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Introduction

Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring (c.1665) is one of the most famous paintings in the world, and also one of the most mysterious. Who is this girl, dressed in an unusual blue-and-gold headscarf, with her iconic pearl earring? Why does she stare out of the canvas in such an enigmatic way? What was her relationship with the artist? No one knows for certain, and this secrecy only adds to her allure.

The much-debated identity of Vermeer’s model inspired Tracy Chevalier to write the best-selling historical novel, Girl with a Pearl Earring, which tells a fictitious story behind the painting. Set in seventeenth-century Holland, it follows the narrative of Griet, a sixteen-year-old Dutch girl who becomes a maid in the house of the successful painter. From his studio, the artist paints solitary women in domestic settings, illuminated by brilliant sunlight. Griet is quiet and calm; she is also beautiful and perceptive, and soon attracts Vermeer’s attention. The very first time they meet, he notices the way that she has arranged the vegetables she is chopping:

‘I see that you have separated the whites,’ he said, indicating the turnips and onions. ‘And then the orange, and the purple, they do not sit together. Why is that?’

‘The colours fight when they are side by side, sir.’

It is a significant moment, revealing an intimate connection between Vermeer and Griet, who shares his understanding of colour. Alongside her household duties, the artist teaches his maid to make paint, drawing her into his world. It’s not long before Griet becomes his next subject: she sits for the notorious painting, wearing his wealthy wife’s pearl earring, with her hair tied up in the striking headscarf. Griet has become the artist’s muse, the source of his creative inspiration.

This stereotypical artist–muse relationship portrayed in Chevalier’s story is one that is embedded in our consciousness: Griet plays the role of a young, attractive, female muse, existing at the mercy of an influential, older male artist. While she shares Vermeer’s artistic sensibility, as his maid, Griet must surrender to his control. Nowhere is this made clearer than in the moment Vermeer pierces her earlobe so that Griet can wear the pearl earring; she endures pain for the sake of the portrait.

Chevalier also submits Griet to the trope of the romantic muse, lacing her narrative with sexual tension and emphasising physical touch between the pair: ‘I could not think of anything but his fingers on my neck, his thumb on my lips.’ She inspires this man in ways that his wife cannot, and an intimacy develops between the maid and Vermeer that ultimately gives power to his painting. In 2003, Chevalier’s book was adapted into a film, starring Scarlett Johansson as Griet against Colin Firth’s moody Vermeer. Johansson’s sensual portrayal of the servant girl only perpetuates the stereotype of an artist–muse relationship defined by female subordination to male authority. ‘Open your mouth. Now lick your lips,’ the artist demands, and she silently obeys, perfectly playing the part of compliant muse.

But is this perception of a muse – as powerless, submissive and female – accurate? Or could this characterisation actually be somewhat lazy and untrue? Have muses had more agency than we give them credit for? To find out, we must go back to Ancient Greece to understand the original identity, purpose and status of the muse – but, first, we should also take a look at the Disney 1997 animated feature film, Hercules.

‘We are the muses, goddesses of the arts and proclaimers of heroes,’ declare five sassy, gospel-singing female figures. Calliope, Clio, Melpomene, Terpsichore and Thalia step out from the ancient vase on which they have been painted to tell the story of Hercules and his heroism. Awakened as goddesses of poetic inspiration, the film portrays them as skilled storytellers, and it’s not wrong.

In Greek mythology, there were nine female muses. They were the children of Zeus, King of the Gods, and Mnemosyne, Titaness of memory and artistic inspiration. Born at the foot of Mount Olympus, the muses were gifted goddesses of the arts: music, dance, song, poetry and memory. Ancient Greek vase painting depicts them as animated young women, playing musical instruments, singing and reading from scrolls. Invoked by mortals, the muses inspired musicians, artists and writers, all of whom depended on them for divine creativity, wisdom and insight.

The Greek writer Hesiod claimed in his poem Theogony to have spoken with the muses, who turned him from a simple shepherd into a blessed poet: ‘The Muses once taught Hesiod to sing / Sweet Songs’. Similarly, narrators of epic poems appealed to a muse, or multiple muses, without whom they could not start their story. ‘Sing, goddess’ is the opening invocation with which poets made clear that their performance relied on direct communication with a muse, who had taught or told them the tale to be repeated. As Homer begins The Odyssey:


Tell me about a complicated man.

Muse, tell me how he wandered and was lost

when he had wrecked the holy town of Troy,

and where he went, and who he met, the pain

he suffered in the storms at sea, and how

he worked to save his life and bring his men

back home. He failed to keep them safe; poor fools,

they ate the Sun God’s cattle, and the god

kept them from home. Now goddess, child of Zeus,

tell the old story for our modern times.

Find the beginning.



