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‘How do we use our art as a form of protest?’
It is a fair opinion of mine to express that it is difficult to pinpoint the origin of protest through art due to its varied evidence throughout history. Whilst art activism gained most of its attraction during the 19th century, historians have traced political activism through ancient Roman graffiti at Pompeii caused by the then running politicians who had hired artists to promote them for leadership using vandalism. (Drusus, L. (2023) The History Blog, p- Electoral graffiti found inside Pompeii house) But how else has our ever-changing history provoked artists to speak their minds through their work? In this essay I will journey through centuries, highlighting the most profound activistic artwork and how the message came across to their audiences, verses how it speaks to our current political climate as well. 
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David, 1793, The Death of Marat

‘The Death of Marat’ (Jacques Louis David, 1793, oil on canvas, ‘Royal Museum of Fine Arts’ Brussels, Belgium) captures the harsh reality of the elaborate French Revolution taking place between 1789-1799. Jaques Louis David depicts Jean-Paul Marat, a political instigator, dead in his bathtub.  (Wilson, C. (2015) Close to the Source: Analysing the High Art of Propaganda during the French Revolution, p-14)
[bookmark: _Int_PppI2nUi][bookmark: _Int_6zBKRGPQ]Marat was assassinated by Charlotte Corday in 1793 due to his far-left political opinions; the political extremism of his murder was caused by the beliefs that the faction Marat was endorsing, The Jacobin, handled the revolution to take such a violent turn. Jaques Louis David’s artwork reveals the harsh truth of methods invoked by political propagandist's; that the people will resolve to murder to ensure a different reality for the state of France.  (Vidalenc , J. (2025) Jean-Paul Marat | Biography, death, painting, Writings, & Facts | Britannica, Jean-Paul Marat French politician, physician, and journalist.)

In my personal perception of ‘The Death of Marat’ I first perceive how muted the colour pallet is; to me this creates an atmosphere for the viewer to reflect on how assassination and murder during this period were common occurrences and the lack of saturation in the painting stands for the fact that this was simply the violent truth.  To add to this, the way David has positioned Marat to be looking at the audience is truly haunting; it speaks to me as though Marat is warning the viewer of the consequences that can happen for being politically vocal, I make the same conclusion within the way David has chosen to depict Marat with quill and paper in hand which alludes to the knowledge that he was assassinated for his involvement in the violence of the French Revolution, with this in mind, I can't help but recall current events of the murder of recent political public figures. The most profound and standout area of David’s painting for me personally is the blood stain on the sheets around him, this dark red mark staining the white sheets around his bathtub to me symbolises the stain of the violence and countless deaths within the French Revolution that had and yet still has such a hold on the country and its people.
 Today, this artwork has such relevancy in terms of how dangerous a world we still are and how although assassination is inherently wrong, in some cases we need it to be able to move forward as a better society. 
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Kahlo, 1932, Self-portrait on the Borderline Between Mexico and the United States

Frida Kahlo’s ‘Self-portrait on the Borderline Between Mexico and the United States’ (1932, oil on metal, ‘Maria Rodriquez de Reyero Collection’ New York, USA) is a piece of artwork reflecting on the climate changes of The USA during The Great Depression period of the 1930’s. (Nicholson, P. (2023) Occupational Medicine, Volume 73, Issue 5, Pages 233–235,)

