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Part of the attraction of online dating or dating 
through an agency is the sheer number of people you 
get to meet – but is it OK to see more than one person at 
a time, or is that just bad manners? Here’s what some of 
our subscribers think: 

“My gut says ‘yes’, at least if you’ve only been out 
with each person once or twice (otherwise you’re not 
getting very good value from your subscription…), but 
I wouldn’t profess to be an expert.”

“I’m probably a little old fashioned here – I think that 
at ‘first date’ level, it’s OK to be seeing a few different 
people, especially when the date is through an online 
dating channel rather than organised by a friend or 
something. But once you’ve been on a few dates, you 
should definitely fess up if you’re seeing other people!”

“You have to see more than one person at a time, 
obviously. This shouldn’t even be a question!”

“The whole idea of internet dating is to see who is 
out there and to widen the net of possibilities – as long 
as you don’t promise to commit to anyone and unless 
you find it is love at first write.”

Other people 

Photo and profile

First impressions last, or so the old adage goes, and 
that means that getting your photo and your profile 
just right is very important when it comes to online 
dating. Judging from the feedback we’ve received from 
members, it seems the most successful approach for both 
photo and profile is to present yourself in a positive light, 
but without being unrealistic or untruthful. It’s best to 
avoid clichés and generalisations and to focus on what 
makes you who you are.

Dating blogger Miss Twenty-Nine has this advice:
“A photo really can be worth more than a thousand 

words. The type of photos you choose, what you’re doing 
in them and even your hair and clothes can tell someone 
a lot about you. And when potential dates are clicking 
through hundreds of different profiles, you want to make 
sure that the story your photos tell is an honest one. So, if 
you play a lot of sport, include photos which show that, 
but if you’re not a big drinker, think twice before filling 
your profile with pub and club shots.

“I would recommend using three or four recent head 
shots, ones that focus on your face and are attractive, but 

not so flattering that you know, deep down, that they 
don’t really look like you. Consistency is also important; 
if you choose three good photos and one which isn’t so 
flattering, someone who has never met you before might 
see the one less attractive shot and assume the good 
shots are the misleading ones.”

For the profile itself, the first thing to do is to think 
about the sort of person you’re interested in – your target 
market, as it were. This will inform what you write. An 
eye-catching, unexpected subject line helps a lot, along 
with an honest description of you and what you want 
from life and potential partners. It’s best to keep it short; 
that way you’re more likely to be honest and not to over-
think what you’re saying. And while it might sound trite 
to say “just be yourself”, it really is the best approach; 
who wants to date someone who isn’t interested in the 
person they really are? As Guardian Soulmates subscriber 
Jon says: “Don’t write a profile that you think will appeal 
to the most number of people, write one that appeals to 
you, that makes you smile. Then marry the person who 
laughs at it!” 

Spot the difference!
Ever been on a date where the 

person didn’t quite match up 
to their photo? If you thought 
your profile picture was a good 
opportunity to show off your 
Photoshop skills, or turn back 
the clock, think again. Altering 
or ‘enhancing’ a photograph 
won’t show off the real you and 
could lead to a dreaded bad date. 
Spot the difference between 
our Soulmates’ profile pictures 
(left) and and their true portraits 
(right). Artwork by Sam Toft

The A to Z 
of dating 

Whether you’re newly single or you’ve given up hope 
of ever finding ‘The One’, don’t panic, The Guardian 
Soulmates A to Z of Dating is here to help.

Yesterday, in part one, we shared tips on how to get 
started on a dating website and how to stay safe when 
meeting potential partners. There was advice on what 
to wear on a first date and a selection of the best kisses 
on screen - as chosen by us! 

Today, you can read some pointers on how to keep cool 
in the kitchen when the date is dinner at yours, find out 
when the first love poem was written and learn how to 
sell yourself from writer and broadcaster Stephen Bay-
ley. There’s also some guidance on putting your profile 
together and picking the right photos plus a few ideas for 

alternative dates. Oh, and a list of emergency questions 
to shove in your back pocket, just in case the conversa-
tion starts to run out on that first date...