At their ancient origin, the muses were far from passive subjects for an artist to paint or write about. Instead, they were agents of divine inspiration. The artist–muse relationship was one that was revered, and poets, at their mercy, paid homage to these divinities.

The Ancient Greeks have not been the only ones to question the source of creativity, and attribute it to a higher being. In Hinduism, Saraswati is the goddess of music, learning, art and wisdom, and since c.1500 BCE she has featured in paintings and relief sculpture on Hindu temples. In each of her four hands Saraswati holds a symbolic object: a book signifies knowledge, mala beads evoke meditation, a water pot embodies the source of creation, and the ancient string instrument, the veena, represents her gift of music to humanity. Nevertheless, the ‘muse’ is predominantly a Western concept – one which has evolved dramatically over time, particularly throughout European art history.

During the Italian Renaissance, the likes of Titian, Tintoretto and Mantegna drew on ancient Greek culture to paint allegorical masterpieces in which muses came to symbolise the rebirth of the arts. They appear frequently as joyful young women, dancing and playing music in mythical forests, providing inspiration to those around them. However, there was also a significant shift in the portrayal of muses during the Renaissance: frequently, their drapes and dresses have fallen away to reveal bare bodies, painted in soft, fleshy tones. These nubile nudes appear as seductive mistresses, feeding the fantasy of men, both in and outside of the picture frame. We find that muses have become icons of idealised and sexualised beauty.

As early as the thirteenth century, the arts saw another major change in the relationship between the creator and the muse: visual artists and writers were increasingly influenced by real-life, rather than mythological, subjects. Dante Alighieri famously wrote about Beatrice Portinari as ‘the love of his life and inspiration muse’. By the Victorian era, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood were painting models who were friends, fellow artists, wives, sisters and lovers. Artists had become enamoured with, and creatively dependent upon, the muses they knew personally.

Given their interest in myth and legend, many Pre-Raphaelite painters presented their models as doomed damsels. Most notably, John Everett Millais portrayed twenty-three-year-old Elizabeth Siddall as Shakespeare’s tragic heroine, drowning in a river, in Ophelia (1851–52). Through this definitive painting, not only did Siddall become the face of the Pre-Raphaelite movement, but she has since been held up as a symbol of the mistreated female muse, repeatedly cast as a victim – much like the fictional figure she had posed as – in biographies, plays, novels and period dramas. After her marriage to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Elizabeth Siddall’s surname was shortened to Siddal. Several art historians and academics, including Griselda Pollock, Deborah Cherry and Serena Trowbridge, take issue with this misspelling, arguing that it adds to the mythology around Siddall as a muse who primarily served, and signified, her husband’s genius. In order that she be valued as a historic individual who brought her own creativity to the role of muse, I have followed their lead in using ‘Siddall’.

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many male artists not only embraced, but also perpetuated, this myth of the romantic, feminine muse, focusing on her as an object of desire. With his bronze sculpture, The Sculptor and his Muse (1895), Auguste Rodin presented the muse as a nude, long-haired woman who whispers seductively into the ear of the male creator to provide him with inspiration. Meanwhile, with his modernist oval-headed sculptures such as The Sleeping Muse (1910), Constantin Brâncuşi imagined the muse in idealised feminine terms, often with her eyes closed, as a peaceful dreaming beauty.

Meanwhile, Pablo Picasso brought dramatic tension to the surface of his canvases, on which he portrayed the many women who shaped his life and career: Fernande Olivier, Eva Gouel, Olga Khokhlova, Dora Maar, Marie-Thérèse Walter, Jacqueline Roque and Françoise Gilot. ‘To my misfortune, and maybe my delight, I place things according to my love affairs,’ he declared. While he acknowledged the presence of many muses within his work, Picasso also attempted to deny these women any agency: ‘Inspiration exists, but it has to find you working.’ Thus the stereotype of the muse – as a passive, young and attractive female serving man’s creative genius – was firmly established. To possess a muse had become a status symbol for the ‘great’ male artist, and patriarchal art historical accounts have since bought into, and preserved, this idea.

Therefore, with the arrival of feminism came a much-needed critique of the muse. While preceded by a long history of activism, it was during the so-called ‘second wave’ of the 1960s and 70s, that the feminist art movement drew particular attention to systemic sexism, inequality and discrimination ingrained in the arts, as well as wider society. Critics raised concerns about women being objectified and exploited by philandering playboy artists like Pierre-Auguste Renoir, who once notoriously claimed, ‘I paint with my prick.’ By the 1980s, art historians such as Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock were refuting tropes of the idealised, silent muse perpetuated by masculinist discourses. ‘Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into the Met. Museum?’ demanded the anonymous art activists, Guerrilla Girls, in 1989. More recently, narratives have invited us to see artists’ models, especially women, as ‘more than a mere muse’. When the portraitist Jonathan Yeo, who had been painting model Cara Delevingne, called her his ‘perfect subject and muse’ in 2016, he was met with much contempt. ‘It’s time to lock this silly term away in the attic,’ wrote the Guardian’s art critic Jonathan Jones.

