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Abstract 

Recent scholars of Pre-Raphaelite art have focused on the history of women, material culture, and social 

context. An area that has received little attention is the concept of nationalism and national identity. This 

thesis closely examines the influence of such ideas through paintings created by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 

John Everett Millais, and William Holman Hunt, between 1848 and 1865. To outline these directions, 

artist biography, correspondence, and the nineteenth-century British press were considered critically. 

What this study reveals is that Pre-Raphaelite art was heavily influenced by socio-political, national and 

international events. Previously, Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt were understood to be rebellious, anti-

establishment artists; this study shows that these artists were aware of their shifting political and cultural 

atmosphere, and consciously catered to national sentiment in order to gain financial success. Early 

paintings of Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt coincide with the religious, evangelical fervour of the mid-

nineteenth century. I argue that Rossetti continued to appeal to religious buyers through a Cycle of Mary 

images in the 1850s and was influenced by the Morant Bay Rebellion (1865) in his creation of The 

Beloved (1865, Tate). In the early 1850s, Millais appealed to popular opinion in his works through 

commentary on the Protestant-Catholic debates, and the Crimean War (1853-56). Through their 

correspondence, we now know that Millais and Rossetti did not share the views represented in their art, 

which further highlights the financial motivations behind the paintings. Furthermore, I argue that the early 

reviews of Pre-Raphaelite paintings were affected by the national religious mood, and coincidentally by 

the Irish Potato Famine (1845-52). A study of the press reveals stark similarities in language between 

these reviews and the debates on national and international events. Unlike Rossetti and Millais, Hunt 

relied on his personal beliefs to create his early religious paintings. However, I argue that to attract 

specific buyers such as Thomas Combe and Ernest Gambart, Hunt modelled his paintings after popular 

evangelical sermons. Through the lens of nationalism, this study offers a new perspective which can help 

unify the often-fragmented study of Pre-Raphaelite art, and make it relevant across multiple disciplines. 
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Introduction 

Over the past few decades, scholars have attempted to look past certain preconceptions of what 

defines Pre-Raphaelite art to make the art relevant for the reader in the twenty-first century. 

Predominantly, recent scholars on the subject have focused on social history and context in mid-

nineteenth-century Britain, as well as the history of women, two areas of study which have 

significantly added to our understanding of Pre-Raphaelite paintings. Although research over the 

past few years has become more sophisticated, one area has received little attention: the concept 

of nationalism, especially in the mid-nineteenth century, as it relates to Pre-Raphaelite artists. 

Unbeknownst to them at the time, these artists would influence art production both in Britain and 

abroad over the next fifty years. Furthermore, their ideas and their paintings directly influenced 

the Aesthetic Movement and the Arts and Crafts movement, both of which obtained international 

recognition.  

The British Empire was at the height of its power in the mid-nineteenth century. The 

English believed themselves to be superior to “the other” in many regards, and were, for the first 

time, aware of their “nationality.” In this thesis, I will investigate how English nationalism 

interacted with Pre-Raphaelite art. I seek to achieve this by looking closely at the early paintings 

of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882), John Everett Millais (1829-1896), and William Holman 

Hunt (1827-1910). These three artists, were, and remain to this day, the most popular and 

critically-acclaimed of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB), which also included Thomas 

Woolner (1825-1892), Frederic George Stephens (1827-1907), James Collinson (1825-1881), and 

William Michael Rossetti (1829-1919). The PRB are commonly thought to have reformed 

traditional art practice by rejecting popular conventions and by seeking influences from Medieval 

art, and from mid-nineteenth century theories on empirical observation.  
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My concern here is specifically the paintings created between 1848 and 1865. These 

years are framed by the creation of the PRB in 1848, which coincidentally was the year of the 

European Revolutions, and by the Morant Bay events in Jamaica in 1865. This seventeen-year 

span contains the creation and unofficial disbanding of the PRB, the Great Exhibition of 1851, the 

fallout from the Irish Potato Famine, the pinnacle of Evangelicalism and subsequent anti-Catholic 

sentiment, the Crimean War, the First War of Independence 1857, and the publishing of Darwin’s 

Origin of Species (1859). I argue that national and international discourses on these events 

significantly influenced the creation and reception of early Pre-Raphaelite paintings. There is 

currently a gap in literature on the influence of national sentiment on Pre-Raphaelite art, and 

through this study I hope to offer new insights to the study the paintings. As discussed below, a 

few scholars have studied Pre-Raphaelitism through the lens of the nationalism; however, these 

studies have focused on the latter half of the nineteenth century instead. My primary focus is on 

paintings as these objects have received the most critical attention.1 

 I hope, in this study, to make Pre-Raphaelite art relevant to a broad range of people, a 

community not limited to scholars in art history. Ideas on race, culture, and politics cross 

disciplines and can allow for a plethora of new meanings and understandings of British art. I also 

wish to clarify my use of terminology in this study. In the following chapters, “Pre-Raphaelite,” 

specifically refers to the artistic ideals outlined by the original PRB. “Pre-Raphaelite Art” 

signifies art produced by the PRB between the founding of the group in 1848 and the unofficial 

disbanding in 1853. “Pre-Raphaelitism” is all art created which draws influence from the original 

PRB, their members, and the “Pre-Raphaelite” philosophy. 

                                                      

1 The PRB and their associates also produced poetry, photography, and sculpture. Certainly, more work 

needs to be done on material culture and the PRB. See Suzanne Fagence Cooper, Pre-Raphaelite art in the 

Victoria and Albert Museum (London: V&A Publications, 2003) for an interesting survey of other objects 

created by the PRB, including stained glass and furniture. See also, Julie F. Codell, “Displaying 

Aestheticism’s Bric-a-Brac: Rossetti’s material and virtual goods,” in L. Glazer and L. Merril, eds., 

Palaces of Art: Whistler and the art worlds of Aestheticism (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 2013), 

119-131. 
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Pre-Raphaelite Art or Pre-Raphaelitism? The issue of terminology 

The terms “Pre-Raphaelite,” “Pre-Raphaelite Art,” and “Pre-Raphaelitism,” are used 

interchangeably in modern scholarship.2 There are significant problems that arise with this type of 

usage, as it is extremely difficult to assign a singular label to a Pre-Raphaelite artist’s oeuvre; 

moreover, it becomes even more problematic as the artists’ works are categorised under multiple 

titles. Many of these issues can be traced back to early writing on the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood, and the subsequent, uncritical usage of these sources.3 This thesis attempts to better 

define these terms and to consider all usage of these terms critically. 

The resurgence in recent scholarship on artwork related to the Pre-Raphaelites can 

perhaps be attributed to the 1984 Tate exhibition on the artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 

and their circle. This exhibition was a culmination of renewed interest in their art which began in 

the 1960s and 1970s.4 The exhibition was also an attempt to define the art of the movement, an 

effort undertaken earlier by William Fredeman (1965) and James Sambrook (1974). Fredeman 

argued that the artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood had no cohesive ideology at the time of 

their founding and freely allowed others to speak for them. He acknowledged the inconsistencies 

in the artists’ styles, which have generally made it difficult to provide a single label for the 

movement. He wrote as well that “Pre-Raphaelite Art” should be confined and limited to the 

                                                      

2 The interchangeable nature of the three words dates to the nineteenth century press, as well as William 

Holman Hunt’s autobiographical account (1905) of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. See Deborah Cherry, 

“In a word: Pre-Raphaelite, Pre-Raphaelites, Pre-Raphaelitism,” in Michaela Giebelhausen and Tim 

Barringer, eds., Writing the Pre-Raphaelites: text, context, subtext (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 17-51. 
3 For example, G.H Fleming’s biography (1998) of J. E. Millais, and Anne Clark Amor’s biography (1999) 

of W. H. Hunt, both rely heavily on textual sources from 1899 and 1905, respectively. Much of what was 

written at the end of the nineteenth century is accepted as factual by Fleming and Clark. Although these 

works are not without scholarly merit, they must be regarded critically. These works are discussed in 

further detail in Chapters 3 and 4.  
4 Elizabeth Prettejohn, “The Pre-Raphaelite Legacy,” in Barringer, Tim, Jason Rosenfeld, and Alison 

Smith, eds., Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde (London: Tate Publishing, 2012), 231-236. Prettejohn 

dispels accounts that Pre-Raphaelite Art lost popular interest until the 1984 exhibition. She cites 

retrospectives on Brown (1964), Millais (1967), Hunt (1969), Rossetti (1973), and Burne-Jones (1975), 

writing that these exhibitions were popular and critically well-received.  



 

4 

 

second phase of the movement at Oxford,5 and that it “represents a middle ground between the 

extremes of Victorian art morality ... and the Art for Art’s Sake of the fin de siècle.”6 Sambrook, 

on the other hand, wrote of the movement as anything but isolated, and argued that it must be 

seen in conjunction with other historical events, such as the influence of John Ruskin (1819-

1900), of the collection of the National Gallery, and the art of the Nazarenes. He also attempted to 

outline the fluid connections between the Brotherhood, Aestheticism, the Arts and Crafts 

movement, and Art Nouveau, and claimed that “Pre-Raphaelitism is less of a movement than a 

series of fracture lines that radiate widely through Victorian art.”7 Both Fredeman and Sambrook 

were concerned with the extremely difficult task of providing unifying and cohesive ideologies 

under which all “Pre-Raphaelite Art” could be placed.  

 The problems related to the definition of these terms arise from the general disagreement 

between scholars on the origin of the Pre-Raphaelite movement. Other than a “list of immortals,” 

no documents exist from the creation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in 1848.8 The earliest 

introduction to the artists and their movement came from the press in 1850, when the group was 

revealed to the public. As I discuss in Chapter 3, the initial reaction to the Pre-Raphaelite 

                                                      

5 This refers specifically to the work done by Rossetti, Morris, and Burne-Jones for the murals at the 

Oxford Library. It is most often cited as the initiation of the “second phase” of the movement which drew 

public attention to William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones. 
6 William Fredeman, Pre-Raphaelitism; a Bibliocritical Study (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1965), 5. The value of Fredeman's work lies in his collection of bibliographic references in the study of 

Pre-Raphaelite art. He lists a variety of sources relating to individual artist biographies and includes 

important primary material. He also lists exhibitions focused on individual artists and group shows starting 

from the mid-nineteenth century. 
7 James Sambrook, Pre-Raphaelitism: A Collection of Critical Essays (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1974), 11. Like Fredeman's work, this book is a primary source study of the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood. Instead of providing bibliographic sources however, Sambrook provides excerpts from artists 

and critics from the nineteenth century, and from the twentieth, charting the changing perceptions of the 

movement throughout a hundred-year time span. This is also where this study faces the most significant 

issues, since it presumes to be a conclusive account, and only does so through excerpts of seventeen 

sources. These are Sambrook's selections, and like any source material, must be read with critical caution. 
8 DMR Bentley, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s ‘absurd,’ antiquarian, and ‘modern antique’ Medievalism(s): 

Girlhood of Mary Virgin, The Bride’s Prelude, and ‘Stratton Water,’” Victorian Poetry 51.5 (2013): 101-

102. This was a list of important, venerable figures written out by Rossetti, and signed by other members of 

the PRB. The figures included were Christ, Shakespeare, as well as Newton, Keats, and Byron. 
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Brotherhood was almost entirely negative. Critics initially presumed the movement to be 

regressive, and an open challenge to the artistic norm established by the Royal Academy. At that 

point, no critic truly understood the aims of the artists. This is in part because the artists 

themselves did not have a detailed manifesto; although there are similarities between the early 

paintings of Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt, most notably the attention to detail, and the affinity for 

bright, vivid colours, their general aim was, at the early stage, to create art which took inspiration 

from models before the time of Raphael.9  

 The public was first introduced to the possible intentions of the movement in the widely-

read newspaper The Times in May 1851 by John Ruskin. A well-known author at the time due to 

the success of Modern Painters (1843), Ruskin wrote the letter to The Times as a response to a 

particularly negative review of Pre-Raphaelite paintings at the Royal Academy Summer 

Exhibition of 1851. He wrote that the artists intended “to return to early days” to represent “actual 

facts…irrespective of any conventional rules of picture making.”10 A few weeks later, Ruskin 

wrote another letter to The Times, arguing that if the Pre-Raphaelite artists continued on the path 

they had chosen, “they may, as they gain experience, lay in our England the foundations of a 

school of art nobler than the world has seen for 300 years.”11 Shortly after his second letter 

appeared in the press, Ruskin published a pamphlet titled “Pre-Raphaelitism,” in which he again 

stressed the representation of absolute truth drawn from life.12 Ruskin was in large part 

responsible for the early dissemination “Pre-Raphaelite” ideas to the public, and so it was in 1851 

that “Pre-Raphaelitism” came to be defined as a look to the past for inspiration, and a 

                                                      

9 This is a simplification of the aims of the PRB. Other forces which helped mold the movement including 

Ruskin’s writings, the political atmosphere of the time, and more specific personal events specific to the 

artist’s lives are discussed in the subsequent chapters.  
10 “The Pre-Raffaelites,” The Times, 13 May 1851, p. 8. 
11 “The Pre-Raphaelite Artists,” The Times, 30 May 1851, p. 8. Here Ruskin directly relates Pre-Raphaelite 

art with England, and also asserts his own patriotism with the phrase, “our England.” 
12 John Ruskin, “Pre-Raphaelitism (1851),” in Pre-Raphaelitism: lectures on architecture and painting, 

Ernest Rhys, ed., (London: J. M. Dent, 1906). 
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representation of truth as the artist saw it, which was usually expressed with an acute attention to 

detail. Kineton Parkes, writing in 1900, claimed that “without Mr. Ruskin, there would not have 

been a Pre-Raphaelite movement. There might have been a Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood…but the 

brotherhood was a detail in the scheme, and by no means the most important of the several details 

which together formed it.”13 Yet the terms “Pre-Raphaelite” and “Pre-Raphaelitism” were used 

interchangeably in the latter nineteenth-century press, and the limited definition above does not 

incorporate the many branches of the movement in the late nineteenth century.14  

 Two years after Ruskin’s defence of the movement, the PRB unofficially disbanded, 

Thomas Woolner left for Australia in 1852, and Holman Hunt began his preparation for travel to 

the Holy Land in 1853. Soon after, artists inspired by the original Brotherhood sought to uphold 

the principles now more clearly outlined. Associated with the “second phase” of Pre-

Raphaelitism are artists such as William Morris (1834-1896), Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1898), 

and Simeon Solomon (1840-1905), who eventually paved the way for Aestheticism.15  

 Since the mid-twentieth century, there has been a surge in publications on Pre-Raphaelite 

art, with published work focused on painting, writing, and artist biographies. Exhibitions on the 

works of Millais (1967, Walker Art Gallery), Hunt (1969, Walker Art Gallery), Rossetti (1973, 

Royal Academy), eventually led to the first retrospective on Pre-Raphaelite art in 1984, The Pre-

Raphaelites, at Tate Britain (then known as the Tate Gallery). The 1984 exhibition, its catalogue, 

                                                      

13 Kineton Parkes, “Ruskin and Pre-Raphaelitism,” The New Century Reviewer 7 (Feb 1900): 133-143, p. 

133. 
14 Here I refer specifically to the work of Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1989), which scholars have 

traditionally considered under the “second phase” of the Pre-Raphaelite movement. See Fiona MacCarthy, 

The last Pre-Raphaelite: Edward Burne-Jones and the Victorian Imagination (London: Faber and Faber, 

2011).  
15 For more on Aestheticism, or the Aesthetic Movement, see Lynn Calloway, et al., eds., The Cult of 

Beauty: the Aesthetic Movement, 1860-1900 (London: V&A Publications, 2011); Diana Maltz, British 

Aestheticism and the Urban Working Classes, 1870-1900: Beauty for the People (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2006); Elizabeth Prettejohn, ed., After the Pre-Raphaelites: Art and Aestheticism in Victorian 

England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999); Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake: Aestheticism in 

Victorian Painting (London: Yale University Press, 2007); Allen Staley, The New Painting of the 1860s: 

Between the Pre-Raphaelites and the Aesthetic Movement (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011). 
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and a corresponding series of essays, attempted to better define Pre-Raphaelite scholarship, yet 

only succeeded in highlighting the greater problems with not just Victorian art criticism, but 

wider art historical scholarship. 

 Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock (1984), writing on the Tate exhibition and its 

publications, contend that the focus in the display and in the literature was on the idea of the 

artistic genius and the “new” art the PRB created, which inherently led to clichéd and simplified 

analyses.16 In the literature provided with the exhibition, biographical texts were treated as 

documentary sources, without little thought given to historical context. The 1984 exhibition also 

highlighted the absence of an understanding of class and its ideologies as well as issues of gender. 

This lack of historical discourse mentioned by Cherry and Pollock is significantly responsible for 

the change in much of our current understanding of not just Victorian culture but art historical 

production. While speaking of criticism specifically, they imply that all paintings be read as part 

of a specific emergent cultural formation, intersecting with other discourses. Cherry and Pollock 

argue that the 1984 exhibition existed in a “present day field of knowledge, power, and pleasure 

to produce and reproduce patriarchal relations,” and that high culture plays a specifiable role in 

the reproduction of women’s oppression.17 The 1984 exhibition essentially displayed creativity as 

exclusively masculine, women as objects of display, and the image of a white masculine history. 

Many art historians since have cited this review as a turning point in art historical scholarship, 

                                                      

16 Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock, “Patriarchal Power and the Pre-Raphaelites” Art History 7.4 

(1984): 480-495. Cherry and Pollock allude to the collection of essays on Pre-Raphaelite art published 

shortly after the exhibition titled Pre-Raphaelite Papers, edited by Leslie Parris (1984). See also, Cherry 

and Pollock, “Women as sign in Pre-Raphaelite literature: the representation of Elizabeth Siddall,” Art 

History 7.2 (1984): 206-227. 
17 Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock, “Patriarchal Power and the Pre-Raphaelites” Art History 7.4 

(1984): 494. Essentially, the authors highlight the numerous overarching problems both with the catalogue 

and the publications. The 1984 exhibition was in large part sponsored by a multinational corporation, 

Pearson, which also owned Doulton and its enterprises, had operations in mining, and owned a variety of 

print media. There was an increase in interest in Pre-Raphaelite works in the 1960s, which was initially 

understood to be part of the “hippie” culture; however, the authors argue that the interest was primarily 

from the professional middle classes. 
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and it is no wonder then that after this review we see a broad range of essays on the Pre-

Raphaelites highlighting new avenues of scholarship.  

 The earliest of these edited volumes is Marcia Pointon’s reassessment of Pre-Raphaelite 

art historical literature, Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed (1989). Pointon observes that Pre-Raphaelite 

art had consistently been viewed in isolation from its greater cultural, social, and historical 

context, and that new scholarship needs to distance itself from preconceived notions of a Pre-

Raphaelite observance of the past, and look much more critically at source material.18 The authors 

who contributed to this collection therefore introduce potential areas of research. Both Laura 

Marcus and Kate Flint, in their respective essays, look to primary sources to reconsider their 

impact on current art historical writing. Marcus focuses on William Holman Hunt’s own writings 

and how they were shaped by contemporary nineteenth-century literature.19 Flint, on the other 

hand, examines John Ruskin’s interpretation of Hunt’s Awakening Conscience (1853, Tate 

Britain) and argues for a consistently changing reading of the painting rather than accepting 

Ruskin’s view and relying upon it as the “correct” reading.20 Pointon herself looks at Holman 

Hunt’s visit to the Middle East as more than a visit for Hunt’s own artistic training, and presents 

it in its larger context of European visits to the East and the lenses they adopted.21 

                                                      

18 See Pointon’s “Introduction,” in Marcia Pointon, ed., Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1989), 1-10. 
19 Laura Marcus, “Brothers in their anecdotage: Holman Hunt’s Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood,” p. 11-21 in Pointon, ed., Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed. 
20 Kate Flint, “Reading The Awakening Conscience correctly,” in Pointon, ed., Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed, 

45-65. 
21 Marcia Pointon, “The artist as ethnographer: Holman Hunt and the Holy Land,” in Pointon, ed., Pre-

Raphaelites re-viewed, 22-44. For example, Pointon argues that Hunt’s works were presented as “authentic 

truths” of what he observed, but for his Finding of the Temple in the Saviour (1854, Birmingham Museum 

and Art Gallery), Hunt told his Jewish sitters that the painting was simply a depiction of rabbis. Over all, 

this seems to be an ambitious undertaking that seeks to re-assess and stray from traditional art historical 

methodology and focus more on the greater narrative; the starting point for this investigation was the 1984 

Tate exhibition on the Pre-Raphaelites, which ties the works in this book to modern debates on British 

politics and nationalism. There are also strong indications in the introduction to the book that contemporary 

feminist ideology played a role in this re-examination of literature, particularly Cherry and Pollock's Dec. 

1984 essay in Art History. This book offers three essays on Holman Hunt, and focuses heavily on the idea 

of interpretation of PRB art through a “dream” or “dream-like” reading. This latter analysis plays a role in 
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 In the same light, Malcolm Warner (1992) and Ellen Harding (1996) offer similar 

approaches to the art of the Pre-Raphaelites. In Warner’s edited collection, scholars seek to link 

Pre-Raphaelite works to a greater narrative of Victorian social convention.22 For example, Susan 

Casteras takes a closer look at early reactions and receptions of paintings by the original members 

of the PRB. She writes that John Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and William Holman 

Hunt challenged preconceived notions of the ideal relating to physiognomy, class, and gender, all 

of which led to the harsh reaction against their works.23 During the mid-nineteenth century, 

debates around physical features and their relation to personality were prominent. Joshua 

Reynolds (1723-1792) in his Discourses on Art (1769-1790) argued for an ideal beauty, one that 

alters physical appearance in favour of a strong moral code.24 Paintings by the Pre-Raphaelites, 

especially Millais’s Christ in the House of His Parents (1849-1850, Tate Britain) abrasively 

challenged these notions by portraying religious figures with realistic human features such as 

imperfect skin and facial features. The audiences therefore saw these features not as a “true” 

depiction of nature, but as an attack on religious figures. The same can be said for Hunt’s The 

Hireling Shepherd (1851, Manchester Art Gallery) in which the moral character of the 

protagonist is depicted as less than ideal in light of his placement next to a “non-ideal’” woman. 

What was problematic in this specific instance was that the appearance and manner of Hunt’s 

figures was generally associated with the lower class, one remarkably absent from art. Casteras 

also delves into the depictions of women arguing that the Pre-Raphaelites created a new 

vocabulary in sharp contrast with Royal Academy standards.25  

                                                      

Larry D. Lutchmansingh’s essay on Edward Burne-Jones, “Fantasy and arrested desire in Edward Burne-

Jones’s Briar-rose series,” in Pointon, ed., Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed, 123-139. 
22 Malcolm Warner, ed., The Pre-Raphaelites in Context (San Marino: Huntington Library and Art Gallery, 

1992). This collection of essays was first presented at a symposium for an exhibition titled, Pre-Raphaelite 

Drawings and Watercolours from the Huntington. 
23 Susan P. Casteras, “Pre-Raphaelite challenges to Victorian canons of beauty,” in Malcolm Warner, ed., 

The Pre-Raphaelites in Context (San Marino: Huntington Library and Art Gallery, 1992), 13-36. 
24 Casteras, “Pre-Raphaelite challenges to Victorian canons of beauty,” 14. 
25 Ibid., 27-32. 
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 These efforts are mirrored in Harding’s edited volume, Re-Framing the Pre-Raphaelites: 

Historical and Theoretical Essays (1992), in which the authors try to broaden the scope of art 

historical Pre-Raphaelite writing.26 Unlike other publications, there seems to be no unified theme 

that ties the essays together, other than to add new venues of research. Interestingly, two chapters 

employ psychoanalysis as a dominant tool for a closer observation of the subject. Diane 

Macleod’s essay looks into the identities and motivations of early buyers of Pre-Raphaelite art, 

and she uses psychoanalytical techniques with artist biography to understand their motivations.27 

Similarly, Julie Codell uses psychoanalysis to criticize Holman Hunt’s account of a British art 

history in his late writings.28  

  Influenced by Cherry and Pollock, and also by trends in art historical scholarship, these 

authors offer us a plethora of new approaches to study Pre-Raphaelite art. Social and cultural 

context now seems a necessary lens through which to view the art. However, these edited 

volumes, useful as they are in opening new venues, do not delve much deeper into the subject 

matter, and calls for more comprehensive study. The three volumes cited above focus more on the 

artist and his context rather than over-arching themes. Elizabeth Prettejohn (2000) and Tim 

Barringer (1998), no doubt drawing from these studies, have therefore attempted to more 

conclusively summarize the broader aspects of the movement.  

 Employing critical analyses and a re-examination of primary texts, Prettejohn closely and 

specifically examines the art made by the original members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 

and the adopted ideology of Pre-Raphaelitism by artists in the Brotherhood’s periphery. She gives 

                                                      

26 Ellen Harding, ed., Re-Framing the Pre-Raphaelites: Historical and Theoretical Essays (Brookfield, VT: 

Scolar Press, 1996). 
27 Diane Sachko Macleod, “The ‘identity’ of the Pre-Raphaelite patrons,” in Harding, ed., Re-Framing the 

Pre-Raphaelites, 7-26. 
28  In her chapter Julie Codell maintains that Hunt created a version of the PRB which was masculinized, 

anti-modern, and xenophobic, tendencies in literature and culture prominent during the turn of the century, 

but none which were original tenants of the movement. Julie Codell, “The artist colonized: Holman Hunt’s 

‘bio-history,’ masculinity, nationalism, and the English School,” in Harding, ed., Re-framing the Pre-

Raphaelites, 211-230. 
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each Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt equal weight in terms of importance and contextualizes the 

works in the founding years of the Brotherhood within politics, religion, art criticism, and social 

history. In this regard, this study is both broad and specific in the subject matter in covers. She 

convincingly argues that the founding of the Brotherhood, what was traditionally said to have 

occurred in Millais’s studio in September 1848, was most likely an amalgamation of days, 

conversations, and perhaps even societies rather than one specific event. This is supported by the 

lack of any contemporary documentary evidence, and the lack of consistency in accounts later 

foretold by William Michael Rossetti (1829-1919) and Hunt.29 

 Prettejohn also takes a critical look at Pre-Raphaelitism and questions the inclusion of 

artists outside of the initial brotherhood. Accordingly, she deconstructs the central tenants of Pre-

Raphaelitism, such as the vividness of the paintings, and the social and religious commentary. 

She discusses the relevance of the Nazarenes, and the general association with Pre-Raphaelitism 

and “primitiveness.”30 It was the idea of a rebellious group which, before Ruskin’s support, drew 

the ire of the critics. Prettejohn argues for a programme to view the PRB in the same manner as 

the Impressionists and Cubists, albeit with the apparent changes, for example, a focus on religious 

subject matter (High Art) to achieve their aims. The critical lens Prettejohn adopts makes this 

book one of the two foundational texts in the study of Pre-Raphaelite art. She introduces new 

methodology which may better be able to include the history of women in the subject matter, yet 

her text in its aggressive comparisons between the Pre-Raphaelites and French Modernism falls 

short due to her insistent advancement of the importance of Pre-Raphaelite art in current 

scholarship. This is perhaps somewhat more tactfully achieved by Barringer in his slightly earlier 

study.  

                                                      

29 Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
30 Here Prettejohn refers to the idea of looking to a “primitive” time in art, much in the same light as the 

Fauvists and Cubists in the twentieth century. See Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites, 18-20. 
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 Barringer argues that the Nazarenes were potentially a source of inspiration through Ford 

Madox Brown (1821-1893) and his associations; although, unlike Sambrook, Barringer is unclear 

whether there is a direct connection. Barringer does not underestimate the importance of 

Medievalism, which was gaining popularity in the early decades of the nineteenth century and 

was prevalent in British culture; this can be seen in most British towns which had a Gothic-style 

cathedral or church, one that was picturesque as well as historic. He draws strong connections 

between Gothic revival architecture, the Neo-Gothic, and the use of the term “gothick” as early as 

the 1820s as influences for the thought process of the artists. In addition, Ruskin in The Times 

defined Pre-Raphaelite historicism and naturalism, and his Stones of Venice (1851-3), a study of 

medieval art and architecture, was a major influence on William Morris (1834-1896) and Edward 

Burne-Jones (1833-1898). Stones of Venice also made connections between artwork and labour, 

which eventually led to Gothic art and architecture serving as symbols of a pre-capitalist social 

structure. This reliance on a wide array of influences alone makes Barringer’s study important for 

future directions. 

 Barringer’s most convincing chapter deals with labour and class relations and Pre-

Raphaelite art. This section is also closely related to his book, Men at Work: Art and Labour in 

Victorian Britain (2005), and has discussions on the idea of the fallen woman and Ford Madox 

Brown’s Work (1852-1863, Manchester Art Gallery). The two texts, Barringer’s and Prettejohn’s, 

need to be viewed in conjunction, as both highlight significant aspects of the movement. They 

build upon studies published since the 1984 exhibition that have sought to broaden the scope of 

“Pre-Raphaelitism” to include material culture, photography, and most importantly, to introduce 

new methodologies that enabled inclusions of the history of women.  
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Lives of the Pre-Raphaelites 

Simply acquiring an understanding of the emergence and influence of Pre-Raphaelite art is 

insufficient, especially because of the diverse approaches to the subject taken by its practitioners. 

Here, artist biography proves particularly useful; however, it must be considered critically. A 

sizeable amount of correspondence by Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt, survives to this day.31 With the 

exception of Rossetti, much of this correspondence is dispersed throughout the United Kingdom 

and a few American collections.32 The correspondence offers important and significant insight 

into the artists’ motivations, and their responses to contemporary events. For example, Holman 

Hunt’s letters help us better understand the abundant use of symbolism in his works, and both 

Rossetti’s and Millais’s letters provide us their reactions to the reviews of their works; since I 

argue in the thesis that these reviews were part of a larger debate, it is important to understand 

how the artists perceived these evaluations. It is also important to recognize that no exhaustive 

artist biography exists for Rossetti, Millais, or Hunt. Their biographers have often had specific 

agendas and biases, and so numerous biographical studies must be considered to gain a better 

understanding. 

