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A French lovers’ postcard from c.1890.
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Portrait of a Woman with a Man at a Casement by Filippo Lippi, c.1440.





To Franklin and Emma




Introduction


‘Love is a canvas furnished by nature and embroidered by imagination.’

Voltaire



The idea for this book was found in the armpits of nineteenth-century rural Austrian women. Specifically, with the slices of apple tucked into their armpits, as per tradition, as they danced away surrounded by a ring of young men watching with dread on their face. When the fruit was sufficiently soaked in sweat, the women would present it to their suitor of choice. If he was interested, he would consume the soggy slice with delight at being afforded the opportunity to share in her personal fragrance. If he declined, then back into the pit it went, ready for the next attempt.

In Fiji, a tradition is for the young man to present the father of his beloved with a whale’s tooth, before asking for the hand of his daughter in marriage. The challenge with this is that the tooth has to be freshly wrenched from a living whale’s mouth. Speaking of teeth, in traditional Hindu Balinese society, young men and women undergo a ritual tooth-filing ceremony, shaving down six of their teeth in order to advertise their arrival at marrying age.

Though these examples may seem a little extra in their challenge than more familiar customs, are they that much odder, philosophically speaking, than gifting a bouquet of severed plants in an attempt to woo? Perhaps it depends on how this is done, too. When the German multi-millionaire Gunter Sachs set out in May 1966 to win the heart of the most beautiful woman in the world, the French bombshell Brigitte Bardot, he did it with red roses – thousands of them, dropped by helicopter onto her Côte d’Azur property. ‘It’s not every day a man drops a ton of roses in your backyard,’ Bardot later wrote in her autobiography, in a tone that almost suggests for her it wasn’t every day that week.

From reading details like these it’s impossible not to reflect on, and regret, how an ocean of love-driven stories and customs have been lost to time. In one sense love is ephemeral, invisible and impermanent (a ‘smoke made with the fume of sighs’, as Shakespeare so beautifully describes love in Romeo and Juliet); but to an historian love is an ancient engine of tumult and consequence. The idea for this book is to explore the role of love as a psychoactive agent of history and art by following the glittering material trail of curious objects, mysterious relics and inspired masterpieces left in its wake. Each item has a compelling and often unexpected story to tell, with the scale of the narratives swinging wildly from intimate relationships between just two historical figures in one chapter, to the philosophies, customs and love-and-lust deities (see pages 22-29) of entire cultures in another. But each provides windows into the relatable minds and emotional cores of people who lived thousands of years before us around the world.
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Pair of Lovers by the Master of the Housebook, c.1480-1485.
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Love’s Shadow (1867), by Frederick Sandys, a dramatic painting of the darker side of love – envy, resentment, anger, perhaps even revenge – painted at a time when it was more common to find love idealised in paintings. Sandys originally planned to have his subject biting her own hair instead of the blue violets that the Victorian audience understood to symbolise love. Sandys would go on to marry the sitter, the actress Mary Emma Jones.


For more than 5,000 years, poets, writers, artists and troubadours have broadcast the pleasures and the torments of love and lust – but we can go back even further to find love’s footprints in the riverbed of time. The prehistoric carving known as the Ain Sakhri Lovers (see page 18), fashioned c.9000 BC, provides us with the oldest surviving depiction of a human embrace, while offering the excuse to attempt to track down the oldest kiss in (pre)history with – fair warning – slightly unsettling results. An introduction to love in ancient Mesopotamia is made by the goddess Inanna and Dumuzid, her doomed spouse with a wandering eye; while Egypt is represented by the chief royal scribe Yuny and his wife Renenutet, in a remarkable memorial carving of the couple that radiates such unusually relaxed and relatable intimacy that the distance of nearly 3,300 years between their lives and ours simply disappears.
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The first x-ray ever made, taken in 1895 by W.K. Röntgen (1845-1923) of his wife’s hand, with her wedding ring visible. The image helped Röntgen win the first Nobel Prize in Physics in 1901.
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The King of Love sits in a tree with two musicians, preparing to hurl his arrows at a couple sitting below. From the Maastricht Hours of the early fourteenth century.