However, perhaps it is our misconception of the muse – a term which has come to carry patronising, sexist and pejorative connotations – which needs locking away. If we delve inside the relationships that real-life muses have held with artists, might we find that they have been far from subordinate and romantic subjects? Instead, have these protagonists been involved and instrumental within their creative partnerships? Is every muse a model, or have they inspired artists in other ways? Are muses also more diverse than traditional narratives have allowed? It’s time we took another look at the concept of muse, what the complex role truly entails, and the individuals who have assumed this responsibility.

For a start, must there always be a sexual undercurrent or romantic association between artist and muse? Let’s return to Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring. Many art historians think that the model for Vermeer’s masterpiece was in fact his eldest daughter, Maria, who would have been aged twelve at the time; other authors have proposed that Magdalena, his patron’s teenage daughter, was the real sitter. Either way, Chevalier’s version of events is highly unlikely and demonstrates the unrealistic mythology that exists around the muse.

In truth, many muses have been non-romantic subjects with whom the artist has held a close bond: friends, mentors, art collectors, patrons, mothers, children, siblings, colleagues and companions. Who was the unlikely muse behind Lucian Freud’s voluptuous fertility goddess reclining naked on a sofa? What was the relationship between Andrew Wyeth and the young woman in pink, who seems to lie waiting for him on the grass in his celebrated painting, Christina’s World (1948)? There is often more to an image, and its muse, than first meets the eye.

This book will also uncover the unique value and qualities that each muse brings to the role. Far from silently posing, muses often bring emotional support and intellectual energy to the relationship; they share ideas, inventions and techniques; they provide practical help and funding. When the muse is an artist in their own right, this creates a particularly creatively charged dynamic within the partnership. Since the Renaissance, studio assistants and apprentices have served as muses for the likes of Leonardo da Vinci and Diego Velázquez. Modern art then saw the rise of artist couples acting as mutual muses: Max Ernst and Leonora Carrington, Lee Miller and Man Ray, Emilie Flöge and Gustav Klimt. What impact did the almost-forgotten fashion designer, Flöge, have on Klimt’s iconic The Kiss (1907–8)? Should we see such masterpieces as co-created by both artist and muse? Beyond individual artworks, which movements have muses sparked?

Of course, many muses have been in romantic relationships with their artists. This book will explore how this dynamic has created tensions and problems for the likes of Peter Schlesinger and Dora Maar. It will also discuss how many muses, particularly women, have been overlooked and overshadowed by their male contemporaries. Taking into consideration the social and historical context within which muses have operated, this book will question why and how people have adopted the role. Millais’s model, Elizabeth Siddall, a poet, artist and muse, had severely limited access to formal art education, and was barred from life drawing classes, as a woman in Victorian Britain. Could she, then, have turned to musedom as a career opportunity? Have muses, particularly women negotiating a male-dominated art world, sought and benefited from the position?

It is also important to consider the ways in which artists, from Artemisia Gentileschi to Frida Kahlo, have framed themselves as their own muse to disrupt dominant narratives, explore their identity and even heal themselves. Why does Sunil Gupta ‘play dead’ for his own camera? He is one of many artists who have challenged and subverted expectations of the stereotypical muse. Feminist artists, such as Sylvia Sleigh, have consciously depicted male muses nude and reclining, reversing the typical gender dynamic of artist and model. Who were these men who Sleigh painted inside her bohemian New York home during the 1970s? How did they feel about being muses?

In today’s post-feminist world, women continue to consciously reclaim the role of an active, authoritative muse. Grace Jones, Beyoncé Knowles, Tilda Swinton; all of these women are formidable agents who choose to enter into an artist–muse relationship on their own terms. Renowned fashion photographer Tim Walker, who frequently shoots models who inspire him, reveals the need for absolute equality within the alliance: ‘The portrait is a handshake, the embrace, the agreement where we meet halfway along a collaborative path.’ Working with multiple artists – compared with whom they are more prominent – modern muses, such as these, play a defining part in determining the final image.

Although born in Western culture, the construct of the muse has also been adopted by contemporary artists across the world. Why does Chinese artist Pixy Liao photograph her boyfriend as a piece of rolled-up sushi? Who are the naked figures in Fukase Masahisa’s family photo albums? How do these artists and their muses interrogate heritage, identity and gendered expectations? Who we see represented in artworks when we visit a gallery is important; what impact does this then have on the muses depicted?

