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The Art of Love

For painters in the great tradition of European figurative art, the temptation to depict love in its
manifold forms has proven to be irresistible. In this selection of nine paintings and one etching
about love, works that stretch from the Renaissance to our contemporary moment, each artist
mobilizes the plasticity of three-dimensional figuration on a two-dimensional picture plane in an
effort to capture love as an animating force that draws human beings together—albeit with
often unruly passions that resist even the most masterful attempts at pictorial synthesis.

In what follows, you will see love in all sorts of moods: desperate, ironic, courtly, obsessive,
triumphant and enigmatic, to name but a few. Most of these works can be found in museums or
private collections in New York City. Those attending the Lacanian Compass Clinical Study Days
17: Is this love? in Brooklyn, NY, March 1-2, 2025, will be able to encounter most of these
depictions of love firsthand.

With each of these images, ask yourself: Is this love? And if so, what kind of love?



Venus and Adonis by Titian, Oil on canvas, 42 x 52 1/2 inches, 1550s, The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Gallery 608, New York

No matter how desperately Venus clings to her beloved Adonis, he will not be deterred from his
pursuit of the hunt. Cupid is of no help at all, resting nearby with his bow and arrow hung up on
a tree branch. Titian’s elegant interlocking of two twisting figures evokes both the urgency of
her clinging and the inevitability of his breaking away—to his imminent demise.



Mars and Venus United by Love by Veronese, Oil on canvas, 81 x 63 3/8 inches, 1570s, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gallery 608, New York

There is no rest for the two cupids in this mythic take on love’s civilizing effects. In the lefthand
foreground of the painting, one little love god knots together the legs of Venus and Mars, while
over on the right the other does his best to keep a war horse at bay. Meanwhile, Venus seems
to be more involved with her own fecundity than her partner Mars, as he seems to be more
invested in keeping her veiled than in the possibility of any kind of conquest. Veronese’s vibrant
use of color creates a kind of vortex that appears to strengthen the union of woman and man,
but what can we make of the huge stone satyr, looming in the background?



The Musicians by Caravaggio, Oil on canvas, 36 1/4 x 46 5/8 inches, 1597, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Gallery 620, New York

Although you have to go to Berlin to see Caravaggio’s stupendously disturbing Love Victorious,
this perhaps more subtly unsettling paean to music and the physicality of adolescent boys can
be found at The MET. The off-kilter interweaving of figures, fabrics, and instruments in this
painting creates a visual allegory of music, with its polyphonic richness and power to enthrall.
Perhaps The Musicians also allegorizes the contingencies of falling in love.



The Interrupted Sleep by Boucher, Qil on canvas, 32 1/4 x 29 5/8 inches, 1750, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Gallery 631, New York



The Lover Crowned from The Progress of Love by Fragonard, Oil on canvas, 10.4 feet x 95.6
inches, 1771-1773, The Frick Collection, New York

Unfortunately, Fragonard’s expansively idealistic narrative in painting, The Progress of Love, will
not be available for viewing until April, 2025, when The Frick Collection plans to reopen after a
long renovation. However, no selection of art works about love can exclude this singular
achievement. If Fragonard’s four large canvases seem to suggest that love may indeed conquer
all, Boucher’s more intimate masterpiece organizes a number of diagonals around the most



delicate representation of a hole (made by the lover’s hand) and a charged gap between lover
and beloved.

Antoine Laurent Lavoisier (1743-1794) and Marie Anne Lavoisier (Marie Anne Pierrette Paulze

1758-1836) by David, Oil on canvas, 102 1/4 x 76 5/8 inches, 1788, The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Gallery 633, New York

David’s portrait of husband and wife also mobilizes the power of diagonals to create a
bravura display of phallic having and being. Note the continuous vector of her very long right
arm and his very long right leg against the dominating tilt of her torso as she leans over her
partner. Note as well how his commitment to his scientific study of chemistry, beautifully
represented by various glass-enclosed volumes, yields to his adoration of the beautiful and
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brilliant woman to whom he is married. What might her knowing look, directed beyond the
picture plane, tell us about the limits of his epistemology?

Woman with a Parrot by Courbet, Qil on canvas, 51 x 77 inches, 1866, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Gallery 811, New York

The parrot in this painting indexes to the mythical figure of Zeus, poised to ravage the expectant
woman. If the narrative frame of this painting is somewhat traditional, what is unprecedented
here is Courbet’s capacity to paint the flesh of a woman with an uncanny opalescence, achieved
through a unique combination of simplification and plasticity. If the woman of this painting is an
object of desire for the Zeus-parrot, she is even more so the love object of Courbet himself.



Departure by Beckmann, Oil on canvas, Side panels 7 feet 3/4 inches x 39 feet 3/4 inches,
Center panel 7 feet 3/4 inches x 45 feet 3/8 inches, 1932-1935, The Museum of Modern Art,
Floor Five, Gallery 522, New York

Beckmann’s great triptych, painted on the precipice of the Second World War, juxtaposes a
central vision of noble love with scenes of horrific violence. In doing so, Beckman marks both
the peacefulness made possible by the love for the symbolic father as well as the decline of this
father in the 20th Century.



Old Greek Sculptor with Model, Vase with Three Anemones, and Sculpted Self-Portrait from
the Vollard Suite by Picasso, Etching, plate: 7 5/8 x 10 9/16 inches, sheet: 13 3/8 x 17 3/8 inches,
1933, The Museum of Modern Art, New York

If you go to MOMA to see Beckman’s Departure, you will most likely encounter Picasso’s Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon from 1907, a painting which is not about love, and which has contributed
to the controversy about Picasso’s depictions of women. When looking at Les Demoiselles
d’Avignon, keep in mind his etching of the old artist with his young model, which is currently not
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on display. Through his repeated use of overlap in this work, Picasso delicately creates an
illusion of three-dimensionality that brings forth an unexpected, if momentary, rapport between
two bodies. Note the significance of the sculpted self-portrait as well as the vase with three
anemones in this lovely etching.

Love by Patrick Webb, Qil on canvas, 60 x 48 inches, 2010, Collection of the artist

Cupid’s efforts find a contemporary reset in the workout gym of Patrick Webb’s Punchinello
painting, Love. Referencing Veronese’s Mars and Venus United by Love, Webb’s composition
features two intertwining masculine subjects, one human and one not quite human. Note the
subtle and not-so-subtle differences between the two figures that comprise this couple, as they
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enjoy a brief repose from the exertions of the others nearby. What does love make possible in
this moment when two subjects undertake the risk of encountering one another? In conjunction
with Clinical Study Days 17, this painting will be on view at Webb’s Brooklyn studio, not far from
the conference venue.
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