 Julie Codell’s The Victorian Artist (2003) is crucial in any study intent on utilizing 

historical accounts of artist’s lives. Codell addresses artist-autobiographies as well as biographies 

                                                      

31 These three artists, like most of their contemporaries, partook in Victorian postal reform. See Catherine J. 

Golden, Posting it: the Victorian revolution in letter writing (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 

2009). 
32 Rossetti’s complete correspondence was published in 2015. See William E. Fredeman, ed., The 

correspondence of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 10 vols. (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002-2015). This project 

brings together earlier, limited correspondences such as Vivien Allen, ed., Dear Mr. Rossetti: the letters of 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Hall Caine, 1878-1881 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), John 

Bryson, ed., Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Jane Morris: their correspondence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1976), and Dante Gabriel Rossetti: his family letters, with a memoir by William Michael Rossetti (London: 

Ellis and Elvey, 1895). For Hunt and Millais, only two such volumes exist, and both are limited in their 

approaches. See James H. Coombs, et al., eds., A Pre-Raphaelite Friendship: the correspondence of 

William Holman Hunt and John Lucas Tupper (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1986), and John Guille 

Millais, The Life and Letters of Sir John Everett Millais: president of the Royal Academy (London: 

Methuen, 1899). In his text, John Guille attempted to write a biography of his father’s life, supplemented 

by his letters, although many dates for the letters are not provided.  
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and serial biographies in nineteenth-century England. She takes a closer look at the broader 

context surrounding the production of these texts, and how related cultural practices helped create 

specific identities. These identities came to be seen under the umbrella of a national culture. For 

example, Codell discusses the emergence of specific “types” of artists such as “the innocent,” 

“the bohemian,” and the “degenerate”; in the late nineteenth century, certain biographers were 

keen to dismiss certain types in favour of presenting their artists as national, heroic, and 

masculine figures.33  Codell also highlights what we would now call the “branding” of an artist, 

and the importance of an artist’s name as trademark.34 There was a marked rise in the publication 

of artist biographies in the late nineteenth century which Codell attributes to “part of a larger 

process of acculturation of the middle- and working-classes,” which itself “coincided with a 

growing obsession over national identity.”35 In an effort to elevate the status of the artists, 

biographers would often portray their subjects as representative of a national English character, 

one which promoted masculinity, progress, and moral decency.36 Part of this process was 

comparative; to present someone of decent moral character required an anti-character.37 Many 

recent biographies, as outlined below, focus heavily on the earlier biographies as primary sources. 

Codell’s writings remind the reader of the importance of a broader context by which to consider 

these texts critically. 

                                                      

33 Julie F. Codell, The Victorian Artist: artists’ lifewritings in Britain, ca. 1870-1910 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2003), 139. See also Michaela Giebelhausen, “At once authoritative and 

exhausting: writing the Victorian artist, but how?” Art History 31.5 (2008): 810-817. 
34 Codell, The Victorian Artist, 24. 
35 Julie F. Codell, “Artists’ biographies and the anxieties of national culture,” Victorian Review 27.1 

(2001): 1-35, p.2; Julie F. Codell, “Serialized Artists’ Biographies: a culture industry in late Victorian 

Britain,” Book History 3 (2000): 94-118, p. 95.  
36 Codell, “Serialized Artist’s Biographies,” 96. 
37 This is evident in John Guille Millais’s biography on his father, John Everett Millais. In the biography, 

Millais’s genius and his “inherent” English qualities are compared to that of the degenerate, bohemian 

Rossetti. This is discussed further in Chapter 3. Codell writes that H. C. Marillier’s biography on Rossetti 

from 1904 hoped to challenge this view. See Codell, “Serialized Artist’s Biographies,” 104. 
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 Interest in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s life dates as far back as the late-nineteenth century.38 

William Michael Rossetti, Rossetti’s younger brother, first published a memoir on his brother in 

1895, which inevitably led to publications by Lucien Pissarro (1908), Arthur Benson (1920), and 

Evelyn Waugh (1928).39 Recent studies on Rossetti owe much to Oswald Doughty’s biography 

(1960), which although not meant to be a critical work on Rossetti’s art, was the first to attempt a 

synthesis between Rossetti’s life and his letters.40 Rossetti, like his contemporaries, has been a 

difficult figure to document. Since his own lifetime, he has been considered an “outsider,” not 

only because of his stance against contemporary artistic conventions, but also because of his 

allegedly bohemian nature. In the mid- to late-nineteenth century, Rossetti was also seen as an 

Italian living in England, and not, like Millais or Hunt, as an Englishman. In addition, much 

writing on Rossetti is concerned with his sensuous depictions of women, or his alleged romance 

with Jane Morris (1839-1914). An apt starting point for research on Rossetti is therefore the 

catalogue raisonné (1971) by Virginia Surtees.41 In addition to providing detailed accounts on 

provenance, Surtees also details important events relevant to the works by referring to specific 

writings by Rossetti and his contemporaries, making this work invaluable.  

More critical approaches have been taken by Alicia Craig Faxon (1989), David G. Riede 

(1992), and Brian Donnelly (2015).42 Riede and Donnelly closely examine links between 

                                                      

38 This interest lies in the late-nineteenth century renewal of Pre-Raphaelite identities, partly discussed by 

Julie Codell in “Pre-Raphaelites from rebels to representatives: masculinity, modernity, and national 

identity in British and Continental art histories, c.1880-1908,” in Michaela Giebelhausen and Tim 

Barringer, eds., Writing the Pre-Raphaelites: text, context, subtext (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 53-80. 
39 Lucien Pissarro, Rossetti (London: T.C. & E.C. Jack, 1908); Arthur Christopher Benson, Rossetti 

(London: Macmillan, 1920); Evelyn Waugh, Rossetti: his life and works (London: Duckworth, 1928). 

These works retain more value as early twentieth-century publications than as exhaustive biographies of 

Rossetti since they are largely devoid of any criticism.  
40 Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic: Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: Oxford University Press, 

1960). Doughty first published the biography in 1949. Following Doughty’s example, Brian and Judy 

Dobbs’s Dante Gabriel Rossetti: an alien Victorian (London: Macdonald and Jane’s, 1977) documents 

Rossetti’s history with an emphasis on his personal life.  
41 Virginia Surtees, The Paintings and Drawings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti: a catalogue raisonné (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1971).  
42 Although Faxon’s Dante Gabriel Rossetti (Oxford: Phaidon Press, 1989), is not truly a biography or a 

catalogue raisonné, it provides necessary context for his paintings, and discusses Rossetti’s paintings as 
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Rossetti’s writings and his images, which were often presented together. Scholars have debated 

whether Rossetti preferred painting or poetry, since he produced ample amounts of both; 

however, as I argue in Chapter 2, Rossetti should be seen as a painter and a poet, rather than 

either one or the other. I follow the examples of Jan Marsh (1999) and J. B. Bullen (2011), who 

have both attempted to view Rossetti in this light.43 A view of Rossetti as a painter/poet offers a 

more expansive, and interdisciplinary scope of research, and can indeed prove useful in a study 

concerned primarily with context. Jan Marsh, especially, considers Rossetti’s artistic production 

in detail, and situates the artist within his social and political milieu. She challenges the accepted 

notion that Rossetti was a rebellious individual who cared little for the world around him, and 

presents an image of a hard-working artist, concerned with acceptance by his contemporaries, and 

also with success as both painter and poet. On the other hand, Bullen delves deeper into Rossetti’s 

family history, and attributes the artist’s rebellious nature to his father Gabriele Rossetti’s (1783-

1854) politically-motivated exile from Italy. Marsh and Bullen challenge long-standing 

preconceptions which have been difficult to shed. Recent writing on Millais and Hunt has 

attempted to do the same. 

Unlike Rossetti, Millais displayed exceptional talent as an artist at a young age. This 

talent was recognized by officials in the art world when Millais, at age 11, became the youngest 

ever student admitted into the Royal Academy. His rise in the art world in the mid-nineteenth 

century was meteoric, and for this reason he has often been considered the child prodigy or the 

genius of the original Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. It is also this association which has hindered 

much scholarly research into the artist’s life. Millais’s paintings from the late-nineteenth century 

                                                      

challenges to conventional modes of representation of women. Faxon has also advanced research into the 

links between Rossetti’s works and photography. See Alicia Craig Faxon, “D. G. Rossetti’s use of 

photography,” History of Photography 16.3 (1992): 254-262, and “Rossetti’s Reputation: a study of the 

dissemination of his art through photographs,” Visual Resources 8.3 (1992): 219-245. 
43 I also rely on Bullen’s shorter studies on Rossetti and their periphery links to politics as discussed in 

Chapter 2. 
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do not, at first, seem to represent the early tenets of Pre-Raphaelite art, so it has traditionally been 

assumed that Millais abandoned Pre-Raphaelite art in favour of traditional Victorian portraiture 

and landscapes, to achieve financial success and fame.  

The two earliest biographies of Millais, by John Guille Millais (1899) and A. S. Baldry 

(1899), came to be recognized as definitive sources on the artist’s life. Baldry wrote of Millais as 

a champion of the Pre-Raphaelite movement, but also as a true Englishman of “masculine 

vigour.”44 Millais’s son, John Guille (1865-1931), discredited Rossetti entirely in the creation of 

the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, citing Millais’s genius as the only attribute necessary.45 

Although these biographies were clearly concerned with the grandiose, it would be nearly a 

hundred years until another complete biography on the artist was published. G. H. Fleming’s 

selective rather than exhaustive biography (1999), reconstructs Millais’s life almost entirely 

through correspondence, allowing for a more comprehensive analysis; yet even Fleming is quick 

to dismiss any wrongdoing by the artist who Fleming considers a genius. Currently, the most 

reliable biography on Millais is one written by Jason Rosenfeld (2012). Rosenfeld acknowledges 

the fragmentary nature of scholarly study on Millais, and successfully finds overarching themes 

in Millais’s painting which link his supposed “Pre-Raphaelite” and “post Pre-Raphaelite” periods. 

Rosenfeld also considers the greater social context and Millais’s personal financial situation as 

significant factors in the creation of the artist’s paintings.46 Unfortunately, no catalogue raisonné 

currently exists for Millais; however, exhibitions such as Millais (Rosenfeld and Smith, Tate, 

2007) have presented the artist’s works in greater contexts.  

                                                      

44 A. S. Baldry, Sir John Everett Millais: his life and influence (London: Bell, 1899), 14.  
45 John Guille Millais, The life and letters of Sir John Everett Millais: president of the Royal Academy 

(London: Methuen, 1899), 50-58. 
46 Like Rossetti and his supposed romantic involvement with Jane Morris, Millais’s biographers have 

traditionally been focused on Millais’s marriage to John Ruskin’s former wife, Effie Gray. See W. M. 

James, The Order of Release: the story of John Ruskin, Effie Gray and John Everett Millais, told for the 

first time in their unpublished letters (London: John Murray, 1947).  
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Furthermore, Debra Mancoff’s edited volume (2007) attempts to highlight new areas of 

research into Millais’s life and oeuvre. The contributors to the volume expand on the perception 

of Millais as a “popular” painter in the nineteenth century, as well as on connections between 

Millais’s work, nineteenth-century empiricism, and literature.47 Mancoff acknowledges that 

historians have traditionally considered Millais as an artist who abandoned his ideals for financial 

success; she writes that these ideas find their origin as early as 1884, when William Morris wrote 

of Millais as “a genius bought and sold and thrown away,” and as late as 1993, when Julian 

Treuherz labelled Millais’s later works as “the more popular side of Academy taste, a far cry 

from his work of the 1850s.”48 However, it is important to note that Millais was “popular” 

throughout his career, and not just in the late nineteenth century. In the early 1850s, the press 

regularly reported large crowds which would gather to view Millais’s paintings. As I discuss in 

Chapter 3, Millais chose the subjects for his paintings very carefully, which alongside the 

growing influence of the press and its expanded readership, significantly added to Millais’s 

popularity.49 Any study on Millais, therefore, needs to view all material on the artist with the 

utmost scrutiny, and one needs to look beyond the many opinions that have formed on the artist to 

extract a precise analysis.50  

                                                      

47 Much of nineteenth century literature and art was concerned with interpretations of Shakespeare’s 

writings. In the nineteenth century, Shakespeare came to be seen as a symbol of English pride. This is 

further discussed in the chapters on Millais and Hunt. 
48 Morris and Treuherz as quoted in Debra Mancoff, “John Everett Millais: caught between the myths,” in 

Debra Mancoff, ed., John Everett Millais: beyond the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2001), 3-20, p. 7. 
49 Laurel Bradley offers a closer analysis of Millais’s fame in the nineteenth century in his essay, “Millais, 

Our Popular Painter,” in Debra Mancoff, ed., John Everett Millais: beyond the Pre-Raphaelite, 181-205. 
50 A study not considered in this thesis is Paul Barlow’s revisionist account (2005). Although Barlow takes 

a closer look at many of Millais’s paintings, it is clear that the author has struggled with placing Millais’s 

paintings under over-arching themes. Barlow aptly discusses Millais’s early paintings and their links to 

Medievalism as well as Ruskin’s theories on looking towards nature; however, Barlow rarely considers 

biographical details, which can prove immensely useful in such a study. The often ignored second-half of 

Millais’s career, the landscapes and portraits, are placed under unusual and unconvincing themes such as 

“Masculine Impressions,” or “Ghosts and memorials.” See Paul Barlow, Time present and time past: the 

art of John Everett Millais (Burlington: Ashgate, 2005). 
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Studies of William Holman Hunt also face similar, and often erroneous preconceptions. 

Hunt has received surprisingly little scholarly attention, and it is only recently that more critical 

literature on his art has been published. This is perhaps partly due to his reputation as a religious 

painter. His painting, The Light of the World (1905, St. Paul’s Cathedral), was a household icon 

in England, and was displayed across the British territories around the turn of the century. 

Between 1850 and 1905, Hunt completed and exhibited numerous religious paintings for which 

he received consistent acclaim. However, just as Millais was considered to have abandoned his 

Pre-Raphaelite principles for fortune and fame, Hunt was traditionally only seen as a religious 

painter, even though he may have stayed true to the tenets outlined by Pre-Raphaelitism, such as 

acute attention to detail. Hunt was also the last of the three fathers of Pre-Raphaelite art to live 

past the end of the nineteenth century. This allowed him to publish an unchallenged 

autobiographical account in 1905, titled Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. 

Hunt’s autobiography/history of Pre-Raphaelitism remained the key text for scholars on Pre-

Raphaelite art until the reassessment of the literature in the 1960s.51 Laura Marcus has rightfully 

questioned the uncritical use of this volume, highlighting that Hunt’s text draws upon a broader 

history of autobiographical texts in order to conform to late-nineteenth century literary genres.52 

Hunt writes of himself as the founder of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and centralizes the role 

of the PRB in Christian and English values. Furthermore, the success of Hunt’s two-volume text 

can be attributed to his role as author-artist, lending an authoritative legitimacy to his writing 

lacking in other accounts such as early biographies on Millais and Rossetti. Codell places Hunt’s 

text within a broader framework of English literature. She writes that “Hunt’s bio-history sought 

to revise English art history to promote a canon not just of art work, but also of artists’ lives to 

                                                      

51 See William Vaughn, “Written out? The case of Ford Madox Brown,” in Writing the Pre-Raphaelites 

(2009), 139-150. Vaughn attributes the view of Madox Brown as a marginal figure in the Pre-Raphaelite 

movement to Hunt’s autobiography, which wrote of Brown as such. 
52 Laura Marcus, “Brothers in their anecdotage: Holman Hunt’s Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood,” in Marcia Pointon, ed., Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed, 11-21. 
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indict the public for its negligence and to arouse its patriotism to patronize English artists.”53 

Hunt’s text is now known to be replete with factual errors; however, this does not diminish its 

importance in Pre-Raphaelite literature as it still stands as an important source of Hunt’s state of 

mind at the end of the nineteenth century.  

Ann Clark Amor’s (1989) biography on Hunt remains the most complete recent 

biographical account on the artist. Clark falls under the category of scholars relying too heavily 

on Hunt’s memoir as factual information. However, she also utilizes much of Hunt’s private 

writing and correspondence to outline significant events in his life. Clark Amor aptly recreates 

Hunt’s early life and his artistic influences, which include the often-ignored political associates 

Hunt acquired through various employment opportunities. This emphasis on Hunt’s early career 

is mirrored by the other important scholarly work on Hunt, Judith Bronkhurst’s catalogue 

raisonné (2006) on the artist. 

Bronkhurst’s catalogue is primarily organized chronologically; however, some of Hunt’s 

drawings are categorized as “Lesser drawings,” and it clear that these are Bronkhurst’s personal 

judgements on the art.54 Nevertheless, the catalogue reveals the immense scope of Hunt’s 

painting, and allows the scholar to better see the stylistic and thematic shifts in Hunt’s oeuvre. 

The detailed catalogue entries also highlight the social context behind many of the paintings as 

well as the symbolism prevalent in Hunt’s works.  

 In many of his paintings, Hunt relied heavily on his use of symbolism to relay the 

narrative. George Landow (1979) argues that Hunt was influenced heavily by John Ruskin’s 

theories on typological symbolism. Essentially, Landow claims that this allowed Hunt to focus 

                                                      

53 Julie F. Codell, “The artist colonized: Holman Hunt’s ‘bio-history,’ masculinity, nationalism and the 

English school,” in Ellen Harding, ed., Re-framing the Pre-Raphaelites: historical and theoretical essays, 

211-229, p 217. Codell writes that Hunt also used the “other” to define English art; he wrote of German art 

as incompatible with English, and dismissed Madox Brown’s role as a PRB founder because of his 

associations with the German Nazarenes. 
54 Giebelhausen discusses this criticism in detail in her review of the volumes. See Giebelhausen, “At once 

authoritative and exhausting: writing the Victorian artist, but how?” Art History 31.5 (2008): 814. 
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equally on his technique and message, the latter being linked directly to Christianity.55 Jeremy 

Mass (1984) has furthered this view of Hunt as a religious painter by claiming him to be “leading 

religious painter of his age.”56 Maas is intent on viewing Hunt’s paintings through a religious 

lens, as he argues that Hunt himself was first and foremost a Christian. This view can indeed be 

useful in discussing Hunt’s paintings, since, as Maas argues, Hunt was a participant of the 

religious fervour that swept England in the mid-nineteenth century.57 Although both Landow and 

Maas offer thematic insights on Hunt’s painting, they tend to dismiss the specifics of the art. 

Here, Carol Jacobi’s (2006) study on the materiality of Hunt’s paintings is necessary. Jacobi 

hopes to merge the contextual studies on Hunt’s paintings with their actual content. Jacobi looks 

past “readings” of Hunt’s paintings and argues for the modernity behind Hunt’s paintings based 

on the creativity in materiality.58  

 

The role of the Press 

To gain a better understanding of these artists’ lives, it is important to not only consider these 

biographical works critically, but to do so with an emphasis on context. It is here that the 

nineteenth-century press plays a vital role.59 England witnessed an unprecedented rise in the 

                                                      

55 Landow’s study has been influential in the interpretation of Hunt’s paintings. Landow writes that 

typological symbolism, derived from Ruskin’s Modern Painters (1846), justified Hunt’s obsession with 

detail, and instilled in his works a form of foretelling narrative, one in which the symbols anticipated New 

Testament iconography. See George P. Landow, William Holman Hunt and typological symbolism (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 4, 7, 16. 
56 Jeremy Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, (Berkeley: Scolar Press, 1984), 2. 
57 Although Maas contends that Hunt viewed Christianity as the solution to the world’s problems, his views 

are ultimately dismissive, as they ignore the many other contexts at play in the creation of Hunt’s paintings. 

See Mass, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 16-17.  
58 In addition to the chapters on Hunt in Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed, Reading the Pre-Raphaelites, and 

Writing the Pre-Raphaelites, there are also individual studies on Hunt that shed light on individual 

paintings. See for example, Linda Freedman, “The Scapegoat and the story of grace,” Word & Image 26.2 

(2010): 142-149; Carol Jacobi, “Mimesis, Materiality, and The Shadow of Death,” Art History 25.5 (2002): 

605-621; Geoffrey Troughton, “Light at the end of the world: Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World in 

New Zealand,” Australian Historical Studies 37.128 (2006): 55-71.  
59 The press also plays a vital role in the dissemination of national opinion as discussed by Benedict 

Anderson in Imagined Communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism (London: Verso, 

2006).  
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publication of newspapers and periodicals in the nineteenth century. By the 1850s, these 

publications provided public forums for debate on a broad range of issues. Art criticism not only 

became a popular domain for writers, but began to determine the success and failure of many 

hopeful artists who exhibited their paintings for the new jury. There was a marked rise in 

periodical literature concerning the arts, most notably The Art Journal (1839), but also periphery 

publications such as The Builder (1843-1966), and The Cabinet-maker (1880-1936).60 This was 

part of a larger and sharp increase in periodical publications. Koss (1981) argues that among the 

reasons this increase occurred was the repeal of the stamp duty in 1855, the abolition of taxes on 

advertisements in 1853, and the abolishment of tax on paper in 1861.61 

 Readers eagerly consumed the art reviews in notable publications such as The Times and 

The Athenaeum.62 We have examples of letters from Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt reacting to such 

publications, and it is also important to note that Ruskin’s defence of the Pre-Raphaelite arts was 

in the form of a letter to the editor of The Times. The press played a vital role in the creation of 

the public image of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and henceforth deserves a prominent place 

                                                      

60 It is also important to note the discovery of the half-tone plate process in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century; this led to a rapid increase in art publication and should be seen in conjunction with the significant 

amount of publications which appeared as artist biographies, i.e. Rossetti's, Leighton's, and Morris's. 
61 Koss writes that as publications increased so did the interest in politics as newspapers associated 

themselves with specific parties, sometimes through affiliations. However, “the Press,” as they referred to 

themselves, were conscious about any influence politicians may have on their writing, and so they 

vehemently rejected the idea that they were agents of any parties. Nevertheless, Koss charts instances 

where politicians may become journalists and some even wrote anonymously to criticize other parties or 

further their agendas. In this regard, it is important to remember a newspapers affiliation when citing book 

or art reviews as their authors at the very least would have some sort of political affiliation. The political 

press lost its momentum by the end of the century as its readers began to demand a more partisan approach. 

In addition, it should be noted that at the middle of the nineteenth century, the readers would have primarily 

been from the middle classes, and considering the Education Act of 1870, by end of the century, a larger 

proportion of the population would have been literate, allowing for the better educated middle-class readers 

to be more demanding towards objectivism. See Stephen E. Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press 

in Britain: The Nineteenth Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1981).    
62 See Alexis Leslie Marchand, The Athenaeum, a mirror of Victorian Culture (Chapel Hill: University of 

California Press, 1941) for an early but insightful history of The Athenaeum.  
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in this study. The press also stands as a powerful indicator of the shifts in public mood, and how 

national and international events helped form opinions on many subjects, including the arts.63  

 Thomas J. Tobin’s (2002) bibliography is an important point of departure as it 

amalgamates literature published on the Pre-Raphaelites, and provides the reader with not only 

examples from British literature, but also that of some international publications. The project 

combines early periodicals with later scholarly accounts and includes materials on artists 

peripheral to the movement such as William Cave Thomas (1820-1896). Codell (2000) asserts 

that artists were conscious of the power of the press, and exploited their connections to arouse 

interest in their works.64 Here it is important to consider the advent of the new middle class, and 

the negotiations of these classes with the art market.65 It is therefore imperative to consider the 

press as an agent of change which was employed by all to assert specific agendas. Reviews of 

paintings were not simply one writer’s opinion, but part of a larger cultural, social, and political 

context. Only through assessing these reviews in conjunction with these contexts can one gain a 

complete understanding of the complex web of negotiations behind a single work of art.  

Furthermore, the press considered in this thesis was national, but it also worked closely 

with the international press. During the Crimean War (1853-1856), readers were delivered 

international news at an unprecedented rate. In the nineteenth century, travel writing also found a 

new audience, and the advent of photography helped redefine factual authenticity. The latter 

                                                      

63 See also Aled Jones, Powers of the press; newspapers, power and the public in nineteenth-century 

England (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996); Kevin Gilmartin, Print Politics: the press and radical opposition 

in early nineteenth-century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).   
64 Julie F. Codell, “Constructing the Victorian artist: national identity, the political economy of art and 

biographical mania in the periodical press,” Victorian Periodicals Review 33.3 (2000): 283-316, p. 284. 
65 See Thomas M. Bayer, The Development of the Art Market in England: money as muse, 1730-1900 

(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2011), and Pamela Fletcher and Anne Helmreich, ed., The Rise of the 

Modern Art Market in London, 1850-1939 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). See also Dianne 

Sachko Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class: Money and the Making of Cultural Identity (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Janet Wolff and John Seed, eds., The Culture of Capital: Art, 

Power, and the Nineteenth-Century Middle Class (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988). 
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issues relate specifically to Holman Hunt’s accounts of his travels to the Holy Land, and how 

Hunt crafted his writings to cater to a specific English audience.66 

The wide-ranging role of the press leads us to consider greater issues surrounding the 

Pre-Raphaelites. It is, of course, difficult to assess the Victorian community as one entity; 

although, attempts have been made to do so. W. E. Houghton’s The Victorian Frame of Mind 

(1957) is an early but influential work which sets up an important methodological framework to 

better understand the Victorian imagination. He attempts to create a synthesis of the thought 

processes of Victorians on a very broad range of issues; in this regard, the book does not so much 

trace influence over contemporary reactions, but rather attempts to outline and organize them. 

Houghton presents a vast amount of primary material as he cites literary works as well as a large 

complement of letters. Houghton sees the nineteenth century within an evolutionary timeline with 

the Victorians as North America’s ancestors.67 Houghton, therefore, seeks to understand our 

current anxieties, attitudes towards optimism, sex, love, hero worship, etc., through looking to the 

past. He writes of feelings of nostalgia and longing, influenced by anxieties over political strife, 

economic problems, the rapid growth of industrialization, as powerful forces in Victorian 

thought. Houghton argues that, unlike other time periods, the Victorians saw themselves as living 

in an age of change and transition. They compared their lives to those of the Middle Ages, but did 

not yet have a clear goal; they were then more concerned with the avenues of change.68 As 

                                                      

66 See Marcia Pointon, “The artist as ethnographer: Holman Hunt and the Holy Land,” in Pre-Raphaelites 

re-viewed, 22-44. See also Julie F. Codell, ed., Imperial Co-Histories: National Identities and the British 

and Colonial Press (London: Associated University Presses, 2003). 
67 Walter Edwards Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1957). Houghton fails to point out that his scope is limited primarily to England, with only a few 

instances where American thoughts are cited. Inherently, this book very aptly contextualizes Victorian 

social history with a vast amount of primary research. For example, the works of Carlyle and Ruskin are 

discussed with more general attitudes towards the past and nature which many Victorians shared. 
68 See also Josef L. Altholz, The Mind and Art of Victorian England (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1976). This book contains a series of lectures given at the University of Minnesota in 1974. The 

“mind” in Altholtz's title can perhaps be better understood as ideals or viewpoints, as the essays look at 

Victorian reactions towards movements in politics, music, theatre, criticism, architecture, literature, and art. 

Furthermore, Bernard Denvir, in The late Victorians: art, design, and society, 1852-1910 (New York: 
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mentioned earlier, the focus of my study is to highlight issues of nationalism and national identity 

through the works of Rossetti, Hunt, and Millais. Houghton’s study is a precursor to such issues, 

as nationalism is concerned with shared sentiments within specific populations. 

 

Nationalism and National Identity 

The concept of nationalism remains to this day a puzzle which is being consistently scrutinized 

by social scientists and historians. There is no consensus amongst scholars on the definition of 

“nationalism.” In fact, David McCrone argues that no single theory or definition can exist 

because the historical records are diverse.69 Often, definitions that seem apt are contradicted by 

fresh evidence or alternate theories.  

 Carlton Hayes (1960) argues that nationalism is a “fusion of patriotism with a 

consciousness of nationality,” and that nationality is not defined by race or geography, but is “as a 

cultural group of people who speak a common language (or closely related dialects) and who 

possess a community of historical traditions.”70 For Hayes, the underlying forces behind 

nationalism are cultural and historical, and the most powerful of these forces is language, a 

common, shared feature which transcends race.71 Hayes writes that because of a shared past and 

language, England and the United States share a friendship between the nations; he also attributes 

the same features for “a continuing sympathetic feeling between European Spaniards…and 

Spanish Americans and Filipinos…and between Portuguese and Brazilians; and this despite 

marked social differences.”72 Hayes’s work is remarkably ignorant of the creation of nation-

                                                      

Longman, 1986), uses primary accounts to highlight popular opinion on a broad range of subjects, 

including the Pre-Raphaelites. 
69 David McCrone, The Sociology of Nationalism: Tomorrow’s ancestors (London: Routledge, 1998), 3.  
70 Carlton J.H. Hayes, Nationalism: a religion (New York: Macmillan, 1960), 2, 5.  
71 Hayes, Nationalism, 3-5. Hayes argues that historical traditions play an important role in the creation of 

nationality. These forces are a religious past, a territorial past, a political past, the history of wars, industry, 

and a cultural past, which includes the history of music and the arts.  
72 Hayes, Nationalism, 5. 
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states, and the role of religion in the creation of such nations. For example, despite sharing a 

common language and many cultural traditions, India and Pakistan retain independent views and 

opinions on their nationality and nationalism. Paul Lawrence (2005) also contradicts Hayes by 

highlighting examples such as the Italian unification of 1861—at the time, only a small portion of 

the population spoke a common language—and that after the French Revolution, well into the 

1800s, approximately a quarter of the French population did not speak French.73 For Lawrence, 

nationalism might be considered “an abstract ideology that has historically concerned itself with 

the belief that humanity is divided into nations and considered how they should be defined.” It 

can also “denote a political doctrine–the belief not only that homogenous, identifiable nations 

exist, but that they should govern themselves,” and national identity “can be used more broadly to 

signify the sentiment felt by many people of belonging to a particular nation on a daily basis.”74 

“Nation,” and “nationalism” are inherently linked, but this connection is also fluid.  

