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Introduction

How do you write a history of art? You could try starting at the beginning, but which one? Art has many beginnings, many moments when a new idea or theme or technique suddenly gained traction. When the first sitter broke away from hundreds of years of tradition and smiled for a portrait. When an artist first decided to paint their own reflection in a mirror, or to depict a nightmare, a scream, a lover’s kiss. When it suddenly dawned on a painter how to create a convincing illusion of perspective, or when the first patron – perhaps coyly, perhaps brazenly – asked an artist for a picture of a naked woman.

These were all vital moments that changed the way paintings were made and reshaped ideas of what art was for and how to make it. This book tells the stories of how and why they happened, of the impact they made and what came next. It offers a chance to think about when and why painters and their patrons rethought their attitudes to art – about what it could or couldn’t, should or shouldn’t depict. Did these innovations reflect a sudden insight, a moment of brilliance, a pragmatic solution, or simply stem from the changing cultural and social mores of a certain moment in history? Without the precedent of that first smile, would Leonardo have made the Mona Lisa? How did Michelangelo pave the way for Banksy? Why did Georg Baselitz suddenly start to paint things upside down?

Sometimes the story is complicated. We may be looking back several hundred years. Some paintings have been lost; others, perhaps, forgotten. Sometimes, too, there are doubts about exactly when a picture was made, or how many other artists ever actually saw it. To make the project manageable, this book has had to draw some boundaries. It focuses primarily on paintings, those made over the last 700 years, starting in Europe towards the end of the Middle Ages and later expanding to America and the rest of the world as Western artists became more globally connected and absorbed inflences from other cultures. Occasionally other media, such as sculpture and photography, are discussed, especially when looking at art from the 20th century onwards, when it has become more and more common for artists to work in several formats and materials.

As well as teasing out these stories, a fascinating aspect of researching this book is the extraordinarily high quality of the firsts in nearly all our categories. Several – such as the Van Eyck self-portrait and Botticelli’s Birth of Venus – have had such an enduring impact that they have become some of the most famous images ever created, although their status as firsts is often forgotten. Others have a quieter force: the paintings of the little-known Swedish artist Hilma af Klint, who pioneered abstract art in the early 20th century; Sofonisba Anguissola’s remarkable picture of her younger sisters playing chess in 1555; and Mary Cassatt’s restrained yet radical painting of her mother reading a newspaper in 1878, which has a strong claim to being the first ever feminist painting.

Whether subtle or spectacular, the potency of these revolutionary images is perhaps not so surprising. Great artists also tend to be great innovators – they seek new ideas and themes, as well as looking for new ways to approach traditional ones. The drive to be first is a powerful one.
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FIRST

Loving Kiss

Sometime between 1303 and 1305 Giotto (c. 1267–1337) depicted a grey-haired man gathering a woman tenderly in his arms (pictured). She touches his cheek and holds the back of his head as their lips meet. The scene is part of a huge fresco on the walls of the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, and is one of a series of episodes illustrating the life of the Virgin Mary. The two figures are Joachim and Anne – her parents – embracing outside the Golden Gate of Jerusalem. It is remarkable not only because of its extraordinary tenderness, but because it is the first example of a loving kiss in a major painting. The kiss of betrayal delivered by Judas was often illustrated (there is an example by Giotto in the same chapel). But at a time when art was so dominated by religious themes, the Bible provided few opportunities to depict a kiss of love.

In fact, the moment chosen by Giotto comes not directly from the Bible, but from Christian legend. According to the story illustrated here, Joachim and Anne are an elderly couple who have been married for 20 years but failed to have children. They are embracing to celebrate the fact that, after much earnest prayer, God has granted their wish and – miraculously – Anne has become pregnant.