Commissioning editor Jenny Macdonald
Staff writer Linda Mooney
Contributors Kate Carter, Stephen Bayley,
Miss Twenty-Nine
Artwork by Sam Toft    www.samtoft.co.uk
Digital scanning artgroup.com
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If you have any comments, please email them to
soulmatesteam@theguardian.com
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Recipes for love 

Humans have always been striving to impress their 
dates with their cooking – and get them in the mood for 
love. The Babylonians went for beheading a partridge 
and drinking its blood as an aphrodisiac. The Ancient 
Greeks favoured sparrows’ brains. Neither of these is 
recommended. 

Cooking for a new partner or potential partner is nerve-
wracking anyway, so now is definitely not the time to 
suddenly channel your inner Masterchef or Great British 
Bake Off contender and spend three days preparing a 
souffle in the shape of a swan. Do your research. Is your 
date a vegetarian? Allergic to shellfish? Then best to avoid 
oysters, regardless of their aphrodisiac properties. A date 
that ends in a trip to A&E will certainly be memorable, 
but not for the reasons you’d hoped. 

You also don’t want to be spending the entire date 
rushing around the kitchen making last-minute 
preparations, particularly if they involve a blow torch. 
Plan ahead and cook ahead by all means, but remember 
to play to your strengths. If you once had to ring your 
mum to find out how to make scrambled eggs, you should 
probably stick to a nice pasta and sauce, with a posh 
pudding from the patisserie counter.

If you really want to try something that’s purported to 
get the, ahem, heart pumping, saffron is reputed to have 
aphrodisiac qualities. And it’s a great deal subtler than a 
vat of oysters or a heart-shaped cucumber – or indeed any 
other comically shaped vegetables. 

When it comes to the drink, it’s a good idea to 
remember Shakespeare’s dictum: “It provokes the desire, 
but it takes away the performance.” Try to find the right 
balance – champagne on ice, but probably not a whole 
magnum. 

You liked each other’s profiles, you started chatting 
and the conversation flowed easily on email. Now it’s 
time to meet face to face – and you’re terrified! There 
is a lot to think about: what to wear, where to go, 
how to recognise each other. But perhaps the biggest 
worry for most people is: “What will we talk about?” 
For some people it’s easy – they simply pick up from 
where they left off online – but for others, once the 
initial greetings are out of the way, the silence can be 
deafening. To help you avoid that situation, here are a 
few questions that might help to get the conversation 
started and, hopefully, keep it going:

What’s the best meal you’ve ever eaten? 
Dog or cat? 

Which country would you like to live in if you 
didn’t live here?
What job would you like to do most? 
What’s your favourite musical instrument?
Which book or film has made the biggest impact on 
you?
What’s your favourite scent? 
Who is your favourite movie star? 
Do you play a sport? 
Do you have a favourite make of car?
What’s the most embarrassing thing that’s ever 
happened to you? 
What was your favourite television programme 
when you were growing up? 
Shall we arm-wrestle?Questions
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He was quite the matchmaker, that Will Shakespeare. 
He’s written some of the most iconic couples in literature; 
from Verona’s pair of “star-cross’d lovers” and Macbeth 
and his Lady to Much Ado’s Beatrice and Benedick and 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream’s Hermia and Lysander, 
lovers have appeared in his tragedies, histories and 
comedies.

As in life, they have all faced their different challenges, 
and the relationships haven’t always worked out – in fact, 
that would be a bit of an understatement when it comes 
to his most famous couple…

Romeo and Juliet is said to be based on an Italian story, 
originally translated into verse by Arthur Brook in 1562 
(Shakespeare published his play in 1597). In it, the couple 
come from two feuding families, the Montagues and the 
Capulets.

As we all know, it doesn’t end well, although the death 
of the young lovers does bring about a reconciliation 

between the two families. The plot was the inspiration 
for the Broadway musical West Side Story, in which the 
story is set in New York’s Upper West Side in the 1950s. 

In Much Ado About Nothing, Shakespeare charts the 
progress of two very different relationships: the one 
between older lovers Benedick and Beatrice, the play’s 
main protagonists, versus the young, shy lovers Claudio 
and Hero. Although primarily a romantic comedy, filled 
with the wit of Benedick and Beatrice as they wage their 
war of words, the play does examine more serious themes 
such as fidelity, loyalty and honour. But don’t worry – this 
one does end happily, with a double wedding. 

