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Love in the 18th century
The 18th century encounters a remarquable turn particularly in the
representation of love.
While the Grand Siècle values the aestheticism of ideal love, notably in
the mythological representations, the Siècle des Lumières offerts a
certain gracefulness to the subject. Sometimes frivolous, sometimes
gallant, in the 18th century, the representation of love comes with a
research of pleasure.
Concerned about responding to the aesthetic considerations of their
time, artists and artisans highlight this exaltation of love and of the
pleasure of this theme throughout the arts.

Antoine Watteau (1684-1721), Pèlerinage à l'Île de Cythère, 1717,
oil on canvas, 129 x 194 cm,
Paris, Musée du Louvre (Inv. 8525)

Accredited in 1712 at the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture,
Antoine Watteau presents in 1717 his reception piece, le Pèlerinage à l'île
de Cythère.
Located in the Greek islands of the Egean sea, Cythère sheltered a
temple dedicated to Aphrodite, goddess of love, because the water
surrounding the island might have seen the birth of the
goddess. Mythological symbol of love and its pleasures, Cythère island
becomes in the work of Watteau the theatre of all love spurs.
The artist realises a poetic representation of the morals of his time. In
his piece, the characters live their love in perfect carelessness: they
enjoy the games of seduction in a pastoral environment which
participates in the feeling of freedom and the surrender to pleasure.

By detaching itself from the images of courtly love and by
developing gallant and pastoral scenes, the "love" iconography renews
itself.
Love is then represented in abundance in all arts.

Charles Topino (vers 1742-1803),
Table en chiffonnière, vers 1775-1785,
poplar and walnut veneered with
rosewood, amaranth, holly and
nanyberry wood,
chased and gilt bronze,
Paris, Musée Nissim de Camondo
(Inv. CAM 349)

Testifying for a somptuous work of marquetery wishing to imitate the
painting by using different wood species, the pastoral
scene represented on this table of small measurements is
perfectly characteristic of the refinement of the furniture production
of the 18th century.
This pastoral scene adheres to the tradition of genre scenes and of
sheperd scenes in vogue in the Siècle des Lumières : in a conveniance
very gallant, a kneeling sheperd offers a bouquet of flowers to a
sheperdess adorned with a pearl neckless. In front of them, the leaning
and sleeping dog symbolises the loyalty.

If love is a prolific subject in the 18th century and occurs in all the arts,
it also develops itself in a variety of registers.
This diversity of registers of the representation of love is, in the 18th
century arts, the echo of the variety of love discourses, between
sentimental sincereness and libertine cynicism. These discourses are
written by writers and philosophers, who inspire and criticise the
tilting of values which they observe in the contemporary love
behaviours.
The characterisation of love is then more than ever a challenge perhaps
a dare in the light the establishment of modern social rules.

In the 18th century, this is not done without a moralistic dimension of
love relationships.
Following the evolution of the moral and of the lifestyles of the time,
artists and artisans develop a production which themes correspond to
the trend. Thus, at the time, the trend is also to the lovable allegories,
the traditional scenes and extended to the moralistic registers.
It is in this state of mind that the Fables of Jean de La Fontaine continue
to be important inspiration sources throughout the 18th century.

Jean-Baptiste II Tilliard (1723-1798), Paire de fauteuils en bois sculpté et doré, garnis de
tapisseries de la Manufacture des Gobelins, France, Louis XV period,
stamped TILLIARD,
presented by the Galerie Léage

Published between 1668 and 1694, the 243 allegorical tales of Jean de La
Fontaine depict anthropomorphic animals in stories with moralistic
virtues.
In the 18th century, we find these tales in chair tapestries, as in the
armchair we present, which garniture illustrates L'aigle et la pie and Les
Deux pigeons.
The Fable des Deux Pigeons refers to the significant way of the love
theme. Its representation has a function of exemplum virtutis: it aims to
five a behaviour model to adopt in the context of love relationships. In
the end, it invites us to consider that in love, the happiness values are
in the couple.
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