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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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Rubens, Helena Fourment and their Son, Frans, Peter Paul Rubens, c.1635






Total Devotion



Rubens & Helena Fourment


In this family self-portrait, Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640) depicts himself with his second wife, Helena, and their young son, Frans, strolling in the garden of their house in Antwerp. It is hard to imagine a more tender and devoted tribute from an artist to his wife. Rubens’ loving eyes are focused on Helena not just in the painting, but as the artist who is sitting in front of her creating the image. She seems to bathe slightly bashfully in this attention, looking down at Frans, who returns her gaze while simultaneously mirroring his father’s gestures and body position. She holds the boy lightly on the end of a leading string and modestly accepts the gentle touch of Rubens’ hand on hers as he seems to be showing her the way forward. She is both a cherished wife to Rubens and a loving mother to Frans.


But this painting is not just celebrating the love between the couple and for their son. It is also about projecting Rubens’ social status and the perpetuation of his family name. He was now the most sought-after painter in the world. Such were his contacts in the royal courts of Europe that, in 1630, he had brokered a peace treaty between Spain and England and was knighted by both Philip IV and Charles I. The strap across Rubens’ chest holds the sheath for his sword, which is indicative of his status as a nobleman. Also, it is Frans, his male heir, whom he includes in the picture, not his eldest child, Clara. And Frans is given a strap-like ribbon across his chest – one day he too will wear a gentleman’s sword.


The garden setting is also full of significance. As well as signalling Rubens’ status – it had been landscaped in 1610 when he finished building his impressive house in the latest Renaissance style after his return to Antwerp from Rome – it can also be seen as a Garden of Love. Consider the fountain and caryatid statue, whose breasts echo Helena’s suggested fertility (note Helena’s exposed nipple). The ivy may be a reference to Psalm 128: ‘Your wife shall be like a fruitful vine/In the very heart of your house’. And the parrot grasping a rose briar in its beak may also symbolize the pain and pleasure that come with love.


Of course, the image has strong patriarchal overtones that might jar with us today. But it is an extraordinarily tender image and all the evidence suggests that it represents a genuinely heartfelt expression of Rubens’ feelings. Helena was the second love of the artist’s life. His first wife Isabella had died aged just 34 during a plague outbreak in 1626. He married Helena four years later. The daughter of a wealthy Antwerp silk merchant, she was 16, he was 53, but the age difference doesn’t seem to have hampered their happiness. They had five children together, whom Rubens often sketched. He also painted Helena many times. She was the inspiration for some of his famously voluptuous paintings of classical nudes.
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Helena Fourment (Het Pelsken), Peter Paul Rubens, c.1637



By far the most intimate, though, is the Helena Fourment Het Pelsken (‘Little Fur’) portrait, which he made in about 1637. Here Helena is cast, playfully, as Venus, the Goddess of Love. Rubens has posed her both in homage to his great predecessor, Titian, who made several paintings of women in furs, and in imitation of a traditional Venus Pudica. Derived from classical sculptures (see here) this phrase is a reference to the way in which Venus was often depicted trying modestly to cover her nakedness with her hands and arms. Yet, instead of hiding her breasts, Helena here uses her arm to lift them into prominence, nipples erect. Any modesty we might perhaps perceive in the picture comes from the way she gathers the big fur gown around her body. Here, too, Rubens takes the opportunity to eroticize the gesture. The soft, dark, warm fur not only contrasts with the pale delicacy of her skin, but adds a powerful tactile quality. Seeing fur on flesh like this, we can’t help but imagine the sense of warmth it generates and how it must feel to be touching it.


Her body 
… with all 
its slight 
blemishes, 
creases and 
imperfections.


That direct connection with Helena’s sensual world is heightened by Rubens’ decision to depict her body, not as an idealized form as Titian would have done, with perfectly smooth skin and flowing lines, but with all its slight blemishes, creases and imperfections. It is an intensely private painting which Rubens specifically left to his wife in his will, stipulating that it must not be sold to pay for death duties. After he died in 1640, she kept it until her own death in 1673. She did marry again, but in her will she was careful to leave Helena Fourment (Het Pelsken) not to her second husband, who outlived her and with whom she had six more children, but instead to the children she had had with Rubens.1 As they had together decided just before his own death, she was buried alongside Peter Paul in the Rubens Chapel in the church of St James, Antwerp.
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Self-Portrait (or The Large Self-Portrait), Rembrandt, 1652




Passion & Determination



Rembrandt & Hendrickje Stoffels


Emotionally, it must have been an extraordinary moment when Rembrandt made this self-portrait in 1652. Even though he had painted himself many times in his youth, he had not done so since his first wife, Saskia, had died 10 years earlier. He had endured more than a decade of trauma. His artistic career had stalled; he was running short of money; and he was beset by legal problems. But now, finally, he set up his easel, turned to the mirror and raised the courage to look himself in the eye.


