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After trying to recover the glory of his previous battles, Napoleon could not fight any
more against his inevitable destiny during the Government of the Hundred Days. The
troops of the European allies defeated him in the battle of Waterloo. He spent his last
days in the British island of Santa Elena in solitary isolation.
In 1815 a new era in universal history started. The Quadruple Alliance: England,
Austria, Russia and Prussia, decided to set the destiny of Europe in the Congress of
Vienna. The Allies imposed order under the regimen of the absolute monarchy that
ruled before 1789 in all the countries that had been conquered by Napoleon. France
reduced its territories to the originals limits and Louis XVIII took the power. The new
owners of Europe agreed on avoiding any revolutionary attempt that could affect their
omnipotent power.
As a result of all these changes, many of the followers of the ideals of the Ilustration
were persecuted and sent to exile. The European monarchy restoration, therefore, had a
lot of important social and cultural repercussions as a political phenomenon.
Jacques Louis David and Jean Baptiste Vermay, the two revolutionary painters
analyzed in this paper were victims of the exile of the restoration period. The developed
their liberal ideas and feelings through their paintings based on the neoclassical style
and thus contributed to immortalize not only the French Revolution but also Napoleon.
Jacques Louis David was born in Paris in 1748. He studied in the Royal Academy with
Joseph Marie Vien, a rococo painter. In 1774 he won the Prime of Rome and traveled to
Italy where he was influenced by classic art and by the work of Nicolas Poussin, a XVII
c. painter. David developed his own classical style choosing his topics from two
different sources: the written materials he studied and the Roman sculptures he took into
account as to form and gestures.
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He was a supporter of Greco-Latin art and culture and an active figure of the French
Revolution from its very beginning. As a painter he was considered a leader in this
period. He developed the same lines of expression and the mythological characters of
antiquity and created a historical painting that represented valuable revolutionary
concepts through allegories with classical scenes. Among these works, the most
important ones were: The Oath of the Horatti (1784), The Lictors Bring to Brutus the
Bodies of His Sons (1789)1, Le Serment du Jeu de Paume(1791), The Kidnapping of the
Sabins (1799).
David belonged to the Jacobin Club and to the National Assembly. He established a
close relationship with well-known revolutionary leaders such us: Maximilien
Robespierre, Louis Saint-Just and Jean Paul Marat. He also firmly contributed to reform
the elite monarchical character of the Royal Academy.
Special attention deserves one of his masterpieces: The Death of Marat (1793). In this
painting he illustrates the inert state of the revolutionary man who was one of the most
important leaders of the Jacobin Convention and the writer of the radical newspaper
L’Ami du people (The Friend of the People). He was stabbed by Charlotte Corday who
belonged to the Girondins, while he was having a cold water bath to calm the violent
itchings of the skin disease he suffered from. In this painting David not only paid
homage to one of his most closest friends but also tried to move the people,
immortalizing the lost of one of the heroes of the Revolution.