Anthony Smith (2008) contends that nationalism and nations/national identity be kept 

separate.75 For Smith, nationalism is “an ideological movement for attaining and maintaining 

autonomy, unity and identity on behalf of a population, some of whose members deem it to 

constitute an actual or potential ‘nation’.”76 He writes that a nation is a “named and self-defined 

human community whose members cultivate shared myths, memories, symbols, values, and 

traditions, reside in and identify with a historic homeland [and]…observe shared customs and 

laws,” while “national identity refers to the continuous reproduction and reinterpretation of the 

pattern of values, symbols, memories, myths, and traditions that compose the distinctive heritage 

of nations.”77 Regardless, national identity cannot be considered a fixed entity, and individual 

                                                      

73 Paul Lawrence, Nationalism: history and theory (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2005), 2-3.  
74 Lawrence, Nationalism, 3.  
75 Anthony D. Smith, The cultural foundations of nations: hierarchy, covenant, and republic (Malden: 

Blackwell, 2008). 
76 Smith, 15-17. 
77 Smith, 19. 
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identity, as discussed by Souffrant (2013), is inherently linked with collective identity, 

highlighting the importance of context.78  

Ernest Gellner, one of the early pioneers of theories on nationalism, wrote in Thought and 

Change (1964) that nationalism does not come from nations, but that nationalist movements 

define and create nations. He argued that “nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-

consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist – but it does need some pre-existing 

differentiating marks to work on, even if, as indicated, these are purely negative.”79 For Gellner, 

culture supersedes any other influential force in the creation of nationalism as he argues that 

“nationalism is a political principle which maintains that similarity of culture is the basic social 

bond,” and that “nationalism is rooted in modernity.”80 Gellner writes that nations are “exclusive 

clubs…based on sentiment, partly because this alone is compatible with their separateness.”81 

This idea of “the other” is fundamental to the idea of  the nation, as for a separate nation to exist 

requires comparison with either another nation or a non-nation.  

James Kellas (1991) defines nation as “a group of people who feel themselves to be a 

community bound together by ties of history, culture, and common ancestry. Nations have 

‘objective’ characteristics which may include a territory, a language, a religion, or common 

descent”; similarly, nationalism “is both an ideology and a form of behaviour. The ideology of 

nationalism builds on people’s awareness of a nation (‘national self-consciousness’) to give a set 

of attitudes and a programme of action. These may be cultural, economic, or political. Since 

‘nation’ can be defined in ‘ethnic,’ ‘social,’ or ‘official’ senses, so nationalism can take these 

                                                      

78 Eddy M. Souffrant, Identity, Political Freedom, and Collective Responsibility: the pillars and 

foundations of Global Ethics (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013). 
79 As quoted in Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: a critical survey of recent theories of 

nations and nationalism (London: Routledge, 1998), 28. Gellner argues that “nationalism is the yearning 

for, and acceptance of, the norm of the nation,” and that “national sentiment is the feeling of anger or of 

satisfaction arouses by the violation or fulfilment of this principle, while nationalist movements are ones 

actuated by this sentiment.” 
80 Ernest Gellner, Nationalism (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1997), 3, 13.  
81 Gellner, Nationalism, 68.  
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forms also.”82 Here I would also add Gellner’s account of the role of religion in nationalism, as 

Gellner writes that individuals “may value their faith because it is…the expression of their 

national character.”83 Furthermore, at a more advanced level, we must also be wary of the 

construction of any specific nationalism. For instance, R.J.B. Bosworth highlights the role of 

misinformation in the creation and celebration of a nation’s history.84  

Anthony W. Marx (2003) defines nationalism as “a collective sentiment or identity, 

bounding and binding together those individuals who share a sense of large-scale political 

solidarity aimed at creating, legitimating, or challenging states. As such, nationalism is often 

perceived or justified by a sense of historical commonality which coheres a population within a 

territory and which demarcates those who belong and others who do not,” and that the ideology 

transcends class; however, Marx writes that states and nations should not be equated.85 Marx 

argues that nationalism is too vague as a concept if it is not defined with reference to a state, as 

without it nationalism can “refer to any mass political sentiment or solidarity, ranging from 

ethnicity or class to culture or regionalism.”86 Marx clarifies his definition of nationalism as “the 

political sentiment of popular solidarity intended to coincide with states, distinct from analysis of 

its emergent causes and effects.”87 

                                                      

82 James G. Kellas, The politics of nationalism and ethnicity (London: Macmillan, 1991), 2-3.  
83 Gellner, Nationalism, 77.  
84 R.J.B. Bosworth, Nationalism (Harlow: Pearson, 2007), 12. Bosworth draws specifically from Ernest 

Renan’s (1823-1892) writings on nationhood. With relation to British history, one can support this 

argument through the many articles in the British press about the Sepoy Rebellion, or First War of 

Independence, 1857.  
85 Anthony W. Marx, Faith in Nation: exclusionary origins of nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University 

press, 2003), 6. Marx writes that nationalism may exist before a state, and can lead to the creation of a state, 

or states may exist without preexisting solidarity and may encourage a cohesive ideology.  
86 Marx, Faith in Nation, 7. 
87 Ibid., 8. Marx also argues that before nationalism is clearly defined by a community, one can look for 

“evidence of mass sentiments and engagement with state-level authority as indications of emerging 

nationalism,” and this evidence can be popular rhetoric about state authority (newspaper articles on 

Britain’s involvement in wars), or mass participation in protest, riots, or “wars that defend or challenge that 

authority but are not a result only of coercion or mercenary payments.” 



 

29 

 

Benedict Anderson, on the other hand, argues that any nationalist discourse is the outset 

of imagination, and that individuals imagine their nations as limited sovereign entities.88 The 

concept of identity is based on the ideas of inclusion and exclusion and, on a larger scale, 

discourses on nations begin to form through comparisons with the other.89 For Anderson, the 

“imagined community” exists because most members of a nation will never actually meet, yet 

they will share certain ideals which bind them as one unit.90  

The existence of any one nation requires that of another, for nationalism is also a relative 

and comparative concept. To define one as “English,” requires the presence of those who are not. 

As much as nationalism can be a self-defined concept, it needs the existence of “the other.” Boyd 

Shafer writes that nationalism is “conducive to peace and order (be it just or unjust) within a 

nation but it often leads to fear of and war with outsiders who are believed to have different if not 

opposed interests and therefore constitute a threat,” and that it “exists when a people are devoted 

to the entity they call their country…and consider themselves to be separate and one and so 

different from other peoples that they should have independent state.”91 Marx argues that in the 

case of England specifically, religion was the “basis for building early and exclusionary 

nationalism.”92 Linda Colley (1992) also argues that “Protestantism lay at the core of British 

                                                      

88 Benedict Anderson, Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism (London: 

Verso, 2006), 7. For Anderson, nationalism arises with the dual forces of the invention of the printing 

press, and capitalism, and it is through the press that this imagined comradeship can be distributed and 

absorbed. See also, Philip Spencer and Howard Wollman, Nationalism: a critical introduction (London: 

Sage, 2002), and Louis L. Snyder, The Meaning of Nationalism (Westport: Greenwood, 1972). 
89 Anthony Marx is critical of Anderson’s “imagined communities,” which Marx argues can explain 

general cohesion but not necessarily how that cohesion ultimately leads to nation-building. Marx also 

writes that Anderson “ignores the central role of states in demarcating which particular community 

emerged and coincided with political institutions.” See Marx, Nationalism, 16. 
90 Anderson, Imagined communities, 7, 141-143. 
91 Boyd C. Shafer, “Webs of common interests: nationalism, internationalism, and peace,” in Michael 

Palumbo and William O. Shanahan, eds., Nationalism: essays in honour of Louis L. Snyder (Westport: 

Greenwood Press, 1981), 3-32, p.5, 6. 
92 Marx, Nationalism, 196. See also Jim Smyth, The making of the United Kingdom, 1660-1900: state, 

religion and identity in Britain and Ireland (Harlow: Longman, 2001). Here Marx specifically references 

the anti-Catholic sentiment of seventeenth-century England. 
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national identity,” and that through successive wars with Catholic forces, Protestantism became 

merged with British patriotism.”93 

The Victorians were undoubtedly the first industrial society. This concept is inherently 

linked with ideas of empire, of national and international identity, and race. These ideas affected 

Britons both at home and abroad, and the expressions of these ideas are present in literature and 

in art. The first significant event which brought these ideas to wider attention is argued by many 

to be the Great Exhibition of 1851.94 Like the Great Exhibition, events such as the European 

Revolutions of 1848, the Crimean War, the Indian Mutiny or the First War of Independence, 

1857, bring to the forefront discourses around identity. Catherine Hall (2000) takes a closer look 

at Disraeli’s Reform Act of 1867 as an example of one of these events. The Reform Act of 1867 

essentially defined who was included and excluded from claiming an English identity. This issue 

did not only concern those of a different race, but also those of other parts of the United 

Kingdom, such as the Irish.95 Gikandi (1996) writes that although these events may not create 

crises in identity, they serve to highlight the debates around which the public can centre. These 

new identities not only affect the lawmakers, but all levels of society, including different class 

                                                      

93 Linda Colley, Britons: forging the nation, 1707-1837 (London: Pimlico, 1992), 369-370. 
94 Jeffery A. Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851: A Nation on Display (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1999), 4, 5. Through this research we are presented with how the exhibition was viewed by editors 

and commentators, and how it was perceived by the readers of these journals; however, in this book 

specifically, there is no general sense of how the majority of the public would have reacted to the 

exhibition. Through an economic lens, we are presented with an image of the exhibition which would have 

been popular with liberal, manufacturing towns, urban areas such as London, Manchester, Liverpool, and 

Bradford, and least popular with Tory, Anglican areas, and areas which were predominantly agricultural. 

The exhibition was one of the most prominent events in Victorian history where class mixing occurred. 

Through periodicals, Auerbach outlines the surprise many Victorians felt at not only the mixing of all 

classes but at the attendance of British royalty at the exhibition. He writes of this mixing as a confusing 

phenomenon which challenged preconceived notions of mid-Victorian class. Despite the mixing, there was 

also conscious segregation as there is evidence of the upper classes visiting the exhibition on its more 

expensive days. Nevertheless, the exhibition had begun to define Britain as a nation, and it would manifest 

itself fully in its depiction of other nations. Through its depictions of Indians, Chinese, Turks, etc., Britain 

created an image of the “other,” a foreigner which was feared for its differences and helped to define the 

idea of Britain. 
95 Literature on the Irish and their reception by the English is discussed in detail in Chapter 3. See also, 

Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland, and Jane Rendall, eds., Defining the Victorian Nation: Class, Race, 

Gender and the British Reform Act of 1867 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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structures and women. The patriotic message was an attractive form of identity formation which 

could lead to respectability. In the case of the lower and middle classes especially, in many 

instances it allowed them to relate to the ideals of their superiors. In the nineteenth century, this 

patriotism can be traced to the European Revolutions of 1848, a significant moment for the PRB 

especially as it occurred in their founding year.96  

The revolutions forced England to focus intently on its nationality, and that during the 

1850s to 1870s, “the idea of the English national character developed for the first time into a 

serious and respectable category of self-analysis for the writing and reading classes.”97 During 

this period, Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) was published, which strengthened 

English Protestant modes of thought, inherently placing the English above other nations and races 

in a hierarchy of civilizations.98  

The English believed themselves to be superior to the Irish, the Indians, Jamaicans, and 

indeed the Europeans. While race played a significant role in constructing this belief, religion was 

the common denominator. The shared feature of Protestantism, its anti-Catholicism, was an 

expression of “national unity.”99 During the early years of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, anti-

                                                      

96 The English anxiously read accounts of the violent events around Europe in 1848; however, they as no 

such unrest happened in England, they also celebrated their apparent superiority in the form of their English 

character. See Jonathan Parry, The politics of patriotism: English liberalism, National Identity and Europe, 

1830-1886 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).  
97 Peter Mandler, The English National Character: the history of an idea from Edmund Burke to Tony Blair 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 59. Raphael Samuel links influence of patriotism to the 

education system in the nineteenth century. The most prevalent ideas on a unified British history appeared 

around the 1870s when British universities began to teach history as a subject; this was adopted by Board 

Schools in the 1880s and 1890s. These courses began offering “general” or “complete” histories, which had 

begun to appear with the advent of the printing presses. This, Samuel writes, coincided with a concern at 

the time with national origins, and history was seen as a way to promote principles of good government. 

Although Greek and Roman history were taught, European history did not come to be a part of the school 

system until 1918. See Raphael Samuel, Patriotism: The Making and Unmaking of British National Identity 

(London: Routledge, 1989). 
98 Mandler, The English National Character, 72. 
99 Krishen Kumar, The making of English national identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2003), 162-163.  
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Catholic (and by association, anti-Irish) Protestant sentiment was the glue to bind the English 

nation against a common enemy.  

As with “Pre-Raphaelite,” and “Pre-Raphaelitism,” it is essential to define what one 

means by nationalism, nation, and national identity, as no consensus currently exists. It is clear 

from the literature that although there are differing views, there are also common strands amongst 

theories of nationalism. Nationalism is, at its core, a shared sentiment, a common ideology, an 

“imagined community” which can share culture and religion.100 National identity is the shared 

sentiment which shows support for a nation and its values. One’s national identity is strengthened 

by the existence of and opposition against “the other,” a sometimes foreign, and often threatening 

nation. Historically, national identity reveals itself through literature and art, through the self-

referral as belonging to a nation, and through pride and patriotic language.  

Before going any further, it is important to recognize the absence of the role of women, 

or the impact of gender, from this discourse. Studies of nationalism and national identity have 

rarely discussed how women may act as agents in the construction of these ideals. Anthony Smith 

writes that if the essential role of nationalism is gendered, then a separate theory is required 

altogether.101 Smith cites the work of Sylvia Walby, who wishes to see women’s movements 

within broader nationalist movements for achieving political independence.102 This method can 

lead us to the history of women’s rights movements in the nineteenth century, and how they 

negotiated the political sphere.103 Furthermore, women have been used as symbols to unify the 

                                                      

100 This is at least true for nineteenth-century England, even though the definition may not apply 

universally.  
101 Smith, Nationalism and Modernism, 205, 208. Studies have essentially presented nationalism and 

nations as a male-dominated space, with men as the agents of change. Scholars have attributed this 

association to the history of nationalism, particularly early European revival of Greek cultural beauty 

standards, with ideal male and female figures, which produced images of the “weak” or “feminine” as 

surrendered subjects of conflicts. 
102 Since the 1980s, Sylvia Walby has been a prominent and influential figure in the history of women, 

feminism, and gender studies. See her most recent work, Crisis (Malden: Polity Press, 2015)) which 

discusses issues of gender specifically around the recent financial issues of the West. 
103 See Ben Griffin, The Politics of Gender in Victorian Britain: Masculinity, Political Culture, and the 

Struggle for Women’s Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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nation, the nation itself is often referred to as “motherland,” and men are asked to sacrifice 

themselves for the women and children, the essential purity of the nation.104 These avenues can 

certainly shed light on the role of women in nationalism.  

The Pre-Raphaelites were a homosocial unit, one which excluded women from their 

immediate circle.105 Women for the Brotherhood were blank canvases through which they could 

exhibit their personal fantasies. However, if we are to consider class construction and attitude 

towards Protestantism as national characteristics, then a study of these women’s lives and their 

negotiations with these attributes is possible. Furthermore, Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-1879) 

and her photography can prove to be a useful point of departure. In the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century, there was an active discourse on the shifting role of the camera, as both a scientific and 

artistic instrument.106 Cameron’s photographs can be seen as part of the creation of “English 

photography,” and in addition, her use of Shakespearean subject matter coincides with the use of 

Shakespeare as a symbol of English pride.107  

Crucially, however, it is important perhaps not to distinguish the study of women and 

men in nationalism. Rossetti, Millais, and Hunt are studied in this thesis through the role of the 

                                                      

104 Smith, Nationalism and Modernism, 207. 
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literature and art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); see also Patricia Bianca, Silent 

Sisterhood: Middle Class Women in the Victorian Home (London: Croom Helm, 1975); Susan P. Casteras, 
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press and through the lens of a broader socio-political discourse. This methodology can be 

applied to the study of any artist, regardless of sex or gender. In fact, such a study on a female 

artist can only broaden our understanding of how nationalism and national identity function in 

society. 

 In the following chapter, I discuss the paintings made by Rossetti between 1848 and 

1865. I argue that Rossetti’s paintings depicting religious subject matter are less the products of 

his own imagination, and more influenced by the religious fervour of the mid-nineteenth century. 

As a young artist, Rossetti was seeking both fame and fortune, and an appeal to the public’s 

religious sentiment proved to be a successful method to do so. I also argue that the negative 

reaction to Rossetti’s paintings was specifically inspired by national sentiment and the perception 

of Rossetti as a figure on the periphery of national English progress. Furthermore, Rossetti’s early 

religious paintings are often dismissed in modern scholarship in favour of his later, “sensual” 

paintings. I argue for a new programme of categorization for these religious works based on 

Rossetti’s personal beliefs, in an effort to reintroduce them as significant works of art. At the end 

of the chapter, I closely examine Rossetti’s painting The Beloved (1865, Tate), and its 

connections with the Morant Bay events of Jamaica in 1865, through Rossetti’s personal political 

views as well as those of the painting’s patron, George Rae (1817-1902).  

 In chapter 3, I consider Millais’s early paintings and their connections to international 

events concerning Britain. I argue that the now-famous negative responses to Christ in the 

Carpenter’s Shop (1850, Tate) were specifically influenced by the national English response to 

the Irish Potato Famine of the late 1840s. The responses to this painting highlight the xenophobia 

common amongst the English population, which delves into theories of both race and religion. I 

further argue that for Millais’s next few paintings, including A Huguenot, on St. Bartholomew’s 

Day, Refusing to Shield Himself from Danger by Wearing the Roman Catholic Badge (1851-52, 

Makins Collection), The Order of Release 1746 (1852-53, Tate) and The Proscribed Royalist, 
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1651 (1852-53, Andrew Lloyd Webber), the artist specifically catered to popular nationalist 

sentiment, by attempting to portray English national identity in a positive manner. Millais painted 

scenes of heroic, Protestant Englishmen, and subjugated “others.” I also argue that, building on 

this success, Millais specifically attempted commentary in the form of painting on the Crimean 

War. Much of my research in this chapter considers the role of the press and how the reviews and 

news articles helped shape national sentiment. 

 In Chapter 4, I hope to situate Holman Hunt’s religious paintings within the religious 

fervour which swept mid-nineteenth century Britain. I argue that Hunt specifically targeted 

wealthy Christian patrons in order to sell his works for high amounts. Hunt also appealed to anti-

French anxieties in Our English Coasts, 1852 (Strayed Sheep) (1852, Tate), through his portrayal 

of the English as a lost flock, and criticized the English church in The Hireling Shepherd (1851-

52, Manchester Art Gallery). I also argue that Hunt’s famous religious painting, The Light of the 

World (1851-53, Keble College) was created as an Evangelical sermon, which again was meant 

for the educated, religious elite. Through research into Hunt’s correspondence with his friends 

and patrons, it becomes clear that Hunt appealed to the nationalist ideals of his patrons to seek 

success as a painter.  

 With this study, I wish to acknowledge past studies on the Pre-Raphaelite artists while, at 

the same time, contributing to the contextual understanding of Pre-Raphaelite art. Artist 

biographies and interpretations of paintings offered by scholars have added to the study of 

nineteenth-century art history. However, a broad and ever-more developed understanding of 

context is crucial. Without context, Rossetti remains a rebellious bohemian obsessed with 

paintings of “pretty women,” Millais, “the child genius,” remains the promising Pre-Raphaelite 

who abandoned his ideals in favour of fame and fortune, and Hunt remains simply a religious 

painter. These artists, like many others, were critically aware of the national and international 
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social, political, and religious discourses surrounding their lives, and they specifically appealed to 

public sentiment in their experimentations and their desire to be considered serious artists.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

Rossetti 

Scholarship on Dante Gabriel Rossetti has typically focused on his poetry or painting, and 

consequently has diluted a contextual understanding of his life and art, particularly the 

relationship of his work to nationalism. To understand the connections between nationalism and 

Rossetti’s works, his complete creative output should be taken into consideration. This chapter, 

therefore, will demonstrate Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s consistent awareness of the religious and 

political climate of England, on which he regularly commented in both his painting and poetry. 

To begin, the chapter will focus on Rossetti’s earliest paintings, The Girlhood of the Mary Virgin 

(1848, Tate), and Ecce Ancilla Domini!, also known as The Annunciation (1850, Tate), within the 

context of the Protestant Evangelical movements, and a nationalist response to the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood. Between these paintings and what is now known as Rossetti’s “Aesthetic” period of 

the 1860s, Rossetti created numerous religious watercolours which have previously been ignored 
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by scholarship. I will argue that these images should be grouped together as Rossetti’s “Cycle of 

Mary,” which would thereby showcase Rossetti’s continuous negotiations with the religious 

fervour of the 1850s. Lastly, through a close examination of Rossetti’s poetry, I contend that his 

painting The Beloved (1865, Tate) has strong connections with the American Civil War of the 

early 1860s, and the Jamaica Massacres of 1865.  

 

Early life 

Oswald Doughty writes that Rossetti expressed an interest in drawing at a very early age, and that 

some of his earliest purchases were of inexpensive prints which he would colour.108 Both of 

Rossetti’s parents were educated, and made it their mission to ensure that their children received 

an early education. Rossetti’s mother, Frances Polidori (1800-1886), seems to have been a 

particularly powerful influence in his early life. Rossetti was also an avid reader, having had 

access to many works through his father, a teacher of Italian literature. In a letter from 1836, his 

father Gabriele Rossetti (1783-1854) speaks of reading as Rossetti’s first passion, and drawing his 

second.109 Doughty also writes that the Rossetti children received knowledge of the Bible from 

their mother. Rossetti began formal institutional education in 1837, when he was nine years of 

age, having had earlier education through Frances. Rossetti’s lack of interest in sports and 

athletics was at this early stage in his life attributed to his foreign origin.110 Nevertheless, he 

continued his pursuit of drawing, reading, and writing at home. There is evidence of Rossetti 

                                                      

108 Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic: Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: Oxford University Press, 
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reading Charles Dickens, the Iliad, the Arabian Nights, which showcases his broad range of 

interests.111 In 1841, he left his formal education, having retained very little, especially when it 

came to the sciences, and enrolled in Sass’s, a Bloomsbury drawing school. As many have echoed 

after him, Doughty states that Rossetti despised technical art training, and it is important to 

acknowledge that this happened earlier than his admission and eventual “rebellion” from the 

Royal Academy.112 He apparently paid little attention to the instructions provided at Sass’s, and 

ridiculed the instructors through sarcastic caricatures. In 1843, he decided to apply to the Antique 

School of the Royal Academy, but was not accepted into the school until 1845. Here, too, 

Doughty comments on Rossetti’s “foreign appearance” which was of note to one academician 

who remarked Rossetti as having a “spare, unathletic figure,” and “darkening, thick, curly, uncut, 

neglected hair.”113 Even William Holman Hunt remarks in later years that his first impression of 

Rossetti was of “a young man of decidedly foreign aspect.”114 

Regardless, Doughty writes, Rossetti’s confidence earned him a small following, even 

though, as at Sass’s, he was unimpressed, or uninterested in the formal education at the Academy. 

At this point in his life, the Rossetti family began to struggle with finances, as his father’s illness 

prevented him from his teaching. According to Doughty, in 1848, Rossetti was at the height of his 

frustration with the Academy and its teachings, and implies that this was exacerbated by this 

family’s deteriorating financial condition.115 1848 was an incredibly significant year, not only 

because of the European Revolutions, the subsequent creation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, 

but also because Rossetti became a student of Ford Madox Brown (1821-1893), and his family’s 
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financial woes were partially soothed by Frances’s sister Charlotte Polidori (1802-1890), a 

governess in the Earl of Wicklow’s family.  

I suggest that Rossetti was influenced more by Brown’s ideology than technical ability. 

Rossetti eventually came to consider Brown’s training tiresome; however, he continued to hold 

Brown in high esteem. At this stage in his life, Rossetti was more interested in painting than in 

poetry, perhaps due in part to a letter Rossetti received from Leigh Hunt (1784-1859).116 Rossetti 

sent much of his writing to Leigh Hunt, who in a letter to Rossetti wrote, “if you paint as well as 

you write, you may be a rich man…But I need hardly tell you that poetry, even the very best…is 

not a thing for a man to live upon while he is in the flesh, however immortal it may render his 

spirit.”117 Rossetti’s early interest in painting is evident in his pursuits with Brown, the Academy, 

and Sass’s. It is likely he considered painting, rather than poetry, a more viable source of income 

in light of his family’s financial situation.118 

In 1847, Rossetti sent a manuscript to Leigh Hunt titled, Songs of the art-catholic, in 

which he describes himself as the “art-catholic.”119 David Riede, another Rossetti biographer, 

argues that “art-catholicism” represents “an aestheticizing of religion that was becoming 

outmoded. In an increasingly scientific and sceptical age, the artist drew on obviously archaic 

forms and beliefs to give depth and resonance to his work.”120 For Riede, Rossetti’s poetry and to 

a large extent his paintings, exist as an extension of his art-catholic personality, one which drew 

its influence from the Anglican High Church movement with an emphasis on ritual and Catholic 

                                                      

116 James Henry Leigh Hunt (known as Leigh Hunt) was a popular critic and writer, but Rossetti admired 

him most for his poetry, and often wrote to him seeking his advice. 
117 Doughty, A Victorian Romantic, 62. 
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appearance.121 Riede also admits that the art was more prominent for Rossetti than the catholic, 

and cites “The Blessed Damozel” written in 1850, as an early art-catholic work, with its 

“expression of nineteenth-century nostalgia for an age of faith, rather than of an actual faith.”122 

So the “art-catholicism,” which Riede argues eventually evolves into Pre-Raphaelitism, is an 

aesthetic looking-backwards to the past, a nostalgia rooted in the fundamentals of an imagined 

divinity, a pseudo-Catholic form. It is essentially an artistic nostalgia, influenced, for Riede at 

least, by Rossetti’s exposure to the High Church movement. Riede fails to connect the issues to a 

much broader context which includes the political movements of the time; however, the “art-

catholicism” as described by Riede does illuminate the superficiality of Rossetti’s early paintings. 

Riede considers Girlhood of Virgin Mary Rossetti’s first art-catholic painting. In “The Blessed 

Damozel” Riede is content with the separation of religious symbolism from religious ideology; if 

Girlhood is “art-catholic,” then it is likely that the painting considered religious symbolism 

similarly.123  

J. B. Bullen’s more recent biography (2011) delves deeper into the influence of Gabriele 

Rossetti on his son’s life. Bullen writes that Gabriele often felt he was an outsider both as a 

resident of Italy and England. He had developed an interest in Dante and medieval literature at a 

young age in his hometown of Vasto but, in his early twenties, he developed an interest in 

politics, most likely provoked by the French invasion of Italy in 1804.124 His poetry eventually 

came to the attention of the new French rulers, and would soon be shared amongst other 

revolutionaries and supporters of the new French regime. Gabriele earned a reasonable living 

serving in a variety of roles, including as a custodian of ancient statuary; however, in 1821, with 
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the return of the Bourbons and King Ferdinand, he was forced into exile as a prominent supporter 

of the previous regime. He lived in hiding for three years, and arrived in England in 1824. Bullen 

writes that at this point Gabriele hardly spoke any English, and was encouraged to study Dante 

which was popular in English literary circles.125 Henry Cary’s 1814 translation of The Divine 

Comedy was a nineteenth-century best-seller, as the imaginative poetry fit comfortably within the 

Romantic movement. Bullen writes that Gabriele’s approach to Dante was different from his 

contemporaries. He was more interested in political allegory in the writing, rather than in the 

romantic aspects of Dante’s love for Beatrice, and chose to seek an alternative meaning of the 

work. Bullen argues that Gabriele saw many similarities between himself and Dante: the forced 

exile because of political mechanisms, and a strong hatred of organized religion as a tool of the 

state.126  

Nevertheless, Gabriele began looking for students to whom to teach Italian in London, 

and through one of his searches met and married Frances in 1826. Bullen writes that the Rossetti 

household was a central meeting place for other Italian revolutionary exiles, and since there was 

no nursery, the children would almost always be around the debating adults. However, Bullen 

quickly dismisses any influence this may have had on Gabriel Rossetti, and argues that Rossetti 

had no interest in politics.  It is difficult to imagine, however, that among all of the attributes that 

filtered from father to son, politics would not be one of them, especially since the political sphere 

was such an important part of Gabriele’s life. 

Rossetti’s interest in politics is evident in two of his poems, “At the Sun-Rise in 1848” 

and “The English Revolution of 1848” which were directly influenced by the European 

Revolutions of 1848. In “At the Sun-Rise, he “cryptically celebrated the overthrow” of the royalty 
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in Europe, and in the second he satirizes the “lower-class pretentions of the English agitators for 

reform.”127 I will discuss the “The English Revolution of 1848” in greater depth later, but 

regardless of their meanings, the poems suggest that at least by the time he was twenty, as early 

as 1848 there is evidence of Rossetti’s interest in political events. However, as Girlhood is a 

religious painting, it is appropriate to delve into Rossetti’s religious influences. We know that 

Frances Polidori was a regular church attendant, and as a child, Rossetti attended Christ Church, 

which was originally Evangelical until the 1840s when it became more ritualistic under the 

Tractarian Movement.128 Gabriele was Roman Catholic, but with a dislike of the papacy and 

organized religion in general. Rossetti, however, in 1865 allegedly said to a friend that,  

I had better tell you frankly at once that I have no such faiths as 

you have. Its default in me does not arise from want of natural 

impulse to believe nor of reflection whether what I should alone 

call belief in a full sense is possible to me. Thus I know that 

while discussion on such points with a believer is painful to me it 

affords me no counterbalancing profit; and I abstain from it 

absolutely. I feel this plain statement due to such sincerity as 

yours, though I do not ordinarily feel bound to explain myself at 

all on the matter.129 

Gabriele Rossetti was not a devout Catholic, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti stopped 

attending church when he began his training at Sass’s.130 I argue that Rossetti’s early paintings, 

specifically those with religious themes, showcase not his own interest in religion, but an interest 

in the world around him, and what he perceived as artwork which would easily sell. This is also 

demonstrated by the lack of religious writing in his correspondence, especially when contrasted to 

Holman Hunt’s letters, which often cite God and Christianity directly in a positive light. 