With ancient Greece we find tragedy in the story of Alcyone and Ceyx (see pages 46-48), as well as with the remarkable story of the Sacred Band of Thebes (see pages 50-51), a military regiment composed entirely of male lovers. In Rome, meanwhile, things get considerably baudier against the backdrop of the dramatic events of Pompeii with the discovery of erotica so eye-widening that it scandalised its nineteenth-century excavators, and was only put on public display in 2000 (see pages 52-57). It seems likely that such scenes would have met with quite the opposite reaction in medieval Europe by those who proudly wore the magnificently profane tin badges that have been found at sites around the continent. The purpose of the badge designs, of what are politely referred to by historians as ‘ambulant penises’, along with vulvas that climb ladders, sail ships and triumphantly hunt on horseback (see page 58), are a mystery. In this way they sit alongside other puzzles in this book like the Elizabethan portraits of smiling men consumed by flames (see pages 146-147), and Jan van Eyck’s masterpiece Arnolfini Portrait (see page 100), with its cryptic symbols to decode. See also the gorgeous Unicorn Tapestries (see pages 108-113), which may or may not be some of the most splendid tributes to love ever made, depending on how one interprets their hidden clues.
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The Legend of the Baker of Eeklo by Cornelis van Dalem (1530/35-1573/6), a depiction of the popular story about the Belgian town of Eeklo where wives would bring their ugly husbands to the baker to have him magically improve their looks. The baker temporarily placed cabbages on the men’s necks while their heads were in the oven.
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Husbands bringing their unattractive wives to a windmill, to be transformed into beauties. Engraving by P. Fürst, c.1650.


No book on this subject would be complete without a raft of practical advice to offer, and for those who prefer their love and sex tips to come from some truly experimental and massively unreliable intellectual sources, then you’re in luck. Exploring the historical entanglement of love with medicine and magic, for example, leads to the medieval physicians diagnosing love and heartbreak as serious illnesses in need of treatment, as well as the sex quacks who exploited couples desperate to conceive. These include James Graham’s pneumatic musical bed of Georgian London, as well as the American con-artist who made millions with his patented and utterly ineffectual procedure of implanting goat testicles in men’s scrotums (see pages 178-179).
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Lovers Walking in the Snow (Crow and Heron) (1764-72) by Suzuki Harunobu, one of the most romantic of all Japanese ukiyo-e prints. The lovers stroll in the snow intimately sharing an umbrella like they share their love (known as an ai ai gasa pose), perhaps walking a michiyuki, a path to a love suicide, another dramatic device.


Indeed, despite these stories having love, marriage and sex as their commonality, they are tales of wildly differing motivations. The story of Dante’s work as a tribute of courtly love to Beatrice (see pages 76-78) shares an ambition with the remarkable and previously unpublished illustrated manuscript of Henry Hilditch Bulkeley-Johnson (see pages 212-215). The story of the French noblewoman turned pirate, Jeanne de Clisson, on the other hand, is a tale of furious revenge; while centuries later selfless love would be at the core of the very different naval tale of fellow Frenchwoman Jeanne Baret, the first woman ever to circumnavigate the globe, done for the most part disguised in men’s clothing (see pages 170-173).
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1852 painting by William Powell Frith (1819-1909), showing the disastrous moment when the poet Alexander Pope (1688-1744) confessed his undying love to Lady Mary Montagu (1689-1762), and she burst out laughing.


A historical celebration of love should of course be a similarly global journey, and for this book it was important to reach a few of the further flung and overlooked parts (pun always intended in this volume), from the legendary sex nuts and birdlike monsters of the Mauritian islands (see pages 140-145), through the Samarkand mosque, the wedding traditions of the Maya, and the love chains of the Yoruba people of West Africa; until finally we reach the love story that is currently travelling through the vast ocean of interstellar space, and that in all likelihood will still be continuing on its way long after the human race is extinct (see pages 240-243).

The hope for this book is that a browse of its stories and accompanying illustrations will bring with it the same highs, poignancies and occasional horrors of love itself, leaving you as high and bruised as an airborne eighteenth-century Corsican husband.1 As a museum of curiosities its exhibits are a collective attempt to record and answer – or rather, a collection of previous attempts to answer – exactly how to define this most mysterious and propulsive force of the human universe. For Joseph Campbell (1904-87), love was ‘a friendship set to music’; for Marcel Proust (1871-1922), a ‘space and time measured by the heart’. For W. Somerset Maugham, ‘love is only a dirty trick played on us to achieve continuation of the species’; while Samuel Johnson took a more pragmatic approach: ‘Marriage is the triumph of imagination over intelligence. Second marriage is the triumph of hope over experience.’ But perhaps the best philosophy to embrace while diving into these pages is that of the American columnist Franklin P. Jones (1908-80): ‘Love doesn’t make the world go round,’ he wrote. ‘Love is what makes the ride worthwhile.’
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Young lovers wander happily into the trap of marriage, in this eighteenth-century engraving.
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The Delightful Game of the Pilgrimage of Love, an Italian game board that leads players through a landscape of figures symbolising the various perils of love like Jealousy, Fear, Lost Time, made between 1675 and 1718.



