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Eugene Delacroix, “Liberty Leading the People on the 
Barricade” (1830)

QUESTIONS TO KEEP IN MIND

• how has the theme of “liberty” been 

depicted in modern art?

• how has the theme of “power” been 

depicted in modern art?

• how do our “values” and assumptions about 

the world/society (often unstated) influence 

the way:

• we view art?

• an artist creates art?

• do political ideas in art “spoil” or “devalue” 

works of art? do they turn “art” into 

propaganda?

ADDITIONAL READING

• Maurice Agulhon, Marianne into Battle: Republican 
Imagery and Symbolism in France, 1789-1880, trans. 
Janet Lloyd (Cambridge University Press, 1981).

• Marvin Trachtenberg, The Statue of Liberty (New York: 
Penguin, 1986).

• David Hackett Fischer, Liberty and Freedom: A Visual 
History of America’s Founding Ideas (Oxford University 
Press, 2004).

• Deirdre McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for 
an Age of Commerce (University of Chicago Press, 
2007).

• Gwyn A. Williams, Goya and the Impossible Revolution 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984).

• Winslow Homer. Paintings of the Civil War, ed. Marc 
Simpson (The Fine Art Museums of San Francisco, 
Bedford Arts, 1988).

• Herschel B. Chipp, Picasso's Guernica: History, 
Transformations, Meanings (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1988).

Page 1

Edward P. Moran, “The Unveiling of the Statue of 
Liberty” (1886)
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THE THEME OF “LIBERTY” IN MODERN ART

• the depiction of people who are “at liberty”, 

“enjoying liberty,” or peacefully “going about 

their business”

• the interpretation of the world/society by 

artists who have (possibly unstated) “liberal” 

assumptions about it

• the celebration of “bourgeois virtues”

• the depiction of material with the express 

purpose of “seeking or promoting liberty”

• the depiction of material with the express 

purpose of “opposing power” or some other 

unjust aspect of power

THE THEME OF “POWER” IN MODERN ART

• the depiction of “the power holders” and 

“institutions of power” in society, e.g. 

“throne” and “altar”, in order to:

• legitimize their rule

• justify their actions (e.g. war)

• be loved/feared by their subjects

• overawe/subdue their opponents

• ensure sacrifice to the state/nation
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Camille Pissaro, “Boulevard Montmartre” (1897)

Jacques-Louis David, “The Emperor in his Study in the 
Tuileries” (1812)



II. POWER: THE DEPICTION OF HEADS OF STATE

Themes:

• the legitimacy of the ruler (symbols of high 

office)

• the divine right to rule or being blessed or 

chosen by God

• the pomp & ceremony of their position

• the hardworking ruler who protects the 

interests of the nation

• the wearing of a military uniform (or 

accoutrements) to show his status as 

commander-in-chief

• monumental statuary to show the larger-

than-life power & importance of the ruler
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Charles Conder, “Holiday at Mentone” (1888)

Official Portrait of G.H.W. Bush (Herbert Adams, 1994)

I. LIBERTY: THE PEOPLE AT LIBERTY

Themes:

• peaceful, productive economic activity

• family life & celebrations

• commerce & technology

• observing the natural world

• leisure activities

• pleasure in colour, shape, texture

• love and death



III. LIBERTY: MARIANNE & THE REVOLUTION 
FOR LIBERTY

Themes:

• in the 100 years between 1776-1876 

emergence of explicit depictions of “liberty” 

to celebrate & affirm belief in natural rights of 

life, liberty, property during Enlightenment, 

American & French Revolutions

• the aggressive, warrior Marianne

• the passive, “rule of law” Marianne

• The Statue of Liberty or “Liberty enlightening 

the world”

IV. POWER: WAR AND THE STATE

Themes:

• war is the most potent & destructive form of 

political power

• many artists have reacted in horror to the 

destruction of property & loss of life they 

have witnessed

• Francisco Goya - opposed invasion & 

occupation of Spain by French 1808

• Winslow Homer - observed Union Army 

camp life & pondered how life would return 

to normal afterwards

• Pablo Picasso - created some of the most 

iconic anti-war images with his depiction of 

civil war in Spain, WW2, and Korean War
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Françcois Rude, “La Marseillaise” (1833-36); Sébastien-Melchior Cornu, “La République” (1848)
Edouard Laboulaye/Frédéric Bartholdi, “La Liberté éclairant le monde” (1870s)

Francisco Goya, “The Third of May 1808” (1814)