Therefore, the parental influence on Rossetti was significant both in terms of politics and religion, 
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43 

 

two attributes which in his early works are most prominent. However, I argue that rather than 

influencing his personality, these political and religious influences were educational. Rossetti 

gained an understanding of politics and contemporary Protestant religion, which he would 

consciously utilize in his paintings and poetry. 

Jason Rosenfeld agrees with Bullen’s interpretation that Girlhood was a response to the 

increasingly growing interest in ritual brought forth by the Anglican Tractarian movement.131 

However, Rosenfeld chooses to see the importance of this painting in its links between text and 

imagery, referring to the sonnets which accompanied the work. Nevertheless, it can be safely 

concluded that this painting was a response to the religious fervour of the time, and that Rossetti 

himself did not necessarily believe in the subject matter depicted. As a young artist, seeking fame 

as well as income, this very first Pre-Raphaelite painting was meant to appeal to a wide audience 

in a very specific manner. 

The Girlhood of Mary Virgin and Critical Response 

The Girlhood of the Mary Virgin (Fig. 2.1), Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s first completed oil 

painting, depicts a popular Victorian subject: the education of a young Mary by her mother, St. 

Anne. Mary is shown seated to the right of the painting, wearing a white gown. Her attention is 

directed toward the lily plant in front her an image of which she is busy embroidering while St. 

Anne, seated next to her, watches her work. A child-angel with red wings stands to the left of the 

lily plant while watering it with a small sponge. Like St. Anne, this angel figure is also looking at 

the embroidery in progress. The lily plant is growing out of a small two-handed, patterned vase, 

which itself rests on a stack of books. The titles visible on the books read, Fortitudo, 

Temperentia, Prudentia, Spes, Fides, and Caritas. In the foreground and on the floor Rossetti 

depicts palm branches. There is a small scroll which seems to hold the branches together, and 
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reads, “Tot dolores tot gaudia.” The floor is tiled and provides the strongest indication of 

perspective in the painting. Behind Mary, a wooden portable organ is partially visible, with the 

inscription, “O sis, Laus Deo.” Between St. Anne and the angel, there is a small wall with 

decorative motifs which divides the middle ground and background of the painting. A plain, red 

sheet of cloth is draped over this wall. Immediately behind St. Anne and Mary, there is a dark 

green curtain hanging from a small wooden beam which cuts across the top of the painting. 

Behind the wall, there is a large wooden cross wrapped in leaves and vines. Resting on the wall 

and to the left of the painting, Rossetti depicts a silver oil lamp next to a blossomed rose in a jar. 

Above these objects and resting on another wooden beam is a dove, surrounded by a gold halo. In 

the middle of the painting, and in the background, Rossetti shows us St. Joachim working with 

the foliage which borders the top of the painting. In the far background, we can see a green 

landscape, with a body of water, and a church-like building above a hill. With some subtlety, 

Rossetti has created an arch above the figures which adds a vignette-like effect to the painting. 

Above Mary, St. Anne, and St. Joachim, there are small golden halos, and in those halos Rossetti 

has inscribed the names of the figures as S Maria S.V., S. Anna, and S. Iaochimus. In the bottom 

left corner, Rossetti has included his name, the date of the work, as well as the initials “P.R.B.” 

This is both a realistic and unrealistic portrayal of the scene. It is realistic with regards to 

the attention given to the facial features, the drapery, the foliage, and the general display of the 

scene. At odds with this realism is the rigidity of the space, the flat background, the overly-large 

books, and the confusion of space. It is unclear whether the viewer is presented with an interior or 

exterior scene. What is immediately evident is that there is no one focal point in the painting. This 

is perhaps because the painting is very rigid; all the lines are very straight and mostly run vertical 

or horizontal, and because of the wooden beams, the cross, the curtain, and the embroidery table, 

the viewer is presented with a grid of sorts. If it were not for the lines in the floor, the painting 

would indeed appear much flatter than it currently does. The grid also confuses the subject of the 
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work. The viewer’s eye is at first drawn to St. Anne not only because of her central position but 

also because of the vividness of colour depicted in her clothing and in the red cloth which is 

immediately in front of her. The figure of Mary is underwhelming due to the plainness of her 

clothing and the blank stare which she devotes to the lily. The top right of the painting is most 

interesting. Here, in this grid system, we see four framed areas which contain the dove, the lamp 

and rose, the lilies, and St. Joachim. As in the middle ground, the viewer is not presented with 

just one subject of focus. Instead, each of the four areas are given equal priority. The framing also 

extends to the angel, framed by the lily plant and the top of the balustrade, the figure of St. Anne 

under the cross, and Mary framed by the large curtain. This grid-system alludes to the larger 

meaning of the work: no one symbol supersedes another, there is no singular focal point, and the 

abundance of the symbols can allude to the religious fervour of the mid-nineteenth century. 

The amount of religious symbolism in this painting is simply overt. Some symbolism is 

explained by the two sonnets written by Rossetti which originally accompanied the work: 

 

I 

This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect 

God's Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she 

Was young in Nazareth of Galilee. 

Her kin she cherished with devout respect: 

Her gifts were simpleness of intellect 

And supreme patience. From her mother's knee 

Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity; 

Strong in grave peace; in duty circumspect. 

So held she through her girlhood; as it were 

An angel-watered lily, that near God 



 

46 

 

Grows, and is quiet. Till one dawn, at home, 

She woke in her white bed, and had no fear 

At all,—yet wept till sunshine, and felt awed; 

Because the fulness of the time was come. 

 

II 

These are the symbols. On that cloth of red 

I' the centre, is the Tripoint,—perfect each 

Except the second of its points, to teach 

That Christ is not yet born. The books (whose head 

Is golden Charity, as Paul hath said) 

Those virtues are wherein the soul is rich: 

Therefore on them the lily standeth, which 

Is Innocence, being interpreted. 

The seven-thorned briar and the palm seven-leaved 

Are her great sorrows and her great reward. 

Until the time be full, the Holy One 

Abides without. She soon shall have achieved 

Her perfect purity: yea, God the Lord 

Shall soon vouchsafe His Son to be her Son. 

 

The dove represents the holy spirit, the lily alludes to Mary’s purity, the rose may also be 

the Madonna’s flower, the lamp may both signify piety and stand as a reference to their place of 
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residence.132 The palm branches refer to the passion of Christ, and the inscription binding them 

alludes to the seven joys and seven sorrows of Mary. The inscription on the organ reads, “may 

you be for the praise of God,” which can be related to the alter-like position of the cross, 

signifying the entire setting as a church interior. The red cloth on the balustrade most likely 

alludes to the robe of Christ, which has two sides of an unfinished triangle, related to the holy 

trinity, and the unborn Christ. The red-winged angel stands next to the pile of books which are all 

labelled as cardinal virtues (fortitude, temperance, and prudence) and theological virtues (charity, 

faith, and hope). Here we begin to see evidence of Rossetti’s overbearing insistence on not only 

including a plethora of religious symbols but to absolutely ensure that all of them are seen 

equally, and are clearly understood. This is most apparent in the second book under the lily vase. 

This is the only book in the stack where the viewer is not shown the spine, yet Rossetti still 

inscribes its title in the edges of the pages, so the viewer is not left wondering what it could have 

been. Additionally, as if the title and the accompanying sonnets were not enough to identify the 

scene, Mary, St. Anne, and St. Joachim are all given titles in their halos. Even the angel, clearly 

identified by the wings, has a small star above its head. The cross, once realised, is at the very 

centre of the work, perhaps the true point of focus for Rossetti, at once both hidden and all-

encompassing, around which all else takes place.  

This painting was not displayed at the Royal Academy exhibition alongside paintings by 

Millais and Hunt. It has been suggested this was because the work was not completed at the time. 

However, it is now known that it was deliberately removed from submission at the last minute 

and shown instead at the “Free Exhibition of Modern Art” alongside Rossetti’s mentor, Ford 

                                                      

132 For more on the symbolism in the painting, see David Toff Heffner, “Additional Typological 

Symbolism in Rossetti’s ‘The Girlhood of Mary Virgin,’” Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 5.2 (1985): 

68-80. 



 

48 

 

Madox Brown.133 It was the first publicly displayed Pre-Raphaelite painting.134 Girlhood was 

Rossetti’s attempt at a quick acceptance into the art market. He began the painting when he had 

almost completely run out of money.135 As an artist, he desperately needed a painting which 

would incite interest and sell, launching his career. Luckily for him, the press was not yet keen on 

highlighting his technical difficulties in painting, and, as outlined below, took to the painting 

favourably. The widely-circulated Art Journal called it “the most successful as a pure imitation of 

early Florentine art that we have seen in this country” and wrote that, “the expression and 

character of the features are intense and vivacious, and these, together with the draperies and 

accessories, are elaborated into the highest degree of nicety,” comparing this painting to works by 

Piero della Francesca, and Paolo Uccello.136 The highly successful London literary publication, 

The Athenaeum, did not shy away from a praise-filled review:  

It is pleasant to turn from the mass of the commonplace to a 

manifestation of true mental power, in which Art is made the 

exponent of some high aim, and what is “of the earth, earthy” 

and of the art material is lost sight of in dignified and intellectual 

purpose. Such a work is not from a long-practiced hand, but 

from one young in experience-new to fame-Mr. G. D. Rossetti. 

He has painted The Girlhood of Mary Virgin: a work which for 

its invention and for many parts of its design would be creditable 

to any Exhibition. The picture-which is full of allegory-has much 

of that sacred mysticism inseparable from the works of the early 

masters and much of the tone of the poets of the same time. 

While immature practice is visible…every allusion gives 

evidence of maturity of thought…The personification of the 

Virgin is an achievement worthy of an older hand. Its 

spiritualized attributes and the great sensibility with which it is 

wrought inspire the expectation that Mr. Rossetti will continue to 
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pursue the lofty career which he has here so successfully 

began.137  

As with the Art Journal the reviewer further links this painting to early Florentine art, and 

in this case very specifically to the reformist Savanarola, “who in his day wrought as much 

reform in art as morals.”138 The Athenaeum therefore is content with categorizing this work as a 

reform in art linked with high morality, the “high aim” exhibited. The overt symbolism also does 

not go unnoticed, and Rossetti’s technical difficulties are brushed off as an immaturity of 

technique, not yet matched with the maturity of thought, but thought soon to be so in Rossetti’s 

now successfully begun career. What is noticeable in this review is the confidence with which the 

words are written. The positive review in this case especially, favours the perceived “higher aim” 

over the artistic execution.  

Another widely-circulated London based architectural journal, The Builder, maintained 

that the painting was “finished with extraordinary minuteness and displaying a high tone of mind. 

It is one of the most noticeable pictures in the Gallery,” noticing again, this “higher aim.”139 

Rossetti himself must have considered this quite a success for his very first public picture. 

In a letter to his Aunt Charlotte Polidori, who became his primary financial benefactor 

through his own family’s financial woes, Rossetti acknowledged these reviews and indicated that 

he wanted to use this opportunity to come out to the public as quickly as possible with more 

paintings. He wrote, “that I should come before the public next year as prominently as possible, 

so as to succeed in establishing at once some degree of reputation.”140 There can be no doubt of 

the amount of mental and physical effort put into this debut painting by Rossetti, and of its 

ultimate purpose: to allow him some recognition. He further wrote that, “I have been approved by 
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two other journals whose opinion goes for anything in matters of art-The Athenaeum and The 

Builder.”141 Indeed it would be prudent to try his hand at more paintings knowing he had already 

been approved by his admired journals as well as potentials buyers. He told Charles Lyell that he 

hoped Girlhood would be of interest to “members of a Christian community.”142 Note the use of 

“a community” than “the community,” which shows that the painting was aimed towards the 

generic Christian fervour of the time. 

 

Religion in the Victorian Era 

The early nineteenth-century saw a revival of Catholicism in France, which was echoed in 

England by native Catholics and recently immigrated Irish labourers. The Bill of 1848 opened 

diplomatic relations between the English government and the Papal See, which helped ease 

suspicion of Catholics, but did not diminish it entirely.143 In the mid-nineteenth century, the Papal 

policy for England, which was to erect large Catholic churches and cathedrals, was met with 

predictable discord. The popular opinion saw this as a challenge to royalty and government, itself 

entrenched in Protestant ideology. The formation of new societies such as the Protestant Alliance 

were founded as a result of this movement.144 Government response to this “Papal Aggression” 

was to pass the Ecclesiastical Titles Bill in 1851, which forbade the use of new titles.145 “No 

Popery” chants became commonplace in both speech and the press, with Punch regularly 
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satirizing the situation.146 Catholicism was perceived as a foreign concept, related to both anti-

Irish and anti-Roman sentiment.  

What is important to note, however, is that religious organization and thought in the 

nineteenth century was, in many regards, as diverse and complex as it is today. New scientific 

and philosophical thought challenged many fundamental Christian ideas, and each Christian 

school of thought crafted responses to either uphold their belief systems such as the Evangelicals, 

or to rethink ideologies such as the Unitarians.147 John Wolffe’s attempt at the organization of 

nineteenth-century British religion sheds more light on the subject.148 Categorically, the primary 

religion was, of course, Christianity; however, Wolffe further categorizes the branches of 

Christianity as “official,” “unofficial,” and “quasi-religion.” These categories are not mutually 

exclusive; a government-sanctioned “official” religion could, and had in many cases, branch off 

into “unofficial” religion, which in turn could gain enough followers to be recognized by the 

government. Furthermore, Wolffe considers nationalism a “quasi-religion,” as an ideology which 

has “been held to have generated extensive ritual and symbolic expressions of the nation which 

can be seen as religious.”149 Indeed in can be very beneficial to look into nationalism through 

religion, as the ideologies often run parallel. Protestant anti-Catholicism rather than a secular 

suspicion of Rome was a foremost expression of national pride.150 Wolffe rightly argues that 

religion provided the fundamentals of national identity in Rossetti’s Britain, and nationalist ideas 

were often proclaimed in a religious voice.151  
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One of the most important conclusions drawn from Wolffe’s arguments is that “if people 

thought of their nation and sought, with whatever degree of articulateness, to perceive its identity 

and character, it was language and institutes of its Christianity which usually came most readily 

to mind.”152 The idea of the nation was intrinsically linked with the Protestant religion. This is 

most readily evidenced by the numerous protests against “papal aggression” in the early 1850s. 

Anti-Catholic sentiment became commonplace at Guy Fawkes celebrations, and was spurred by 

the government. Prime Minister Lord John Russell referred to the Roman Catholic hierarchy as “a 

pretension of supremacy over the realm of England…inconsistent with the spiritual independence 

of the nation.”153 Anti-Catholicism has its roots in English culture dating back to the Reformation. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, it was rejuvenated by Cardinal Wiseman’s efforts to restore 

“Catholic England,” by the Prime Minister’s interference, and by the large influx of Irish 

immigrants who were struggling with famine.154 In general terms, the Catholics yearned for a 

conversion of England to Catholicism, while the Protestants, Evangelicals especially, believed 

that straying away from Protestantism, and turning towards Catholicism would bring about divine 

punishment.155  

Roman Catholicism and Evangelical Protestantism were thrown into a sharp divide in the 

mid-nineteenth century, influenced by a variety of factors, the most important of which were 
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perceived international threats to their way of life, including anxiety over the European 

Revolution of 1848. However, these events started critical discussions and investigations into 

theology which eventually led to a diversification of Christian ideology in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century. Wolffe argues that this was fuelled by the 1860 publication of a critical study 

of theology called Essays and Reviews. The Anglican writers aimed to better define doctrine, and 

studied it as any other written work. This publication was evidence of theological diversity 

already at play in other Protestant denominations, and Wolffe is adamant to emphasize that these 

events were already underway at the time of Darwin’s 1859 publication of Origin of Species.156 

The acceptance or tolerance of Darwin’s publication is an indication in itself of the changing 

Protestant population, which less than a decade before was actively involved in anti-Catholic 

demonstrations. This is not to imply that anti-Catholic sentiment no longer existed, but instead 

that Protestant (and even Catholic) denominations were moving towards a more liberal ideology. 

Rossetti’s early career was greatly influenced by religious thought at the time, and the ideological 

clashes between Evangelicals and Catholics would have a profound influence on him. 

Evangelicals were one of the most influential religious groups in the mid-nineteenth 

century, with England having seen an Evangelical revival in the eighteenth century, and 

subsequent revivalist movements in the 1830s and 1840s.157 Evangelicals were a diverse group, 

with members and support from the Church of England and Anglicans, Methodists, Presbyterians, 

Baptists, and Dissenters. Having gained considerable momentum in the first few decades of the 
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nineteenth-century, their numbers and political influence were significant by the 1850s.158 

Catholicism on the other hand, remained subordinate in Protestant thought between the 

Reformation and the nineteenth century. Catholics in England existed in small, remote pockets, 

and as a minority, while in contrast, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, seventy-five 

percent of the Irish population in Britain was Roman Catholic. Catholic prayers for the 

conversion of England became more common in the mid-nineteenth century, which, in addition to 

the building of Catholic places of worship would no doubt have increased Protestant animosity. 

The confrontation of the Evangelical and Catholic revivals in England can be traced back to the 

1830s, when the conversion of the “papists” in Ireland migrated over to England.159 Each group 

was gaining momentum and followers; however, the Evangelical advantages included 

significantly more followers, and a religion rooted in English, anti-Roman history.  

 

“What did Rossetti Believe?” 

Although I argue that Rossetti was not a religious individual, I do not intend to imply that he was 

an atheist or secular. In an attempt to categorize and organize Rossetti’s paintings and poetry, 

scholars such as David Riede have explained the differences between Rossetti’s early and later 

works by citing a shift in belief. Essentially, the argument is that Rossetti gradually moved away 

from Christian belief towards the “Aesthetic,” more sensual works. This is an overt simplification 

which ignores the complex socio-cultural systems at play in the nineteenth century.  

Girlhood was a critical success not because Rossetti was religious, but because his world 

was. The painting fit perfectly within the Protestant, Evangelical mindsets of its viewers. It was 

“Catholic” only its devotion to an earlier aesthetic ideal. Rossetti was aware of his audience, and 

to begin a career in painting successfully would have needed to draw as much of that audience as 
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possible to his oeuvre. The display of symbolism would also have drawn significantly from his 

own Christian experience, especially through his parents. What we then receive in Rossetti’s 

paintings is what Stephen Cheeke calls the “complex modes of religious experience which remain 

alive in Rossetti’s work.”160 For Cheeke, the aesthetics of the Middle Ages were the vocabulary 

for Rossetti’s writings and paintings, and indeed this view can be applied to other artists in 

Rossetti’s circle.161 Cheeke agrees that Christianity was a significant influence on Rossetti’s 

work, yet it is one not easy to quantify. In a letter to James Smetham (1821-1889) in 1865, 

Rossetti confessed that discussions involving religious matter were “painful” to him, yet he was 

not a “confident denier.”162 William Michael Rossetti (1829-1919) commented on his brother and 

religion: “it seemed requisite to say something about my brother’s opinions — or I might rather 

say feelings — on the questions of religion… His opinions on the subject were highly indefinite; 

his utterances often negative, sometimes positive; his interior and essential feelings, a mixture of 

the two, coloured by passion and imagination, hazily distinguishable by himself, and by no means 

to be neatly ticketed by others.”163  

Robert Forsythe, wrote in 1889 that Rossetti was “too realistic, too unconventional in his 

treatment of sacred objects, to be welcome to Catholicism,” and that “the melancholy of Italy is 

always about him; he does not share in the Resurrection spirit of Teutonic genius…He does not 

display the Protestant principle of vigorous truth as he does the Catholic passion of profound 

love. Consequently, his art is not victorious art. It has passion and intellect, but it has not vigour 
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nor victory. To the English mind at least it strikes foreign.”164 Here Rossetti’s “Catholicism” in 

art is directly linked with his Italian background, again highlighting the many dualities in 

Rossetti’s life and work. Girlhood therefore, is a painting replete with religious symbolism. This 

was Rossetti’s attempt at fame, and it was done through a painting which, to Rossetti, captured 

the religious mood of the time, one shifting and evolving into many branches. Since Rossetti 

himself was not religious, we can dismiss the theory that the painting reflects his devout nature. 

Rather, Girlhood, because of its critical success, should be seen as a reflection of the state of 

religion in the mid-nineteenth century. Rossetti was pleased with his success, and would attempt 

to repeat the formula for his second painting. 

 

Painting: The Annunciation 

Stylistically, Ecce Ancilla Domini! (Fig. 2.2) is quite similar to Rossetti’s first painting, The 

Girlhood of the Virgin Mary. Both Mary and the angel Gabriel wear simple white smocks. Mary 

is shown on the right, seated on a bed, with her straight red hair and her arms bared. Gabriel 

stands on the left of the bed, holding a lily branch in his right hand which he extends towards 

Mary. There is a small dove in mid-flight above Gabriel’s left hand. Both figures have golden 

halos surrounding the back of their heads. Rossetti depicts a simple bed under Mary and a blue 

hanging behind her. In the background, framing Gabriel’s profile, is an opening in the wall, 

showing a blue sky and a tall, thin tree. In the foreground of the painting, Rossetti has painted 

what seems to be the embroidery Mary had been creating in Girlhood. Gabriel is shown levitating 

off the ground with his feet alight with fire, and a reflection of the fire light under his feet. His 

shadow provides the strongest indication that his feet are not touching the ground.  

This painting provides the viewer with a Rossetti struggling with the ideals established by 

the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and his own technical ability as a painter. Like his 
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contemporaries Millais and Hunt, Rossetti was clearly attempting to portray the figures with 

utmost accuracy. This is firstly evident in the rendering of the clothing, especially Mary’s. The 

folds in her smock are indeed painted very realistically in terms of line and shadow. A closer 

inspection of Mary’s hair also reveals stark attention to detail. It really does seem as if each strand 

of hair is painted individually. It must be noted, however, that the effect is lessened with the loose 

strands of her hair, which almost seem out of place. The same holds true, although to a lesser 

extent, with Gabriel’s hair. This realism, however, seems to contradict many aspects in the rest of 

the painting. For instance, if we compare the figure of Mary to the bed on which she is seated, the 

effect is immediately noticeable. Essentially, the bed is far too small for Mary, perhaps 

showcasing the difficulties Rossetti felt with foreshortening. Furthermore, it is not at first clear 

whether Gabriel is standing on the floor or levitating. It is clear that Rossetti used a standing 

model, and may most likely have started with the figures of Gabriel and Mary before completing 

the background. Were it not for the rounded shadow to the left of Gabriel’s right foot, we would 

be forced to assume that Gabriel’s feet are touching the ground. The rendering of the fire is also 

questionable. Closer inspection reveals Rossetti’s inability to properly portray the flames. The 

sharp, rigid, and unorderly lines indicate that he may have painted the fire from memory. 

Furthermore, the dove seems to be suspended in mid-air rather than flying, an effect which is 

exaggerated by the stillness of the rest of the painting rather than the rendering of the bird itself. 

As with Girlhood, this painting is entirely too rigid and forced in its inspiration and 

execution. Mary’s expression mirrors the mood of the painting, and perhaps Rossetti’s attitude 

towards the subject matter. Without emotion, she seems to stare at the lily in Gabriel’s hand, as 

well as off into the distance. Almost in the centre of the painting, the lily, the dove, and Gabriel’s 

left hand in blessing seem to be the symbolic focal point of the painting. Although this painting 

does not have nearly as many religious symbols as Girlhood, there still seems to be an insistence 

on the religious nature of the work. The lily, the dove as holy spirit, and the embroidery make a 
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reappearance, and as if these symbols are not sufficient, Gabriel’s left hand in blessing reaffirms 

their significance. It is difficult to perceive Mary’s reaction to the appearance of Gabriel due to 

her blank expression, but if her body language is any indication, she seems most definitely 

apprehensive to receiving the message. Stephen Cheeke writes that “in the extraordinary way in 

which the frightened Virgin shrinks to the end of her white bed, leaning away from the angel 

Gabriel into the wall, we observe a renewal of the psychological reality of the annunciation and a 

symbol of the trepidation with which the subject has been approached by [Rossetti].”165 

This painting depicts Rossetti’s attitude towards the subject matter, as well as, like 

Girlhood, his perception of the religious mood of the time. Whether it was because he focused too 

intently on the figures or paid too little attention to the setting, his ineptitude in comparison with 

Millais and Hunt is apparent, leading to the unsurprisingly negative reactions to this painting in 

the press. This painting continues the work done by Girlhood by presenting religious subject 

matter with obvious symbolism to create a work which would easily sell. In fact, Rossetti 

changed the title of Ecce Ancilla Domini! to The Annunciation to make the painting more suitable 

for the Protestant Belfast businessman Francis McCracken, avoiding further Roman Catholic 

association.166 Rossetti, like Millais and Hunt, kept a close eye on the market, and created works 

accordingly.167 Rossetti was aware that his patrons were religious. Another collector Thomas 

Plint, who also purchased Finding of the Saviour (1854-60, Birmingham) by Hunt, insisted in his 

will that Rossetti’s Mary Magdalene (1877, Delaware) not be sold, but reserved for his 

children.168 

The press it seems was less forgiving this time in its appreciation of this painting. What is 

important to note, however, is that the negative reviews of this painting only appear after the 
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“PRB” initials had been discovered in Academy paintings, and their meaning subsequently 

revealed. It is presumed that one of Rossetti’s friends, Alexander Munro (1825-1871), initially 

told the public of the secret group sometime in April 1850, and by May 1850, the hidden 

meanings behind “PRB” had been published in the Illustrated London News by Angus Reach 

(1821-1856).169  

Before the revelation, The Times singled out Rossetti as a “young artist evidently of talent 

and originality [who] carries his predilection for the mediaeval [sic] so far that his Salvation of 

the Virgin might be a leaf torn of a missal. The figures are tall and lank, the expression of the 

girlish virgin is intense to the highest degree, but there is nothing human in this intensity.”170 

Further the review states that the painting “is the work of a poet, and the frozen character of the 

style is counterbalanced by the visible ferveur [sic] of the artist.”171  

The Observer called this painting “very beautiful, and not withstanding its curious style 

its execution is singularly artistic.”172 The Builder wrote that, “Mr. Rosetti [sic] has shown 

himself a poet-artist; so much real genius-misdirected though it be-pervades, this that one 

wonders how the author can subserviently submit his abilities to so confined a sphere as that of 

the National Institute…this is a striking work for intensity of expression.”173  

By now, however, the meaning of “PRB” had been revealed among the art community, 

and The Athenaeum, which had viewed Girlhood with admiration, had very little positivity 

reserved for Ecce Ancilla Domini. The author of the review wrote that,  

Ignoring all that has made the art great in the works of the 

greatest masters, the school to which Mr. Rosetti [sic] belongs 

would begin the work anew, and accompany the faltering steps 

of its earliest explorers. This is archaeology turned from its 

                                                      

169 Ghose, Rossetti and contemporary criticism, 32; Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-garde, 37. Munro 

was a sculptor who knew the original members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Include the first name 

or initial and full citations the first time you cite. 
170 The Times (15 April 1850), p. 5. 
171 Ibid. 
172 The Observer (14 April 1850), p. 5. 
173 As quoted in Ghose, Rossetti and contemporary criticism, 31. 



 

60 

 

legitimate uses, and made into a mere pendant. Setting at nought 

all the advanced principles of light and shade, colour and 

composition—these men, professing to look only to Nature in its 

truth and simplicity, are the slavish imitators of artistic 

inefficiency…An unintelligent imitation of the mere 

technicalities of old art—golden glories, fanciful scribblings on 

the frames, and other infantine absurdities—constitutes all its 

claim…A work evidently thrust by the artist into the eye of the 

spectator more with the presumption of a teacher than in the 

modesty of a hopeful and true aspiration after excellence.174 

The Athenaeum would further insist on signifying Rossetti’s involvement a few months 

later by writing that, “in point of religious sentiment Rossetti stands the chief of this little band. 

Their ambition is an unhealthy thirst, which seeks notoriety by means of mere conceit. 

Abruptness, singularity, uncouthness are the counters with which they play for fame. Their trick 

is to defy the principles of beauty and the recognized axioms of taste.”175 

Rossetti’s difficulties with accurately portraying scenes with realism are apparent in both 

Girlhood and Ecce and it should be noted that regardless, both paintings received favourable 

reviews, and indeed in some cases glorifying reviews of which any young artist would have been 

proud. I argue that the overt religious symbolism in both paintings was not overlooked by the 

press, and greatly contributed to the positive reviews. The negative reviews therefore can be 

solely linked to the “PRB” movement and its perception by the press.  

Rossetti had already avoided the juried process of the Royal Academy for fear of 

rejection, and the reception of Ecce was enough for Rossetti to declare that he would never 

display in public again. In a letter to William Bell Scott (1811-1890), writing specifically of the 

reviews, he comments: “[The Annunciation] is at the present exhibiting still unsold. It has been a 

great deal abused. The ‘Athenaeum’, for one, which blarneyed me last year, is now dreadfully 

impertinent.”176 Here we see Rossetti acknowledging The Athenaeum, and the fact that it is 

                                                      

174 “National Institution,” The Athenaeum 1173 (20 April 1850), p. 424. 
175  As quoted in Ghose, Rossetti and contemporary criticism, 32-33. 
176 Rossetti Correspondence, “Letter to William Bell Scott, May 1850,” 143. 
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highlighted signifies its importance for the artist and reaffirms its high status in the art world. In 

another letter to Scott a few years later, he upholds his decision to not display in public, writing 

that, “For my own part, I know that whenever, or if ever, I exhibit again, I shall be very careful 

how I submit anything to their mercies,” referring specifically here to the Royal Academy.177 In 

the same year, William Michael Rossetti writes of his brother that “Gabriel now declares that the 

notion of exhibiting in galleries is altogether a mistake, and that won’t, under any foreseeable 

circumstances, give into it.”178 

The negative response to this second painting was influenced by the response to the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood and their perceived aims. To understand the negative perception of the 

group, it is important to turn to Victorian perceptions of nation and nationhood. 

