper victory. To be exact, the commemorative moment forever remained 

on paper. It was a drawing for a large painting that David planned to create. His work was never 

finished. It remains to be a pen drawing with sepia wash, instead of a full revolutionary painting.  

The meeting depicted ended the monarchy by defying France’s king and privilege, and 

was the beginning of democratic politics.73 A communion of voices was created and a parliament 

body enacted the people’s true will. A large gathering of men stands on the ground level and in 

the balconies. They raise their arms in a quasi-Roman salute commending their moment of love 

and strength embodied in a new social contract.74  Delegates no longer sat as member of estates, 

they were now members of the nation.75  

Ideals of unity and harmony came out of this event and the belief that all of the people 

should become a whole. This painting hung in the convention meeting room until February 1795, 

when it was returned to the painter. David placed Marat, a prolific writer and activist, in this 

painting even though he was not there in real life. He is facing away from the scene, writing 

“friend of the people” on a tablet.76 Marat’s placement in the balcony on the right hand side of 

																																																								
73 George Satterfield, “The Oath of the Tennis Court,” Calliope 17 (2007): 4-5. 
74 Schnapper, David, 104.  
75 Roberts, Revolutionary, 46.  
76 Ibid, 64. 
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the room is significant. Marat was a formidable leader in the French Revolution. He used his pen 

and his wit to muster the revolutionaries and tear down the monarchy.  

The Death of Marat 

Jean Paul Marat was a fellow Jacobin leader and a radical journalist.77 Marat was a 

supporter of David’s and the person who nominated David to the National Convention. Together 

the two were enemies of the academies. The story depicted in Illustration 3 shows the murder of 

Marat in his home. Charlotte Corday, who believed he was responsible for the deaths and riots in 

the 1792 revolution, killed him.78 Corday was apart of the conservative Giorodin faction, which 

opposed Marat’s radical Montagnard faction during the French Revolution. Corday sent him a 

letter prior to his murder asking for his protection. 79  This letter was a ruse to gain access to 

Marat. He showed her trust and allowed her entrance into his private rooms one evening. At the 

moment Marat was writing down the names she had given him of opponents to be executed, she 

then drew a knife from her dress and stabbed him to death on July 13, 1793 while he was soaking 

in a bathtub. Corday was immediately arrested, tried, and guillotined.80   

The scene painted shows Marat slumped in his bathtub. He is at the point of death taking 

his last breath.81 He suffered from an itchy skin disease and spent much of his time soaking in 

medicinal baths where he often worked from too.82 At the brink of death he is still holding a quill 

and pen in his right hand. His left hand grasps the letter Corday sent in order to gain access to his 

home. The paper is atop a block of wood that Marat used as a desk. David inscribed his name on 

																																																								
77 Stokstad and Cothern, Art, 935. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ian Crofton, The Death of Marat (London: Chambers Harrap, 2002), accessed November 23, 2016,  
http://ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/login?url=http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/orioncurious/death_of_marat_the/0. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Didier Maleuvre, “David Painting Death,” The Johns Hopkins University Press 30 (2000): 15.  
82 Crofton, The Death of Marat, 1.   
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it, transforming it into Marat’s tombstone.83 The somber inscription on it reads, “A Marat David, 

l'an deux” or “To Marat, from David, the year two.” The bloody knife that killed him is on the 

floor to his side.84 The painting is tightly composed with a blank background and quite mood.85 

The scene ignores the reality of Marat’s comfortable lifestyle and it does not include 

contemporary detail, making this painting timeless. David uses religious imagery in his forms. 

Marat’s pose is like those seen of Christ descending from the cross, a pietà—when the Virgin 

Mary holds his dead body. David made the specific choices in composition in recollection of his 

last sighting of Marat.86 David visited Marat the day before his death and this is the position he 

found him in, working away, writing for the people’s happiness. David transformed this sordid 

political deed into a vision of sacrifice.87  

Marat was a secular savior and a revolutionary saint. He was a martyr for the people.88 

David transformed an ugly brutal scene into one of somber eloquence.89 It was a work of 

revolutionary propaganda and is the only finished surviving revolutionary painting.90 Images like 

this were seen in public chambers, streets and homes.91 It transposed the sense of honor, sobriety 

and intense emotion into the world of his era and beyond.92 
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THE SYRIAN REVOLUTION  

This same of honor, sobriety and intense emotion can be seen in the current Syrian 

revolution. The images produced may not be works by master painters, but they represent the 

same ideals. Syria is a country in Western Asia, on the far Eastern banks of the Mediterranean 

Sea. For geographical reference, to the north of Syria is Turkey, to the east is Iraq, to the south 

Israel and Jordan, and to the west, Lebanon and the Mediterranean Sea. The country is about 

seventy-one thousand five hundred square miles, roughly the size of the state of Washington. For 

five years now Syria has been involved in a brutal civil war inspired by the Arab Spring.93 This 

subject is current and is discussed daily in the worldwide news. The war has caused greater 

unrest in the middle east and has affected western civilization.  

