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Introduction

How many songs are inspired by love? How many poems, novels, fairy tales and films unfold around a romance? They are what we so often fall back on to try to understand, or simply cope with, that most complicated, most powerful and most all-encompassing of emotions. And there is no doubt that love stories and heartfelt ballads offer consolation, inspiration and insights into our deepest passions. But what about pictures? What can art tell us about love?

It’s not something we often consider very directly. We talk about the inspiration of ‘muses’, but that’s an alienating word which aggrandizes artists and suggests that they are somehow different from ordinary people. They aren’t. And we don’t need to attribute an artist’s motivation to some sort of classical ideal. They are affected by emotion, disappointment and the chemistry of desire just like the rest of us. They are just able to express the complications more eloquently.

True, some – like Marc Chagall – seem to idealize their feelings. His floating, dreamlike images are clearly infused with his gentle, exultant adoration of his wife, Bella. But there are many, many different expressions of love in art – sometimes blatant and daring, often subtle or even secret. And to understand them we need to know how to read the imagery, how to recognize the signs and tease out the meanings.

Perhaps sometimes we forget, for example, that every portrait involves two people. The sitter is not alone. Those eyes which today we think are looking at us were, in reality, once focused on the painter standing beside the easel. When it turns out that the two of them were in love with each other, everything suddenly becomes more complicated – and much more interesting. The image we see is not just an attempt at a likeness. It doesn’t simply represent a commercial transaction – it is a reflection of the artist’s own deepest feelings. And we are right there, in the midst of the affair, caught in the sight-lines between two lovers.

Often we can sense the desire in the clear-cut, voyeuristic experience we draw from erotic art. The meeting between Tamara de Lempicka and a woman called Rafaela, whom she encountered in a park in 1927, resulted in several highly charged nude portraits. They are a powerful evocation of that feeling which so often colours the early stages of love – lust.

But often in the art of love, the clues to its meanings are much more subtle, and we have to look more closely and think more carefully to detect tension or flirtation, desire or bashfulness. We may have to be alert to the tiniest detail or most bizarre twist to give us the insights we seek. Why, in Édouard Manet’s portrait of Berthe Morisot, is there so much emphasis on her pink shoe? Why did Sylvia Sleigh depict her husband with a group of naked men in a Turkish bath?

We must remember that love paintings don’t have to be portraits. Could Henry Fuseli’s depiction of a nightmare stem from frustrated desire? And what, exactly, are we to make of Georgia O’Keeffe’s seemingly erotic flower and shell paintings?

Love, as we well know, means different things to different people at different times. It has its ecstasies and its agonies; it can blossom into a deep devotion or burn out and end in tears, recrimination or regret. It can inspire dalliance and delight, but also spark obsession and tragedy. Especially fascinating are the pictures where we seem to be witnessing the very moment when two people fall in love. After all, painting can be an act of extraordinary intimacy. Artist and model may be alone for hours. There is ample time for chemistry to stir, no pressure on conversation. Thoughts, secrets, proposals can emerge at their own pace. That seems to have been how the clandestine – and scandalous – liaison started between the artist Filippo Lippi and his model, a beautiful nun called Lucrezia Buti, in 15th-century Tuscany. And perhaps that is what we see in George Clairin’s voluptuous painting of Sarah Bernhardt reclining on a chaise longue in Belle Époque Paris. But a picture might also be a deeply felt tribute to a much more established relationship. Rembrandt’s paintings of Hendrickje Stoffels and Rubens’ portraits of his second wife, Helena, seem to glow with that sort of heartfelt devotion.

Sometimes feelings can be agonisingly one-way. A whole genre of paintings and portraits has been inspired by unrequited love, as when Winslow Homer tried to process the depth of his feelings for Helena de Kay in the 1870s. She gave him little hope of favour, yet allowed herself to be adored from a distance, the subject of his art – eyes always cast down, remote, unobtainable. Sometimes, too, it gets complicated, really complicated. Love triangles are common in the lives of artists and the tangled affairs of Dora Carrington were among the most complicated of all. She fell in love with a gay man, then a gay woman and was rejected by both. She married a man whom she didn’t love and then enjoyed a passionate affair with one of his best friends. And she painted or sketched portraits of them all.

Most of us have experienced emotional complications and feelings of rejection at some point in our life. But whether we are in love, been together for decades, are suffering a break up or wrestling with conflicting emotions, art can help us come to terms with the depth and complexity of our feelings. We just need to look carefully and reflect a little. And remember, too, that our own experiences can also help us understand some of history’s greatest paintings and the lives, passions and predilections of the men and women who made them.
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