Over time, the concept of a muse has changed considerably. Since its divine origins in Greek mythology, the term has acquired connotations of powerlessness. Today, therefore, it’s often met with much criticism and even mockery. But could it be our view of the artist’s muse as a passive model that is the real myth? Established by male artists, in order to glorify their gaze and frame their individual genius, sexist ideals of the muse have been perpetuated by patriarchal narratives for centuries. Feminist accounts, too, have framed female muses primarily as exploited victims, doing them a huge disservice.

But if we rewrite muses into history, might we find that they have been just as important as artists? For too long the muse has been constrained by traditional and mythologised accounts, which maintain our perception of a ‘great’ male artist painting a silent sitter, as we find in Chevalier’s Girl with a Pearl Earring. This book will contest such oversimplified views and, instead, demonstrate the true power that muses have held. Without doubt, it’s time that we reconsidered muses, reclaiming them from reductive stereotypes, to illuminate their real, involved and diverse roles throughout art history.

This book features many familiar faces – individuals who have been immortalised in artworks which are hung on the walls of major museums – and introduces some lesser-known figures. As it reveals these subjects’ connection and influence over the artists who pictured them, and the enormous contributions that they made, the muse will be reframed as a momentous, empowered and active agent of art history.

Let’s meet the muses.






THE ARTIST AS MUSE






JUAN DE PAREJA A Face of Freedom
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In 1650, the Spanish painter Diego Velázquez exhibited an extraordinary portrait at the annual art exhibition in Rome’s Pantheon. Depicted from the waist up, before a shadowy background, a dignified Afro-Latino man proudly holds one arm across his chest. He is elegantly dressed, wearing a charcoal grey cloak, sword belt and large white collar that contrasts with his natural curly black hair, dark beard and eyes. Glowing radiantly in the light that falls upon his face, the sitter stares directly, and powerfully, at the viewer.

When Velázquez’s painting Juan de Pareja (1650) was unveiled, it caused quite a sensation, particularly among his fellow artists. According to the eighteenth-century biographer Antonio Palomino, it was ‘applauded by all the painters from different countries, who said that the other pictures in the show were art but this one alone was “truth”.’ But was this stately painting really an image of truth when the man Velázquez had portrayed – in such magnificent terms – was, in fact, enslaved by him? Was he not concealing, rather than revealing, reality?

The son of an African-descended woman named Zulema and a Spanish father called Juan, de Pareja was born into slavery in around 1610 in Antequera, near the active slave port of Málaga. It isn’t known if he was purchased or inherited by Velázquez, but some time after 1631 de Pareja joined the Spanish painter’s studio as his enslaved assistant. There, his duties would have involved helping the artist by grinding pigments, stretching canvases and creating varnishes, among other practical tasks.

Since the Renaissance, artists have enlisted the help of studio assistants not only in the preparation of materials, but in the process of creating artworks. Leonardo da Vinci, Rembrandt van Rijn and Michelangelo are among the ‘Old Masters’ whose renowned paintings have involved the silent hand of others, including enslaved persons, students and servants. It is therefore also highly likely that de Pareja would have collaborated with Velázquez on the creation of commissioned portraits.

De Pareja may even have helped to represent royalty, as by the time he entered into Velázquez’s studio his master was an official court artist in Spain. Known for his precise realism, Velázquez was employed to paint grand portraits of King Philip IV, his wives and children, and other members of the royal household. In formal posed portraits, Velázquez captured the folds and textures of his sitters’ sweeping regal robes and endowed his paying royal superiors with an air of dazzling majesty.

It is in this very same manner that Velázquez chose to represent de Pareja, a muse he was inspired, rather than paid, to paint. There is no indication at all that his sitter is an enslaved person; in fact, far from it – in place of coarse plain clothes, de Pareja is dressed in a close-fitting grey jacket and matching cloak slung fashionably across one shoulder to reveal a sword belt; laid across his shoulders is a bright white lace collar. This painting of striking colour contrasts recalls Velázquez’s Portrait of Philip IV in Armour, in which the King is dressed in arresting gold and black armour with a crimson sash across his chest.

Like the King, de Pareja has also been illuminated through the use of theatrical lighting, which falls across his face onto his forehead, cheeks and lips. He holds himself confidently, twisting his body slightly to his right, while staring straight at the viewer. There is a defiance about this imposing depiction of de Pareja, particularly given the ways in which slaves were typically characterised in formal and commissioned portraits at this time.

Since owning an enslaved person or servant signalled power and wealth, subservient Black figures were often included in portraits as a means of confirming their white owners’ status. For instance, in Jan Verkolje’s portrait of Dutch city councillor Johan de la Faille (1674) a young Black male, positioned to his finely dressed master’s left, bends down in order to hold the leashes of the white man’s hunting dogs. Not only does he stoop over deferentially, but exists quite literally in his master’s shadow; unnamed and symbolically relegated to the corner of the composition, his individuality has been denied.