1

This was one of the first paintings made by David at the beginning of Revolution. At first, the
government did not allow its exhibition, but since the people got angry the government had to give up.
Various art students took care of the painting when it was exhibited in the Hall of the Academy of Paris.
The painting represents Lucius Junius Brutus, the Roman chief grieving for his sons, who had tried to
over throw the government and restore de monarchy. As a consequence of this, Brutus ordered their death
and became the heroic protector of the Republic. The painting was a republican symbol and had an
unlimited meaning in France.
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David was arrested after Robespierre’s death. He was in prison for some years.
However, from 1799 to 1815 he became the official painter of Napoleon and rose to
fame again. David considered the Corsican leader a hero of classical mythology, that is
why he exalted him in his paintings.
Some of his most famous works for the emperor were: Napoleon Crossing the Alps
(1801) and The Crowing of Napoleon and Josephine (1805-1807). The first one remarks
the role of art as a means of expression of political and social events. There, we can see
a Napoleon rejuvenated by the artist, ready to follow his campaign in Italy and
following the example of Carlomagno. The second is a work of great historical and
artistic value, since David reflects one of the most remarkable events in the life of
Napoleon and France, and also portraits, with careful effort, some relevant personalities
of the period.
Due to the many defeats Napoleon had after de first decade of the XIX c., David
expressed in some of his works the feelings of consternation of the followers of the
Revolution. One of his masterpieces: Leonidas at Thermopylae (1799-1803; 1813-1814)
is an example of how he praised the courage of the revolutionaries even when they
knew they could be defeated. This painting recreates a passage of the Greek history: the
Battle of the Thermopylae, during the Second Medical War, in which the Spartans led
by Leonidas fought against Jerjes I Persian Empire. With the typical anecdotic
symbolism that characterizes his historical paintings, David made a comparison
between the events of the foreseen Spartan defeat and the advent of the fall of the
napoleonic empire. Thus, an analysis of this painting shows that the artist tried to
allegorize the imperial guard with the three hundred Spartan soldiers and Napoleon with
Leonidas. Both epic leaders, although from different historical periods, have a common
ending: they are proudly waiting to die for their country.
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When Napoleon returned from the Isle of Elba at the beginning of the Government of
the Hundred Days, he visited David’s studio at the Sorbonne where he enjoyed this
beautiful painting and rewarded the artist with a medal of the Legion of Honor.
After the falling of Napoleon in Waterloo and the establishment of monarchical
restoration in France, revenge against the Revolution took place.
King Louis XVIII proposed David to stay as the royal painter, although he knew that
the artist had been in favor of Louis XVI’s decapitation. David, however, did not accept
this proposition since he had made the decision to go to Belgium.
The French Revolution had a great influence on this country since the last decades of
the XVIII c., due, mainly, to the occupation of the French revolutionary government in
1794. These changes brought as a consequence a great economic and socio-cultural
development and they fought against the influence of the monarchy and of the Catholic
Church.
After the distribution of Napoleon’s empire in the Congress of Vienna, Belgium was
ruled by William I, who also governed at that time the Kingdom of the Netherlands
United States. This was created in 1814 and joined to the Northern and Southern
Netherland Countries in only one state. Its objective was to be a bulwark against France
in case that country decided to fight its enemies.
When the French exiled revolutionary painter Jacques Louis David arrived at
Brussels, he found that constitutional monarchy.
The news of David’s departure from Paris, was propagated through Europe quickly
and a lot of people wanted to welcome the great neoclassical painter in their own
countries, including the great enemies of Napoleon and of the Revolution. Among them,
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was Frederic William III2, king of Prussia, who offered him to stay in Berlin “for the
establishment of a new museum and for the improvement in the studies of all the
branches of arts and of design”3. He was also acclaimed by the Duke of Wellington4 to
make a picture of him. He rejected both offers and answered the Duque with his
incorruptible attitude: “I did not expect at my age, close to my seventy years, to profane
my brushes, I prefer to cut my wrist than to paint an English man”5.
David arrived at Belgium on January 27th, 1816. The French painter was happy in his
new life. He admired the painting of the Flemish Renaissance of the XVI c. The
conjugation those artists made between mannerism and the influences of the great
Italian painters of that period called his attention. Among his favorite artists we find:
Bernard van Orley, called the Raphael of Netherland States; Michiel Coxie, also known
as Flemish Raphael and Frans Floris de Vriendt, one of the most remarkable painters of
the Flemish art for introducing romanisms.
In Brussels, David made an emphasis on the romanticism which was being developed
in Europe, however he tried to be faithful to the neoclassic style that had given him
fame when he worked for Napoleon.
The shades of his paintings were influenced by Flemish art. In Belgium he painted
some works of mythological contents, such us: Cupid and Psyche (1817) and
Telemachus and Eucharis (1818).