In his writing, Shakespeare gives us great insight into 
humans and the nature of love. The themes and emotions 
he explored still resonate and provide inspiration 
for many of today’s playwrights and screen writers, 
something you’ll probably recognise the next time you 
sit down to watch a romcom. 

Shakespeare’s 
lovers 
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Unsual date ideas

All successful people have designed themselves, 
re-arranging the biological truth so people like them. 
In this way you can create a competitive advantage 
for your personal brand. Brands are the mixture of 
associations and expectations that successful products 
have: work on them. Start with first impressions. 

You give a first impression whether you want to or 
not. It matters because somebody who does not care 
about appearance will care about little else. We are all 
playing a game of continuous evaluation from which 
there is no escape to value-free neutrality. Even the 
decision not to wear clothes is revealing. Someone who 
says: ‘I don’t care what I wear, I just put on a T-shirt and 
jeans’ is merely confirming how much she cares about 
creating a certain sort of wearily insouciant impression.

Confidence is essential. The great thing about 
confidence is that it is self-perpetuating. Get a little 
and you will soon have some more. It’s a cumulative 
process : as people respond positively, your confidence 
builds. Too much can be obnoxious, but being disliked 
is often a powerful stimulus to high performance. As 
the poet Jean Lorrain knew, a bad reputation never did 
anyone any harm. Whereas a lack of reputation rarely 

does anyone much good. (No-one was put off Marilyn 
Monroe because she was “selfish, impatient and a little 
insecure”).

It’s not just personal appearance, you can write a 
personality for yourself. Rather more than an e-mail or 
text, letters reveal the soul in a fascinating way. So the 
craft of writing has a special significance in seduction. 
To write a letter is to show you have spent money, time 
and effort. These things are attractive. 

There are dangers in designing your own personality. 
Cary Grant perfected a screen persona of dazzling 
suavity and effortless cool. Heartbreakingly, he once 
said: Everybody wants to be Cary Grant. Even I want 
to be Cary Grant.’ Quite so.

The essential truth is : you are what you pretend 
to be. So, pretend to be a winner. Act as if you are in 
charge....and you soon will be. Decide what you want to 
be. And be it. With style and conviction. Then you have 
won, irrespective of what that date thinks.

Stephen Bayley: critic, columnist, consultant, 
broadcaster, debater and author of Life’s a Pitch.....
how to sell yourself and your brilliant ideas (Bantam. 
co-author: Roger Mavity).

Truth : Be who 
you want to be

If sharing a pizza and a bottle of Pinot Grigio has long 
since lost its appeal as a date, there are lots of alternatives 
to consider, depending on your tastes and interests.

Why not choose something neither of you has tried 
before and give it a go together? For example, there are 
plenty of one-day and short-term courses available that 
cover everything from ballroom dancing and creative 
writing to upholstery and cheese making. 

Look out for free lectures and talks on a huge variety 
of topics and check online for information about free 
open rehearsals by orchestras around the UK. Plus, 
there’s always something to see among the exhibitions 
and shows running in museums and galleries in most big 
cities and towns. Or if you’re both bookworms, visit your 
local library (if you still have one) and choose a book for 
each other. If all goes well, you can spend the next date 
reviewing each other’s choices. 

For the more active, why not get in touch with the 
Ramblers to find out about group walks in a scenic 
location that’s convenient for both of you? For animal 
lovers, there’s the chance to enjoy each other’s company 
and feel good about yourselves by volunteering as a 
puppy walker at an animal shelter. 

Try a 50:50 date, where one of you chooses the 
restaurant and the other chooses the post-dinner activity, 
or meet in a park and bring a picnic. For more inspiration, 

check out our new Saturday supplement, Do Something, 
free with the Guardian every month. It has hundreds of 
ideas for new things to do around the UK, many of them 
for free or at a minimum of cost. The next issue is out on 
Saturday 8 February. 