	1 In the eighteenth century when a Corsican husband died, his widow’s first action was to gather the other local women and toss his corpse up and down on a blanket, in order to see if he was playing dead to escape the marriage. This was reported by Dr Johann August Unzer (1727-99), editor of the medical weekly Der Arzt. Eine medicinische Wochenschrift, who claimed the blanket tossing often went on for hours, and that it occasionally ‘recalled to life’ the man ‘who to all appearance had been dead’. His desperate bid for freedom foiled, he was left to the mercy of his former widow.
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The Ain Sakhri Lovers (c.9000 BC)

We cannot, of course, know when the oldest kiss took place, but what if we went looking for it? How far back does the path of evidence run before the trail goes cold? This search seemed like the kind of suitably curious challenge with which to begin this book and it eventually led to finding a paper published in 2017 by an anthropologist at Pennsylvania State University named Laura Weyrich, titled Neanderthal behaviour, diet, and disease inferred from ancient DNA in dental calculus.

While studying the remains of the last thirteen Neanderthals to walk the Earth, which were found at El Sidrón in north-west Spain, Weyrich was surprised to find that she recognised the genetic signature of a microorganism on one of the teeth – Methanobrevibacter oralis, which is also found in the mouths of modern humans. By comparing the Neanderthal strain with the modern strain, she was able to estimate that the microorganism was transferred between Neanderthals and Homo sapiens roughly 120,000 years ago. This being a period when the two were interbreeding, a likely route for this transfer was kissing. ‘When you kiss someone, oral microbes will go back and forth between your mouths,’ Weyrich says. ‘It could have happened once and then propagated… But it could also be something that occurred more regularly.’

As we move on hastily from this imagery, for the earliest documentary evidence of human intimacy in a more solid state – specifically, carved into calcite cobble – we find the prehistoric figurine known as the Ain Sakhri Lovers. Created by a member of the Natufian culture approximately 11,000 years ago in 9000 BC, the 102mm-high sculpture shows a faceless couple of indeterminate gender engaged in a sexual embrace, the earliest such depiction known. Despite its age of many millennia, it was only discovered in 1933, when a French consul in Jerusalem named René Neuville recognised its importance among the recent finds made by Bedouin at Ain Sakhri caves near Bethlehem.

In contrast to other recovered Natufian artworks made of antler and bone, the Lovers is a remarkably clever sculpture. Its artist incorporates the natural heart – and phallic shape – of the stone, along with the chattermarks that show it once bounced along the bed of a stream or river, to form the two figures embracing each other face-to-face. The work was painstaking. The possibly love-struck sculptor would have used a stone chisel or antler hammer to pick out the couple from the calcite surface. ‘It is the oldest known sculpture of people making love and has a timeless, touching resonance of tenderness, love and relationship,’ read its British Museum curator notes. ‘It has always been popular with museum visitors and acquired a new modern symbolism during the period of lockdown against Coronavirus in 2020, when it epitomised the simple but essential need for the reassurance of a hug that had to be avoided at that time.’

[image: Image]
Fast-forward to twelfth-century Europe and we find the Sheela na gig grotesque carvings on churches such as this at the Church of St Mary and St David, built c.1140 at Kilpeck, Herefordshire, England. One theory as to their origin and reason behind their exaggerated vulva is that they represent a pagan fertility goddess; another is that they were used to ward off death, evil and misfortune.
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Over 24,000 years before the sculptor of the Ain Sakhri Lovers was carving his work, another prehistoric artist in the Hohle Fels (German for ‘hollow rock’) cave in the Swabian Jura of south-western Germany picked up a tusk of a woolly mammoth and carved the earliest known depiction of a human being. The oldest of the Palaeolithic Venus figures discovered around Europe, the Venus of Hohle Fels bears exaggerated buttocks, genitals and breasts, while her legs and arms are stumpy, suggesting that it is her sexual features that are the focus. The meaning of these figures has long been the subject of debate, but they are commonly thought to be fertility symbols, perhaps even of fertility deities, of enough significance to justify the immensely time-consuming process of carving them using primitive tools.
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A distinctly phallic object carved around 30,000 years ago, one example of objects carefully referred to in the scholarship as ‘Ice-Age batons’, found in the Hohle Fels cave. ‘Looking at the size, shape, and – in some cases – explicit symbolism of the Ice Age batons, it seems disingenuous to avoid the most obvious and straightforward interpretation,’ says the British archaeologist Timothy Taylor, ‘but it has been avoided.’ The batons might have been multi-purpose, as there is evidence from wear that this example was also used as a hammer.