Breaking such conventions, Velázquez elevated de Pareja from an anonymous commodity in the background to worthy subject, even naming him in the portrait’s title. At the time, it would have been considered an honour to have been painted in these terms by an artist of Velázquez’s standing, and particularly if you were an enslaved person. Given that Velázquez could have portrayed de Pareja exactly as he pleased, it’s striking that he decided to render him with such gravitas. Why, then, was the painter championing an enslaved person in this manner?

Perhaps Velázquez had recognised the direct parallel which existed between him and de Pareja. Just as his studio assistant worked for him, Velázquez existed in deference to the royal family, providing them with flattering portraits; although not to the same degree, his own dynamic echoed the relationship between enslaved person and enslaver. Just as de Pareja was beholden to Velázquez, the latter served the King, and in the same context – as both men were artists. Had the painter seen something of himself in his subject?

Velázquez does seem to suggest de Pareja’s status as an artist in the portrait: a slight tear in his sleeve indicates the arm of a man involved in stretching, priming and painting canvases – perhaps even this one. A master of verisimilitude, was Velázquez sewing truth into the detail of his canvas in order to recognise an enslaved person as an artist?

Velázquez would not have been the first artist–master to have taken a studio assistant as his muse. Leonardo da Vinci was famously inspired to create drawings and paintings of his young servant, assistant and apprentice Gian Giacomo Caprotti da Oreno who joined him at the age of just ten. In his journals, da Vinci describes him as a troublemaker, detailing how this ‘thief’ and ‘liar’ frequently stole items and broke things, earning him the nickname Salaì, meaning ‘Little Devil’.

Although mischievous, Salaì is easily identifiable in paintings such as Saint John the Baptist (c.1513–16) through his angelic appearance, beautiful curly hair and enigmatic smile. Some researchers even believe that it was Salaì, and not Lisa del Giocondo, who was the real model for the Mona Lisa: the letters which form ‘Mona Lisa’ can be rearranged to form ‘Mon Salaì’. It’s widely thought that da Vinci entered into a sexual relationship with Salaì, who stayed with him for over twenty-five years as a servant, apprentice and muse and, learning from his master, later became a talented artist in his own right. Of course, this relationship highlights the issue of power imbalances which have existed not only between female muses and male artists, but in same-sex pairings, particularly within the era of Renaissance Florence which allowed for pederastic relations.

Despite this, there is no indication that any romance existed between Velázquez and de Pareja, though the artist and muse certainly developed a close personal relationship. It’s known that de Pareja acted as an important legal witness for the signing of several documents, including a power of attorney, dating from 1634 to 1653. De Pareja also accompanied his master on the significant trip to Rome where his portrait was first shown to the public.

Standing side by side with his portrait, the striking likeness between real-life muse and painted version would have been immediately visible to viewers, leading painters to remark on the ‘truth’ of the picture. Palomino also writes in his biography that Velázquez sent de Pareja to present his portrait to some influential Roman friends: ‘They stood staring at the painted canvas, and then at the original, with admiration and amazement, not knowing which they should address and which would answer them.’

Perhaps, then, Velázquez had purposely painted his muse in this hyper-realistic manner as a means of showing off his skill and impressing his contemporaries. He once remarked on his desire to stand out: ‘I would rather be the first painter of common things than second in higher art.’ With this unique and breathtakingly beautiful portrait of a Black enslaved person, elevated to the status of royalty, Velázquez would surely have demonstrated that he was the finest painter of everyday life. Could this, then, be a way of using de Pareja to make a statement?

Acting as an advertisement for his talents, Velázquez could certainly have used this portrait to garner interest for future commissions, particularly as his portraits of the Royal Family would not have been available for the public to view. In contrast, he owned this portrait of de Pareja, just as he owned the enslaved man himself, and would therefore have been able to do what he wanted with it. If this was the strategy behind the artwork, it surely worked: Velázquez was awarded the commission to paint Pope Innocent X – one of the most influential people in the whole of Europe – later that year.

But Velázquez could easily have chosen to depict a number of potential subjects, such as his pupil, studio assistant and son-in-law, Juan Bautista del Mazo, who succeeded him as court painter to Philip IV of Spain. Moreover, in Velázquez’s sympathetic and humanising portrayal of his muse, an affection can be felt for the man whom he came to trust. De Pareja exists beyond a performed status: although he stands proudly, there is a haunting sorrow within his dark eyes, expression and stance. As American contemporary painter Julie Mehretu points out, ‘the slipping of his hand under his shawl pulls you to that part of him, just under his heart… the piercing look, it’s not contempt, I don’t read it as rageful or angry and it’s not resignation but this very conflicted implicit sadness’.