Giotto’s image was echoed in many later paintings of the same scene, but it is hard to see them as anything more passionate than a loving kiss between a long-married husband and wife. It was Titian’s Venus and Mars (pictured) made more than 200 years after the Scrovegni Chapel which first injected real passion into the art of kissing. For the first time since antiquity, we see an explicitly erotic kiss between two lovers. Look at Mars’ right hand and the way he gently cradles the back of Venus’ head with his left. Look at her flushed cheeks and how her hands and arms are positioned to reflect his. They are in perfect harmony, lost in their passion for each other.
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Anne greets Joachim at the Golden Gate (detail), 1303–1305, Giotto (c. 1267–1337)
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Mars, Venus and Cupid, c. 1530, Titian (c. 1488/90–1576)
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The Birthday, 1915, Marc Chagall (1887–1985)

Titian delights in the couple’s pleasure, but he also subtly reminds us of our own voyeurism. In his other paintings of Venus’ amorous exploits, he depicts her cherubic companion, Cupid, dozing discreetly under a tree. But here Cupid flies around the couple so that he can get a better view and aim another of his love-inflaming arrows. The artist is reminding us that by looking at and enjoying the painting, we, like Cupid, are voyeurs. He emphasizes this through the lovers’ unusual pose; by positioning Mars behind Venus, Titian leaves the naked woman exposed to our gaze.

Dating the painting is complex, however. Titian most probably made the first version of the image in the 1520s, but the one that survives today may be a copy made by one of his assistants years after the original. This creates a slight uncertainty in our search for a first lover’s kiss. In the late 1530s – and so, potentially, before Titian’s picture – Michelangelo was painting the Last Judgement (pictured) on the wall of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. It’s an incredibly complex fresco with more than 300 naked figures who represent the multitudes of the living and the resurrected dead as they face Christ’s verdict. Some are cast down to eternal damnation, others swept up to heaven.

That Michelangelo should depict so many nudes in a holy chapel caused general consternation among Church conservatives at the time. But we don’t know what those objectors made of some of the figures towards the back of a swirling crowd of blessed souls on their way to heaven, high up on the right-hand side of the fresco. It’s possible they didn’t register exactly what was happening. Several couples embrace with relief and joy at their redemption. Three of these couples – all male – take things a step further and are kissing each other passionately. Michelangelo, who was gay and by now in his sixties, is, by implication, surely exonerating homosexuals from the automatic damnation that would have been expected at the time. This is a religious and political statement as well as a depiction of love and passion. And whether or not the fresco pre-dates Titian’s painting, we must register it as the first depiction of gay kisses in art.

It was another 300 years before a painting of a kiss achieved iconic status, but from the late 19th century a series of memorable images caught the public imagination. In 1859 the Spanish artist Francesco Hayez (1791–1881) captured the passionate intensity of two young lovers – this time fully clothed – locked in an embrace. It remains one of the most popular paintings in the Brera Museum in Milan. Meanwhile, in Gustav Klimt’s (1862–1918) most famous picture (The Kiss, 1889), the lovers’ lips don’t meet, the woman is kneeling and there is a vampire-like quality to the embrace.
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Last Judgement (detail), late 1530s, Michelangelo (1475–1564) • There are three male couples kissing just above the top of the cross on the right-hand side.

By contrast, Marc Chagall’s painting The Birthday (pictured), of a couple rising to defy gravity as their lips touch, is much more evocative of the headiness of young love. It was made on his own twenty-eighth birthday during a visit to his cottage by his fiancée, Bella Rosenfeld. Her recollection of the moment – addressed to Chagall himself – begins with the frenzy of his painting: ‘Spurts of red, blue, white, black. Suddenly you tear me from the earth, you yourself take off from one foot. You rise, you stretch your limbs, you float up to the ceiling. Your head turns about and you make mine turn. You brush my ear and murmur.’

Nearly a century later, it was a graffiti kiss that helped to establish the reputation of the anonymous British artist Banksy. In 2004 he stencilled a black-and-white image, Kissing Coppers (pictured), on to the wall of a Brighton pub. It shows two uniformed policemen – still wearing their helmets – in a pose not so different from that of Giotto’s couple, but with decidedly more passionate intent. Is it designed to confirm and celebrate the liberal atmosphere of Brighton, where the homosexual community is thoroughly and openly integrated the wider society? Or is it made in mockery of a straight-laced, conservative institution that then had a reputation for homophobia (and perhaps still does)? If the latter, Banksy’s agenda is not really so different from that of Michelangelo 300 years earlier.
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Kissing Coppers, 2004, Banksy (b. 1970s)
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