 

The Nation in mid-Victorian thought 

Peter Mandler writes that the British intellectual community saw the 1848 revolutions as 

unnecessary and ultimately foreign, but also showed satisfaction and pride in domestic stability. 

Mandler argues that the principal effect of the 1848 revolutions was a confirmation that England 

had escaped the atavistic nationalism, and reinforced “their consciousness of England as the 

directive centre of a multi-national kingdom and empire, precisely the form that advanced 

civilizations should take.”179 The English also believed that since they controlled land in which 

“uncivilized” peoples lived, it was the English duty to keep control of that land until such a time 

                                                      

177 Ibid., “Letter to William Bell Scott, May 1853,” 254. 
178 Ibid., “William Michael Rossetti writing to William Bell Scott, 1853,” 257. 
179 Peter Mandler, “’Race’ and ‘nation’ in mid-Victorian thought,” in Stefan Collini, et al., eds., History, 

religion and culture: British intellectual history (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 224-244, 

p. 229, 230. Mandler relies too heavily on his “civilizational perspective” and at times completely 

discredits the notion that the English population did gravitate consciously towards an ideal nationalism not 

entirely influenced by ideas of civilization.  
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that the “Celts, Negroes, aborigines” gradually became civilized.180 The civilizational perspective, 

Mandler argues, essentially justified racial distinctions.  

Therefore, to define what it meant to be English, was to search idealizations of the 

people: folklore, customs, songs, and traditions which the English shared, or perhaps could share 

through a dissemination of ideas. For the local English population, events like the 1848 

revolutions, and perhaps to a greater extent the Great Exhibition, forced the nation to look inward, 

leading to many debates about what the word “English” meant. In large part because of the press, 

racial and national consciousness was better recognized in the mid-nineteenth century than in 

previous decades.181 Presenting the results of “English progress” in other countries like India 

through newspapers provided the readers empirical evidence of the positive outcomes of empire. 

Comparing Britain to the rest of the world became a fundamental tool in political writing, 

evidenced in countless newspaper articles from the mid-nineteenth century. However, the articles 

also directed attention the fact that regression was also a possibility, again reminded by the 1848 

revolutions, which involved countries thought to be well on their way to progress. England’s 

progress, therefore, was thought to rely heavily on its English institutions.182 Diane Macleod 

argues further that Evangelical Protestants “used art as a moral teacher.”183 Because they 

“avoided” the revolutions in 1848, they did not equate progress with protest, and looked to their 

past as an explanation for their higher social and cultural standing which saved them from the 

perils being experienced in Europe.184  

                                                      

180 This was also inextricably linked with Christianity, and more specifically Evangelism, which strongly 

saw Christianity as the height of civilization. 
181 As examples of comparative writings, Mandler cites E.B. Taylor, and Sir Henry Maine, and says that the 

full effects of this racial consciousness manifested in the 1860s and 1870s, p. 233. See also Jeffery A. 

Auerbach and Peter H. Hoffenberg, Britain, the empire, and the world at the Great Exhibition of 1851 

(Burlington: Ashgate, 2008); Geoffery Cantor, “Emotional Reactions to the Great Exhibition of 1851,” 

Journal of Victorian Culture 20.2 (2015): 230-245. 
182 Mandler, “’Race’ and ‘nation’ in mid-Victorian thought,” 233. 
183 Diane Macleod, Art and the Victorian middle class, 150. 
184 Despite the Rossetti family’s political past, Macleod does not see Girlhood in “the context of social 

criticism,” writing that Rossetti’s rebellion was more in his attitude than in his subject matter. 
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The rhetoric was heavily influenced by the idea of the individual versus the group. Julia 

Stapleton provides an example of this in R. H. Hutton’s review in the Unitarian journal The 

National Review of Stuart Mill’s On Liberty.185 Hutton took issue with Mill’s work, and like 

many, considered it disrespectful of the English nation. Specifically, Hutton argued that Mill’s 

admiration of the individual’s vigour was impossible to attain without exertion of social pressure, 

and that idea of the individual and a disjointed nation without a singular ideal was threatening. 

For Hutton, “the stimulus to individuality which was once provided by class…had now passed to 

a homogenous English nation.”186 Hutton drew his argument from the erosion of early-nineteenth 

century class and sectarian divisions.187 It is here that we can begin to see in small part the threats 

perceived by the art-viewing community with regards to the Pre-Raphaelites, and especially 

Rossetti, their leader. These debates help provide context for Rossetti’s individuality against 

established institutions such as the Royal Academy, and for responses to Pre-Raphaelite art. 

I argue that these debates on England’s place in the world, and how the English saw themselves 

and their country are primarily responsible for the reception of Rossetti’s second painting. 

London, especially, was a localized hub for these debates. In Victorian Babylon, Lynda Nead 

succinctly presents this idea of an ever-rapid increase in technology, industrialization, and 

population in London, and how the city’s residents perceived the changes.188 Ideas of progress 

were manifested through roads, advents in lighting technology, sewage, and many other examples 

were visible at the Great Exhibition of 1851. England was also going through a time of Medieval 

revival in terms of its neo-Gothic architecture, with churches being built in nearly every town, 

                                                      

185 Julia Stapleton, “Political thought and national identity in Britain, 1850-1950,” in History, Religion and 

Culture: British intellectual history 1750-1950, 245-269, p. 248. The review is from The National Review 

8, in 1859. 
186 Ibid. 
187 Stapleton adequately charts out the debates between Mill and his contemporaries, highlighting the 

change in political thought. She is primarily concerned with the “Indian Mutiny” and the Irish Home Rule 

debate, both of which greatly shaped and directed English thought in the nineteenth century. See also, 

Alvin Jackson, Home rule: an Irish history, 1800-2000 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2003). 
188 The title of the book stems from her comparison of Victorian London with mythical Babylon. 
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which Bentley refers to as “the architectural and religious manifestations of an incipiently anti-

modern desire to recover and reinstate aspects of the past.”189 This look to the past was a direct 

response to the modernisms of their present. It was a nostalgic glance into a time filled with less 

anxiety about the changing world. There was also a separation of the groups as progressivists 

separated from the revivalists and the revivalists from the modern.190 Pugin in Contrasts (1836, 

1841) draws distinctions between the medieval Gothic and modern neoclassical depicting 

“medieval past as a site of everything good and the Victorian present as a site of everything 

bad.”191 Perhaps a more famous example of this is Thomas Carlyle’s influential work, Past and 

Present (1843), one which was avidly absorbed by the early Pre-Raphaelite painters. 

We can then see the reviewers of Rossetti’s paintings in a better context, as falling 

broadly into these camps of progressivists and revivalists. This is, of course, not to assume that an 

individual was one or the other, but would perhaps lean more towards an appreciation for one 

over the other. Those commenting on the Medieval qualities of Rossetti’s paintings, likening 

them to pages of old manuscripts were not simply revivalists, yet “P.R.B.” presented such a harsh 

challenge to the accepted norm of the Royal Academy and its standards that, once revealed, it 

found little support among the art community, and so the admirers of Rossetti’s earlier painting 

could find little to appreciate in The Annunciation, painted by the alleged leader of a band of 

rebellious, inexperienced, anti-progress youth. Richard Garnett (1835-1906) on Rossetti and 

William Morris wrote that they were men “of the middle age, and…[this] increases their interest 

towards ourselves, as giving us what it would be vain to expect from anyone else,” which Bentley 

interprets as Rossetti’s gift of being able to transport one to an earlier time through his paintings 

                                                      

189 D.M. R. Bentley, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s “Absurd,” Antiquarian, and “Modern-Antique” 

Medievalism(s): Girlhood of Mary Virgin, The Bride’s Prelude, and “Stratton Water,”” Victorian Poetry 

51.1 (Spring 2013): 99-125. 
190 Bentley, “Rossetti’s Medievalism(s),” 100. 
191 Bentley, “Rossetti’s Medievalism(s),” 101. 
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and prose.192 This gift was only appreciated by the press before the meaning behind “P.R.B” was 

revealed, at least until prominent figures such as John Ruskin came to the PRB artists’ defence.  

 

The “Cycle of Mary” 

So how then do we begin to discuss Rossetti’s early paintings and poems? Like any other artist, 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti was experimenting with a range of materials, media, and subject matter to 

both explore his own abilities and to establish a name among his contemporaries. At the age of 

twenty-one, when he exhibited Girlhood, he had neither a fully developed philosophy on art, nor 

the technical artistic prowess of Millais or Hunt. Unlike the latter two, however, Rossetti’s 

interests were divided between poetry and painting. Therefore, to establish as a painter, he had to 

rely heavily on his own knowledge of the art community. Girlhood and Annunciation are not just 

the works of someone seeking a rebellious break from artistic tradition, but are carefully 

orchestrated paintings, which succeeded in acquiring critical praise, despite Rossetti’s lack of 

technical painting ability. As mentioned earlier, the greater issue was the reproach and perceived 

threat drawn by the letters “P.R.B.”  

Because of the negative reviews, Rossetti did not exhibit in public again; however, he did 

not abandon his pursuit of a career in painting, and continued, for a time at least, to paint what he 

thought would be perceived as suitable subject matter.193 The best example of this is a 

commission Rossetti accepted in 1853 called Found (Delaware Are Museum) (Fig. 2.3). Rossetti 

did a number of studies for the painting, and because of lapses in patronage, the painting was 

actually finished with some help by Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1898) after Rossetti’s death.194 

                                                      

192 Bentley, “Rossetti’s Medievalism(s),” 119. Garnett was a writer who wrote biographies on figures such 

as Thomas Carlyle, John Milton, and William Blake. 
193 Rossetti did not attempt any truly “Aesthetic” paintings until he had acquired a reputation as an artist, 

alongside which came a steady line of buyers. 
194 Virginia Surtees, The Paintings and Drawings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882), (Oxford: 

Clarenden Press, 1971), 27. It was first commissioned by F. McCracken, then abandoned and 
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Although the painting remains unfinished, we can see Rossetti’s intentions clearly in the original 

drawing at the British Museum (Fig. 2.4). The drawing shows a standing man trying to lift a 

seated woman from the ground by pulling her arms. The woman is shown with her face turned 

towards the wall of a graveyard against which she is shown resting. Behind the man is what we 

assume to be his cart, in which Rossetti has drawn a lamb entangled in a thick net. In the far 

background, we can see Blackfriars’s Bridge and the city of London skyline.  

The subject matter is clear: the drawing shows a “fallen woman,” with prostitution as the 

cause and effect of this label. The man is someone she knew previously, as the text at the bottom 

of the drawing reads, “I remember thee: the kindness of thy youth, the love of thy betrothal.” On 

the gravestone visible through the metal railing above the wall, there is another inscription: 

“There is m[ore] joy am[ong]/ the ange[l]s in hea[ven]/ one sinn[e]r that…” Both texts are from 

the Bible, with the first from Old Testament Jeremiah 2:2 (“betrothal” is used instead of 

“espousal”), and the second from New Testament Luke 15:7. The man has recognized her, yet it 

is unclear from his expression whether he is upset at the past or present. The woman, however, 

seems unwilling to return to the man. F.G. Stephens likened the calf headed for slaughter to the 

life of the girl.195 Regardless of the reasons this painting remained unfinished, what is most 

important is Rossetti’s artistic output at this specific time. In the same year that Rossetti accepted 

this commission, William Holman Hunt had started work on The Awakening Conscience (1853, 

Tate), which upon exhibition at the Royal Academy received a mixed reception, but received 

support from John Ruskin (1819-1900).196 Rossetti’s Found was directly inspired by Holman 

Hunt’s The Awakening Conscience, as Rossetti admits to Hunt in a letter from 1855: “The subject 

had been sometime designed before you left England and will be thought, by anyone who sees it 

                                                      

recommissioned in 1859 by J. Leathart, abandoned again and in 1869 by W. Graham who acquired it after 

Rossetti’s death. 
195 Ibid. 
196 The reviews of this painting are discussed later in the chapter on William Holman Hunt. Ruskin was a 

great admirer of this painting, having written a letter to The Times in its defence in 1854. 
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when (and if) finished, to follow in the wake of your “Awakening Conscience”, but not by 

yourself, as you know I had long had in view subjects taking the same direction as my present 

one.”197 The latter part of Rossetti’s claim is suspect as the only other evidence of his foray into 

the subject matter is the drawing Hesterna Rosa (Tate) from 1853, which illustrates a passage 

from Henry Taylor’s Philip van Artevelde.198 Based on this letter which also includes a detailed 

description of Found, and Rossetti’s decision to soon use “betrothal” instead of “espousal,” it is 

fair to assume that the sketch at the British Museum was completed in late 1854 or early 1855. 

The “fallen woman” theme was quite popular in mid-Victorian art, evidenced by paintings such 

as Richard Redgrave’s The Outcast (1851, Royal Academy).199 What we see here again is 

evidence of Rossetti’s awareness of subject matter popular amongst the public and making works 

that fit very specifically into these themes.  

This is not to claim that Rossetti only painted what he saw as appropriate for the public. 

His own artistic vision, contrary to what many scholars contend, is quite evident even at the early 

stages. Just as he painted, drew, and wrote about Dante, Rossetti also created a “Cycle of Mary” 

images, a recurring theme in his oeuvre.  

It is important to note what Rossetti said about his first painting: “…that symbol of mine 

was a symbol of female excellence. The Virgin being taken as its highest type. It was not 

Childhood but Girlhood.”200 For Rossetti, this was more about a coming-of-age than of the 

typical Victorian education for girls entering womanhood. Rossetti represented not a “child” but a 

“girl,” which highlights Mary’s femininity as well as her age. Rossetti would also later insist that 

the painting be referred to as “‘Girlhood’ & by no means ‘Education.’”201 We then see the “girl” 

                                                      

197 Surtees, 28. 
198 Henry Talor, Philip van Artevelde: a dramatic romance (London: E. Moxon, 1834). 
199 See Judith R. Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian society: women, class, and the state (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1980). 
200 Riede, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the limits of Victorian vision, 41. 
201 Bentley, “Rossetti’s Medievalism(s),” 99. This was in response to the essay “Pre-Raphaelitism,” written 

by William Michael Rossetti which was published in The Specator in 1851. 
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in Girlhood receive the divine message from Gabriel in Ecce Ancilla Domini! and so should view 

the first two paintings as a narrative pair, not just because of the theme but the stylistic 

similarities. These Marian images continue with the studies The Maries at the Foot of the Cross 

(1852, Birmingham City Museum and Art Gallery), and The Annunciation (1852, Birmingham 

City Museum and Art Gallery).  

Between 1855 and 1858, Rossetti began experimenting with watercolours, yet continued 

to fixate on images of Mary with another version of The Annunciation (1855, Agnew’s Gallery, 

London) (Fig. 2.5), a diptych with the images Mary Magdalene Leaving the House of Feasting 

and Mary Nazarene (1857, Tate), and a triptych study titled The Seed of David (1858, Tate) (Fig. 

2.6).202 Between Ecce, Ancilla, Domini! and The Annunciation (1855), there are stark differences. 

Rossetti has moved away from the stiff compositions towards an exterior scene. The angel 

Gabriel now appears to Mary at the edge of a forest as she washes her feet in a stream. They are 

both surrounded by blossoming foliage, and the painting shows similarity in style to Millais’s 

Ferdinand Lured by Ariel (1849, private collection) and The Woodman’s Daughter (1851, 

Guildhall Art Gallery). However, the symbolism of the lily, the dove, and their white clothing 

signifying purity remain the same. 

The study for The Seed of David (Fig. 2.7) in comparison with the final also offers us 

evidence of Rossetti working with the Marian theme, and continuing to show an awareness of his 

audience. The triptych was a commission Rossetti acquired in 1856 for Llandaff Cathedral in 

Cardiff.203 Rossetti seems to have enjoyed receiving this commission as he calls it “a big thing 

                                                      

202 For the images of Mary, Rossetti used models Annie Miller, Elizabeth Siddal, and Jane Morris, among 

others. Analysis of their portrayals as both religious figures and as subjects from more recent literature is 

important, but outside the scope of this study. See for example Debra N. Mancoff, Jane Morris: the Pre-

Raphaelite model of beauty (San Francisco: Pomegranate, 2000), and Jan Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite women: 

images of femininity in Pre-Raphaelite art (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1987). 
203 The oil painting of the triptych was completed in 1864, and retouched in 1869. The triptych is still on 

display inside the cathedral. 
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which I shall go into with a howl of delight after all my small work. I fancy it will pay wellish, 

too.”204 

The Seed of David is a rarely-mentioned painting. At over two meters tall, it stands as one 

of the larger works completed by a younger Rossetti. There are major differences between the 

central panel of the study, and the final painting. The oil painting presents an almost 

claustrophobic feel with the figures of angels, witnesses, and the central figures of Mary and 

Christ. Interestingly, the study shows the same number of figures inside the hut in which the 

Adoration is taking place, yet the figures are portrayed slightly smaller in size and the open door 

to the left the image adds the effect of a larger space. Other than the stylistic differences between 

colour and figural composition, which can be explained by Rossetti’s evolving painterly style, the 

greatest differences are in the portrayals of Mary and the angel we assume to be Gabriel. In the 

study, Mary is almost hidden behind the worshipers of Christ, whereas in the oil she is clearly the 

central figure as her placement is higher above the other interior figures. In the study, the angel 

appears to be the object of focus, with its prominent placement aside from the group and its 

bright, white clothing. We assume this angel to be the very same from the earlier two 

Annunciation images. What is different, however, is that the angel is now depicted with the flag 

of St. George on its right shoulder. This is the clearest indication of a Protestant symbol in 

Rossetti’s work.205 The symbol appears appropriate for the Anglican cathedral, yet the 

watercolour study is clearly another stage of the narrative in Rossetti’s cycle of Mary images. The 

Mary images from the 1850s show a narrative of Mary’s life from “Girlhood” to mother. They 

should not be seen viewed as isolated experiments, but carefully orchestrated compositions, 

which were focused on a grounded, realistic, Protestant representation of Mary.  

                                                      

204 Letter from Rossetti to William Allingham, 6 March 1856, Correspondence v. 2, 101.  
205 No other painting by Rossetti shows such a clear Protestant symbol as the flag.  
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 We see less evidence of religious subject matter in Rossetti’s artistic progress as he 

moved into what has been deemed his “Aesthetic” period, which coincides with his involvement 

with Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909) and William Morris (1834-1896). Indeed, there is 

a shift away from religious subject matter, especially that which catered to his new middle-class, 

Protestant, paying customers. Yet what scholarship into “Aestheticism” reveals is an image of a 

Rossetti who withdraws from mainstream society and becomes obsessed with images depicting 

pleasure.206 This is partly because of the rift between the study of Rossetti’s images and his 

writing. Quite contrary to the above, Rossetti never becomes unaware of contemporary society.207 

Potolsky analyses some of Rossetti’s poetry with political connections and writes that Rossetti 

and Swinburne utilized a new vocabulary to translate “the political into the erotic, the aesthetic 

and the personal—and vice versa—that would define the interests of aestheticism.”208 Rossetti did 

indeed maintain and exhibit knowledge of current affairs through his works, both written and 

painted. The Beloved (The ‘Bride’) (1865-66, Tate) (Fig. 2.8) is the most important example 

Rossetti’s awareness, as it shows the only painting by the artist to feature models of different 

ethnicities in a time rife with rhetoric around race and nation.  

The Beloved, America, and Jamaica 

Rossetti started work on The Beloved in 1863, but did not finish it until late 1865 or early 1866. 

Rossetti made changes to the painting in 1873, idealizing some of the women’s faces.209 The focal 

point of the painting is a red-haired woman wearing ornamented green clothing, shown pulling 

back her head covering using both of hands, to reveal her head. She makes direct eye contact with 

                                                      

206 This stems from writing such as John Guille Millais’s biography (1899) on John Everett Millais, 

discussed in the next chapter. For more on Rossetti’s involvement with Aestheticism, see Elizabeth 

Prettejohn, Art for art’s sake: aestheticism in Victorian painting (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2007), and Elizabeth Prettejohn, ed., After the Pre-Raphaelites: art and aestheticism in Victorian England 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999). 
207 Matthew Potolsky, “Eros and Revolution: Rossetti and Swinburne on Continental Politics,” Victorian 

Studies 57.1 (2015): 585-610. 
208 Potolsky, 606. 
209 Francis Fowle, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti: The Beloved (The ‘Bride’)” Tate (webpage), 2000. 
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the viewer, to whom she is being revealed. She is wearing jewellery on her hands, wrists, neck, 

and head. On either side of her are two women with darker hair, wearing red and holding flowers 

which frame the work at the top corners. The woman on the left makes eye contact with the 

viewer while the one on the right seems to be gazing off into the distance. There are two more 

women in the background who are mostly obscured by the central figure, so that we only see the 

two eyes of the one the right who looks at the viewer, and one eye of the one who does not. In the 

foreground Rossetti has depicted a child from above the chest, holding a vase full of flowers. This 

child also makes eye contact with the viewer, and is shown wearing ornamental jewellery, while 

the only clothing visible is what appears to be a shawl behind the child’s back and around the 

right arm. The child is black, and with the exception of the woman in the back and on the right, 

the rest of the characters are white. This is the only time in Rossetti’s paintings that someone of 

another ethnicity makes an appearance, and that alone makes this work significant.  

The patron for The Beloved was George Rae (1817-1902), a wealthy banker and 

businessman, who also purchased Rossetti’s Monna Vanna (1866, Tate), Fazio’s Mistress (1863-

73, Tate), and Sybilla Palmifera (1866-1870, Lady Lever). In a letter to Rossetti, Rae expressed 

his admiration for The Beloved saying that, “She is impressively lovely…and the whole picture is 

a miracle of art, beauty, and splendour,” which Macleod further interprets as exhibiting a 

“sexually potent atmosphere in which paintings functioned fetishistically as provocations to 

desire.”210 Macleod sees The Beloved in much the same way that D.M.R. Bentley sees Rossetti’s 

later political poetry, especially “After the Liberation of Italy” (1859), and “After the German 

Subjugation of France, 1871”.211 Rossetti expressed his political views in those poems through a 

                                                      

210 Diane Macleod, “The ‘identity’ of the Pre-Raphaelite patrons,” in Re-framing the Pre-Raphaelites, 7-26, 

21. 
211 D. M. R. Bentley, “Political Themes in the work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” Victorian Poetry 17.3 

(1979): 159-179. 
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highly sexualized language—could he therefore also be reacting to a political event through 

sexualized imagery? 

The idea that The Beloved is directly linked with contemporary political thought is briefly 

explored by Jan Marsh. She writes that the picture is ignored in scholarship because it has 

previously only been seen in terms of desire, and the traditional ideals of perceived Pre-

Raphaelite “beauty.”212 Undoubtedly, the picture is aesthetically pleasing, not in the least because 

of Rossetti’s use of a bright colour palette, and the idealized face of the central female figure. F. 

G. Stephens (1827-1907) wrote that the central figure is “without the pride of loveliness or the 

desire for power; the eyes are full of love,” and that her attendants “look with different 

expressions for the effect of the disclosure on the coming man.”213 

Rossetti actively sought a black figure for the painting, and eventually experimented with 

two, a girl and a boy, asking Ford Madox Brown for a “half-caste girl [he] spoke of.”214 When 

Rossetti informed George Rae that he had found his model, Rae was pleased Rossetti had already 

found a “darkie,” yet Rossetti changed his mind and substituted this girl for a black boy he found 

in London.215 Some scholars have argued that the boy was placed purely for aesthetic purposes, 

citing a letter from Rossetti in which he writes: “I mean the colour of my picture be like jewels, 

                                                      

212 Jan Marsh, “For the wolf of the babe he is seeking to devour,” in Ellen Harding, ed., Re-framing the 

Pre-Raphaelites: historical and theoretical essays (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996), 115-126. This is a 

relatively short introduction to the concept of politics in Rossetti’s painting. Marsh does not believe the 

painting is successful visually, as her “eye wanders uneasily around the canvas, circling, but somehow 

avoiding the central figure, who ought to be the centre of visual interest, and continually finding itself 

drawn off centre, to the figure of the child, whose own gaze engages the spectator with more urgency than 

any of the others.” 
213 Marsh, “For the wolf of the babe he is seeking to devour,” 116.  
214 Letter to Ford Madox Brown, 19 December 1864, Correspondence v.3, p. 228. Rossetti writes: “I now 

wish to know whether your recent searches have discovered a little nigger girl (real nigger) about 12 or so.” 

The studies for the children in The Beloved are currently at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery.  
215 Marsh, “For the wolf of the babe he is seeking to devour,” 117. The final image, however, is supposed 

to show a female figure.  
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and the jet would be invaluable.”216 Jan Marsh, however, argues for a political explanation for the 

inclusion of the black figure, and cites the American Civil War as a primary cause.217 

The American Civil War occurred between 1861 and 1865, yet the issue of slavery and 

debates around race were already commonplace in the mid-Victorian era. The press was rife with 

commentary during the war, offering opinions both pro- and anti-slavery. The issue created 

divides between groups, and William Michael Rossetti wrote in Atlantic Monthly: “ ‘I am 

Northerner’ and ‘I am a Southerner’ were…phrases as common on the Englishmen’s lips as ‘I am 

a Liberal’ or ‘I am a Conservative’.”218 There were rifts amongst the circle of artists as well, since 

Swinburne and James Whistler (1834-1903) were “for the slave owners,” and Christina Rossetti 

(1830-1894), Edward Burne-Jones and Ford Madox Brown had at the very least “avowed 

opposition to slavery.”219 Although Rossetti never wrote on the subject of slavery, and since The 

Beloved was not exhibited publicly there are no critical reviews of the painting, Marsh wishes to 

see The Beloved as evidence of Rossetti’s opposition to slavery. Northern Abolitionists sent a 

propaganda team to England in 1863, and their members met with both William Michael Rossetti 

and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. This, in addition to a letter from Rossetti’s Aunt Charlotte Polidori 

which claims that the black child might be “weeping for his Mammy,” suggests to Marsh that The 

Beloved might be connected to the Abolitionist campaign.220 

Although she is quick to dismiss the painting’s portrayal of female beauty to arouse men, 

Marsh does recognize that the painting is a depiction of white masculinity. Its viewer is firstly 

Rossetti, then Rae, and intriguingly, Rae’s wife who “spent half her time in front of it, like 
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‘certain devout Catholic ladies had used to do before their favourite shrines.’”221 The image 

depicts ownership over the bride, her attendants, and the “slave” child who may indeed be 

eliciting sympathy. 

It is also important to note that the actual situation relating to the American Civil War in 

England was much more complex than simply choosing to be pro- or anti-slavery. The war and 

its impact was greater than the morality of race, and was tied closely with British economical 

anxieties. For example, Britain relied heavily on the “South” and its American cotton industry, 

and the potential blockade of the Confederacy in 1861 became a prominent topic for American 

propaganda newspapers in London.222 Newspapers also debated for and against a unified United 

States, relying heavily on economics to persuade their readers. A united America posed a more 

powerful economic threat to Britain, a theory which newspapers such as The London American 

and The Index were quick to utilize in their arguments.223 It seems probable that a significant 

portion of the English support for the South was linked with the production of cotton and its 

dwindling supply. This is true at least in the case of Lancashire and Manchester, who wanted the 

cotton shipments resumed.224 As cotton began to be supplied from British colonies such as India 

and Egypt, pro-Confederacy advocates seemed to have lost their hold on the opinions of the 

English population.225 The case for the North, therefore, seems to be linked with the immorality 

of slave ownership.  

It is of course difficult to conclusively state George Rae’s political intentions regarding 

The Beloved, but as a resident of the industrial, northern port city Liverpool, he would most 

certainly have been involved in these debates, and whether or not he supported a specific cause, 
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the inclusion of the black child would have definitely meant more to him and the painting’s 

viewers than an aesthetic inclusion.226  

The American Civil War was not the only event which created heated debates around 

race in England. I argue that the 1865 Morant Bay events in Jamaica, and the General Eyre 

controversy also play a significant role in understanding The Beloved.  

On 11 October 1865, just six months after the conclusion of the American Civil War, a 

protest by the black population was violently suppressed by the British outside the Court House at 

Morant Bay, Jamaica.227 Edward Eyre (1815-1901), Governor of Jamaica, declared martial law, 

and ordered his men to quell the rebellion by any means necessary. Over the next three weeks, 

Eyre’s forces killed close to 500 people, flogged over 600, and burned over a thousand homes.228 

What the British would subsequently call the “Jamaica Rebellion” became the most severe 

example of suppression by force in British history. This event evoked memories of similar events 

in India referred to as “The First War of Independence, 1857,” or the “Indian Mutiny of 1857.” 