Velázquez is also, then, telling viewers the story of a man who had no rights of his own at this time. However, that was soon about to change: just months after completing this portrait, Velázquez gave de Pareja back his freedom. Held in the state archive of Rome is the document of his manumission, showing that Velázquez signed a contract on 23 November 1650 that would accord de Pareja his freedom – after another four years of service – in 1654. It’s impossible to know if Velázquez took this decision on his own, and some legends describe how it was King Philip IV who demanded the emancipation of de Pareja after seeing his talents as an artist. Either way, by painting him with such majesty, Velázquez seems to anticipate freeing the enslaved man in real life.

Ultimately, from 1654 onwards de Pareja forged a successful career as a portraitist. Making the transition from an enslaved person to a free man and a painter, he created highly accomplished portraits of notable figures including the architect José Ratés Dalmau, the priest and playwright Agustín Moreto, and even the King of Spain, Philip IV. De Pareja also painted a number of biblical characters and scenes. One of his greatest works, which survives today, is The Calling of Saint Matthew (1661), which represents the biblical story of Jesus asking Matthew to become one of his disciples. Matthew, a tax collector, is seated at a table with a bag of gold coins before him; but, raising a hand to his chest, he turns to look at Christ who stands behind him on the right-hand side of the painting, choosing this new life.

Almost mirroring Christ, and at the far left of the composition, stands another significant figure. Wearing an olive-green doublet with matching breeches and stockings, a smart white collar and cuffs is de Pareja, who stares directly at the viewer. Not only has he portrayed himself as a gentleman and witness to this evangelical event, but in his right hand he also holds a piece of paper on which his signature is visible. By signing this document, and by extension the painting, de Pareja asserts his identity as a free and professional painter.

In turning this scene into a self-portrait, de Pareja echoes one of the most famous paintings by his former master, Las Meninas (1656). Velázquez’s canvas features the family of King Philip IV, including his daughter and several ladies-in-waiting, within the royal palace. Standing on the left, in front of a huge canvas, is Velázquez, who gazes out towards the viewer. Just as Black enslaved persons are sidelined in formal portraits, Velázquez has positioned himself, as a serving artist, on the edge of the group of subjects.

Directly mimicking Velázquez’s self-portrait, de Pareja demands that he is seen in the same light as his former master: he, too, is an artist. This painting also recalls Velázquez’s portrait of de Pareja himself – here standing in exactly the same pose, gazing out at the viewer, and, although painted a decade later, he looks to be exactly the same age. By taking himself as his own muse de Pareja not only identifies with, but also endorses, Velázquez’s earlier representation of him.

However, there is one discernible difference between de Pareja’s self-representation and his depiction by Velázquez: the freed painter seems to have lightened his skin. In Spanish society at this time, having a darker complexion was equated with slavery, and de Pareja would no doubt have faced prejudice despite his status as a free man and professional painter. As Professor of Hispanic Art History Carmen Fracchia points out, ‘this statement was the only clear way that Pareja found to convey his status as a man free from the stigma of slavery when the blackness of his skin would always have reminded his audiences of his enslavement’.

It’s telling that Velázquez felt no need to lighten the skin of de Pareja; he would not have been affected by the portrayal, whereas de Pareja was, in effect, forced to alter his appearance, given the judgement he would have faced based on his skin colour. De Pareja’s self-portrait does, then, also reflect the fact that he was never completely free: in 1660, he became the servant of Velázquez’s son-in-law, the court painter Juan Bautista Martínez del Mazo, employed in his workshop. De Pareja remained loyal to Velázquez’s family until the very end of his life in 1670.

Today, de Pareja and his story live on in his portrait. It’s likely that Velázquez sold the painting to one of the Italians who admired it in Rome, and it was subsequently passed between private collections until 1970 when it came up for sale. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York bought it for a then record-breaking £2,310,000, declaring it ‘among the most beautiful, most living portraits ever painted’ and one of the ‘most important acquisitions in the Museum’s history’.

The incredible likeness of de Pareja, which first astounded viewers at the Pantheon, continues to move contemporary audiences. Hung in a gallery of Velázquez paintings, de Pareja stands side by side, and on equal terms, with the artist’s elite and royal sitters; none, however, have quite the same emotional presence as de Pareja. Although he is not represented in the conventional manner of an enslaved person, there is no illusion here, only integrity: this is a studio assistant, an artist and, above all, a man worth painting. Velázquez has conveyed his muse’s dignity and true worth in spite of his societal status – which de Pareja confirmed by later portraying himself, as a free man, in this same image.




DORA MAAR The Weeping Woman
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Pablo Picasso, one of the most influential artists of the twentieth century, is associated most of all with pioneering cubism. In his art, he created a new way of looking at the world through abstracted, intersecting and fragmented forms. However, Picasso is just as famous for his tangled, romantic relationships; the women in his life provided inspiration for some of his most admired portraits, most notably The Weeping Woman (1937). Who was the muse for this cubist masterpiece, and why is she crying? To find out, we need to go back in time, one year earlier, to a café in Paris.