There are two sides in the civil war.  The United States and Turkey are in support of the 

Syrian Free Army, also known as the Syrian rebels. The two allies have been training and arming 

the moderate rebels. On the apposing side are those who support President Assad, the elected and 

ousted leader of Syria. Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah are trying to decrease Western influence in 

the situation. They have dominated the sky and have launched many airstrikes in the country. 

The two sides have one characteristic in common; they both are trying to eliminate a third 

enemy, ISIS. ISIS, which stands for the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, is an extremist militant 

group terrorizing parts of Syria and the Middle East.  

A major part of this internal war is occurring in the city of Aleppo, in northern Syria.94 

According to CNN at least eighteen thousand six hundred civilians have been killed in the 

province with four thousand five hundred of those deaths children. The civilians in Aleppo are 
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living in terrible conditions. There is only one route in and out of city, which is unusable. 

Continuous running water is no longer a staple that families can rely on or expect. Because of the 

constant airstrikes, bombings, fighting, and deaths many people try to leave the war torn place. 

These refugees have two options open to them. They can either flee north to Turkey, or cross the 

Mediterranean Sea and settle in Europe. These particular citizens wish to leave the war, poverty, 

and political oppression of their country.95 Others choose to stay and fight and bring down the 

Syrian dictatorship. 

SYRIAN REVOLUTION IMAGES  

Images of this war are being produced and shared on social media. Western civilizations 

and the world as a whole have gotten used to these images. We hardly see them for what they are 

worth anymore. We have become desensitized to the pain of war because these images are so 

common. It requires an image out of the ordinary to grab our attention. For the Syrian revolution 

the subject of that silver bullet image is of children and protests.96 

Omran Daqneesh 

Omran Daqneesh is a five-year-old boy living in the midst of war (Illustration 4). He has 

been besieged by war for all of his life. The conflict has been going on since he was born.97 The 

image in Illustration 4 of him has been viewed by millions of people. Mahmoud Raslan of the 

Aleppo Medical Center took video and still shots of the boy as he was pulled out of the rubble of 

his apartment building after an airstrike.98 He and his family survived the air strike ordered by 

																																																								
95 Ibid.  
96 “Toddler’s Image stops us in our tracks,” last modified September 3, 2015,  
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the Syrian Government or Russian military in Allepo’s rebel held Qaterji.99 The young boy 

stayed silent as rescuers pulled him out of the rubble and sat him in an awaiting ambulance. In 

the image he seems familiar with this occurrence but still traumatized by the shock. The left side 

of his face is coated with blood. The rest of his body is covered in dirt and dust. Evidence of his 

childhood is seen in his Nickelodeon cartoon character CatDog shirt,100 but he sits silently in a 

large orange chair patiently waiting. His little feet barley extend beyond the seat, his haircut is 

floppy on top, and he holds his hands neatly in his lap.101  

After this airstrike on August 17th, 2016,102 this photographic image went viral. Through 

social media and news outlets, millions of people have seen the image of this war torn boy. His 

story struck an emotional chord.103 It required confrontation with a child’s suffering. It brought 

attention to the issue and the costs of war. This image became an emblem of despair and 

hopelessness. This image became an iconic image of this war.  

Aylan Kurdi 

Images of children suffering jar people into attention. Many people are trying to flee the 

fighting inside Syria’s borders. The migrant refugee concern in the Middle East is a direct result 

of the civil war in Syria. Just like the war inside Syria, it required an image of a defamed child to 

bring notice to the issue. Aylan Kurdi, a two-year-old boy, was a Syrian refugee fleeing his home 

country with his family.104 Like so many refugees he boarded a boat in Syria in late summer 

2015 and began to the cross the Mediterranean Sea in hopes of a better and safer life. Aylan 

drowned during that excursion (Illustration. 5). The photographic image shows his body lying on 
																																																								
99 Ibid. 
100 “How Omran Daqneesh, 5, Became a Symbol of Aleppo’s Suffering,” last modified Augsut 18, 2016, 
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a Turkish beach. He is still wearing his red shirt and black shoes. The boy looks to be sleeping 

on the sand. His face is partly covered by the sand and gentle waves lap at him. The men in black 

and white outfits taking pictures of the unmoving boy reminds the viewer that this is an image of 

death, not an image of a casual summer day. On September 4th, 2015 Aylan Kurdi became a 

symbol of the migrant crisis. His unmoving sacrificed body can be likened to a child version of 

Christ the Savior.  