 Specifically, touching on themes such as the ‘Dust Bowl’ phenomenon (Parrish, A. (2023) Climate Migrants of the 1930’s Dust Bowl) that was a result of rapid climate change extending to the drought of farmland and therefore brought a plume of dust across the US. Kahlo’s painting depicts the rich environment and culture her home country Mexico in drastic comparison of America’s current climate.
 Therefore, reflecting her fear of a similar outcome for her country. In ‘Self-portrait on the Borderline Between Mexico and the United States,’ Kahlo depicts the fear of erasure of Mexican vibrancy by portraying herself wearing a traditionally American debutante dress and pearls instead of her usual attire of indigenous clothing. As well as this, Frida depicts herself holding the Mexican Flag, but without its coat of arms, this alludes to her history of following the communist ideology and her fear that the Mexican coat of arms is indicating ideas of a colonial state like America’s. Kahlo is illustrated to be smoking which ties in correlation with America’s Great Depression. This implies Frida’s personal struggles with misery and her well-documented struggles with fertility.
 My first interpretation of this painting and title, prior to research, included themes of Mexican deportation in America during the 1930’s. However, with my contextual analysis I now view the paintings semiotics and messages to the audience as intended by Kahlo. I first notice the surrealistic style of painting and how the choice of using this art movement plays in touch with the themes of a land that feels inhospitable and dystopian. I also notice the contrasting sides of the painting and the depictions of America versus Mexico; Frida portrays the Mexican representing side to be flourished with natural botanica whereas the American side is depicted of wires and manmade machinery to be growing from the soil. I believe this supports the idea that Frida feared the US becoming a parasite on the land of Mexico. Adding to this, the Mexican side of the depiction is filled with copious signs of Latin culture, such as the Mesoamerican Pyramid and the Dia De Los Muertos skulls. In contrast, the symbols of American culture include concrete skyrise buildings and plumes of smoke. 
In my opinion, I believe this painting still stands relevant to this day. It is worth mentioning the current state of the USA under the presidency of Donald Trump and the lingering fear for the country's current climate. As well as the lives and liberation of Mexican migrants. I believe Frida Kahlo’s painting stands pertinent towards the fear that Mexican land, culture and climate will be tarnished by America’s careless actions including the recent and upsetting change of ‘The Gulf of Mexico’ being substituted for ‘The Gulf of America.’ 
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Rockwell, 1964, The Problem We All Live With

‘The Problem We All Live With’ by Norman Rockwell (1964, oil on canvas, ‘Norman Rockwell Museum’ Massachusetts, USA) depicts a 6-year-old African American Ruby Bridges walking, guarded by US marshals who are escorting her to a newly desegregated New Orleans elementary school.  The school desegregation case known as ‘Bush v. Orleans Parish School Board’ acted in the 1960s after initially being shut down and postponed in 1954 by state officials resisting the implementation of African American students in ‘White’ places of education. Ruby Bridges along with 3 other African American students were mandatorily escorted to desegregated schools on November 14th, 1960. (Middleton, T. (2011) Social Education; Arlington, vol.75, Iss.6, p-329-330) 
 Rockwell captures this day in, ‘The Problem We All Live With,’ in which he depicts the scene of Ruby walking in front of a wall that is filled with racist connotations such as racial slurs, anti-black movement groups and a tomato that has been thrown. However, with Ruby being the center piece of the painting Rockwell adheres to both arguments of the controversial integration of African American students by allowing the viewer to decide what the answer is to question of what is ‘The Problem We All Live With;’ the integration or the racial abuse. To this day, Ruby Bridges still stands as an icon for African Americans fighting against racism.
 In my personal perception of the painting, I first notice the racial slurs on the wall behind Ruby and see the symbolic meaning of her walking along side and past it, commemorating how extraordinary this change was for African Americans to keep fighting for their rights and how we need to move forward and accept that change is for the best. It is also clear to me the connotations and semiotics of her being dressed in all white clothing. Not only does her white clothing remind the viewer that she is, as a young Black girl, trying to fit in with the White students at her school. But also, the implications of purity and new beginnings that the colour white helps us draw conclusions to as a semiotic. As well as this, the stark colour difference between the white of her dress and the red splatter of the thrown tomato tells us so much about the violence that ensued onto Black people in this time and the threat of death that young Ruby was enduring. Linking to her white outfit depicting her purity and innocence, I want to comment on the guards around her and their fisted hands ready for action in comparison to her grip on her book and ruler out of fear.
 Sadly, in contrast to the current state of Black lives. We have not moved on as well as a society as me and others would have hoped for. Still, in the US and other countries, Black individuals still face racial abuse and hate crimes. Most notably, in 2020 with the murder of George Floyd and the uprising of the Black Lives Matter movement in response. To answer Rockwell’s question, I believe the problem we all live with is injustice and prejudice and not grasping how privileged we are as White people to not have to live in fear based on the colour of our skin. 

In summary, the three paintings I have highlighted in this essay have stood as ways of expressing political values through artwork. I believe in their respective period they served symbolically to the voices of the public and as a clear message of wanting justice and change for the better. However, I firmly believe the morals depicted in each painting still hold relevancy to our current time with examples of recent political assassinations, fear of climate change and racism. In terms of stylistic choices, I believe each painting is depicted in such drastically different ways; with David and Rockwell’s paintings having harsh, violent imagery. Opposing Kahlo’s more muted and subtle hints to the deeper meaning behind the painting. I believe politics plays such a massive role in art, it allows us as human race to express our opinions through imagery in a way that words sometimes cannot. 
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