In 1936, Paris was a bohemian centre of art, film and literature. The French capital attracted avant-garde artists, writers and intellectuals from around the world, offering them the opportunity to exhibit in salons and expositions, attend influential art schools, and make a name for themselves. This freedom helped the city to birth many major modern art movements: impressionism, Fauvism, Dada, surrealism and, of course, cubism. During the 1920s and ’30s, the creatives of Paris would rendezvous at an art deco-styled café, located in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, called Les Deux Magots. This meeting place for writers, philosophers and artists welcomed the likes of Ernest Hemingway, Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, alongside Fernand Léger, Joan Miró and Picasso. Another artist who often came to this legendary café was the talented photographer Dora Maar.

The story of Dora Maar and Pablo Picasso’s first encounter has been much mythologised: it is said that Maar, aged twenty-nine at the time, was seated alone at Les Deux Magots, playing a game in which she stabbed a penknife between her fingers into the wood of the table. Years later, the episode was described in detail by another of Picasso’s models and lovers, Françoise Gilot, in the Parisian newspaper Le Figaro:

Dora Maar wore black gloves with little roses. She took off her gloves and took a long, pointed knife that she stabbed into the table between her spread fingers. From time to time, she missed the mark by a fraction of a millimetre, and her hand was covered in blood. Picasso was fascinated. He asked Dora to give him her gloves, and he saved them under glass.

Maar wanted to win the attention of Picasso, almost thirty years her senior, and this sadistic, sensational knife game worked. Whether the legend of their meeting is entirely true or not, it nevertheless epitomises their emotionally charged, creative and tumultuous nine-year affair, ignited by Maar.

Born in 1907, Dora Maar was raised between Argentina and France by a family who supported her ambitions to become an artist. Settling in Paris aged nineteen, she studied at various art schools, including the progressive École des Beaux-Arts, Académie Julian and École de Photographie, where she developed an imaginative and atmospheric style of black-and-white photography.

Maar soon established herself as a prominent photographer associated with surrealism, a movement through which artists explored dreams, the subconscious and erotic desire. In 1936 she exhibited at the International Surrealist Exhibition in London alongside Salvador Dalí, Man Ray, Eileen Agar and Paul Éluard, where her black-and-white photograph of a mystical, armadillo-like creature, Père Ubu, became a celebrated surrealist icon. Maar also worked as a successful photojournalist and commercial photographer. By 1931, aged just twenty-four, she had opened her own studio with the set designer Pierre Kéfer under the name ‘Kéfer – Dora Maar’, taking on significant commissions for individual portraits, fashion magazines and advertising campaigns.

Maar’s talent as a photographer played a hugely significant part in her relationship with Picasso. Early in their affair, they worked alongside one another in her darkroom, where she taught him complex photographic processes, such as cliché-verre, meaning ‘glass picture’, which involves drawing handmade negatives on glass. Under her direction, Picasso used this technique to create a series of startling, unposed portraits of her.

Picasso, too, inspired Maar. Under the influence of the painter, she created pioneering photomontages by effectively ‘painting’ with varying levels of light exposure. They had entered into a creative and productive partnership. Tate Modern’s director, Frances Morris, who interviewed Maar when the photographer was in her eighties, has spoken of the trust between the couple: ‘As much as being a sexual or emotional relationship, it was a collaborative one.’

It was during this early and artistically successful stage of their relationship, just one year after they had first met, that Picasso painted the infamous portrait: The Weeping Woman is unmistakably Dora Maar, with her distinctive, shoulder-length black hair, large, wide eyes, dark eyelashes and painted fingernails. But why is she crying?

This cubist canvas has frequently been read as a depiction of the couple’s dramatic and impassioned affair, following which Maar suffered a nervous breakdown. ‘Dora, for me, was always a weeping woman,’ Picasso notoriously said. He drew and painted her, afflicted by tears, over sixty times.

Without doubt, the couple had a stormy relationship. Outspoken and, at times, antagonistic, Maar was not afraid to stand up to Picasso, resulting in explosive arguments between them. Picasso’s womanising ways also added to this tension. When Maar met Picasso he was already involved with another woman and muse, Marie-Thérèse Walter, with whom he had a two-year-old daughter, Maya. Marie-Thérèse Walter once confronted Dora Maar in Picasso’s studio, insisting that the artist’s new muse leave: ‘I have a child by this man. It’s my place to be here with him. You can leave right now.’

The strong-willed Maar, however, didn’t back down: ‘I have as much reason as you have to be here. I haven’t borne him a child but I don’t see what difference that makes.’ Picasso continued to paint while they argued, before Marie-Thérèse Walter turned to him, demanding, ‘Make up your mind. Which one of us goes?’ He later recalled, ‘It was a hard decision to make. I liked them both, for different reasons: Marie-Thérèse because she was sweet and gentle and did whatever I wanted her to, and Dora because she was intelligent… I told them they’d have to fight it out themselves. So they began to wrestle.’