Revolution in Syria Reemerging after Ceasefire  

In early March 2016, after five years of civil war there was a reduction in violence from a 

ceasefire deal. Specifically, on Friday March 4th, 2016 protestors took to the streets reaffirming 

their desire for the end of the Assad regime and the emergence of full democracy. These protests 

evoked the scenes of the beginning of the revolution in March 2011. People gathered in large 

numbers, singing, dancing and waving flags. The revolutionaries adopted a three-stared green, 

white, and black pre-Baathist flag, which has become the uprising’s emblem.105 These unarmed 

gangs demanded freedom and the downfall of the regime. In their own right they were retaking 

an oath.  They held signs with slogans that said, “The revolution continues.”106 This slogan 

confirms that the revolution is still ongoing and citizens seek political reform and an end to 

brutality.107  

In the next photographic image protestors wave the pre-Baathist flag at an anti 

government demonstration in Maarat al-Noaman in the northern province of Idib in Syria 

(Illustration 6).  Bombs could be dropped at any moment still. Ahmad al-Saud is seen in the 

image. He is a commander of a rebel group in his hometown that has received weapons from the 
																																																								
105 “The people of Syria Speak Again,” last modified March 10, 2016, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/mohammed-alaa-ghanem/the-people-of-
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United States and other allies.108 After five years of war the rebels still want political change. 

Protest participants were reached by telephone and text message to come together in the streets 

of rebel held neighborhoods. The electricity, which had been shut down for weeks in some parts 

of the country, had also just turned back on after the ceasefire.109 Demonstrations like this took 

place in one hundred and four locations including Aleppo, Damascus, Daraa, and Homs.110 

These are the first anti-regime protests in years.111 The Syrian citizens’ cries have been muffled 

by international crisis and the ISIS issue but, images like this allow their voices to be heard 

around the world about their cause for a peaceful Syrian revolution.112  

MAKING AN ICON   

Iconic images can be made of peaceful demonstrations or violent overthrows. Marita 

Sturken said that a single image can serve a multitude of purposes and intended effects, appear in 

a range of settings and mean different things to different people,113 but when looking at images 

and propaganda of war only one main purpose can be seen. This purpose and recognizable image 

might be icon. Familiar icons include images of Marilyn Monroe, the American soldier in the 

Vietnam War carrying a small naked girl, or the standoff with a student in Tiananmen Square. 

An icon is an image of something that refers to something outside its individual components.114 

This something or someone has great symbolic meaning to many people and represents universal 

concepts, emotions and meanings. Icons evoke meaning across all cultures and eras. So what 

other components make an icon an icon? According to Ruth Ben-Ghiat professor of history and 
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Italian studies at New York University,115 an icon’s impact transcends the time and place they 

were created. Icons are endlessly circulated; they are reproduced in other mediums and 

communicate essential truths. The paintings by David and the digital images of the Syrian 

revolution discussed above can be considered icons.  

The neoclassical paintings discussed previously, though they are from a French culture 

and distant century, still resonate with current worldwide citizens. The impact of this French art 

has transcended both time and place. These paintings, though they are of individuals, represent 

universal values116 and goals and can easily be compared to modern day conflicts and 

circumstances. David’s paintings were well circulated and recognized by the contemporary 

French population. They were made into engravings and shown in well-known meeting areas. 

Today, his famous works can be seen in the form of socks, mugs, puzzles, and posters. Fine art 

value and recognition increases after being reproduced for popular consumption available to 

all117 and thus becomes an icon.  

 The Syrian images are icons in the making.  They have been endlessly circulated in their 

digital form through the news and social media. Value in these images was created in their 

ability to be transmitted rapidly and widely.118 Virtual images can quickly become icons from 

their accessibility, malleability and information status.119 These images have also been 

reproduced in other mediums and social media uses as seen in illustrations 7, 8, 9, and 10. Iconic 

images are often used in memes and cartoons. Through their use, the identification and 

importance of the image increases. The Syrian images have subjects that are timeless.120 
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Children convey raw emotion that can be felt in any culture and any era. They communicate an 

essential truth, the truth about the affects and trials of war and a people’s want for democracy. 

The revolutionary paintings are often copied or used in unique or comical ways. The French 

Revolution is in our distant past, making it easier for these paintings to bring us enjoyment rather 

than sadden us with the knowledge of the death of children. Proximity in time with the conflict 

designates how the public will reproduce these iconic images. The reproductions of the Syrian 

conflict are serious and somber, the reproductions of David’s work and inventive and funny. 