The Seated Woman of Çatalhöyük (c.6000 BC), and Other Ancient Gods of Love and Lust

It might seem strange that, of all the infamous deities crowding the pantheon of love gods throughout history, the lesser-known figure shown to the left should be chosen to open this chapter. But this baked-clay statue of a nude woman seated between two animal-headed armrests is an extraordinary artefact. Known as the Seated Woman of Çatalhöyük, it was created c.6000 BC by a Neolithic artist and discovered nearly 8,000 years later in its eponymous Turkish region in 1961. While there are clear similarities with the exaggerated figures of the Venus fertility deities mentioned on page 21, this is also one of the earliest known examples of the ‘mistress of animals’, a thrillingly mysterious motif that runs through ancient art of the Near East and Egypt.
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The powerful image of a female deity accompanied by wild animals either side of her is thought to have fed into the development of numerous female gods in other later cultures, including the elaborate storied mythology of the ancient Greeks. In this small clay figure, then, it’s possible that what we are looking at is an embryonic form of Aphrodite.

Associated with love, lust, beauty, pleasure, passion and copulation, Aphrodite was married to Hephaistos, god of blacksmiths, who forged for the gods weapons and stranger devices like autonomous tripods that walked themselves to Mount Olympus. The marriage was not a suitable match and Aphrodite enjoyed a steady parade of lovers, including Ares, god of war. On Earth, a festival called the Aphrodisiac was held regularly in her honour at her temple in Corinth, where worshippers paid her homage by having rollicking sex sessions with her priestesses.1

While Aphrodite (Venus to the Romans) is perhaps the best-known love god today, it’s worth casting around for comparable figures in other ancient belief systems to get a sense of how the power of romantic love was accounted for, and to whom appeals were made for help with its affairs. For the ancient Egyptians it was Hathor, wife of the sun god Ra. Worship of Hathor originated in the third millennium BC, when she begins to appear most commonly in the form of a cow, as a symbol of her maternal association. More Egyptian temples are dedicated to her than any other deity. Those desperate to conceive sent her their prayers, and through to the first millennium BC women hoped to be assimilated with her in the next world. One detail we learn about Hathor from a story found in the tomb of King Tutankhamen is that she can’t handle her drink. In The Destruction of Mankind narrative, Ra bids her to become the war goddess Sekhmet to punish humans for their sins. Hathor gets a little carried away, however, and just as she’s poised to obliterate every person on Earth, Ra manages to get her drunk. A sloshed Hathor forgets her murderous designs, resumes her love-goddessing, and things return to normal. (Although another story tells of how she later dances a striptease to cheer up her father, so ‘normal’ might not be quite the right word.)

[image: Image]
The statue of the Aphrodite of Syracuse, dated to the second century AD.
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The Queen of the Night relief, featuring the love goddess Inanna/Ishtar.


For the ancient Sumerians, their goddess of love, war and fertility was Inanna, later known as Ishtar to the Akkadians, Babylonians and Assyrians. All gods are immortal, yet all die through the extinction, or shift in belief, of their faithful. Inanna is quite remarkable in that her lifespan encompassed different cultures across millennia; as early as 4000 BC she was venerated in Sumer, becoming the most widely worshipped deity with temples across Mesopotamia. (It turns out that a love goddess cult whose primary activities are the practising of sex rituals holds quite a broad appeal.) The later Akkadians and Babylonians absorbed Sumerian culture and deities into their pantheon, as did the Assyrians, who adored Inanna/Ishtar and promoted her to the head of their pantheon. One finds allusions to her in the Hebrew Bible, and she is said to have influenced the Ugaritic Ashtart and later Phoenician Astarte deities, who in turn influenced the myth-building of the Greek Aphrodite. Inanna/Ishtar enjoyed a thriving following until her popularity began to decline between the first and sixth centuries AD, with the rise of Christianity. You can find her in the British Museum, however, as the winged subject of one of the most famous objects in the collection – the baked clay panel known as the Queen of the Night relief (shown here), dated to the nineteenth-eighteenth century BC.