What do we make of the result? Comparing this with his earlier self-portraits, Rembrandt – now 45 or 46 years old – has visibly aged. Stress and grief have taken their toll. There are new shadows under his eyes, the furrow in his brow has deepened and his chin is heavier.


But his bearing is confident: he stands, arms akimbo, looking slightly down at us. He is dressed in his artist’s smock – as though he is keen to get on with his work again. And, looking closely at his face, we can detect a gleam in his eye, emphasized by the dramatic lighting that rakes in from the left side of the picture. It is as though, with this portrait, he was declaring that there was a new purpose in his life. And there was. Rembrandt had fallen in love.


About three or four years before he made the self-portrait, he had become involved with his maid, Hendrickje Stoffels. There are no letters and no witnesses to testify to the intensity of their relationship, but we can discern from a series of paintings and sketches that Rembrandt made during those years, the remarkable tenderness and intimacy that developed between them.


Two paintings stand out. The first is not a formal portrait, but a depiction of Bathsheba, the Old Testament beauty who was seduced by King David after he spied her bathing naked. Rembrandt used his new lover as a model in what turned out to be one of the most enigmatic and revolutionary paintings of the 17th century. There is none of the traditional idealization of a female nude. Rembrandt doesn’t gloss over the slight deformation of her left breast or the heaviness of her stomach. He presents us with what he sees. And perhaps for the first time in Western art – after centuries of artists using the Bathsheba story as an excuse to titillate – Rembrandt also makes us consider what she might be thinking. He depicts the moment just after she has read the letter of proposal sent by King David, when she realizes she must choose between defying the approaches of an all-powerful king or betraying her husband. We can sense her melancholy and resignation as she sits contemplating her fate.


So, paradoxically, this most realistic of nudes is as much about Bathsheba’s mind as her body. And it is also, surely, about Hendrickje herself. It is easy to be tempted into making assumptions that can never be proved. We know that she gave birth to their daughter, Cornelia, at the end of October that year. Did she and Rembrandt already know she was pregnant when he was painting her? Is there an analogy between Bathsheba’s moment of truth and the harsh reality that Hendrickje knew she must face when she had the baby? Rembrandt could not marry his lover because the money that Saskia had left him was the only thing keeping him from bankruptcy, and there was a provision in the will that meant he would lose the inheritance if he remarried.
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Bathsheba at Her Bath, Rembrandt, 1654
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Portrait of Hendrickje Stoffels, Rembrandt, c.1654–1656



So, once it was clear that Hendrickje was pregnant, her happiness must have been tempered by the circumstances. She was to be an unmarried mother – a social and religious pariah. She was publicly shamed and excluded from taking communion.


Things got worse. In 1656 Rembrandt was declared bankrupt and, by 1658, he, Hendrickje, Cornelia and Titus – his son by Saskia – were forced to move to a cheap rented house. Yet Hendrickje seems to have taken responsibility for trying to turn things around. While Rembrandt started to work much harder, she and Titus opened a shop to market his prints and paintings.


Perhaps the portrait of Hendrickje (opposite) captures the most enduring sense of their togetherness and stands as the most fitting memorial to their love. It was made just as Hendrickje was having to get to grips with bankruptcy and life with a young child and yet she radiates a remarkable sense of calmness and poise. She looks directly at us from a slight height, with an almost regal air and a knowing tilt to her head. Her right hand rests on what must be the arm of a chair, yet looks like a sceptre. She wears expensive pearl earrings and a gold chain. There are jewels threaded into ribbons in her hair and a luxurious white fur around her shoulders. Maybe this is the last time she will be able to wear such finery before it has to be sold.


Most revealingly of all, there is a delicious tension between her regal demeanour and the erotic charge of the portrait. Hendrickje’s dress of lilac silk is unfastened at the front and her undershirt is partly undone. As she reaches inside her mantle, the shift falls slightly open, revealing the swell of her breasts. Simultaneously, it seems, Rembrandt is expressing not only the depth of his desire but also admiration for his young lover who had sacrificed her respectability to be with him and who was now working so hard to keep the family together.
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