
 
 

Daphne Odjig, Kissing, 2011, courtesy of Gallery Gevik, Toronto. 

With Valentine’s Day tomorrow, we’re taking a look at art that 
reflects on love in its many forms, expressed not only through 
grand gestures but also in quieter moments of everyday 
connection. A warm embrace, the excitement of a summer 
romance, the tenderness of a mother’s touch, and the steady 

comfort of companionship—all mark distinct registers of 
affection. Here are works that consider the full spectrum of 

romantic, familial, queer, and self-directed love. Across diverse 
media and periods in Canadian art history, these pieces highlight the richness 
and complexity of love—and the many ways that artists have made intimacy, 
desire, and care visible.  

Sara Angel 
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

MOTORCYCLISTS AT  
LAKE BALATON, 1954 

by Gabor Szilasi             

Motorcyclists at Lake Balaton, 1954, captures two young 
riders as they speed past the camera. Montreal-based 
photographer Gabor Szilasi (b.1928) describes this moment 
as “totally unplanned, totally intuitive and unexpected.” 
The ease and closeness of the two figures suggest the 
heady intensity of young summer love, where the present 

moment feels suspended in time. Known for his documentary 
approach, Szilasi purchased his first camera in 1952 and 

began making photographs in and around his native Budapest, documenting city 
life, family, and friends. His images endure as records of passing gestures and 
unscripted moments.  

Learn more in ACI’s Photography in Canada, 1839–1989: An Illustrated History  
by Sarah Bassnett and Sarah Parsons     

ANOTHER FEATHER IN  
HER BONNET, 2017 

by Jean Paul Gaultier and Kent Monkman               

In 2017, Toronto-based Cree artist Kent Monkman (b.1965) 
staged a live performance at the Montreal Museum of Fine 
Arts, reclaiming a feathered white headdress that was 
designed by Jean Paul Gaultier in 2002 and later criticized 
for cultural appropriation. During this performance, 
Monkman’s gender-fluid alter ego, Miss Chief Eagle Testickle, 

wore the headdress and ceremonially “married” Gaultier, in a 
symbolic union between the two artists. Monkman described 

the gesture as “an aesthetic alliance leading to mutual respect and cultural 
understanding.” In this recontextualization, the headdress is transformed from 
fashion spectacle into an assertion of Indigenous presence and agency.  

Learn more in ACI’s  
Kent Monkman: Life & Work by Shirley Madill     

IN THE ORCHARD (SPRING), 1892 
by William Brymner                

In this work, Scottish-born, Montreal-based painter 
William Brymner (1855–1925) captures intimacy through 
companionship. A man and a woman take a leisurely walk 
through an orchard, moving along the narrow path and 
engaging in a private exchange. The man leans slightly 

towards the woman, while her gaze timidly tracks the 
ground—their subtle gestures suggest a soft, nervous 
excitement. Brymner didn’t confine himself to a single  

painting style, and here the influence of Impressionism is visible in the 
surrounding blossoms, which dissolve into soft dabs of colour. The figures, 
however, are articulated with clarity and enclosed within the atmospheric 
setting, as if moving through a world of their own. 

Learn more in ACI’s  
William Brymner: Life & Work by Jocelyn Anderson     

FAMILY, BEDFORD-STUYVESANT, 
BROOKLYN, NEW YORK, 1969 

by Michael Semak                

Family, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York, 1969, presents a dynamic 
moment in which intimacy coexists with social tensions: two parents share an 
affectionate exchange as their child, positioned just behind them, points a toy 
gun towards the camera. Known for his documentary photographs, Ontario-

born Michael Semak (1934–2020) produced most of his work in the 1960s and 
1970s, a period of significant social change. Across his practice, Semak turned his 
lens towards marginalized communities in Canada and abroad, emphasizing the 

emotional bonds that structure daily life. With a distinctly humanist eye, he framed 
love as something enacted through proximity and presence. 

Learn more in ACI’s Photography in Canada, 1839–1989: An Illustrated History  
by Sarah Bassnett and Sarah Parsons 

KISS WITH HONDA, 1989 
by Alex Colville                

In this early morning scene along an empty road, a woman 
leans through the open window of a Honda hatchback to 
share a lingering farewell kiss. Maritime artist Alex Colville 
(1920–2013) was known for depicting everyday moments 
with precision, transforming the ordinary into something 

quietly cinematic. The figures in this work are modelled on 
Colville and his wife, Rhoda, his lifelong partner, muse, and 
subject. Here, the couple—well into their old age—kiss with 

the urgency of youth. 

Learn more in ACI’s  
Alex Colville: Life & Work by Ray Cronin       

AND THEN WHAT WAS LEFT, 2017 
by Ness Lee             

In And Then What Was Left, 2017, elongated figures stretch 
across the canvas, their bodies entangled as one gently 
cradles and comforts the other. Here, Toronto-based 
Hakka Chinese artist Ness Lee (b.1989) centres compassion 
turned inward, where love takes the form of self-soothing 
and emotional repair. Known for her fluid, dreamlike 

compositions, Lee has cited Japanese shunga (erotic) prints 
as an influence on her work. Drawing on this visual language, 

her paintings explore emotional vulnerability and present love as a quiet and 
necessary act of care.  

