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initial analysis 

Liberty Leading the People commemorates the July 
Revolution of  1830, which toppled King Charles X of  
France.

Delacroix completed the 
painting in the autumn of  
1830.

A woman personifying the 
concept and the Goddess of  
Liberty leads the people 
forward over a barricade and 
the bodies of  the fallen, 
holding the flag of  the 
French Revolution – the 
tricolour, which again 
became France's national flag 
after these events – in one 
hand and brandishing a 
bayonetted musket with the 
other. She wears a Phrygian 
cap which had come to 
symbolise liberty during the 
first French Revolution of  
1789. 

The figure of  Liberty is also 
viewed as a symbol of  France 
and the French Republic 
known as Marianne. 

She has a resemblance to the 
classical Greek winged 
victory figure Nike of  
Samothrace in the Louvre 
collection.  

Delacroix thought of  the 
work as both a modern 
subject and as an allegory. 
(Note 1)

The figure on his back on the 
left recalls one of  the figures 
in The Raft of  the Medusa. He 
wears a blue stocking on his 
right leg. He is said to refer to 
Hector in Homer’s Iliad; a 
symbol of  defeat as well as 
realistic evocation of  human 
brutality. (Note 2) The single 
stocking also refers to the 
French phrase ‘partir un pied 
chaussé et l’autre nu’ (‘leave 
one foot shod and the other 
naked’) referring to both 
poverty and to acting quickly 
in response to a crisis and 
evident in many religious 
paintings of  Christ and 
saints.

The fighters are from a mixture of  social classes, 
ranging from the bourgeoisie represented by the 
young man in a top hat, a student from the prestigious 
École Polytechnique wearing the traditional bicorne 
(two-cornered/horned hat), to the revolutionary urban 
worker, as exemplified by the boy holding pistols. 
What they have in common is the fierceness and 
determination in their eyes. Aside from the flag held 
by Liberty, a second, minute tricolour can be discerned 
in the distance flying from the towers of  Notre Dame.

The figure of  Liberty in the 
painting has a general 
resemblance to Robert 
Smirke’s The Seven Ages of  
Man: The Soldier, ‘As You Like 
It, II, vii’,  ca.1798-1801 
(now in the Yale Center for 
British Art) commissioned by 
John Boydell for his 
Shakespeare Gallery (Note 3).

In view of  the above the 
picture is both a glorification 
of  freedom and a recognition 
of  the price that must be 
paid for it.

The painting was first exhibited at the official Salon of  
1831. It is now in the collection of  the Musée du 
Louvre, Paris.
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