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Jacque Louis-David:  Revolutionary Painter
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Jacques-Louis David

By Susan M. Kegel 

”If you drink hemlock, I will drink it with you!” cried painter Jacques-Louis David in support of his friend Robespierre on the evening of July 26, 1794. But the next day he stayed home, claiming a “sudden illness.” This probably saved his life, since he was not at the National Convention when Robespierre was arrested and then rushed to the guillotine on the 28th. Instead, David was thrown into prison, where he vowed to abandon politics and return to his art.

David, the best-known painter in France at the time, had wholeheartedly embraced the Revolution. The king, Louis XVI, had commissioned him to paint classical history scenes, but the new revolutionary government asked him to paint revolutionary scenes, including The Oath of the Tennis Court. The Revolutionary Jean-Paul Marat nominated David to the National Convention, where he served one term as president and voted for the king’s death. Later, he joined the Committee of General Security and signed 300 death warrants, including the queen’s. He also became an outspoken supporter of Robespierre.

All that abruptly ended when Robespierre was arrested. A chastened David wrote to a friend, “Learning from a harrowing experience to mistrust the appearances of patriotism, freedom, and good faith, I have broken every connection with the men whose company I kept before my detention.” He would survive this disgrace and later hold the honorary title of “First Painter” under Napoleon. However, he suffered another disgrace when Napoleon was defeated. He died in 1825, in exile in Belgium.