The 1865 massacre also re-established racial hierarchies which would remain in place well into 

the twentieth century. Twenty-three years after the events, J.A. Froude wrote that “in Jamaica 

[memories of the massacre are] ever present in the minds of the Europeans as a [sic] evidence of 

what the negroes are capable when aroused to frenzy.”229  
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The Victorian public first heard news of the events in The Times in November 1865 

under the heading “Insurrection in Jamaica,” calling for additional troops and forces. Later in the 

month, The Times reported that the “negroes were committing great barbarities.”230 This opinion 

from The Times is not surprising as the newspaper was pro-Confederacy during the American 

Civil War. However, most other publications reacted similarly during the early weeks. A week 

after this article, The London Review claimed the “outbreak has no justly assignable cause and no 

shadow of reasonable excuse,” calling the riots “mischief” and the rioters “blood-thirsty,” 

advising the readers to “have a care of putting anything very sharp into their hands, with which 

they might happen to cut…your throat.”231 

As more details from the events emerged, publications were beginning to question the use 

of force by the British. W. E. Gladstone (1809-1898) wrote in December of 1865 that the news 

from Jamaica is “horrible and sickening” and “one hopes against hope that some of it 

fabulous.”232 In the London Review of December 1865, the author writes that once the riots were 

suppressed, “it was the duty of the Governor…to put an end to anything like indiscriminate 

slaughter,” and that “it could not be necessary that for nearly a month after the safety of the 

whites had been assured, parties of troops of volunteers and of Maroons should be allowed and 

encouraged to march about the country, flogging or shooting down every negro whom they met, 

and burning or plundering every house…they happened to suspect.”233 The author of this article 

recounts further details of the atrocities, acknowledging that even though the “rebellion” only 

lasted a few days, the “people of their race had been hunted for the previous three weeks.” The 

author also seems surprised that Governor Eyre did nothing to moderate the violence, comparing 

him to Charles Canning (1812-1862) during the 1857 events in India, who unlike Eyre “did not 
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allow his subordinates to do just what they pleased.”234 As early as 25 November 1865, people 

were beginning to question Governor Eyre’s accounts, and began to suspect him as a perpetrator 

of the atrocities against the black population.235 

As with the American Civil War, the population became separated into two groups, one 

which saw Eyre as a hero, and the other which wished to see him tried for crimes in Jamaica. The 

issue demands a separate study of its own, but we can briefly glimpse the racial attitudes forming 

at this time. As an explanation for the crisis, Edward Bean Underhill wrote in early 1866 that the 

“negro” is “just as unsteady and tiresome as a child…For all the higher uses of civilization the 

negro race is but infant still, —a wonderful infant, and of splendid promise, but needing precisely 

the wise, genial, firm, intelligent, but loving culture which all young things need, if they are to be 

nursed to their prime…our work is to train them for the possession and civilization.”236 On the 

other hand, by August 1866, The London Review was acknowledging the official government 

review of the events, saying that “it would have been nothing short of a national scandal had 

parliament separated without formally condemning the reckless inhumanity of proceedings which 

have cast disgrace on our name.”237 The debates centred around ideas of race and nation, with 

support for or against Governor Eyre, who essentially came to be seen as a hero at first, then as 

someone who should face trial, and finally as one who commanded sympathy for what he had 

been put through by the inquiries.  

Public pressure eventually forced the government to create the “Jamaica Committee” to 

investigate the situation, which had John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) at its head, and whose members 

included Charles Darwin (1809-1882), and Charles Lyell (1797-1875). In Eyre’s defence, a 

committee was formed which included John Ruskin, Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), Alfred Lord 
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Tennyson (1808-1892), and Charles Dickens (1812-1870). The members of committees alone 

give us an idea of the complexity of the issue, especially concerning Dante Rossetti. We know 

that Rossetti drew influence from Tennyson, Ruskin, and Carlyle, who were supporting Eyre, yet 

Rossetti wrote regularly to Charles Lyell who he knew through his father, Gabriele, and it is fair 

to assume that Rossetti would have been familiar with Charles Darwin, as Darwin was close 

friends with Lyell. Rossetti himself does not offer an explanation of his opinion on the matter. 

Yet, curiously, the answer to this question may lie in Rossetti’s depiction of one of the women 

behind the Bride.  

The woman behind the central figure and to the right is identified as Fanny Eaton (1835-

1924).238 Fanny Eaton was born in Jamaica, and was described as someone of “mixed race.”239 

She was a daily cleaner, but also sat as an artist’s model, sitting for A.F. Sandys (1829-1904), 

Rebecca (1832-1886) and Simeon Solomon (1840-1905), Albert Moore (1841-1893), Rossetti, 

Millais, and others. That Rossetti would choose not one, but two models who were not white is 

significant at this time, especially because he had not and would not do so again. I argue that 

Fanny’s Jamaican origin would not have been coincidental for the constantly-aware Rossetti. 

The black community is definitely not as visible as the white in Victorian art, but their 

presence was relatively common in urban centres like London and Liverpool. During the 1840s 

and 1850s, “fugitive slaves” from America had also begun to find asylum in Britain.240 Even 

though it was common to see black individuals in London, intellectual and cultural superiority 

was assumed by white Europeans based on skin colour, and prejudice was common.241 Scholars 

such as Charmaine Nelson have discussed aesthetics and the black body; however, common 
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understanding was that black skin and its depiction was not seen as aesthetic in art, especially 

compared with that of the idealized white female.242 As an artist, Rossetti would have been aware 

of these prejudices and opinions, and would not have chosen black models for his painting 

without careful consideration. The events of the 1860s, I maintain, strongly influenced Rossetti in 

his painting of The Beloved. The American Civil War and the 1865 Jamaica rebellion were the 

most prominent topic of discussion amongst the Victorians. They helped shape current and future 

debates on race, nationalism, and economy. George Rae, the wealthy banker and businessman 

would certainly have appreciated a painting rooted both in the past and the present. Rossetti may 

not have been active in politics, but he was certainly not ignorant of them. 

 

Rossetti and Politics 

D. M. R. Bentley is one of the few scholars to have written about Rossetti’s views on politics.243 

This is primarily because of Max Beerbohm’s (1921) early influential work which described 

Rossetti as showing an indifference to politics his entire life, and one of Rossetti’s own letters in 

which he writes, “consider me exceptionally averse to politics; and I suppose I must be, for I 

never read a parliamentary debate in my life! At the same time, I will add that among those 

whose opinions I most value, some think me not altogether wrong when I venture to speak of the 

momentary momentousness and eternal futility of many noisiest questions. However, you must 

simply view me as a nonentity in any practical relation to such matters.”244 Just as Rossetti was 

not a religious individual, it is fair to describe him as not overtly interested in politics. However, 
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he did show an interest in current affairs, albeit sporadically. Bentley highlights a set of playing 

cards made by Rossetti in 1840-1841 which showed caricatures of popular political figures. 

Although these cards do not display a keen understanding of politics, they at the very least 

showcase a very early interest in politics, one which manifests itself more fully in a poem by 

Rossetti titled, “The English Revolution of 1848 (No connection with over the way).” For 

Bentley, this is a purely satirical poem, mocking the Chartist attempts at a similar revolution in 

England. The poem starts with a dramatic beginning of a movement: 

 Ho ye that nothing have to lose! ho rouse ye, one & all! 

 Come from the sinks of the New Cut,— the purlieus of Vauxhall! 

 Did ye not hear the mighty sound boom by ye as it went? 

 The Seven Dials strike the hour of man's enfranchisement. 

 

 Ho! cock your eyes, my gallant pals, and swing your heavy staves: 

 Remember—Kings and Queens being out, the great cards will be knaves. 

 And when the pack is ours,—oh then, at what a slapping pace 

 Shall the tens be trodden down to five, and the fives kicked down to ace! 

 

 It was but yesterday the Times and Post and Telegraph 

 Told how from France King Louy—Phil was shaken out like chaff: 

 To-morrow, boys, the National, the Siècle, and the Débats, 

 Shall have to tell the self-same tale of “La Reine Victoria.” 

 

By the end of the poem, however, Rossetti’s intentions are made clear:   

 Swathed in foul wood, yon column stood 'mid London's thousand marts; 

 And at their wine, Committee-men grinned as they drank “The Arts.” 

 But our good flint-stones have bowled down each poster-hidden board, 

 And from their hoarded malice our strong hands have stript the hoard. 

 

 Yon column is a prouder thing than Cæsar's triumph-arch! 

 It shall be called “The Column of the Glorious Days of March!” 

 And stone-masons' apprentices shall grow rich men therewith,— 
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 By contract chiselling the names of Jones, and Brown, and Smith. 

 

 Upon what point of London, say, shall our next vengeance burst? 

 Shall the Exchange or Parliament be immolated first? 

 Which of the Squares shall we burn down?—which of the Palaces? 

  ( The speaker is nailed by a policeman.) 

 Oh please Sir don't! It isn't me. It's him. Oh don't Sir please!245 

 

The Chartist is eventually “nailed by a policeman” for his incantations, begging for 

mercy. The text of this poem clearly indicates an advanced level of knowledge of political affairs 

in 1848. The movements in 1848 were reported by every periodical, and some of the major 

publications dedicated an immense effort to relaying both news and opinions. The Athenaeum, 

especially, published a variety of articles on the revolutions. Reporting on the political changes in 

France, a writer for The Athenaeum admires the shifts in ideology relating to the distribution of 

wage and labour, so that “everyone is provisionally qualified for everything.”246 The author, 

however, cannot hide his contempt for the foreign by wishing that the ones who have lost 

revenues do not come to England to seek them. Books were published on the revolutions soon 

after; in fact, some of the earliest books on the movements were published just a few months after 

February 1848.247  

In April, The Athenaeum reviewed and recommended two of these books in a review rife 

with general commentary on progress. The author of the review acknowledged that it was “an 

event which has changed the face of Europe.”248 There is a sense in the article that England did 

not witness such revolutions because of its superiority, both intellectual and moral.249 The author 
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admits that one of the authors did not directly interact with the movement, writing his book in 

London, yet “he is able to examine and sift with more coolness a larger mass of facts, to see their 

relative importance with greater clearness…to arrange them in their natural order, and to present 

the general narrative, if with more vividness than the actual observer, in a more historic form.”250 

Ironically, he author implies that a more accurate depiction of facts can be portrayed by someone 

who has never observed the events. 

The intent, though, is clear: London represents a hub of information, providing 

everything needed to write on international events. Further, the revolution in France is seen as a 

sign of progress, an eventual catch-up with England, as the author writes, that “the law of 

progression—of a perpetual development—is the central principle of the philosophy of history; 

and to its action, direct or indirect, are to be referred all political phenomena,” and “the progress 

of the world is carried on through the agency of ideas.”251 The Great Exhibition of 1851 is now 

viewed as the epoch of English progress, but as this article proves, such rhetoric was already 

being discussed by many a few years earlier. A month before the revolutions, an Athenaeum 

writer comments on the case for making English a language for the world, by saying that “of the 

three great languages of Europe—English, French, and Dutch—it possesses in a higher degree 

than either of its rivals nearly all those natural and accidental advantages which are necessary to 

qualify it for universality.”252 The author was already aware that the language is spoken by over 

sixty million people, and many more would adopt it in the near future. Seen in this rhetoric, it 

places France pre-revolution quite behind England in terms of progress.  

We know, of course, that Rossetti was an avid reader of The Athenaeum, and respected its 

opinions. The publication regarded artists highly, and in an 1848 commentary wrote that, “the 
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world has ceased to worship the sword, and that the man of genius in the hierarchy is above the 

soldier.”253 In his own poem, although Rossetti mentions other publications, he does not mention 

The Athenaeum, yet he would no doubt have been aware of its contents and viewpoints. 

Furthermore, Hunt and Millais both participated in the Chartist demonstration of April 1848, and 

the poet Ebenezer Jones alleges that Rossetti talked only about Chartism when the two met in 

1848.254 This poem portrays a viewpoint which was specifically “English,” highlighting what 

Rossetti saw as menial local efforts to mimic the movements across the channel. Rossetti wrote 

two more poems on the subject, “At the Sun-Rise in 1848,” and “Vox Ecclesiae, Vox Christi.”  

“At the Sun-Rise” takes a much more positive view of the movements, and connects the 

changes with the natural order of religion: 

 

 God said, Let there be light; and there was light. 

   Then heard we sounds as though the Earth did sing 

   And the Earth's angel cried upon the wing: 

 We saw priests fall together and turn white: 

 And covered in the dust from the sun's sight, 

   A king was spied, and yet another king. 

   We said: “The round world keeps its balancing; 

 On this globe, they and we are opposite,— 

 If it is day with us, with them 'tis night. 

   Still, Man, in thy just pride, remember this:— 

     Thou hadst not made that thy sons' sons shall ask 

     What the word king may mean in their day's task, 

   But for the light that led: and if light is, 

 It is because God said, Let there be light.255 

                                                      

253 “Art and Arms,” The Athenaeum 1064 (Mar. 18, 1848): 297. This essay was a response to a minor 

controversy regarding a painting by Marshall Claxton which was donated to the United Service Club. The 

United Service Club demanded Claxton make some changes to the painting. The author disagreed with the 

club, and rigorously defended Claxton. 
254 Bentley, “Political Themes in the work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” 162. 
255 W. M. Rossetti, ed., Works (London: Elllis and Scrutton, 1886), 237. 



 

84 

 

 

Rossetti begins and ends the sonnet with the Biblical quotes from Genesis, and implies not only 

that the revolutions were as necessary as the creation of the universe, but that they are part of this 

natural order and were inevitable. Bentley argues that this sonnet highlights Rossetti’s 

“fundamentally Christian consciousness of history,” and also shows us the use of Christian 

symbolism to define contemporary thought.256 Rossetti’s own view of contemporary Christianity, 

however, is made more apparent in “Vox Ecclesiae, Vox Christi,” which was inspired by the 

Austrian suppression of Hungary in 1849.257 In this poem, Rossetti draws a distinction between 

the “voice of the Church” and the “voice of Christ,” and criticizes the use of force sanctioned by 

the Church for political means.258 

In these three poems, therefore, we not only see ample evidence of Rossetti’s conscious 

knowledge of current political events both local and international, but also his ability to use 

Christian metaphoric and symbolic language to comment on contemporary events.259 In his 

article, Bentley references a few other sonnets written by Rossetti which further highlight the 

artist’s awareness of politics.260 Just as Rossetti depicts Girlhood in an overly-symbolic manner, 

his political sonnets use Christian metaphors. Bentley also directs our attention towards the fact 

that in these sonnets Rossetti was not critical of Christianity, but of its followers. Bentley also 

argues that “Vox Ecclesiae” criticizes the Catholic church and its silence during the 1849 
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violence in Europe.261 Over his lifetime, Rossetti would write many more politically-inspired 

sonnets, such as “After the Liberation of Italy” (1859), “After the German Subjugation of France, 

1871”; he also wrote stanzas on the Duke of Wellington’s funeral, in which he participated and 

commented on its “pompous solemnity.”262 Bentley also argues that “like many politically and 

socially conscious men of his time, Rossetti felt a sense of impending doom as Austria, France, 

and Germany spread their tentacles across Europe and as the brutal materialism and colossal 

bestiality of his own society took it away from the teachings of the true Christianity.”263 Although 

I disagree with the latter part of this statement, since I do not agree that Rossetti was acting 

because of morality-driven religious beliefs, it is important to note the communal feelings of 

Englishmen and their fear of foreign disarray. This should, of course, be coupled with the 

passages from The Athenaeum highlighted earlier which see England as a beacon of progress, one 

that escaped the 1848 revolutions. 

These poems clearly depict that Rossetti was not only conscious of the political 

movements and discourses in his time, but regularly commented on them in his works. The 

Beloved should therefore be seen in the same light, as a comment on current discourses. The use 

of the black child, and especially Fanny Eaton, as the only non-white figures in Rossetti’s 

paintings is directly linked with the American Civil War and more importantly, the Jamaican 

massacre of 1865.  

As discussed by his biographers, Rossetti experimented equally with poetry and painting 

in his search of a career and also in self-expression. It is natural, therefore, to look towards both 

his painting and poetry equally, especially in the many instances where they are equated by the 

artist. These sonnets, and his early paintings especially, portray an understanding of his 

environment, and the use of the vocabulary understood by his contemporaries.  
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In need of a financially viable career in the arts, Rossetti pursued painting with Girlhood 

and Ecce Ancilla Domini! He carefully orchestrated the imagery to suit a Protestant Evangelical 

Christian audience, and found success in his methods, at least until the meaning behind “P.R.B.” 

was revealed. It is unclear whether Rossetti ever wanted the meaning revealed, but we know that 

he was not one to divulge that information to the press. I argue that his second painting would 

have been spared the negative reviews had the press not understood the meanings behind the 

initials “P.R.B.” which conflicted with the Victorian idea of progress, and essentially revealed the 

inability to embrace what the press perceived as a radical shift in thought.  

Although Rossetti refused to exhibit in public after these events, he did not become 

detached from it. He was aware of the needs of the art buyers, and continued to cater to them. 

This is evidenced by his Cycle of Mary images, as well as the “political” Aesthetic paintings and 

poetry of the 1860s. So what did Rossetti himself believe? The answer to this is as complicated as 

the artist himself. Although we know that he was not openly interested in either politics or 

religion, we also know that he did not abstain from either within his creative output. Macleod 

argues that when the Brotherhood disbanded in 1853 as Hunt began preparations for the Holy 

Land and began focusing solely on religious subject matter, and Millais joined the Royal 

Academy and turned away from minute details in his works, “Rossetti drifted further into his self-

absorbed fantasies.”264As I have tried to demonstrate, however, this may not be an accurate 

indication of his beliefs.   

William Michael Rossetti once wrote of Rossetti that, “my brother was in many respects 

an Englishman in grain …and even a prejudiced Englishman quite ready – too ready, I always 

thought – to abuse foreigners.”265 Rossetti spoke Italian, French, and some German, and given his 

father’s background, it seems strange that Rossetti would exhibit such qualities. However, it is 
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also likely that he was influenced by Hunt and Millais, who also shared similar sentiments 

towards foreigners.266 Most of this evidence arises from Rossetti’s commentary on his trip to 

France in 1864, during which time he visited Manet’s studio and may have seen Olympia; he also 

saw works by Millet and Delacroix. Although he admired Delacroix’s work, Rossetti wrote that 

“the whole of French art at present is a beasty slop and really makes one sick.”267 Rossetti’s 

financial situation and status as an artist in the 1860s was much different from the early 1850s, 

and here we have comments from a relatively successful British artist viewing French art much as 

any other British artist: with a certain nationalist sentiment, and disapproval of foreign, and 

potentially threatening art. Rossetti also joined the Rifle Corps alongside Millais, Morris, and 

Hunt, in 1859, in response to national anxieties against the French, which Marsh sees as evidence 

of his “conventional, masculine, patriotic pursuits,” even as she admits his interest waned 

rapidly.268 

Did Rossetti then consider himself to be “English”? At the very least, I suggest he tried to 

assimilate into English culture, probably because he had been labelled an “outsider” from his 

youth. After his death, although some of his contemporaries highlighted his contributions to 

English art, they were sometimes hesitant to refer to him as an “Englishman” directly and 

consistently referred to his Italian background. Further research into Rossetti’s art and 

nationalism can certainly provide answers to these questions. What is most important, however, is 

to not separate Rossetti’s output into the categories of paintings and poetry and, as did his 

contemporaries and commentators in the latter nineteenth century, we must view Rossetti as 

painter/poet.269 It is crucial to analyse this creative activity together as a unit to accurately study 

the artist and his works. 

                                                      

266 These are discussed in their respective chapters.  
267 Marsh, Rossetti: painter and poet, 284.  
268 Marsh, Rossetti: painter and poet, 199. 
269 William Tirebuck, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” Art Journal (Jan 1883), 27-28; “Dante Gabriel Rossetti and 

the Pre-Raphaelite Movement,” Saturday review of politics, literature, science and art 77 (1894), 557-558. 
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Figure 2.1. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Girlhood of Mary Virgin. 1848-49. Oil on canvas. 83.4 by 

65.4 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 2.2. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Ecce Ancilla Domini! (The Annunciation). 1849-50. Oil on 

canvas. 72.4 by 41.9 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 2.3. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Found. 1865-69. Oil on canvas. 76.2 by 88.9 cm. Delaware 

Art Museum, Wilmington.   
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Figure 2.4. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Found. 1853. Ink on paper. 20.5 by 18.1 cm. British Museum, 

London. 
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Figure 2.5. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Annunciation. 1855. Watercolour on paper. 35.5 by 24.7 

cm. Agnew’s Gallery, London. 
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Figure 2.6. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Seed of David. 1858-64. Oil on canvas. 415 by 212 cm. 

Llandaff Cathedral, Cardiff. 
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Figure 2.7. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Seed of David. 1855-57. Watercolour on paper. 40.6 by 

29.2 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 2.8. Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Beloved (The Bride). 1865-66. Oil on canvas. 82.5 by 

76.2 cm. Tate, London. 
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Chapter 3 

Millais 

To thoroughly understand John Everett Millais’s early paintings (1850-1857), previously-labelled 

“Pre-Raphaelite” pictures, it is crucial to examine them within their historical context. Beginning 

with Christ in the House of His Parents (1850), this chapter will argue that the negative responses 

to the painting were directly influenced by the anti-Irish sentiment which was at its height in the 

mid-nineteenth century. Millais’s paintings after Christ, including A Huguenot (1851), The Order 

of Release, 1746 (1853), and News from Home (1857), have traditionally been categorized as 

isolated experiments, or as romantic images inspired by his personal life. However, I contend that 

both the making of the paintings and their reception is closely tied to English national sentiment. 

Furthermore, I shall demonstrate that Millais was aware of this sentiment and specifically catered 

the themes of his paintings to suit public taste. 

 

Early Biographies 

Millais was at the height of his popularity in the late-nineteenth century. In 1896, shortly before 

his death, he was awarded the prestigious title of President of the Royal Academy, and just three 

years after his death, his son John Guille Millais (1865-1931) published a full-length biography of 

his father’s life.270 In the same year, art critic Alfred Lys Baldry (1858-1939) also published a 

biography on Millais.271 These two works became the definitive sources on Millais for many 

decades after, and continue to influence an understanding of the artist’s life. However, like other 

biographies published at the end of the nineteenth century, these two also need careful 

                                                      

270 John Guille Millais, The life and letters of Sir John Everett Millais: president of the Royal Academy 

(London: Methuen, 1899). John Guille supports his writing by supplying letters written by Millais.  
271 A. L. Baldry, Sir John Everett Millais: his art and influence (London: Bell, 1899).  
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consideration as products of their time.272 For example, John Guille Millais spends considerable 

time in his book speaking of his father’s love of sport, fishing, hunting, and the outdoors, tracing 

it back to his youth and a young Millais’s love of cricket.273 Scholars have argued that this was 

done to counter the descriptions of an older Millais who was seen as delicate and thin-figured.274 

John Guille describes his father as “active and strong, and blessed with a most pleasing, good-

tempered, and gentlemanly manner.”275 It is interesting to note that John Guille considers his 

father and Holman Hunt as the only founders of the Pre-Raphaelite Movement, and writes of the 

“un-English Rossetti,” as an “intermittent attendant,” someone who “was never a Pre-Raphaelite 

at heart,” who eventually decided to “follow his own peculiar fancies.”276 John Guille also writes 

that Ruskin had little to do with the movement, citing again Millais’s innate intellect instead.  

 Baldry sees Millais in much the same light, referring to him as a genius, the champion of 

the Pre-Raphaelite Movement, and someone with “straight-forward honesty, the sturdy 

independence, and the masculine vigour, which were the guiding principles of his life…He put 

his real self into his art, and its manly simplicity was the result of his habitual unwillingness to 

confuse himself with side issues.”277 Furthermore, Baldry writes that Millais was “typically 

                                                      

272 Julie Codell has done some work on late-nineteenth century construction of English masculinity, and 

discusses the categorization of Pre-Raphaelite art as a “truly British art.” See Julie F. Codell, “Pre-

Raphaelites from rebels to representatives: masculinity, modernity, and national identity in British and 

Continental art histories, c. 1880-1908,” in Michaela Giebelhausen and Tim Barringer, eds., Writing the 

Pre-Raphaelites: text, context, subtext (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 53-79. 
273 John Guille Millais, The life and letters of Sir John Everett Millais, 21-22. There is also a nationalistic 

context here as John Guille clearly refers to cricket as “England’s game.” 
274 Jason Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais (London: Phaidon Press, 2012), 14. 
275 John Guille Millais, The life and letters of Sir John Everett Millais, 30. This is at odds with G. H. 

Fleming’s biography of Millais (cited below) in which Fleming lists instances where Millais lost his temper 

over the treatment of his works by the Royal Academy and by the press.  
276 John Guille Millais, The life and letters of Sir John Everett Millais, 50-55, 58. The “peculiar fancies” are 

here referring to what we now call Aestheticism. John Guille vigorously stresses that Rossetti had little to 

do with Pre-Raphaelitism, and contrasts Hunt’s “powerful intellect and resolution,” with Rossetti’s 

“perfervid imagination.” It should be noted that at this time the “Decadence” movement, a late-phase of 

Aestheticism, was seen as a threat to norm; it was equated with decline and degeneration. For a brief 

history of Aestheticism in late-nineteenth century, see Carolyn Burdett “Aestheticism and decadence,” 

Discovering Literature: Romantics and Victorians, British Library Online, https://www.bl.uk/romantics-

and-victorians/articles/aestheticism-and-decadence. See also, Paul Fox, ed., Decadences: morality and 

aesthetics in British Literature (Stuttgart: Ibidem, 2006). 
277 A. L. Baldry, Sir John Everett Millais, 14.  
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English, in the best sense, with all the physical and mental attributes that have enabled our race to 

dominate the world, a lover of the country, a good shot, a keen fisherman, and a fearless 

horseman. The very look of him, with his stalwart, well set-up figure, and handsome, self-reliant 

face, conveyed the impression of perfect health of mind and body, and declared the inexhaustible 

vigour of his nature.”278 These biographies are clearly formed by a certain level of bias towards 

Millais, yet help us understand the artist’s popularity in late-nineteenth century England. Recent 

scholarship has attempted to look past these biases.   

 

Early Life 

Although he was born in Southampton on 8 June 1829, Millais spent the majority of youth on the 

island of Jersey, where his father John William Millais (1800-1870) owned land passed down by 

his ancestors.279 Millais gained his primary education from his mother, Mary Emily Hodgkinson 

Evamy (1789-1864), who was knowledgeable in many subjects, including British and European 

history, English literature, mythology, and the teachings of the Bible.280 Millais began receiving 

formal drawing lessons in 1836, after a family trip during which some soldiers Millais had 

sketched remarked on his gifted talent.281 Only a year later, on advice that Millais be sent to 

London to further his art, the entire family left their ancestral home and moved north. It should be 

noted that this sentiment alone attests to the family’s sizeable wealth. Already at the age of eight, 

Millais’s future career was beginning to take form with strong encouragement from his family. In 

                                                      

278 A. L. Baldry, Sir John Everett Millais, 34. This view of Millais as a sportsman is carried forward to his 

descendants in J. N. P. Watson, Millais: three generations in nature, art and sport (London: Sportsman’s, 

1988).  
279 Jason Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais. Millais’s life has traditionally been seen in two phases, Pre-

Raphaelite and society portrait and landscape painter. Rosenfeld’s biography on the artist seeks to find a 

link between these periods through a critical look at his overall oeuvre. 
280 G.H. Fleming, John Everett Millais: a biography (London: Constable, 1998). This is a selective rather 

than exhaustive biography, but it is the first full biography published on Millais since his son John Guille 

Millais’s and Alfred Baldry’s biographies in 1899.   
281 Fleming, John Everett Millais, 9. 
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1839, Millais entered a Society of Arts open drawing competition, and to the surprise of many 

won the silver medal. He then enrolled in Sass’s academy, the same academy which Rossetti 

found tedious and laborious, yet Millais thrived with the repetitive tasks of copying sculptures 

from antiquity. Only ten months after arriving, Millais was encouraged to “try for the 

Academy.”282 Just a year after, in December of 1840, Millais was accepted into the Royal 

Academy at the age of eleven as the youngest student admitted into the academy. 

 The Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy should be considered equivalent to the 

Paris Salon in terms of its prestige and the potential fame it could have brought to an artist. For 

his first try into the exhibition, Millais took his subject from a book titled Elements of Universal 

History and Chronology (1814) by John Luffman (1776-1820), which dealt specifically with 

Francisco Pizarro’s invasion of the Inca Empire in 1532. This was not just a history painting 

which was a popular subject at the time, but was also done in large scale.283 Standards that artists 

at this time aspired to were Italian masters such as Raphael, Rembrandt, and Rubens, and 

idealized history paintings were commonplace on Academy walls.284 In the nineteenth century, 

the Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy, which always opened in May, was a much-

anticipated event. A large part of the middle- and upper-class public felt apprehensive about 

missing the event, and the rooms were usually full of visitors during the early stages of the 

show.285 Unlike Rossetti who, after 1851, never exhibited in public again, Millais would rely on 

the May exhibitions for the rest of his career. He thought of exhibitions as a “necessary artistic 

arena, where as a rule the best works are found out.”286 Pizarro Seizing the Inca of Peru (1846, 

V&A) was favourably reviewed by the press. Considering that Millais’s painting was mentioned 

                                                      

282 Fleming, John Everett Millais, 15.  
283 The final oil painting measures fifty by sixty-eight inches, and contains over twenty figures. 
284 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 17.  
285 Fleming, John Everett Millais, 29. Victorian writer Margaret Oliphant (1828-1897) writes as quoted in 

Fleming: “From all corners of the country, people rich enough to pay a yearly visit to London reckon this 

one of their inducements, and even the hastiest excursion must take a hurried glance ‘at the pictures.’” 
286 Millais as quoted in Fleming, 27. 
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alongside perhaps a fraction of the hundreds at the Royal Academy, the artist must have been 

pleased. Although the painting received positive feedback, it did not break new ground in terms 

of its composition, which can be compared with works by French artists Jacques-Louis David and 

Eugene Delacroix, and Scottish artist David Wilkie (1785-1841).287  

 The Literary Gazette called it a painting “in which everything harmonises into the 

striking composition,” while the Art Journal claimed it was “more worthy of a favourable place 

than many that are being hung.”288 Unfortunately, Millais’s next major painting Cymon and 

Iphigenia (1848, Lady Lever) was rejected from the Summer Exhibition of 1848, and would be 

Millais’s first career rejection. G.H. Fleming writes that if it were not for this rejection, the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood may never have formed. He argues that this rejection drove Millais to 

embrace the radical, rebellious, anti-Academy ideas of Rossetti. Although the timing is 

convenient, the lack of success of this painting has little weight on the formation of the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood. It seems unlikely that had Cymon and Iphigenia been successful, Millais 

would not have met Rossetti, since Hunt and Rossetti shared a studio in 1848, and Millais and 

Hunt were close friends at this time.289 

 Nevertheless, the creation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood inspired Hunt, Rossetti, and 

Millais to experiment with their newly-founded ideas. For Millais, these would take form in his 

first official Pre-Raphaelite painting Isabella (1849, Tate) (Fig. 3.1).290 The painting is inspired 

by the poem, “Isabella, or the Pot of Basil,” by John Keats (1795-1821), and portrays the moment 

Isabella’s merchant brothers realize that there is a romance between Isabella and Lorenzo, an 

                                                      

287 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 19.  
288 Fleming, John Everett Millais, 30. 
289 Many scholars have argued over the formation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Fleming sees this 

painting as the catalyst, while others have cited Rossetti’s influential personality, or Holman Hunt’s 

engraving of The Eve of St. Agnes as the focal point of the groups’ interest. See Fleming, 46, and Timothy 

Hilton, The Pre-Raphaelites (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970).  
290 Unlike Hunt and Rossetti, Millais did not submit painting in 1848 due to a commission he acquired for a 

landscape in Hampstead. The painting, Landscape, Hampstead is currently at Sudley House, Liverpool.  
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employee of her brothers. The painting features immense attention to detail which is most visible 

in the patterns of Isabella’s clothing and the wallpaper behind the diners. Recently, Carol Jacobi 

has discussed the sexual implications behind the work, and has meticulously traced the influences 

behind Millais’s composition to William Hogarth’s The Rake’s Progress, 3: The Orgy (1733, 

John Soane Museum).291  

 The impetus behind the change in style from Pizarro to Isabella is linked to the 

formation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and the group’s philosophy of looking towards 

contemporary examples rather than those from the past. Training at Sass’s and the Royal 

Academy was mimetic, and this lack of creativity is in large part what drove Millais, Rossetti, 

and Hunt to the formation of the Brotherhood.292 Instead of idealized figures, Millais used family 

and friends as models and attempted to portray them truthfully; this attention to detail was 

inspired by a reading of John Ruskin’s Modern Painters (v.1, 1843, and v.2, 1846), which 

advised artists to draw accurately from nature.293 

 The Examiner claimed that Isabella was “pervaded by a bright atmospheric effect truly 

Italian,” and that Isabella’s brother whose leg is raised in the foreground “though bordering on 

caricature, is a vigorous conception.”294 The figures of Isabella and Lorenzo, however, were 

called “failures in respect of figure: and indeed a deficiency in the beauty of form is the 

                                                      

291 Carol Jacobi, 'Sugar, Salt and Curdled Milk: Millais and the Synthetic Subject', Tate Papers, no.18, 

Autumn 2012, http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/18/sugar-salt-and-curdled-milk-

millais-and-the-synthetic-subject, accessed 18 October 2016. Engravings of Hogarth’s paintings were 

widely circulated in the mid-nineteenth century, and Hogarth was highly regarded in the Pre-Raphaelite 

circle. Jacobi is convinced that the shadow formed on the table in the groin area of the brother with his leg 

in the foreground, is a phallic symbol. Although formally this is difficult to deny the similarity, it should be 

noted that the reason this comparison exists is because of the lack of shadow of the brother’s left arm. 