Venus is the Roman goddess of love. Originally 
she was worshipped as the goddess of fertility, but 
as with many of their deities and myths, the Romans 
adapted the characteristics and features of her Greek 
counterpart, Aphrodite, and later she came to signify 
sexual love, prosperity and beauty. Among her most 
famous representations today are the armless statue 
known as the Venus de Milo, on show in the Louvre 
in Paris, and Sandro Botticelli’s painting, entitled The 
Birth of Venus, housed in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence. 

According to mythology, Venus was born or ‘came 
forth’ from sea foam and was considered the mother 
of both the Roman people and Aeneas, hero of Virgil’s 
epic poem The Aeneid.

As the goddess of love, Venus unsurprisingly gets 
name-checked in quite a few pop songs. They include 
Venus in Blue Jeans (Greenfield and Keller, 1962), Venus 
(Ed Marshall), recorded by Frankie Avalon in 1959, and 
Shocking Blue’s song with the same title, famously 
covered by Bananarama in 1986. Venus
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X factor

When you’re ready to take your date further afield, 
a romantic getaway can be a wonderful way to bring 
your relationship to the next level – but choosing the 
right location for your love nest can be tricky. Some 
seek luxury, opulent surroundings and a private beach, 
whereas for others, it’s all about strolling hand in hand on 
country walks, lying under open skies at night or having 
a picnic in a hidden cove. Whatever you prefer, our 
friends in the Guardian holiday offers team have some 
suggestions which are (almost) guaranteed to give your 
love life a boost.  

Paris, Rome and Edinburgh are lovely short break 
destinations, and there are plenty of options to explore. 
To see the latest offers, many with rail or theatre tickets 
included, visit theguardian.com/eurostar-offers. 

Guardian Escapes is worth browsing for luxury breaks 
in the UK and abroad at uniquely discounted prices. You 
can search by destination and holiday type (city breaks, 
beach, romantic, country escapes, spa and activity). 
There are even last-minute weekend suggestions 
for those booking on impulse. The selection is small 
and hand-picked, which keeps the choices fresh and 
interesting. 

For more information, visit guardianescapes.com. 
If you prefer the country life, a cottage break is ideal. 

It offers the cosiness of a retreat for two and the option 

of cooking for yourselves. Whether in the UK or further 
afield in France or Italy, we offer a huge range of options, 
including converted barns, gîtes, traditional cottages and 
villas, at guardiancottages.co.uk.

Where to go for a 
romantic getaway  

If you’re thinking of auditioning for Simon Cowell, 
move on folks, there’s nothing to see here. The X factor 
we’re interested in is that special something that makes 
one person attractive to another – the magnetism that 
draws them to each other. 

We all know from countless surveys, reports and 
magazine articles that people usually fall in love 
with those who have a similar socio-economic and 
ethnic background, a similar education, similar 
intelligence levels and approximately the same level 
of attractiveness. But that doesn’t explain why, at a 
party where you’re surrounded by dozens of people 
who meet all those criteria, your eyes lock with one 
particular person across the room and your heart starts 
racing. 

Is attraction to do with pheromones, the chemicals 
secreted by animals – including us – that attract 
members of the opposite sex? Or is it about the layout 
of the face – does your beloved’s face fit the ‘golden 
ratio’? The golden ratio is a mathematical equation that 
has been used for centuries by architects, painters and 
other artistic types to determine the most aesthetically 

pleasing proportions for their work, and is now being 
employed by scientists to explain why some people are 
considered more beautiful than others. Who knows? 
Like the rest of us, scientists and psychologists are still 
trying to work love out. Until they do, let’s just sit back 
and let young Cupid continue to work his magic. 
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•	 29%	of	the	public	are	single,	and	of	those,	37%	are	
looking	for	a	relationship.

•	 60%	of	the	public	say	that	the	best	way	to	meet	
people	is	through	friends.

•	 One	fifth	of	singles	use	online	dating	sites	to	meet	
new	people.

•	 Dating	apps	are	used	by	13%	of	singles.

•	 Time	is	an	issue	for	online	daters:	44%	signed	up	
because	they	do	not	have	enough	time	to	get	out	
and	meet	people.