2

He was one of the main important figures in the decisions of the Congress of Vienna. In Paris,
September 26th, 1815, founded the Saint Alliance with Alexandre I of Russia and Frederic I of Austria. It
had the authority to intervene in the country that attempted against the status quo of the monarchical
regime.
3
Nanteuil, Luc de, David. (Paris: Cercle d'Art, 1987), 49.
4
He was one of the most outstanding English generals. His prominent participation in the Napoleonic
wars gave him the title of Field Marshal. He commanded the anglo-allied forces in the Battle of Waterloo,
after which Napoleon was permanently exiled to Saint Helena.
5
Nanteuil Luc de 1987, 49-50.
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He also had Mars Disarmed by Venus and the Three Graces (1822-1824)6. This was
the last painting that David made. It presents Mars surrounded by the four goddesses
and the little Cupid. The painter wanted to make an emphasis on his ideas about world
peace through the god of war who was enchanted by “love” and “beauty”.
As to portraits, David had a long list of this kind of work that he had made for great
personalities during the revolutionary period and the Napoleonic Empire. The artist
found in this genre his authentic way of feeling and in this way could escape the rigid
techniques of neoclassicism. In Brussels he painted: Portrait of Mme. Morel of Tangry
and her daughters (1818), Portrait of the Earl of Turenne (1816) and Portrait of the
actor Wolff (1820). Moreover, he immortalized the image of two of his French
contemporaries who were exiled with him. They were: Étienne Maurice Gérard7
(Portrait of Baron Gérard, 1816) and Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès8 (Portrait of Sieyes,
1817).
When David died in 1825, he left behind him a large number of followers of his art
and also many Belgian pupils who followed his influences. One of his most prominent
disciples was Francois Joseph Navez9 (1787-1869), who became an outstanding artist of
neoclassicism in Belgium at the beginnings of the XIX c.
While these political and cultural events were taking place in Europe, on the other side
of the Atlantic Ocean, in the Caribbean Sea, there was an island with great perspectives
of change. In Cuba, at the beginning of the XIX c., under the colonial regime of Spain,
6

This painting is in the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Belgium.
He was one of the most remarkable militars in the Napoleonic campaigns. He got the title of Baron by
the emperor after his outstanding participation in the battle of Wagram. Also, he had on outstanding role
in other important confrontations like the battles of Austerlitz, Leipzig, Ligny and Waterloo.
8
He was an important politician of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Empire. In 1789 he wrote
What is the Third Estate? in which he exposed his disagreements for the privileges of the aristocracy and
the clergy and favored a national legislation, that included the rights of all the citizens.
9
Belgian neoclassical painter. In 1813 he went to Paris where he met David. During the life of his French
professor in Brussels he helped him to The Three Ladies of Ghent. In the period of 1835 to 1862, he was
the director of the Royal Academy of the Fine Arts of Brussels. He painted, many works about
mythological topics and got fame for his portraits. One was dedicated to David (Portrait of David by F. J.
Navez, 1836)
7
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there was an important process of economical and social development. The General
Lieutenant Ambrosio de Funes y Villalpando, Earl of Ricla, put into practice some
measures with the objectives of strengthening the colonial system in the Island and
establishing defensives means more efficient to avoid actions like the taking of Havana
by the British in 1762. Moreover, it was essential for the metropolis to have a control of
Cuba not only for its strategic geographical position but also for its resources, since
these made Cuba a target of new conflicts.
Some of the changes made were: plans of urban development, such us the
construction and rebuilding of many military fortifications10; the elimination of the
monopoly of Cadiz with the opening of the trade of the Island with other Spanish ports.
Another change was the permission for free trading with foreigners, which brought
about the massive introduction of slaves in ships from other countries.
These metropolitan reforms together with the international events such us the Haitian
Revolution that allowed Cuba to be the first producer and exporter of sugar, favored a
real economic development for the country, particularly for the creoles who improved
their standard of living, together with the Spanish civil servants.
With the economic development of this new bourgeois creole, it was necessary to
develop new artistic and cultural expressions that defined their power and distinguished
them from the other social classes. But, because of the lack of a national identity and of
a feeling that inspired people to develop their own artistic trends, the neoclassical style
was imported, which would represent the new social and political concepts of capitalist
bourgeoisie.
This style was recreated with great success in Cuba from the ends of the XVIII c. to
the first half of the XIX c. In all bourgeois expressions there was a neoclassical touch.
10

The Morro was rebuilt, La Punta and the Matanzas Castle were repaired, the Castle of Atarés and the
fortification of San Carlos de la Cabaña were concluded and the Principe fortification was started.
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Moreover, the massive French immigration to the Island at that time, propitiated
basically by the Haitian Revolution; carried with it the culture and ideals of the French
people. The “French period” in Cuba was characterized by a great amount of French
manufacture.
Recent studies, sponsored by the Department of Arquelogy and the Group of
Arqueology of Puerto Carena Enterprise of the Historian Office of the City of Havana,
have found and presented many collections of these articles that are exhibited today in
the museums of Archeology, Casa Victor Hugo and the Farmacia Habanera. According
to these investigations: “In the archeological contexts of colonial Havana – even in the
oldest contexts which go back to the XVI c.- we can find delicate bottles of pharmacy,
toilet cans,