Millais’s shadows at this time are fairly inconsistent; in The Carpenter’s Shop, only one of St. Joseph’s 

arms casts a shadow on the table underneath, and the shadow falls next to his groin area. Similar shadow is 

shown next to the assistant to the left of the painting. These are most likely not sexual, and serve to 

question Jacobi’s analysis of Isabella. 
292 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 29.  
293 F.G. Stephens sat for one Isabella’s brothers, and Rossetti sat for the drinker in the rear. Millais also 

used W.M. Rossetti and his father, John William. See Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 25, 33.  
294 “Fine Arts,” Examiner 2154 (12 May 1849), p.293. 
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prevailing effect of the picture.” The critic also reviewed Hunt’s painting, Rienzi vowing to obtain 

justice for the death of his young brother, slain in a skirmish between the Colonna and the Orsini 

factions (1849, Private Collection), and was eager to highlight the formal faults in the paintings 

for both artists, and as a justification for the type of review, he wrote:  

We dwell without hesitation on the defects of these clever 

pictures, because their artists can afford be reminded of what 

they have yet to learn, and have genius of a sufficiently high 

order to be well worth offering advice to. Their merits are 

imaginative passion, powerful conception of character, rich 

sentiment, and a just sense of the value and importance of 

vigorous artistic arrangement, wonderful at their time of 

life,neither of them, as we have heard, having yet attained his 

twenty-first year. Their defects may be summed up in an 

imperfect perception of the beautiful and harmonious, which 

would appear by a law of nature to be the last faculty that fully 

develops itself in a truly great artist.295 

 

The Literary Gazette echoed this review, relating the painting to early Italian art, and 

saying that the painting was well-drawn except for the protruding leg in the foreground, and the 

reviewer wrote that the painting “carries us back to the period of aspiring but imperfect art.”296 

The pictures must have been clearly noticeable for two relatively unknown artists to warrant such 

attention. The reviewer of The Athenaeum had the most to say on the new artists, and categorized 

Millais’s and Hunt’s paintings as an artistic exercise, one which draws influence from past styles, 

which in this case was early Italian. However, what was perceived as a literal copying of early 

Italian style was seen with anxiety by the reviewer, who wrote: “unwise would it be were the 

literary student to recur to days when our vernacular was under the immediate influence of 

German or French association for his phraseology in a time when our language is rich and 

complete…To attempt to engraft the genius of foreign nations upon our own is indeed a most 

                                                      

295 Ibid.  
296 “Fine Arts,” The Literary Gazette 1690 (9 June 1849), p.433. 
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dangerous experiment. National art and taste are infallibly destroyed, and foreign excellence is 

rarely if ever attained.”297  

The reviewers of Isabella had clearly recognized a shift in style and were grasping for a 

language to understand it. Millais’s age was considered a viable factor, as the writers attributed 

the change in style to an artist whose art is not yet fully developed. The label “imperfect” was 

applied to early Italian art, which would therefore lead to imperfect results in Isabella.298 The 

Athenaeum insisted that copying so faithfully from “foreign” influence was dangerous, especially 

in light of an English, “rich and complete” pictorial style. Nevertheless, no reviewer remarked on 

the “PRB” initials painted on the bench underneath Isabella, and the formation of the 

Brotherhood remained a secret. The understanding was that with age and experience, Millais’s 

and Hunt’s styles would eventually align with those of other English painters.299  

Immediately after Isabella, Millais began work for his next paintings, Ferdinand lured by 

Ariel (1849-50, Makins Collection), Portrait of James Wyatt and his granddaughter, Mary Wyatt 

(1849, Lloyd-Webber Collection), and Christ in the House of his Parents (The Carpenter’s Shop) 

(1849-50, Tate) (Fig. 3.2), the last of which would perhaps become his most important work. The 

first two, however, are also significant. Ferdinand displays an acute attention to natural detail 

which would later resurface in Ophelia (1851-52, Tate). The subject was taken from William 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1611), and the final painting accompanied by lines from “Act I.” 

Millais spent nearly four months working on the background of the picture, and painted the 

figures afterwards, which was contrasted to the traditional way of painting in which the 

background was considered secondary to the figures.300 The portrait of James Wyatt, an art-

                                                      

297 “Fine Arts: Royal Academy,” The Athenaeum 1127 (2 June 1849), p. 575. The quote within is from an 

unnamed German critic cited by the reviewer. 
298 The Art Journal also cited “Florentine” art as an influence for the painting. See Fleming, 53.  
299 Both Millais’s and Hunt’s paintings were hung next to each other and slightly above “the line,” which 

was not eye-level but around six feet high, and was considered optimal location for display at the Royal 

Academy.  
300 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 38. 
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dealer, collector, and former mayor of Oxford, was completed before Ferdinand, and shows 

portraiture as completed with a Pre-Raphaelite philosophy: an attention to detail and a lack of true 

idealization.301  

 

The Carpenter’s Shop and Victorian xenophobia 

His third picture, Christ in the House of his Parents (The Carpenter’s Shop), was his most 

ambitious. Jason Rosenfeld writes that while Millais was in Oxford working on Ferdinand he may 

have been influenced by a religious lecture which was the spark for The Carpenter’s Shop. 

Oxford, the centre of the debates around High Anglican Tractarianism, had many supporters of 

the Gothic Revival and the more ritualistic aspects of church worship.302 Millais never confirmed 

nor denied that the Oxford movement influenced his painting. Furthermore, Millais would repeat 

the use of friends and family as models, and would once again rely heavily on the use of symbols. 

In Isabella, the nut-cracker held by the brother, the sliced orange, and the spilled salt all refer to 

the eventual murder of Lorenzo. In Carpenter’s Shop there is similar suggestive imagery.  

The picture shows six figures centred around a wooden table. In the foreground, there is a 

young boy with red hair wearing a simple, white smock. This boy has a wound on the palm of his 

right hand and is about to kiss the left cheek of the woman on his right. This woman is kneeling 

next to the boy, wearing a white scarf and a blue dress. Her right foot is partially protruding from 

the back of the dress. Behind them is the wooden table, and on either side of the table are two 

male figures. The figure on the left is wearing short pants, on top of which he has tied a 

decorative cloth. He seems to be looking at the boy and his wound. The figure on the right is an 

older man, wearing a bright red shirt, and is inspecting the boy’s wounded hand. Behind the table, 

                                                      

301 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 41. Millais painted a companion portrait of Eliza Wyatt and her 

daughter (1850, Tate), yet stylistically it is much different. The poses are stiff, and stylistically the painting 

is more similar to early Italian art than the portrait of James Wyatt. Rosenfeld also hints that the daughter’s 

pose in Eliza Wyatt and her daughter, Sarah is reminiscent of poses in daguerreotypes.  
302 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 44. 
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Millais has painted an older female figure, wearing a scarf and a shawl, with a green dress. She is 

reaching out to pair of pliers and a nail protruding from the table. On the far right of the painting 

there is another boy, slightly older than the boy in the centre, holding a bowl full of water, and 

wearing fur around his waist. On the floor of this setting there are numerous wood shavings 

placed randomly. Behind the figures is a small wall, in front of which is a ladder and carpentry 

tools. There is a dove seated on the second step of the ladder. Behind this wall on the right is 

another wall with a semi-circular window, with a bird bath, and foliage outside. On the left is an 

open doorway, behind which are green fields and a herd of sheep looking towards the viewer.  

There are many symbols in this painting that refer to the future Passion of Christ: the 

dove on the ladder, reflecting the Holy Spirit, the boy holding the bowl, portraying St. John and 

the baptism, the wound on the hand and the nail referring to the Crucifixion, and the sheep which 

represent the future followers of Christ.303 Millais painted from an actual carpenter’s shop on 

Oxford Street in late 1849 and early 1850, and carefully painted “an authentic Hebrew cloak” for 

the assistant.304 However, the painting is not without precedent. It shows remarkable similarity to 

John Rogers Herbert’s Our Saviour Subject to his Parents at Nazareth (‘The Youth of Our Lord’) 

(1847, Guildhall Art Gallery) (Fig. 3.3).305 Exhibited only three years prior at the Royal 

Academy, Millais would have surely seen the painting. It shows a young Christ, wearing shades 

of blue and white very similar to those of Mary’s clothing in Carpenter’s Shop. As with Millais’s 

painting, Herbert’s also foretells the Crucifixion as two pieces of wood in the shape of a cross in 

the middle of the painting. Intriguingly, Millais’s early studies for Christ are similar to Herbert’s 

(Fig. 3.5, Fig. 3.5). In both drawings, Christ is shown with long hair, and seems a bit older than 

depicted in the final painting. Christ is also portrayed wearing a wider collar and folded sleeves, 

                                                      

303 The sheep as Christians recur frequently as a symbol in Victorian art, most notably in the works of 

Holman Hunt as discussed in the next chapter.  
304 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 46. 
305 Tim Barringer makes this connection in the 2012 Tate exhibition catalogue. See Pre-Raphaelites: 

Victorian avant-garde, 31. 
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similar again to Herbert’s than the final painting. The latter study further illustrates Millais’s 

thought process as it shows supernatural and less subtle religious imagery. There is a clear halo 

above Christ’s head, and in between Christ and Mary and in the background, there a metal tool 

which is clearly depicted in the shape of the cross, much like the wooden pieces in Herbert’s 

painting. Perhaps the realism and subtlety with which Millais executed the final painting can be 

attributed to a desire to dismiss potential comparisons to earlier work, in the hopes of presenting a 

novel idea. Herbert’s painting was the first mentioned in the review for the 1847 exhibition in The 

Athenaeum, and was written about as “one of the most poetical and imaginative.”306 The writer 

further claimed that it was “one of a very few instances in the present Exhibition wherein the 

painter may be said to have made the language of his art subserve a high object. Mr. Herbert has 

here exhibited a great example of creative power and visibly thrown into it that energy employed 

in the scriptural illustrations of the old painter…Spirituality is its high attribute; to which are 

united just expression, fine colour, and good drawing.”307 This was a fitting example from which 

to draw upon, yet Millais would employ his new-found ideals and creativity to ensure the work 

stood out among the rest through both stylistic and thematic changes. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Angus Reach in an unsigned column revealed the 

meaning behind the “PRB” initials. Reach did this through a column in the Illustrated London 

News on 4 May 1850, which read, “Has any casual reader of art criticism been puzzled by three 

mysterious letters, denoting a new-fashioned school of painting? The hieroglyphics are “PRB”, 

the initials of ‘Pre-Raffaelite Brotherhood.’ To this league belong ingenious gentlemen 

who…setting aside Raffaelles, Guidos, Titians, and all such small-beer daubers, devote their 

energies to reproductions of saints squeezed out perfectly flat…The ‘PRBs’ would, if they could, 

                                                      

306 “Fine Arts,” The Athenaeum 1020 (15 May 1847), p. 526-527. 
307 Ibid.  
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make men and women like artfully-shaped and coloured pancakes.”308 As with Rossetti, Millais 

would face harsh criticism fuelled by this revelation.  

 The Art Journal admitted that the painting was well-composed by a talented painter, yet 

that while “Greek Art raised men to the level of the gods…the class of which we speak is a 

foretaste of the grave. It is scarcely necessary to say that the same end may be arrived at by an 

instrumentality less repulsive.”309 The reviewer took issue with the realistic representations of the 

holy figures, writing that “in colour and in the attenuation of the limbs, the impersonation of 

Joseph seems to have been realised from a subject after having served a course of study in a 

dissecting room. There are characteristics in the other figures equally objectionable…the 

improprieties of the picture are manifold.”310 Buck’s Herald also remarked on the flatness of the 

figures and faces, and wrote that Millais’s painting was in “very bad taste” and considered it an 

“unnatural picture.”311 The Times grouped Millais with the other Pre-Raphaelites, and wrote that 

The Carpenter’s Shop, which was exhibited without a title, was “revolting” and “disgusting,” and 

an example of “perverted taste”; the author was most concerned with the lack of idealization, 

writing that it was painted “with no conceivable omission of misery, of dirt, and even disease, all 

finished with the same loathsome minuteness.”312 Blackwood’s Magazine wrote that the Pre-

Raphaelites “delight in ugliness and revel in disease…We can hardly imagine anything more 

ugly, graceless, and unpleasant” than Millais’s painting.313 Punch suggested that Millais make 

illustrations for “Cooper’s Surgical Dictionary,” which again deals with the physiognomy of the 

figures.314 

                                                      

308 On May 4th, The Literary Gazette and John Bull also contained columns discussing a new school of 

thought, although they do not mention the Brotherhood by name. See Fleming, John Everett Millais, 59-60. 
309 Art Journal (June 1850), p. 175. 
310 Ibid.  
311 Buck’s Herald (18 May 1850), p.6. 
312 The Times (9 May 1850), p. 5. 
313 As quoted in Fleming, John Everett Millais, 61-62. 
314 Ibid.  
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In its review of the painting, The Builder wrote that Millais portrayed “the youthful 

Saviour as a red-headed Jew boy.”315 This “red-head” feature was also remarked by Charles 

Dickens (1812-1870) in Household Words, which is perhaps the most cited review of this 

painting. He called the painting “odious, repulsive, and revolting,” and further wrote that, 

In the foreground of that carpenter’s shop is a hideous, wry-

necked, blubbering, red-headed boy, in a bed-gown; who appears 

to have received a poke in the hand, from the stick of another 

boy with whom he has been playing in an adjacent gutter, and to 

be holding it up for the contemplation of a kneeling woman, so 

horrible in her ugliness, that (supposing it were possible for any 

human creature to exist for a moment with that dislocated throat) 

she would stand out from the rest of the company as a Monster, 

in the vilest cabaret of France, or the lowest gin-shop in 

England….Wherever it is possible to express ugliness of feature, 

limb, or attitude, you have it expressed. Such men as the 

carpenters might be undressed in any hospital where dirty 

drunkards, in a high state of varicose veins, are received.316 

Dickens warns that the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood have set a dangerous precedent for 

future rebellious groups, which he considers equally ridiculous, and consistently calls the 

Brotherhood and their art “retrogressive.”317 To understand this almost universal negative 

criticism of the painting, scholars have extensively studied the context behind the painting. 

Unsurprisingly, it was the lack of idealization with which critics took the greatest issue. 

Representing the Holy Family with utmost realism was, at that point, a truly modern idea. Yet the 

discussion around the physical features ventures beyond a defence of religious idealism. To 

viewers, the painting was abject, and its novelty forced them to look beyond the realm of 

aesthetics to account for the realistic representations.318 

                                                      

315 The Builder 382 (1 June 1850), p.256. 
316 “Old lamps for new ones,” Household Words 12 (15 June 1850), p. 12-13. 
317 It should be noted that not all reviews of the painting were negative, and that The Manchester Guardian 

and The New Monthly Review posted positive comments. See Fleming, 65; Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 

48-49. 
318 For a full discussion, see J. Bullen, The Pre-Raphaelite Body: fear and desire in painting, poetry, and 

criticism (New York: Clarendon Press, 1998).  
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Yet the reaction itself to this painting has previously not been contextualized. A critical 

analysis of the reaction and its subsequent placement into a wider socio-historical context allows 

us to fully comprehend the mindset of the Victorian middle-class man. That this painting was 

seen as retrogressive has been discussed in terms of the religious anti-Catholic context.319 The “no 

popery” movement is believed to have had an impact on the reviews of this painting, as its 

retrogression was seen as similar to that of Catholicism in a newly-reformed England. The peak 

of anti-Catholicism coincided with the exhibition of this painting with the emergence of 

numerous Protestant, anti-Catholic societies, and flourishing of others such as the Orange 

Order.320 However, I argue that the negative reviews are also influenced by Victorian xenophobia, 

and the language employed in the reviews, which specifically discusses bodies and unappealing 

features or environments, borrows heavily from xenophobic vocabulary.  

 

The Victorians and the Irish “Other” 

The rise in anti-Catholic sentiment in the mid-nineteenth century is linked with the significant 

influx of Irish Catholic immigrants into England in the 1840s. The Great Famine (1846-50), also 

known as the Irish Potato Famine, took the lives of over a million people in Ireland, and caused 

an equal number to flee overseas.321 The migrants and their descendants may have increased the 

Irish population in England by almost a million people.322 In Ireland, crops failed completely in 

1845 and 1848, and during the famine the population struggled with typhus, dysentery, and 

cholera. The famine was blamed on Providence, and English reaction which started with shock, 

                                                      

319 See, J. Bullen, Rosenfeld; Malcolm Warner, The Pre-Raphaelites in Context (1992); Tim Barringer, 

Reading the Pre-Raphaelites (1998); Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (2000).  
320 Panikos Panayi, An Immigration history of Britain: multicultural racism since 1800 (Harlow, Pearson 

Education ltd., 2010), 223. 
321  Hazel Waters, “The Great Famine and the rise of anti-Irish racism,” Race & Class 37.1 (1995): 95-108. 
322 Graham Davis, The Irish in Britain, 1815-1914 (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1991), 140. 
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eventually took the form of complaints about cost of relief, and a “disavowal of responsibility to 

the ungrateful and inadequate Irish.”323  

Anti-Irish racism has a long history in England, and centuries of hostility against Ireland 

fostered an opinion of the Irish as a separate, inferior race to the English, one which was 

dishonest, idled in poverty and disorder, and stood as an example of “corrupt Catholicism” in 

contrast to English “manly and modern Protestantism.”324 A few years before the Famine, 

Thomas Carlyle wrote of the Irish as “the sorest evil this country has to strive with. In his rags 

and laughing savagery, he is there to undertake all work that can be done by strength of hand and 

back–for wages that will purchase him potatoes;” Ireland, like many other nations in the 

nineteenth century, served to better define England, and what it meant to be English.325 L. P. 

Curtis has done extensive work Irish prejudices in nineteenth-century England, and writes that in 

the mid-nineteenth century, educated Englishmen were taught that at least five different races 

inhabited the British Isles, labelled the Britons, Saxons, Celts, Danes, and Normans.326 Many 

Victorians accepted these distinctions, and defined traits associated with each “race,” which 

inevitably lead to distinctive racial division.327 For the Irish Celts, the majority of these traits were 

assigned because of differences in religion, and based on a stereotypical categorization of Irish 

behaviour.328 In Victorian England, differences between “Irish” and “Catholic” were 

imperceptible, and Irish Catholics were constantly reminded that “English Protestants regarded 

their religious beliefs as a mixture of anathema, superstition, and papal despotism.”329  

                                                      

323 Waters, “The Great Famine and the rise of anti-Irish racism,” 96. 
324 Waters, “The Great Famine and the rise of anti-Irish racism,” 98. Even potato farming by the Irish was 

referred to as the “lazy-bed system” by the English. 
325 Thomas Carlyle, Chartism (London: J. Fraser, 1840), 28. 
326 L. P. Curtis, Anglo-Saxons and Celts: a study of anti-Irish prejudice in Victorian England (Bridgeport: 

University of Bridgeport, 1968), 21. 
327 In the absence of scientific research, the distinctions and traits were considered more plausible and 

easily acceptable.  
328 Curtis, Anglo-Saxons and Celts, 22.  
329 Curtis, Anglo-Saxons and Celts, 26. 
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It is also important to note that the Victorians believed the stereotypes of the Irish to be 

linked intrinsically with their genetics, and the only possible outcome to advance the Irish “race” 

was a long-term hybridization of the Irish and Anglo-Saxons.330 The “failures” of the Irish were a 

benchmark to determine English success.331 As early as 1836, Benjamin Disraeli (1804-1881) 

wrote in The Times that the Irish “hate our free and fertile isle. They hate our order, our 

civilization, our enterprising industry, our sustained courage, our decorous liberty, our pure 

religion. This wild, reckless, indolent, uncertain and superstitious race have no sympathy with the 

English character.”332 The “Paddy,” the English stereotype of Irish character, was also compared 

with the pig, an assumed inhabitant of every Irish household; upper-class English, concerned with 

sanitation, saw the Irish as living in a continuous state of squalor.333 In 1845, the historian James 

Anthony Froude (1818-1894) wrote of the Irish as “more like tribes of squalid apes than human 

beings.”334 These are just a few of the examples of rampant anti-Irish prejudice in nineteenth-

century England. Fuelled by the influx of Irish population, the Irish Famine served to highlight 

these views further, and the discourse around the Irish and squalor became entrenched in 

Victorian imagination. 

The Famine was intensely nationalistic, with the Quarterly Review writing that it was 

made worse by “the indolence and improvidence of the national character” and by “the ceaseless 

political and sacerdotal agitation of [Ireland].”335 The English government was quick to shun 

responsibility and blamed the Irish government for its inadequate response in dealing with the 

                                                      

330 Curtis, Anglo-Saxons and Celts, 31. 
331 Information on the Irish in England came from limited contact with the Irish in Britain, or from fictitious 

accounts in memoirs, history books, and politically motivated writing in the press. See Curtis, 34. 
332 As quoted in Curtis, Anglo-Saxons and Celts, 50-51. 
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crisis, which itself was greatly undermined in the English press. Irish character was seen as 

incompatible with social progress, anticipating the “partial extermination of the race from the coil 

of Ireland” through emigration.336 By 1848, even though the Famine was no longer being 

discussed in the press, the negative commentary on the Irish had become commonplace. Irish 

population swelled in major centres such as Liverpool, Manchester, and London, and the new 

incomers were often starving and suffering from disease.337 The press echoed hostility towards 

the newcomers, writing that “the scum of Ireland come to Liverpool and die in the thousands,” 

that the Irish “armies” whose “sole but terrible weapons are the famine and pestilence they suffer 

and convey…No pen can convey the spectacle of England positively invaded, overrun, devoured, 

infected, poisoned and desolated by Irish pauperism.”338 Leon M. Faucher (1803-1854) described 

the Irish in Manchester as “the most dirty and unhealthy of the population.”339 Garnet Wolseley 

(1833-1913) also found the Irish physically repellent, describing them as “garnished with the dirt 

and squalor which they seem to love as dearly as their religion.”340 The anti-Catholic sentiment of 

the 1840s and 1850s found a scapegoat in the form of the poor Catholic Irish.341 The Irish “race” 

was seen as one with the “Irish religion,” and the Famine solidified anti-Irish hostility for decades 

to come.342  

                                                      

336 Waters, “The Great Famine and the rise of anti-Irish racism,” 104. 
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Dickens in context 

Household Words (1850-1859) was Charles Dickens’s magazine, one which he scrupulously 

edited for its nine-year run. The weekly magazine was geared towards the middle class, and 

frequently featured opinion columns. Dickens primarily used the journal as a mouthpiece of his 

opinions.343 The articles ranged from strict opinion pieces to reviews of laws and economy, and 

included fictional narratives which commented directly on current events. Xenophobic views 

were visible throughout the journal’s publication, but the consistency with which anti-Irish 

sentiment was published demands closer inspection. Dickens’s review of Millais’s The 

Carpenter’s Shop is cited in almost every modern analysis of the painting. The language in 

Dickens’s review of the painting bears similarity to the language he uses to describe the Irish. In 

May 1850, he generalizes the Irish as drunks, fighters, those who swear, and make many 

mistakes.344 In October of the same year, another article uses a narrative with fantastical elements 

to peek into the lives of the Irish. The text reads: “Paddies and pigs, more than half naked 

children, a mud hut with a hole for a door and a hole for a window, and one room inside for the 

pig-sty, parlour, bedrooms, drawing-room, and kitchen. My dear fellow that is Ireland.”345 In the 

story, the protagonist, an M. P. from London, provides precedent for his anti-Irish views with the 

writings of John Stuart Mill, a speech given by Robert Peel, and writings from other publications 

such as The Edinburgh Review. The unnamed protagonist goes on to say that “facts, history, are 

all clear against the theory of an inherent perverseness in the Irish race.”346  

                                                      

343 Sebine Clemm, “‘Amidst the heterogenous masses’: Charles Dickens’s Household Words and the Great 
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Dickens also describes “Celtic physiognomy” as “the small and somewhat up-turned 

nose; the black tint of skin; the eye now looking grey, now black; the freckled cheek, and sandy 

hair.”347 Yet he is quick to always discuss Irish character in relation, as he describes a Famine 

setting: “There was in the yard a more active beggar;—the pig. Two stout, merry girls, bare-

legged and untidy, were sitting on the ground, before a great heap of potatoes…There was a third 

girl...provoking the others—one of whom got into a passion, and showed it, as Irish people do 

when they get angry.”348 The tropes of the Irish and the pig show up consistently in the writings. 

In another article which focused on the economy and the trade in pigs, opportunity is taken again 

to highlight anti-Irish sentiment. Speaking of English pigs, the author writes that they “are better 

fed than the Irish, but the latter are more important to their owners; for it remains too often true 

that the pig is ‘the gintleman that pas the rint.’ They are often bedded better than the children of 

the cotter, and if he had anything better than potatoes to give them, he would do so…poor Paddy 

can seldom afford to eat his own pig.”349 Dickens’s repulsion at The Carpenter’s Shop borrowed 

language from the xenophobic discourse on the Irish, readily present in his own magazine.  

In his analysis of the painting, Jason Rosenfeld highlights the anti-Semitic tone of some 

of the reviews, especially the “red-headed Jew boy” reference from The Builder and Charles 

Dickens’s use of “red-headed boy” as a “lightly veiled anti-Semitic slur.”350 While the anti-

Semitic tone is present, I argue that it was a general Victorian xenophobia which created an 

“other” for the English which influenced the reviews of this painting, rather than a specific type 

of racism. This is evident in the comparisons which the Victorians made between different races, 

which helps to reveal English character more than those which they attempted to define.  
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Anti-Semitism in the Victorian era was rampant, and it was argued that Jews could never 

officially be part of the state and English culture. Yet Jews enjoyed more political freedoms in 

Britain than in other European nations, their numbers, especially compared to the Irish, were 

small, with around 35,000 Jews living in London in 1860, and they were not as fiercely hated as 

the Catholics.351 In fact, there were instances where the Irish were compared with the Jews, with 

one historian remarking on the “Ishmaelitish character” of the Irish.352 The Irish were also 

compared with the “savages” of North America, and there was similarity seen with the Irish and 

Asians, both of which “had to be governed with firmness, otherwise they would begin to cut 

throats.”353 The latter part of this statement can also be compared with the descriptions of 

Jamaicans discussed in the previous chapter. Angus Reach himself, in 1849, described an Irish 

woman as having “skin so foul that she might have passed for a Negress.”354  Furthermore, 

Charles Kingsley (1819-1875), a priest in the Church of England, and Cambridge University 

professor, wrote during an 1860 stay in Ireland that,  

I am haunted by the human chimpanzees I saw along that 

hundred miles of horrible country…I believe there are not only 

many more of them than of old, but that they are happier, better, 

more comfortably fed and lodged under our rule than they ever 

were. But to see white chimpanzees is dreadful; if they were 

black, one would not feel it so much, but their skins, except 

where tanned by exposure, are as white as ours.355 

What we see therefore is a formation of an “other,” a generic xenophobia which served 

only to highlight the “progress” of the Anglo-Saxon English against all other nations. The Irish, 

especially, in the mid-nineteenth century, were treated with the most disdain, and experienced the 
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greatest prejudice. The language used in the reviews of The Carpenter’s Shop is strikingly similar 

to the descriptions of the Irish during and after the Famine. J. Bullen writes that the reviewers 

found their vocabulary lacking to describe the shock they felt when they viewed Millais’s novel 

painting, and borrowed from the discourse of the threatening and anxious.356 This discourse was 

the xenophobic, pro-English mentality of the mid-nineteenth century, which saw the painting as 

retrogressive in their age of progression. The retrogression was anti-industry, anti-enlightenment, 

anti-Catholic, and therefore anti-English. The logic was circular: as anti-English was also Irish, 

Catholic, and Jewish, and essentially the “other,” it was reasonable to draw from other arenas of 

the repulsive and repellent to describe Millais’s painting. 