	1 Incidentally, worship of Aphrodite was active in the twentieth century, not in Greece but Long Island, New York. The Church of Aphrodite was founded in 1939 by Gleb Botkin (1900-69), a Russian émigré and son of Dr Yevgeny Botkin, the Russian court physician who was murdered at Yekaterinburg by the Bolsheviks with Tsar Nicholas II and his family on 17 July 1918. Botkin believed that it was the patriarchy that was to blame for all the issues plaguing mankind. ‘Men!’ he once cried. ‘Just look at the mess we’ve made!’






Love Gods Around the World

[image: Image]
Manmatha, also known as Kama or Kamadeva, Hindu god of love. He is usually represented as a young man, mounted on a parrot, with a bow in his hand. The wood of the bow is a sugar cane; the cord is sometimes composed of a string of bees, and his five arrows match the number of senses that love overrides.
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The Aztec goddess of love (on the right), Xochiquetzal (‘precious feather flower’ in the Nahuatl language). Because of her great beauty she suffered at the hands of the misogynistic gods – while still married to the rain god Tlaloc, she was kidnapped by the god of the night Tezcatlipoca and forced to marry him, thereby gaining her throne as the goddess of love. By another husband she also gave birth to Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent god.
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Tu Er Shen (literally ‘rabbit deity’, as he was known when he was mortal) is a lesser-known deity of Chinese mythology – the god of male homosexual love and marriage. Born in the Qing dynasty, Hu Tianbao fell in love with a local government official and spied on him while he was bathing. He was discovered and beaten to death. The gods of the underworld took pity on him and revived him as the god of homosexual relationships.
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This fourteenth-century Japanese Buddhist hanging scroll shows Aizen Myōō, blood-red Wisdom King of Passion, who symbolises how the violent energies of carnality and desire can be channelled into the pursuit of enlightenment. Aizen Myōō is a figure of rage: his hair on end, a snarling lion rising from his head, his six arms wielding weapons. Despite (or perhaps because of) his fearsome appearance, it was he whom the love-afflicted called on for help.
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    Oshun, or Ọṣun, is the goddess of beauty and erotic love in the Yoruba-based religions of West Africa. Associated with freshwater and purity, she is the patron saint of the Osun River in Nigeria, which bears her name, and is often depicted as a mermaid.
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This large appliqué of nineteenth-century Tibet shows the Vajrayana goddess Kurukulla, beautiful bewitcher of men. Reciting her mantra is believed to grant the power of subduing any man, including kings. The four-armed figure’s red skin corresponds to her status as an emanation of the red Amitabha Buddha. Just like Manmatha/Kamadeva, she fires flower-tipped arrows, but is considerably more ferocious, as we can tell from subtle clues like her headdress of skulls, bone ornaments, and the fact that she’s dancing on a pile of corpses.
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In Norse mythology Freyja, or Frigga, was the wife of Odin and goddess of fertility and marriage. As Queen of Fólkvangr, a hall similar to Valhalla, she took care of those who died in battle, but spent a lot of her time searching the Earth for her wandering husband, crying tears of red gold as she rode her chariot pulled by cats.
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An ancient Sumerian depiction of the marriage of Inanna and Dumuzid.




The Marriage of Inanna and Dumuzid – Love in Ancient Mesopotamia

Among the more than 30,000 clay tablets and fragments recovered from the great library at Nineveh of Ashurbanipal, king of the Neo-Assyrian Empire from 669 to 631 BC, is a text that describes a particularly injurious illness. ‘When the patient is continually clearing his throat; is often lost for words; is always talking to himself when he is quite alone and laughing for no reason in the corners of fields; is habitually depressed; his throat tight; finds no pleasure in eating or drinking; endlessly repeating, with great sighs, “Ah, my poor heart!” – he is suffering from lovesickness. For a man and for a woman, it is all one and the same.’

For the Ancient Mesopotamians, love held the same profundity as it does in modern civilisations. We can recognise this in the titles of their ‘love songs’, with their lyrics that share the sentiments of those composed by lovestruck teenage bedroom musicians today – ‘Sleep, begone! I want to hold my darling in my arms!’; ‘When you speak to me, you make my heart swell till I could die!’; and ‘I did not close my eyes last night; Yes, I was awake all night long, my darling [thinking of you]’; to name but a few of the hits.1

At the same time, marriage was approached with the same businesslike pragmatism as any other financial affair. For the Sumerians, the word for ‘love’ was a transactional verb that literally meant ‘to measure the earth’, i.e. ‘to mark off land’. For them, as well as
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	1 As collected by the historian Jean Bottéro in Everyday Life in Ancient Mesopotamia (1992).
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