Love continues to shine in this month of February!
This time, we invite you to celebrate it through mythology
by interesting us about

The Loves of the Gods
In France in the 18th century, the mythological theme of the Loves of the
Gods was revived, in particular due to new publications of Ovid's
Metamorphoses, tales narrating "the guilty adventures of the gods" (Ovid,
Metamorphoses, VI, 131).

Known in the time of all literate people and a great source of inspiration for
artists, these frivolous love stories about ancient deities were considered to
be part of the noblest genre, History.

Since this was basically a high register, the artists were freer in form. By
depicting mythological episodes, they could show the grace of the woman
and her naked body, as well as the effusion of feelings between two lovers.

After François Boucher (1703-1770), The Rape of Europa, circa 1753-1772,
France, Manufacture Royale de Beauvais, tapestry from the Loves of Gods series, wood and
silk,
Los Angeles, Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Inv. 51.36.8)

The Loves of the Gods is the subject of an important serie of tapestries,
made between 1749 and 1774 at the Manufacture Royale de Beauvais,
which models were supplied by François Boucher.
For this serie, François Boucher is inspired by different mythological
episodes such as Mars and Venus, Jupiter and Antiope, Apollo and Clytie and
others that all have in common to narrate love and to present a diversity of
feelings between two lovers.
In this tapestry made by the Manufacture Royale de Beauvais is represented
the Rape of Europa.
This tale is notably told by Ovid in Metamorphoses :
it is the story of Europa kidnapped by Jupiter who had fallen in love with
her.
Yet, the King of the Gods, in order to appear in front of this young mortal
woman without frightening her, took the appearance of a white bull. Europa
first feeds the bull, then caresses it and finally sits on its back. The bull tooks
on advantage of this moment to kidnap the beautiful young woman, taking
her to the island of Crete. Once on the island, Jupiter tooks on human form
in order to make love to Europa.
This founding myth is part of the stories about the loves of Jupiter, who took
on different appearances so as not to frighten his lovers and seduce them.

These stories about the loves of the gods offered an abundant decorative
repertoire.
They were thus the subject of important decorations, often designed as
invitations to love.

The ceremonial room of the Princess of Soubise, Hôtel de Soubise

The Hôtel de Soubise presents a fabulous wood-panelled decor,
attributed to the ornamental sculptor Jacques Verbeckt.
The corners of the ceiling of the ceremonial room of the Princess of
Soubise are decorated with medallions inspired by mythological episodes.
We find in particular the loves of Jupiter, with here the representation of
the myth of Leda and the Swan.
This myth was represented for its eminently erotic dimension: its
representation became an invitation to the games of love, as in the bas-relief
decoration created by the sculptor Clodion for the nymphaeum at the Hôtel
Besenval.

Claude Michel, known as Clodion (1738-1814),
Venus and the nymphs disarming Love, Leda seduced by Jupiter in the guise of a swan, c.
1782, bas-relief in thunderstone from the bathroom decor of the Hôtel Besenval, rue de
Grenelle, Paris, Musée du Louvre (Inv. R.F. 4103)

In 1767, Pierre Victor de Besenval, a Swiss working in the military field and
in the service of France, bought the hotel located at 142, rue Grenelle in
Paris, formerly known as the "Hôtel de Pompadour" and is now the Swiss
Embassy in Paris.
The "Hôtel Besenval" became a place full of charm during the 18th century,
particularly following major renovations carried out by its owner.
In 1782, Pierre Victor de Besenval hired one of the most prominent
architects of the time, Alexandre Théodore Brongniart, to add a floor to the
main building,
create a new dining room and fit out a nymphaeum
(i.e. a bathroom) in the basement.

Alexandre-Théodore Brongniart (1739-1813),
Hotel Besenval, underground antique nymphaeum, longitudinal section, Paris, Musée du
Louvre

This kind of private and covered bath was extremely rare in the 18th
century, which is why this nymphaeum was seen as a real "curiosity" in the
eyes of contemporaries.
The representation of the Loves of the Gods, in particular Leda and the
Swan, for the decoration of such a bathroom shows the original point of
view brought to this theme at the time: by emphasising the mythological
genre, which belonged to History and therefore to the highest genre, artists
were able to approach feelings and their manifestations through a diversity
of extremely sensual subjects.
In the 18th century, sensuality was rediscovered through the enhancement
of bodies.
This rediscovery involved new developments related to the well-being of the
body,
such as the bathroom, as well as by the exaltation of the sensuality of naked
bodies
and the satisfaction of the senses.

The representation of the sensuality of bodies, exalted in the 18th century,
was part of a discourse on the rediscovery of the senses as being at the
heart of a new way of life, more empirical.

Clock in gilt bronze and white marble, representing Erigone seduced by Dionysus,
Louis XVI period, last third of the 18th century,
movement by Philippe-François Devillaine, box by Étienne Blavet,
from the former Joseph Bardac collection, presented by the Galerie Léage

The myth of the loves of Erigone and Dionysus was at the heart of the
reflection on sensuality and the pleasure of the senses.
Erigone was the daughter of the Athenian Icarios, who had introduced the
Dionysian cult into his states. Erigone was loved by the god of wine,
Dionysus, who set out to seduce her by taking on the appearance of a
bunch of grapes. Tasting the grapes of the vine, the beautiful Erigone kissed
Dionysus, which bound them with passionate love.
This clock represents Erigone seduced by Dionysus, as she is about to taste
the wine in the cup or the grapes offered to her by Eros Cupid.
For the creation of this clock, the foundryman and chiseler Etienne Blavet
took some liberties with the mythological tale, introducing the figure of
Eros Cupid holding the bunch of grapes, to signify that the rapprochement
between Erigona and Dionysus was guided by Love.

Charles-Joseph Natoire, The Triumph of Bacchus, Greek god of wine, 1747, oil on canvas,
199 x 225 cm,
Paris, Musée du Louvre

We can find this discourse on the rediscovery of the senses through the
sensuality of the body in this famous work by Charles-Joseph Natoire.
In this painting, while the triumph of Bacchus is relegated to the
background, the figure of Erigone is magnified: her naked body is gracefully
represented as she prepares to taste the fruits of the vine, associated
plastically with Bacchus,
triumphant lover.

For centuries, the fabulous tales of the Loves of the Gods highlight the
restlessness of the hearts of ancient deities. In the 18th century, the
representation of these myths, by its didactic power, allows us to better
understand our emotions and guides us to understand behaviours driven by
the ardour of feelings.
Passing through the tales of the deities, these fables finally remind us of
the power of love as a principle of universal union.
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