fragments of plates, dishes, jars and bottles for wine that show the

preference of the people for the French manufactures”. 11
At this moment, the biggest boom of illustrated thinking in the Island was developed
with the arrival of a messenger of the ideas of the French Revolution: Jean Baptiste
Vermay.
This French painter was born in 1784 in Tournan-en-Brie. He was a son of
revolutionary artisans. His father Claude Vermay, his uncle and godfather were master
carpenters. The first one was the president of Republican and Popular Society of SansCulottes12 of Tournan-en-Brie, affiliated to the Jacobin Club of Paris.
His father was one of the many illustrated artists who were in France and who
prepared the ideological basses for the Revolution. Thus, we can say that Vermay grew

11

Quevedo Herrero, Antonio, y Ivalú Rodríguez Gil, “Objetos franceses en La Habana colonial.”,
http://www.ohch.cu/noticias/objetos-franceses-en-la-habana-colonial (consultado 6 enero 2015).
12
The sans-culottes were a group of medium class people who embraced a big percentage in the third
state. Among them we have: independents workers, traders and artisans (carpenters, taylors, etc.). Neither
the poorest nor the bourgeoisie was included. They represented a great part of the revolutionary people
that opposed the absolutist regime.
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up with the art and the progressive ideas of a family that belonged, as many others, to
the discontent third state.
Vermay arrived at Paris in 1795, two years after the decapitation of King Louis XVI.
The eleven-year painter went to the capital. In those days the Girondins had defeated the
Jacobin dictatorship and the moderate bourgeoisie had taken the power through the
Thermidorian Convention, while the situation of the workers worsened. In October of
that same year, the Directorate was ruling the country and Napoleon’s influence on the
political and social life of France started.
In Paris, the young boy became David’s student and learned how to apply his
teachings to the historical reality of his period. Later, he took those ideas to Cuba and
they proved to be very useful in the process of formation of a national identity that was
being developed in the Island.
He became an art teacher at the age of seventeen with the help of David. Josephine’s
daughter, Hortense de Beauharnais, was one of his pupils because the emperor, big
friend of David, asked him for a master for her and David recommended the young and
friendly Vermay. From that moment on his life was closely connected with that of
Bonaparte.
In November 26th, 1808, Vermay participated in an artistic competition with famous
painters of the period, such us: Antoine-Jean Gros, Francois Gerard, Anne Louis
Girodet and his own professor David. Napoleon prized him with a gold medal of honor,
for his painting Mary Stuart, Queen of Scotland, Receiving the Death Sentence that
ParliamentHad Just Ratified (1808). Moreover, the emperor exonerated him from the
military service in 1813 for him to honor his country with his art.

10

Vermay was an outstanding painter of the French bourgeoisie and took part in the
Paris Salons13 in 1810, 1812 and 1814.
After many years living in Paris, surounded by the Napoleonic elite and some of the
most famous painters, his life suffered an unexpected change with the fall of the
napoleonic empire and the monarchy restoration: he went to exile in the same way his
master had done before.
The art of the painter was acclaimed by one of the most important personalities of
colonial Havana: bishop Juan José Díaz de Espada y Landa. This cleric was one of the
principal patrons of the illustrated ideas in Cuba. He carried out some important reforms
that went beyond the religious sphere, such us those related to education and art. The
bishop knew that to accomplish significant social transformations, it was essential to do
away with the baroque tendency that prevailed in Cuba. He was pronounced as an
iconoclast. He tried to destroy the baroque religious images and paintings for all the
churches, made by amateurs.
Since Espada needed the help of a good painter to reform the art in Cuba, he asked
Francisco de Goya y Lucientes14 to recommend him a painter for this and Goya who
knew very well the school of David and his reputation15, told Espada about Vermay.
The first works carried out by Vermay in Cuba were those of the Cathedral of Havana.
There he finished some frescos that Joseph Perovani16 had not completed. He also
developed some of the tasks assigned by the bishop with satisfaction.