Picasso seemed to take great pleasure in creating competition between the women in his life, referring to this incident as one of his ‘choicest memories’. In many ways, he caused Maar to become a weeping woman. But could it be too simplistic to read Picasso’s portrait as a representation of Maar’s emotional distress within their relationship? Is there more to this painting than the depiction of an anguished muse at the artist’s mercy?

If we are to understand why Picasso painted Maar as a weeping woman, we need to step back from her personal relationship with the artist and look, instead, at her political beliefs. Like many surrealist artists, philosophers and poets during the 1930s, Maar had converted to left-wing politics. In fact, she became one of the Left’s most involved activists – a radical move for a woman at a time when women were still largely excluded from politics in France; they only gained the right to vote in 1944.

As the Great Depression of the 1930s hit hard, economic adversity proved beneficial for far-right parties and the fascist threat escalated across Europe. French politics became increasingly polarised, with citizens divided into two fronts: an extreme right-wing league or a left-wing who were united against fascism. Maar was amongst those who signed the Left’s ‘Appel à la lutte’ (‘Call to the struggle’) manifesto; advocating for a social revolution, their motto was:


There’s not a moment to lose

Unity of action

Call for a general strike!



Then, in 1935, Maar became involved in the Contre-Attaque group, led by the writer and philosopher George Bataille, who called for force and violence, rather than theoretical debate, in the fight against fascism; a passionate member, she not only signed their manifesto but operated their telephone line. She also supported the left-leaning theatre collective Groupe Octobre by recording their aggressively political performances in public spaces.

Maar’s deep commitment to left-wing ideology can be found in her social-documentary photography from the 1930s. Travelling to the outskirts of Paris, Barcelona and London, she portrayed labourers, the unemployed and children on desolate city streets and in the poorest neighbourhoods. Her photographs evoke, above all, the humanity of those affected by the devastating Depression, inviting viewers to feel compassion with her subjects.

When the politically engaged Maar met Picasso, her left-wing views made a significant impact on him, as an individual, and as a painter. Increasingly sharing her sympathies, and following in the creative footsteps of Maar, Picasso became absorbed with the theme of human suffering in his work; and so it is through this lens that we must look at The Weeping Woman. We must also take into account his celebrated painting, completed just weeks before, Guernica.

Guernica is considered one of the most powerful and moving anti-war paintings in the world. Through this monumental mural, measuring over seven metres wide, Spanish-born Picasso depicted his outrage at the bombing of Guernica on 26 April 1937, by German and Italian warplanes, during the Spanish Civil War.

The brutal aerial bombing by fascist forces was carried out on market day. Many defenceless people, including children, had gathered in the streets of the small town in Spain’s Basque Country. Rather than focusing on fighter planes and armed soldiers, Picasso pictured the pain of these innocent victims, showing the true cost of war in human terms.

It was Dora Maar who found a studio large enough for Picasso to paint Guernica in. Through her left-wing network, she gained access to a space located on the Rue des Grands-Augustins, not far from Notre-Dame. The building was the former headquarters of the ‘Contre-Attaque’ group, of which Maar was a loyal member. Having heard anti-fascist speeches made here, she identified it as the perfect place for Picasso to embark on an epic protest painting.

Maar joined Picasso in the studio, allowing her to witness every stage of Guernica being painted over thirty-six days. Whilst Picasso worked, she photographed him. Taking hundreds of photos, Maar traced the evolution of the tableau, from drawn outlines on the canvas to completed political masterpiece. Published in the art journal Cahiers d’Art, her documentary images memorialise the development of Guernica, during which Picasso had now become her subject.

Maar’s images also highlight the immense influence that her black-and-white photography had on the artist. In stark contrast to his earlier colourful approach, Picasso used a monochromatic palette of black, white and grey to paint this mural. His severe, photographic style created a nightmarish vision of fleeing and fallen human figures, animals distorted in agony, and hollow skulls, symbolic of death.

At the top centre of the canvas, you can see a stark light bulb, blazing in the shape of an evil eye. This light illuminates the victims of war, exposing their suffering. It also lights up the vision of Guernica within a compressed, darkened and ambiguous room. With the dangling lamp, it evokes Dora Maar’s shadowy darkroom, where Picasso had learnt photography from her.

Maar not only photographed Guernica, she also painted some of the hairs on the horse’s back, at Picasso’s request, and modelled for one of the women. At the extreme left of the painting is a mother, head thrust back, shrieking in grief, and holding the lifeless body of her dead child. This is one of the most devastating and unforgettable images within the painting. It is also the first time that we see Picasso painting a crying woman.
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