 REVOLUTION COMPARISON 

 Wars and revolutions that have a goal for democracy follow a similar formula. Those 

classified as second-rate citizens, forgotten by an oppressive establishment, have the idea to 

revolt against that establishment in order to govern themselves. This was the case in the 

American Revolution, the French Revolution, and now the Syrian Revolution. Direct 

comparisons can be made between the French and Syrian revolutions. In both cases citizens want 

political freedom. They want to be represented better and have a say in how their country is run. 

The Third Estate wanted the first two estates to pay taxes. The Syrian rebels wanted to vote on a 

new leader. In both cases a radical group has made the situation more complicated. In the French 

Revolution, the Jacobin Club sped out of control and did more harm than good in their 

executions. Currently in Syria, ISIS, is the radical terror group reeking havoc and killing the 

innocent on both sides.  Both sets of paintings and images chosen for this thesis can be compared 

to one another in how they affected their particular conflicts. Each represents a different phase 

and aspect of revolution. Common subjects include leaders, martyrs, vows, and children. Both 

sets brought attention to their conflict and fostered support for the crisis.  
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 The images of Omran Daqneesh and the Oath of Horatii have more in common as you 

look closer. Both subjects appear stoic and heroic. They may be shocked and scared, but they 

mask it with a cool demeanor. Both have accepted their fates and want to rise above the situation 

they are in rather than break down and cry. Omran is being brave and silent for the masses. He 

represents the Syrian citizens fighting for their lives. The Horatii are also stepping up for the 

masses. They are volunteering themselves to prevent more deaths. Although both the men and 

the boy are enduring this situation, how they got there is different. The Horatii chose to be stoic 

and volunteered. Omran had stoicism thrust upon him and was forced to react. In addition there 

is a common color, an orange and bronze haze that permeates both images.  

 The deaths of Aylan Kurdi and Marat both grabbed people’s attention. Aylan’s death 

illuminated the refugee crisis in Syria that had previously been ignored. Marat’s death further 

encouraged the French revolutionaries. Their death portraits seen in illustrations 3 and 5, became 

their unnatural gravesites. The boy and man were frozen in a scene and time. Marat, in The 

Death of Marat is shown exactly how David last saw him still living life. Aylan, appears to be 

sleeping on the beach, still full clothed but unmoving. Both martyrs died in the water. One was 

soaking in a bathtub and the other drowned. The main difference between Aylan and Marat is 

their role in their respective revolutions. Marat was running into the conflict, was fully immersed 

and was a great leader of the French revolution. Aylan and his family were fleeing exactly that.  

 The third comparison is the most direct. The Oath of the Tennis Court and revolution in 

Syria re-emerging after a ceasefire both exhibit the exact same cause. In both scenarios men are 

banding together, taking a vow, and demanding freedom from their government oppressors. Both 

are a collection of those classified as second-class citizens showing their allegiance to their 

cause. Both are revolting against empowered male dictators. They strive for democracy, political 
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change, and equality. They are harnessing the power of the many against the elite few. The men 

in both scenes are charged, enraged, full of spirit and collective power. The difference being that 

these scenes happened at different phases within their revolutions. The Oath of the Tennis Court 

sparks the beginning of the French Revolution when the Third Estate vowed to never quit until 

they had a constitution and adequate representation. The Syrian rebels are re-declaring their 

dedication to the revolution in this image. They are in the middle of their war rather than at the 

beginning.  

CONCLUSION  
 At first glance the Syrian and French Revolutions may seem like they have nothing in 

common. As one takes a closer look you realize that these conflicts are distant cousins from a 

different location and time. They both involve groups of forgotten and marginalized citizens; 

these citizens have risen up against their respective establishments. Through their revolutions 

iconic images were created of leaders, martyrs, oaths, and stoic heroes. Both sets of images will 

be icons in cultures and eras from now on.    
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APPENDIX  

 
Illustration 1: Jacques-Louis David, The Oath of the Horatti, 1784, Louvre, Paris, France 
 
 

 
Illustration 2: Jacques-Louis David, The Tennis Court Oath, 1791, Musée national des châteaux 
de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles, France  
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Illustration 3: Jacques-Louis David, The Death of Marat, 1793, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of 
Belgium, Brussels, Belgium  
 
 

 
Illustration 4: Omran Daqneesh  
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Illustration 5: Aylan Kurdi on the beaches of Turkey 
 
 
 

 
Illustration 6: Protests in Aleppo  
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Illustration 7: Twitter post form Khaldid Albaih 
 
 

 
Illustration 8: Meme of Omran Daqneesh, Twitter post form Zaher Sahloul  
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Illustration 9: Meme of The Tennis Court Oath  
 

 
Illustration 10: Full scale Paper reproduction of The Death of Marat 
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