13

The Paris Salon was an art official exposition of the Academy of Fine Arts of Paris, that began in 1725.
In the period of 1748 to 1890, it was the annual or biennial artistic event most important of the world.
14
Was one of the exponents of the Neoclassicism in Spain with Anton Raphael Mengs and Francisco
Bayeu y Subías. They were initiators of the Royal Academy of Fine Arts of San Fernando and helpers of
the Bourbon reforms in art.
15
In spite of he admired the French culture and the neoclassical art, he opposed to the Napoleonic
invasion in 1808, and many of his works reflect the fight of the Spanish people against the Frenchmen,
for example: La carga de los mamelucos en la Puerta del Sol (1814).
16
He was an Italian painter who had worked with Espada before.
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Moreover, he created religious paintings for churches in other provinces of Cuba. The
National Fine Arts Museum of Cuba has some of these paintings in process of
restoration, as for example: San Juan Bautista (1829) from the Provincial Museum of
Matanzas; San Atanasio from Placetas Church in Las Villas and San José y el niño from
an unknown place.
Once of Vermay’s main contribution to Cuban culture was San Alejandro Free
Academy of Drawing and Painting. Taking as a reference the studios from the Louvre
Museum, in which his master David taught him the neoclassical art, Vermay set to the
task of creating in Cuba a painting school where painting was considered as a form of
expressions of the inhabitants of the Island.
This academy was inaugurated in January 1818, with the financial support of bishop
Espada and the intendente Alejandro Ramírez.
Some of his most famous paintings during his stay in La Havana were: Portrait of a
man (1819) and Portrait of Manrique de Lara Family (1833)17
During the government of the Capitan General Francisco Dionisio Vives, Vermay was
elected to participate in one of the most important events of the period: the inauguration
of el Templete, that is the place were the first mass and the first town council of Havana
were held.
He was called to decorate el Templete. First, he painted The First Mass (1826) and
The First Town Council (1826). Later he made The inauguration of el Templete (1828)
in which there is a number of important political and military personalities and members
of the sugar oligarchy, such us: Counts of Villanueva, Fernandina, Cañongo, O’Reilly,
Casa Bayona and the colonels Juan Montalvo and Martín Aróstegui. These are the first
samples of historical painting and of landscape in Cuba.

17

National Museum of Fine Arts in Cuba.
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Vermay died of cholera in 1833. His remains are in el Templete. There we can find
the verses his friend Jose Maria Heredia, a prominent Cuban poet of that moment and
one of the first personalities who developed the ideas of independence in Cuba, wrote
for him:
“Vermay reposa aquí. La lumbre pura
del entusiasmo iluminó su frente;
un alma tuvo cándida y ardiente,
de artista, el corazón y la ternura.
Era pintor, sembrado en nuestro suelo
dejó de su arte el germen poderoso,
y en todo pecho, blando y generoso,
amor profundo, turbación y duelo.”18
From this breve analysis of the life and work of Jacques Louis David and Jean
Baptiste Vermay, we can infer the great revolutionary work they developed even after
the fall of the napoleonic empire. They were both loyal to their convictions and found in
there exile the appropriate atmosphere to leave an indelible impression of the French
Revolution. For them, Cuba and Belgium were two of the many nations influenced by
the culture and the ideas of the country of the Marseillais.

18

Pérez Cisneros, Guy, Características de la evolución de la pintura en Cuba. (La Habana: Dirección General de
Cultura. Ministerio de Educación, 1959), 71.
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Annexes
Paintings by David

The Oath of the Horatii (1784)

Le Serment du Jeu de Paume (1791)

17

The Kidnapping of the Sabins (1796-1799)

The Death of Marat (1793)

18

Napoleon Crossing the Alps (1801)

The Coronation of Napoleon (1807)

19

Leonidas at Thermopylae (1799-1803, 1813-1814)

Cupid and Psyche (1817)

20

Telemachus and Eucharis (1818)

Mars Disarmed by Venus and the Three Graces (1822-1824)

21

Portrait of the Earl of Turenne (1816)

Portrait of the Actor Wolff (1820)
22

Portrait of Baron Gérard (1816)

Portrait of Sieyes (1817)
23

Paintings by Vermay

Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, Receiving the Death Sentence that Had Just Ratified by
Parliament (1808)

Portrait of the Worthy Bishop Espada
24

La Inmaculada

San Cristóbal

25

San Juan Bautista (1829)

San Atanasio
26

San José y el niño

Portrait of Man (1819)
27

Portrait of the Manrique de Lara Family (1833)

Portrait of Captain General Don Francisco DionisioVives (1832)
28

The First Mass (1826)

The First Town Council (1826)
29

The Templete Inauguration (1828)
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