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 10 feet 8 inches x 13 feet 9 inches 
 Historic painting 
 The painting immediately became a huge success with critics and the public, 

and remains one of the best known paintings in the Neoclassical style 
 The principal sources for the story behind David's Oath are the first book of 

Livy (sections 24-6) which was elaborated by Dionysius in book 3 of his Roman 
Antiquities.[2] However, the moment depicted in David's painting is his own 
invention. 

o It depicts a scene from a Roman legend about a dispute between two warring cities, Rome 
and Alba Longa, and stresses the importance of masculine self-sacrifice for one's country 
and patriotism when three brothers from a Roman family, the Horatii, agree to end the war by 
fighting three brothers from a family of Alba Longa, the Curiatii. The three brothers, all of 
whom appear willing to sacrifice their lives for the good of Rome, are shown saluting their 
father who holds their swords out for them.[1] Of the three Horatii brothers, only one shall 
survive the confrontation. However, it is the surviving brother who is able to kill the other 
three fighters from Alba Longa: he chases the three fighters, causing them to separate from 
each other, and then, in turn, kills each Curiatii brother. Aside from the three brothers 
depicted, David also represents, in the bottom right corner, a woman crying whilst sitting 
down. She is Camilla, a sister of the Horatii brothers, who is also betrothed to one of the 
Curiatii fighters, and thus she weeps in the realisation that, in any case, she will lose 

someone she loves. 
 commission: 

In 1774, David won the Prix de Rome with his work Érasistrate découvrant la cause de 
la maladie d’Antiochius. This allowed him to stay five years (1775–1780) in Rome as a 
student from the French government. Upon his return to Paris he exhibited his work, 
which Diderot worshipped; the success was so resounding that King Louis XVI of France 
allowed him to stay in the Louvre, a very ancient privilege desired by artists. There he 
met Pecoul, contractor for the actual buildings, and Pecoul's daughter, whom he 
married. The king made him work on the Oath of the Horatii, with the intention that it be 
an allegory about loyalty to the state and therefore to the king. As the French Revolution 
approached, paintings increasingly referred to the loyalty to the state rather than the 
family or the church. Although this picture was made nearly fifteen years before the 
Revolution, the Oath of the Horatii reflects the feelings and aspirations of the period. 
o In 1789, David painted The Lictors Bring to Brutus the Bodies of His Sons, a picture that was 

also a royal commission. Ironically, shortly after, the king would go up to the scaffold also 
accused of treason, as the sons of Brutus, and with the vote of the artist in the National 
Assembly, which supported the execution of Louis XVI. 

 composition, style (neoclassical), and techniques: 
This painting shows the neoclassical art style,[4] and employs various techniques that 
were typical of it: 
• The background is de-emphasized, while the figures in the foreground are 

emphasized. 
• Overlapping ranks of profile figures are a common motif in classical art, and that of 

other ancient Near Eastern cultures. 
• The central point of the hand clasping the swords is placed in front of the vanishing 
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point of the perspective scheme, which is emphasized by the straight lines of the 
edges of the wall blocks and floor slabs of the architectural setting leading to it 
(see schematic). 

• The use of dull colors is to show the importance of the story behind the painting over 
the painting itself. 

• The picture is clearly organized, depicting the symbolism of the number three and of 
the moment itself. 

• The focus on clear, hard details and the lack of use of the more wispy brushstrokes 
preferred by Rococo art. 

• The brushstrokes are invisible, and the painter's technique is not displayed as a 
distraction from the subject 

• The men are all depicted with straight lines mirroring the columns in the background 
signifying their rigidity and strength while the women are all curved like the 
arches which are held up by the columns. 

• The use of straight lines to depict strength is also demonstrated in the swords, two of 
which are curved while one is straight, perhaps foreshadowing that only one 
brother would survive the encounter. 

• The brother closest to the viewer (presumably destined to be the sole survivor) is 
dressed in colors matching that of the father while the garb of the other brothers 
is obscured but seems to mimic the colors being worn by the women. 

• The frozen quality of the painting is also intended to emphasize rationality, unlike the 
Rococo style. 

• The only emotion shown is from the women, who were allowed to feel, while the men 
show stoic determination to do their duty.[4] 

o That it depicts a morally uplifting story, promoting civic duty over the personal, reflects the 
values of the Age of Enlightenment and neoclassical idealism. 

 
 

 
Schematic showing the convergence of many elements in the composition at the central point 
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