Learn more about Ness Lee    

PORTRAIT OF BESSIE IN HER 
WEDDING GOWN, 1885 

by Robert Harris             

Welsh-born Canadian painter Robert Harris (1849–1919) was 
a renowned portraitist of elites and public figures. In this 
painting, he turns to a more intimate subject—his wife, 
Elizabeth (Bessie) Putnam, dressed in her wedding gown. 
Seated and shown in profile, Bessie turns her gaze away 
from the viewer, and the pale detailing of her gown emerges 

from the muted tones of the background. Harris created this 
delicate painting to commemorate their union—an act of 

devotion that captures love as something reflective and deeply personal. 

Learn more about Robert Harris      

KISSING, 2011 
by Daphne Odjig              

Connection and affection are recurring themes in the work of 
Odawa-Potawatomi artist Daphne Odjig (1919–2016). Odjig 
often described her work as rooted in shared experiences. 
In Kissing, 2011, she turns to romantic intimacy, depicting 
a couple locked in a gentle embrace. Their bodies merge 
through Odjig’s characteristic flowing lines and intertwined 

forms. The result is an image rendered with warmth and 
rhythm, the boundaries between the two bodies dissolved. 

The closeness of the couple’s faces and their enclosing gestures present love  
as a shared emotional space. 

Learn more about Daphne Odjig     

BETWEEN DREAMING  
AND LIVING #8, 1986 

by Vikky Alexander                 

Victoria-born, Montreal-based artist Vikky Alexander (b.1959) is 
widely recognized for her critical examination of how beauty 
and desire are constructed and circulated through mass 
media. In Between Dreaming and Living #8, 1986, Alexander 
layers a fashion advertisement onto an idealized landscape, 
merging two visual languages of aspiration and escape. The 

composition is overlaid with tinted Plexiglas, resulting in an 
image that feels both intimate and artificial. Together, these 

elements create a carefully staged vision of romance as defined by anticipation 
rather than fulfillment.  

Learn more in ACI’s Photography in Canada, 1839–1989: An Illustrated History  
by Sarah Bassnett and Sarah Parsons       

SHE REMAINS MONUMENTALLY 
SELF-CONTAINED, 2020 

by Erika DeFreitas                  

In she remains monumentally self-contained, 2020, 
Scarborough-based artist Erika DeFreitas (b.1980) presents 
a diptych pairing photographs of herself and her mother. 
In one image, they reenact a pose found in sculpture 
throughout art history, such as the Etruscan Sarcophagus of 
the Spouses, c.520 BCE. In the other image, they are hidden 

beneath a white crocheted blanket—an image that draws 
attention to the historic exclusion of Black artists and subjects 

from the Western canon. The diptych frames familial love as a sustained act of 
mutual recognition. Often working in collaboration with her mother, DeFreitas 
positions their shared presence as both an expression of their bond and a 
reconfiguration of art-historical space. 

Learn more about Erika DeFreitas

THANK YOU TO OUR BENEFACTORS 
 

The ACI is a not-for-profit educational charity that receives no  
government financing or public support. Our work is made possible  

by an important circle of friends, patrons, and benefactors.  
 

If you would like to support our important work,  
please see this page. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image Credits: [1, 9] Daphne Odjig, Kissing, 2011, coloured pencil on paper, 15.25 x 14 cm. Courtesy of Gallery 
Gevik, Toronto. © Estate of Daphne Odjig. [2] Gabor Szilasi, Motorcyclists at Lake Balaton, 1954, gelatin silver 
print, 21.59 x 32.39 cm (overall), 27.94 x 35.56 (image). Courtesy of FFOTO, Toronto. [3] Jean Paul Gaultier and 

Kent Monkman, Another Feather in Her Bonnet, September 8, 2017, performance. Dress: Jean Paul Gaultier, 
Untitled, Vogue (U.S.), October 2002, The Hussars collection, “La Mariée” wedding gown, Haute couture fall/

winter 2002–2003, Ivory silk faille full skirt with fastened hussar coat, Indian-style feather headdress-train 
covered in ivory silk tulle, jewelled bodice and shoulders, and long draped ivory tulle gloves. Collection of the 
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. Photo credit: Frédéric Faddoul. [4] William Brymner, In the Orchard (Spring), 

1892, oil on paperboard, 40.2 x 30.6 cm. Collection of the National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, purchased 
2002 with the Andrea and Charles Bronfman Canadian Art Fund (41077). Courtesy of the National Gallery of 

Canada. Photo credit: NGC. [5] Michael Semak, Family, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York, 1969, gelatin 
silver print, 28 x 35.5 cm. © Estate of Michael Semak / CARCC Ottawa 2026. [6] Alex Colville, Kiss with Honda, 

1989, acrylic polymer emulsion on hardboard, 31 x 62 cm. Private collection. © A.C. Fine Art. [7] Ness Lee, 
And Then What Was Left, 2017, acrylic on canvas, 143.5 x 375 cm. Courtesy of Patel Brown, Toronto. [8] Robert 
Harris, Portrait of Bessie in Her Wedding Gown, 1885, oil on canvas, 124 x 99.5 cm. Collection of Confederation 
Centre Art Gallery, Charlottetown, Gift of Mary Beth Harris, Charlottetown, P.E.I., 1985 (CAGH-256). Courtesy 
of Confederation Centre Art Gallery. [10] Vikky Alexander, Between Dreaming and Living #8, 1986, inkjet print, 

Plexiglas, 66.4 x 91.4 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Trépanier Baer Gallery, Calgary. [11] Erika DeFreitas,  
she remains monumentally self-contained, 2020, digital inkjet prints, dimensions variable. Courtesy of the  

artist and Christie Contemporary, Toronto. 
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