•	 70%	of	singles	looking	for	a	relationship	who	have	
never	used	online	dating	services	would	be	willing	
to	do	so	in	the	future.

•	 60%	of	online	dating	users	are	not	embarrassed	to	
admit	they	use	online	dating.

•	 Cost	 and	data	 security	 are	 the	most	 important	
factors	in	choice	of	online	dating	sites.

•	 Online	daters	prefer	potential	dates	to	find	them.

•	 Meeting	for	coffee	gets	the	most	votes	for	the	best	
first	date	idea.

You mightn’t 
know this but…

Zen	is	a	strand	of	the	Mahayan	Buddhism	religion,	
introduced	by	 the	Chinese	 into	 Japan	 in	 the	 12th	
century.	It’s	associated	with	meditation	and	intuition	
rather	than	organised	worship,	and	its	aim	for	the	
practitioner	is	to	achieve	a	state	of	enlightenment	
through	meditation	and	chanting.	

In	popular	culture,	Zen	has	become	a	byword	for	
calm,	order,	self-discipline	and	detachment.	There’s	
also	a	certain	air	of	mystery	and	the	exotic	surrounding	
it.	So	what	does	it	have	to	do	with	dating?	

Finding	a	partner	in	life,	in	the	short	or	long	term,	
can	be	a	stressful	business.	Things	don’t	always	go	
according	to	plan	and	we	can	sometimes	end	up	feeling	
rejected	and	disappointed.	Some	people	also	get	a	
little	anxious	or	nervous	before	they	go	on	a	date.	In	
these	instances,	having	a	Zen-like	approach	to	life	can	
surely	help.	Being	able	to	stay	calm	and	rationalise	the	
situation	can	make	you	feel	better	and	more	positive	
about	things.	

It’s	widely	acknowledged	that	doing	some	deep	
breathing	exercises	–	in	the	style	of	a	meditation	–	can	
lower	your	heart	rate	and	help	you	to	calm	down.	All	
very	useful	when	your	palms	are	sweaty	and	your	pulse	
is	racing	as	you	stand	outside	the	venue	for	a	first	date.	
Also,	who	doesn’t	want	to	be	viewed	as	mysterious	and	
exotic?	Just	don’t	get	so	detached	that	you’re	out	of	the	
game	–	there’s	still	all	to	play	for!	

Zen and the 
art of dating 

Source:	YouGov
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The story of Mr & Mrs Hemmingway Mustard
Artwork by Sam Toft
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Long, long ago and before Internet dating was even 
invented, Ernest met Violet in a tea shop along 
Parliament street in Harrogate. It was one of his 

wild weekend adventures and he’d set off early on a coach 
from Bradford without even a packed lunch. So it wasn’t 
so much Violet that caught his eye, but the very size of 
her huge custard slice with its millions of layers of flaky 
pastry and thick white icing...

To cut a much long story shorter, the mothers arranged 
the wedding after a suitable time. They had a small 
ceremony, but splashed out on a lavish hot ‘n’ cold buffet: 
sausage rolls, egg and cress sandwiches, thick slices of 
Battenburg and hot Spam fritters all round. They even 
had a cheese and pineapple hedgehog as an impressive 
centrepiece, no expense spared! 

As both mothers were long widowed and of 
independent mind, it was sensibly decided that the 
surname should go double barrelled but without a 

hyphen. That way both darling children gained a life 
partner, as well as a little extra panache. And here begins 
the story of Ernest Hemmingway Mustard and his dear 
lady wife Violet. Doris Dog comes later. You’ll have to 
read the book to find out about all that...

Artist Sam Toft lives by the sea with two dogs and a 
pond full of fish named after the Shipping Forecast. 
This year, to celebrate her 50th birthday and 20 years 
in the business, she is working on a lovely coffee table 
book, full of pictures, stories, anecdotes. The launch in 
October  2014 will be accompanied by an exhibition and 
an exclusive range of collectors’ prints. You could join 
the mailing list at www.samtoft.co.uk for details as they 
emerge. 

Sam is very pleased to share the news that she met her 
very own sweetheart through Guardian Soulmates, and 
urges you to give it a go yourself. Why not?