It is unclear whether Millais predicted the negative reaction to the painting in his decision 

to paint the figures as such. Based on the criticism of the figures in Isabella, especially the 

consistent highlighting of the male figure’s prominent leg, Millais would have been at least 

partially aware of the press’s potential reaction to the figures. However, it is likely that Millais 

would have at least predicted a strong reaction to the painting. Although the painting shares 

similarities to Herbert’s, Millais’s depiction of the holy figures is novel. The differences in 

Christ’s portrayal between the studies and the final painting show the greatest difference. 

Millais’s model for the final painting was Noel Algernon Humphreys, son of popular illustrator 

Henry Noel Humphreys.357 It is unknown why Millais chose such a different portrayal, but it does 

indicate that the change was consciously planned. Although the painting did receive a few 

positive reviews, the overwhelming response to the painting was negative; regardless, Millais had 

quickly acquired fame, as The Carpenter’s Shop became one of the most discussed artworks.358 

Queen Victoria specifically had the painting brought to her so she could see what the press had 
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been so keen on reporting. Victoria’s reaction to the painting is not documented, although Millais 

did react to her viewing, writing that “I hope it will not have any bad effects on her mind.”359  

 

Catering to National Sentiment 

As with Rossetti, in the early 1850s, Millais and his family struggled with finances. Jason 

Rosenfeld argues that the state of the finances drove Millais to increase his production of 

paintings. Millais supported his family for quite some time, and unlike Hunt or Rossetti, stayed 

with them until his marriage to Euphemia “Effie” Gray (1828-1897) in 1855.360 In addition to 

paying off his family’s debts, Millais was also funding Holman Hunt for a time, as his paintings, 

by 1851, were not selling as well as Millais’s.361 

 “Pre-Raphaelitism” received mixed reactions throughout the 1850s, but the press’s most 

direct attacks came in 1850, with The Times calling the movement “that strange disorder of the 

mind or eyes which continues to rage with unabated absurdity…Their faith seems to consist in 

absolute contempt for perspective and the known laws of light and shade, an aversion to beauty in 

every shape, seeking out every excess of deformity.”362 Although Millais did not completely 

abandon the novel approach to painting, his next few paintings show that the artist gradually 

stepped away from the harshest tenets of Pre-Raphaelite art, with which the press had previously 

taken issue. After The Carpenter’s Shop, Millais painted a variety of subject matter, attempting to 

further develop his personal style. Unlike Isabella and The Carpenter’s Shop, both of which can 

clearly be read as early manifestations of the Pre-Raphaelite style, his next works are difficult to 

categorize. The Woodsman’s Daughter (1850-51, Guildhall Art Gallery) and Ophelia (1851-52, 

Tate) highlight intense focus on the background and foliage, while Ophelia lacks the harsh 
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outlines of the figures shown in the former, favouring a darker, more emotional portrayal.363 On 

the other hand, The Return of the Dove to the Ark (1851, Ashmolean), The Bridesmaid (1851, 

Fitzwilliam), and The Order of Release 1746 (1852-53, Tate) (Fig. 3.6) abandon the background 

entirely, and focus solely on figural representation. Considering that Millais would often submit 

multiple pictures to the Royal Academy Exhibition, it would seem appropriate to present diversity 

in his art. This would not only showcase the artist’s ability to work with different subject matter, 

but would also attract more potential buyers. Indeed, Millais made many contacts with wealthy 

art buyers early in his career which would serve him well financially throughout his career. 

However, Millais continued to push the boundaries in representation, and in this section I 

argue that Millais’s A Huguenot, on St. Bartholomew’s Day, Refusing to Shield Himself from 

Danger by Wearing the Roman Catholic Badge (1851-52, Makins Collection) (Fig. 3.7), The 

Order of Release 1746, and The Proscribed Royalist, 1651 (1852-53, Andrew Lloyd Webber) 

(Fig. 3.8) which show female protagonists as narrative devices, and agents of change and power, 

were successful because they specifically catered to contemporary national sentiment. Alison 

Smith categorizes these pictures as paintings depicting romantic scenes, and undoubtedly, they 

highlight the relationships between a man and a woman, yet the portrayals of the women in 

contrast to the men warrant a closer examination within a greater context.364 

A Huguenot is based on an opera Millais admired titled Les Huguenots.365 The opera was 

based on the sixteenth-century Protestant-Catholic conflict in France, and on the St. 

Bartholomew’s Day massacre of 1572, after which a law was passed that all Catholics be seen 
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with a white band around their arms. The painting depicts a man and a woman standing in front 

of a red-brick wall. The Catholic woman attempts to tie a white band around her Protestant 

lover’s arm, and while embracing, her he resists her application. The woman’s face is in full view 

of the viewer, while the profile of the man’s is half hidden by the shadow of his hat. While they 

each take up space of approximately half the painting, it is clear through the portrayal that the 

woman is the subject of the work. This is perhaps one of Millais’s greatest works of the 1850s. 

While the nineteenth-century English male viewer would look to the Catholic woman and her 

attempts to shield her lover, he would identify with the tall, half-hidden figure of the Protestant 

male. Within the context of the anti-Catholic, Protestant rise in England, the painting manages to 

depict an aesthetically pleasing image of a Catholic woman, yet more importantly, an image of a 

Protestant male who, even for his love, is unwilling to sacrifice his dignity as a Protestant by 

pretending to be a Catholic. 

The painting was bought before exhibition by dealer D. White for £250, and Millais was 

awarded another £50 for winning a prize upon its exhibition at the Liverpool Academy in 1852.366 

The Morning Chronicle hailed the painting as better than Ophelia, and wrote that a “Noble and 

loving sentiment was never more poetically rendered…‘A Huguenot’ is unquestionably the most 

significant work in the exhibition.”367 The Athenaeum also called A Huguenot Millais’s best work 

that year. The author was aware of the religious tones of the work, and the highlighting of the 

woman over the man also did not go unnoticed as the article reads, “a full daylight falls on the 

wan face which is upturned to his with a touching expression of mingled beseeching, imploring, 

saddened, and terrified tenderness. Her pure perfect love is for him and for his soul, for this world 

and the next.”368 The success of this painting prompted Millais to produce a smaller replica, and 

                                                      

366 Rosenfeld and Smith, eds., Millais, 57. 
367 As quoted in Fleming, John Everett Millais, 87. Ophelia was exhibited in the same year as A Huguenot 

alongside a portrait, Mrs. Coventry Patmore (1851, Fitzwilliam). 
368 “Royal Academy,” The Athenaeum 1282 (22 May 1852), 581. 
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three more editions of the work in watercolour.369 The similarity of this painting with The Order 

of Release and The Proscribed Royalist both in subject and figural representation strongly 

suggests that Millais attempted to duplicate the formula for the following year’s Academy 

exhibition. 

The Proscribed Royalist shows a similar relationship between a man and a woman. In the 

painting, a woman is shown outdoors reaching her left hand into the hollow of a giant tree. 

Visible inside this space is the head of a man who is looking up towards the woman, and is shown 

kissing the woman’s hand. The woman’s gaze is directed to the left of the painting, and away 

from the tree. As with The Huguenot, the woman’s face is fully lit, in contrast with the man’s, 

which is almost entirely hidden in the shadows of the tree. Concordantly, she is the main subject 

of the painting, even though the title suggests otherwise. She occupies the central, largest space of 

the painting, and the lighting on her face and clothing depict her in stark contrast to the natural 

hues of the green-yellow background.  

The painting is set during the English Civil War (1642-51), and shows a supporter of 

King Charles I, a Cavalier or Royalist, hiding from the Puritans, or Roundheads. One of these 

Roundheads, the woman, is presumably his lover, and hands the Royalist a loaf of bread. Her face 

shows anxiety, as she fears that she may have been followed.370 Upon exhibition, the painting was 

glanced over in favour of Millais’s other submission, The Order of Release, and it is no doubt 

because of this that the painting has received little scholarly attention. In its review of the 

exhibition, The Critic noted the representation of the woman, writing that “if any man object to 

the brow-nipping puritan damsel, let him remember that saying of Petruchio: ‘Kindness in 

woman, not their beauteous looks, shall win my love.”371 In The Literary Gazette, similarities 

between the painting and Millais’s earlier works are noted as the woman was shown to possess 
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371 “Art and artists: Millais and Hunt,” The Critic 12.293 (15 Jun. 1853), p. 323. 
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“the merits and defects of the artist’s former works,” no doubt referring to the romance between 

the man and the woman and the acute attention to detail of the background.372 The notice in The 

Illustrated Magazine of Art was the most detailed, with the author suggesting that the image not 

simply imitates nature, but suggests a vivid history of the event, and writes that “this is what a 

picture ought to be, telling many things and suggesting a thousand more; plucking from history its 

flowers of romance, setting them in a vase before us to perfume our rooms and delight our 

senses.”373 Of the woman, the reviewer wrote that she represented the “dignity and simplicity of 

pure womanhood, a ministering angle, visiting the captive in his affliction, and cheering his heart 

with her gentle sympathy.”374 Once again, the woman is shown as the agent of power and the 

focus of the narrative. As Civil War subjects were popular at the time, Millais’s choice for the 

subject matter was understandable; his depiction of the moment was influenced by the success of 

A Huguenot and he would attempt to replicate it with his other painting, The Order of Release.  

Unfortunately, much of the attention given to The Order of Release is based on the 

romance between Millais and Effie Gray, since the female protagonist of the painting was the first 

of Millais’s portrayals of Effie.375 Scholars have seen the painting as symbolic of the relationship 

between Gray, Millais, and Ruskin.376 However, it is important to note that, as with the other two 

paintings mentioned, The Order of Release continues the tradition of using a female protagonist 

as the primary agent of change. 

The painting depicts a woman who has freed her male partner from prison. The woman 

stands barefoot to the right of the picture, holding a child in her left hand, and with her right 

                                                      

372 “Royal Academy,” The Literary Gazette 1892 (23 Apr. 1853). 
373 “The Proscribed Royalist.-by Millais,” The Illustrated Magazine of Art 2.10 (1853): p. 224. 
374 Ibid.  
375 For one of the first publications on the romance, see William James, ed., The Order of Release: the story 

of John Ruskin, Effie Gray, and John Everett Millais told for the first time in their unpublished letters 

(London: John Murray, 1947). The romance has been well-documented in scholarship, and has its roots in 

the gossip around the marriage of Millais and Effie in the early 1850s.  
376 See Fleming, John Everett Millais, and Elaine Shefer, “The Order of Release and Peace Concluded: 

Millais’s Reversal of a Victorian Formula,” Woman’s Art Journal 11.2 (Autumn 1990): 30-33. Schafer 

argues that both paintings use Victorian imagery to disguise Millais’s personal, domestic life.  
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handing the “order of release” to the gaoler. The gaoler receiving the note stands facing away 

from the viewer, and is identified by the metal keys dangling from his right hand, and the heavy 

wooden door out of which the prisoner has emerged. The freed prisoner is shown wearing a plaid 

kilt, with his arm in a bandage, and his head hidden as it rests on the woman’s shoulder. There is 

a dog shown reaching up to the man’s waist, and looking at the woman. Both men’s faces are 

barely visible; even the child’s head is leaning away from the viewer. Only the woman’s face is 

shown in detail as she looks off into the distance; her expression is vague and difficult to read.  

The painting is yet another historical scene, based on the Jacobite Rebellion (1745-1746), 

a conflict between the English and Scots. Unlike A Huguenot or The Proscribed Royalist, 

however, the painting shows the aftermath, rather than a scene of impending crisis. In 1853, 

Scotland was in the midst of a potato famine, and clearances were known to be increasing, so in 

the mind of the English viewer there may have been strong parallels between the painting and 

contemporary events.377 With both men shown with their heads lowered, the woman standing 

with her head held high and back erect is depicted with remarkable agency. The painting was 

well-received, and attracted so many visitors that a police guard was required, and a barrier was 

erected before the painting.378 Critics were quick to notice that tenets of Pre-Raphaelitism were 

largely absent from the painting. The reviewer of The Athenaeum wrote that Millais “has so 

completely escaped from the trammels of the school which he founded as to make us wonder that 

he should still consent to be fettered by them in The Proscribed Royalist.”379 Further, the review 

states that the man’s “weary head has fallen on [the woman’s] shoulder, while hers is raised in the 

pride of her triumph,” and the painting represented feeling which is “intense in its expression, 

                                                      

377 Rosenfeld and Smith, ed., Millais, 76. For more on the Highland Clearances, see Eric Richards, The 

Highland Clearances: people, landlords and rural turmoil (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 2008). 
378 Maureen M. Martin, “Eating Scotland: Nation and Gender in Millais’s ‘Order of Release,’” The 

Wordsworth Circle 32.1 (Winter 2001): 43-48, p. 43; Fleming, 95.  
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without the least exaggeration.”380 In The Critic, the painting was described as “a plain, 

unaffected piece of nature, which strikes you at once with its downright truth,” and the reviewer 

wrote of a complex state of emotions at play: 

…though the eye seems half-veiled with a tear, the thoughts 

which are in her lie yet all too deep for tears. There is that face at 

present nothing but the index of labours undergone, of perils 

braved, of impossibilities surmounted, what time she ran, child 

in arm, from one minister of human vengeance to another,—

perhaps to the feet of offended Majesty itself, to win that 

precarious signature which she now clutches, while she stretches 

it in breathless triumph…381 

The Morning Chronicle, Daily News, and even The Times offered positive feedback for 

Millais’s latest works. After seeing The Proscribed Royalist and The Order of Release, John Bull 

hailed Millais as “our greatest living painter.”382 The Order of Release also won the silver medal 

at the 1855 Universal Exposition in Paris, and won praise from Eugène Delacroix (1798-1863).383 

Maureen M. Martin argues that the success of The Order of Release was largely 

influenced by the national feeling towards Scotland during the mid-nineteenth century.384 

Referring specifically to the depiction of the powerful woman and subordinate man, who 

represent England and Scotland, respectively, she argues that “the painting not only evokes 

national identity for its English audience, but also points to gender insecurity at the heart of the 

world’s mightiest power.”385 As opposed to the culturally alien Ireland, Scotland was then 

thought of as a land of “barbaric,” but noble warriors. In the painting, therefore, the “noble 

savage” acknowledges his saviour by resting his head on her shoulder. This complex image of the 

subordinate, yet powerful man is reinforced by an idealized depiction; Martin writes that even 

though Millais was praised for his authenticity, the painting of the soldier differs significantly 
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from accounts of wounded, starved Scottish soldiers after the rebellion.386 Borrowing from 

Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983), Martin argues that this depiction of the 

idealized, clean, Scottish soldier helps England create an “imagined community” of greater 

England, “and that the essential masculinity the new construction attributed to Scotland was 

crucial to the effectiveness of Scotland’s function in English national identity.”387  

The kilt also serves an important function. After the Jacobite Rebellions, the Dress Act of 

1746 enacted by the English victors outlawed wearing of “the Highland dress,” but the ban did 

not extend to the military regiments. When the ban was repealed in 1781, Highlanders had 

become accustomed to wearing pants, while the military still donned the kilt. The kilt, therefore, 

eventually came to be seen in Scotland as a symbol of a “fully integrated British Citizen,” which 

in the painting serves both as a symbol of Scotland’s “otherness,” and its English assimilation.388 

In the same light, Martin argues that the woman also becomes a dual symbol. On one hand, she 

stands as the intermediary between the two nations, holding a document of “English mercy,” 

acknowledging English authority, and if the solider is Scotland’s masculine, now subordinate 

past, she stands as its feminine future.389 Because she lacks any traditional markers of her Scottish 

identity, she may also stand as a symbol of England. Martin argues that the portrayal of Gray in 

the painting is similar to the portrayals of Britannia in the nineteenth century as a powerful 

woman, often looking into the distance, with her subjects around her, who in this case are both 

the English jailor and the Scottish soldier, clearly acknowledging her authority by bowing their 

heads in unison.390  

                                                      

386 Martin compares this image to David Morier’s An Incident in the Rebellion of 1746 (1745-85, Royal 

Collection Trust) which supposedly portrays the Scottish soldiers with more accuracy. 
387 Martin, 46. The viewers of the painting would also have been familiar with Walter Scott’s (1771-1832) 

anonymously published novel on the rebellion, Waverly (1814), which was popular at the time. 
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Although Martin does not mention it, the painting shows some parallels with an earlier 

work by Franz Winterhalter (1805-1873) called The First of May 1851 (1851, Royal Collection 

Trust). The painting shows a seated Queen Victoria holding Prince Arthur, with Prince Albert in 

the background, and the Duke of Wellington Arthur Wellesley (1769-1852) in the foreground, 

who is shown offering a chest to the baby Albert. The painting celebrates the birthday of the 

Duke of Wellington and Prince Arthur. There is a strong resemblance between Millais’s English 

jailor, and Winterhalter’s Duke; both men are wearing similar uniform, facing towards the female 

protagonist of their paintings, and presenting their respective offerings. Winterhalter’s painting 

was received favourably by the press, and the reviewer of The Athenaeum wrote of Queen 

Victoria as a mature, “young and happy, Mother,—radiant with the sense of a homage such as no 

queen ever before received—that of an assembled world, represented by its significant and 

essential powers,—and touched gracefully by the individual act of homage immediately in 

presence.”391 It is likely that Millais would have seen this painting as it was exhibited at the Royal 

Academy in 1852, and it stands as a suitable precedent to The Order of Release given Martin’s 

analysis of Gray as a symbol of Britannia.392 

The Order of Release 1746, like A Huguenot and The Proscribed Royalist, 1651, caters to 

national sentiment using unconventional gender conventions. Popular paintings such as Richard 

Redgrave’s (1804-1888) The Outcast (1851, Royal Academy) and William Powell Frith’s (1819-

1909) The Sleeping Model (1853, Royal Academy) portrayed conventional, masculine, male 

agents of power, and women without agency.393 Millais’s experimentations with these perceptions 

                                                      

391 “Fine Arts,” The Athenaeum 1300 (25 September 1852), 1038. 
392 The dog in Millais’s painting further adds to this interpretation especially when compared with paintings 

of Queen Victoria and her dogs. A famous example is Edwin Landseer’s (1802-1873) Windsor Castle in 
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were quite successful in garnering journalistic attention. Two other paintings by Millais demand 

further study: Peace Concluded, 1856 (1856, Minneapolis Institute of Art) (Fig. 3.9), and News 

from Home (1857, Walters Art Museum). Both paintings borrow themes from the Crimean War, 

and further highlight Millais’s awareness of the public’s mood. 

 

Crimea and Millais 

Fought primarily in the Crimean Peninsula, the Crimean War took place between October 1853 

and March 1856. The conflict concluded with the Treaty of Paris, ratified by the Allies (France, 

Britain, Ottoman Empire, and Sardinia), and the defeat of the Russian Empire.394 Unlike previous 

conflicts in which Britain took part, the press played a significant role in shaping popular opinion 

during the Crimean War.395 For the first time, correspondence from a war was direct and 

immediate, and the speed at which reports were published was unprecedented.396 The Crimean 

War also witnessed the birth of the “war correspondent” with William Howard Russell (1820-

1907) as “Special Correspondent” to The Times.397 Newspapers also provided public forums for 

the expression of opinion on the war, which were printed alongside letters from soldiers at the 

front, and the war truly came to be known by its Times moniker, “the people’s war.”398 The Times 

dominated the press of the day, and Stefanie Markovits argues that the Crimean War was 

                                                      

394 For more information on the Crimean War, see Orlando Figes, The Crimean War: a history (New York: 

Henry Holt, 2010); Ian Fletcher and Natalia Ishchenko, The Crimean War: a clash of empires (Staplehurst: 
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responsible for securing the newspaper’s high place in the British press, both publishing and at 

times dictating public opinion.399 Furthermore, Markovits writes that in the Napoleonic Wars, 

pamphlets were the medium for debate and allowed little opportunity for public participation. 

Writing on the events would occur afterwards, and would often take the form of memorialization; 

however, the immediate public responses and debates on the Crimean War were instead focused 

on “affecting the present.”400  

The Athenaeum ran regular columns on “The War,” which included reviews of 

illustrations, poetry, and books on the conflict.401 Accompanying the commentary by the 

reviewers, these reviews often provided large sections of the material under review, allowing the 

readers often-detailed glimpses into the works. As with The Times, The Athenaeum published its 

own opinionated discussion on the Crimean War, supposedly backed by its presentation of factual 

writing.402 In its review of Roger Fenton’s (1819-1869) exhibition of photographs from Crimea at 

Pall Mall, The Athenaeum reviewer wrote that the images are “more interesting at the present 

moment than the finest works of imagination,” and “for the first time since men fought we shall 

have history illustrated by the certainty of a reporter who never blunders, never errs,” referring to 

the photograph.403 The enthusiastic response to the exhibition attests to the popularity of the 

Crimean War in the press at the time. The reviewer also remarks on some photographs of the 

soldiers who are “reading, drinking, or thinking of home, and love, and England,” and writes of 

the battlefield that “the very dust which hides the English dead should henceforward be as sacred 

to the Englishman as the dust of Jerusalem was to the Crusader, who used to bring home a 
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handful that it might be strewn upon his coffin. Such bloodshed in such a manner fertilizes the 

most barren earth, and makes the vilest place indeed a Holy Land.”404 It is also interesting to note 

that the accuracy of the photographs is never questioned, and that photography is seen as a 

representation of the actual and truthful.405 The reviewer clearly idolizes the status of these 

soldiers and equates the Englishman in Crimea with the Medieval Crusaders fighting for the 

Christian God in the Middle East. To create a relativistic experience of the war, the reviewer 

relied on the public’s general knowledge of religious history, in the same manner which 

Markovits argues attempts to blend the imaginative with the real to create provoking 

representations.406 Millais’s painting Peace Concluded, 1856 is therefore a product not just of the 

war, but of the public’s reaction and perception to it.  

The painting depicts a family of four individuals, a man, woman, and two young girls. 

The man is shown reclining on a sofa, with the woman, presumably his wife, seated on the edge 

and facing the viewer. The two children are on either side of the couple, with the child on the left 

making eye contact with the viewer and holding a miniscule dove in her left hand, and the one on 

the right looking up at her father while leaning on her mother’s leg. While the father is looking 

back at this child, the mother also stares directly at the viewer and is shown embracing her 

husband with her right arm. The father is holding the left hand of the woman with his right, and in 

his left, he is shown holding the newspaper, The Times. The composition of the painting is 

slightly awkward as it is unclear what Millais wishes to be the focal point of the work. The 

brightly painted face of the child on the left draws the viewer’s eye but compositionally, the 

                                                      

404 Ibid., p. 1118. 
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visual connection to her left hand holding the sign of peace is too dark and blurred to be 

concise.407 On the other hand, Millais was clearly referencing his earlier paintings in which the 

woman is the agent of power as the mother in the painting looks directly at the viewer and is 

centrally placed.408 In contrast, the reclining, relaxed man seems almost secondary. Referencing 

the conclusion of the Crimean War in March 1856, Millais suggests perhaps that with the peace, 

the loyal man of the family can take rest and more importantly, the family can once again 

function normally.  

That Millais was appealing to popular sentiment is obvious enough, and made more so 

with the inclusion of The Times newspaper indicating that the war had ended. Millais’s interest in 

the war can be gleaned from his correspondence with Holman Hunt, who was in the Jerusalem 

and close in proximity to some of the battles.409 Rosenfeld writes that Millais was also concerned 

about the economic effect of the war on his paintings, yet “made reference to his new status as 

family man,” especially since it featured Effie Gray as the mother and wife.410 However, I argue 

that Millais was less concerned with a representation of his family and more with catering to 

public sentiment. In a letter to Holman Hunt on 28 August 1854, Millais wrote:  

It may interest you to know that this War in no way appears to 

influence a sale of Art, or the interest in it, but rather the 

contrary. A picture apropos of military affairs would collect a 

crowd and assuredly succeed.411  

                                                      

407 The painting is in fact full of symbolism. There are symbolic references to the countries involved in the 
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In a previous letter, Millais details to Hunt the number of British troops being sent, and 

the paths they were meant to take during the war, clearly indicating his awareness of current 

events.412 Yet the above passage also highlights Millais’s understanding of art market economics. 

He wrote that even though the war has not altered the general sale of paintings, military paintings 

would not only garner attention, but would also easily sell. This further corroborates much of 

Markovits’s writing on Crimea, and the public fervour around its discussions in the press. Hoping 

to take advantage of public sentiment yet again, Millais painted Peace Concluded, 1856 for the 

1856 Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy, and sold it for 900 guineas before the exhibition 

opened.413 

 The picture was received with somewhat mixed feeling; The Times was the harshest in its 

criticism, calling it “both very good and very bad,” and Millais reacted to review by writing that 

the newspaper “is more wickedly against me than ever.”414 Ruskin wrote that the painting “will 

rank in the future among the world’s best masterpieces.”415 The Athenaeum called the picture 

“disagreeable” and “pretentious,” noting the awkward positioning, the red hair of the figures, and 

wrote that Millais “has not this year advanced.”416 The Literary Gazette wrote that it would 

“disappoint his admirers,” and noted the incomprehensible placement of the father figure’s 

legs.417 The Saturday Review had the most positive review, and the reviewer wrote that it was “a 

noble work,” the head of the male figure “is magnificent—it is the noblest type of the English 

soldier…with an expression of manly tenderness,” and the picture’s faults were “inconsiderable 

compared with its beauty and excellences. There is a grand feeling of repose breathing through 
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it—a lull after a storm—a short rest from ‘Life’s endless toil and endeavour,’ sweetened by the 

holy joys of peace and home.”418 On the whole, Millais was pleased with the reception of his 

pictures in 1856, and remarked on the public mood at the galleries: “Indeed it is startling the 

admiration my pictures occasion. Really, no words can tell you the impression they make upon 

people…Rossetti visited the Academy and was aghast with admiration.”419  

 Millais submitted three paintings to the 1857 Royal Academy Summer Exhibition; two of 

these referenced historical themes, and one was influenced by the Crimean War. A Dream of the 

Past: Sir Isumbras at the Ford (1857, Lady Lever) was poorly received owing to the liberties 

taken with the original fourteenth-century English romance, and Escape of a Heretic (1857, 

Museo de Arte de Ponce) was not able to sway many critics towards Millais. News from Home, 

which features a soldier in the battlefield, pausing to read a letter in the trench, was largely 

overlooked the critics because of the other paintings. The Saturday Review called it an “innocent 

little bit of very common claptrap,” while reviewer for The Observer wrote the painting “is the 

smallest, simplest, and most pleasing of the three...It is carefully painted, and very 

characteristic.”420 Like The Order of Release, the painting shows a Scottish soldier, again without 

the signs of battle.421 The painting shows some parallels to Roger Fenton’s photographs of posed 

soldiers in the Crimea, and The Times critic even suggested that Millais might have worked from 

a photograph.422  

 Void of historical context, News from Home and Peace Concluded are indeed isolated 

experiments by Millais until he would eventually settle into drawing “popular” pictures, which 
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are his later landscapes and society portraits. However, given the influence and readership of The 

Times and the unprecedented public discourses around the Crimean War, and the popularity of 

Roger Fenton’s war photography, these two paintings rightfully emerge as products of a specific 

time. Millais’s own writing stands as a testament that these paintings cater to national sentiment 

so that they would “collect a crowd,” and “succeed.” Millais’s quick rise to fame should surely be 

attributed to his accurate readings of public sentiment blended with the Pre-Raphaelite novel 

method of painting.  

 His later landscapes and portraits also warrant further analysis. Millais’s chronology 

previously has been simplified to consider him a Pre-Raphaelite first and popular painter second, 

yet as I have argued, historical context sheds new light on his paintings and their supposed 

readings. His portraits and landscapes in their respective contexts would no doubt lead to a better 

understanding of his later paintings. In addition, Millais’s artistic production is also closely tied to 

the popularity of photography. Some scholars have attempted to connect the rise of Pre-

Raphaelite art and that of photography.423 A few of Millais’s later paintings, especially The 

Marchioness of Huntly (1870, Private Collection) and Hearts are Trumps: Portraits of Elizabeth, 

Diana, and Mary, Daughters of Walter Armstrong, Esq. (1872, Tate) are clearly influenced by 

photography. The shallow depths of field which show a subject in focus and a blurred background 

are reminiscent of photographs taken with a low-aperture lens. These connections need to be 

better explored in scholarship to have a cohesive understanding of Millais’s art. Nevertheless, it is 

clear that national sentiment played an important role in Millais’s career. The reviews of The 

Carpenter’s Shop were heavily influenced by anti-Irish, xenophobic English culture. Millais’s 

understanding of English national character allowed him to consciously appeal to popular opinion 

                                                      

423 See for example, Anne Helmreich, Nature’s truth: photography, painting, and science in Victorian 

Britain, and Lindsay Smith, “‘The Seed of the Flower’: Photography and Pre-Raphaelitism,” Huntington 

Library Quarterly 55.1 (Winter 1992): 37-53).  
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through his paintings in order to attract both fame and fortune. Indeed, this contextual 

understanding can be one way to connect the different phases of Millais’s artistic career.  
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Figures 

 

Figure 3.1 John Everett Millais. Isabella. 1849. Oil on canvas. 103 by 142.8 cm. Walker Art 

Gallery, Liverpool.  
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Figure 3.2. John Everett Millais. Christ in the House of His Parents (The Carpenter’s Shop). 

1849-50. Oil on canvas. 86.4 by 139.7 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 3.3 John Rogers Herbert. Our Saviour Subject to His Parents at Nazareth. 1847. Oil on 

canvas. 81.3 by 129.5 cm. Guildhall Art Gallery, London.  
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Figure 3.4. John Everett Millais. Study for The Carpenter’s Shop (detail). 1849. Ink and 

watercolour on paper. 19 by 28.9 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 3.5. John Everett Millais. Study for The Carpenter’s Shop (detail). 1849. Graphite on 

paper. 19 by 33.7 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 3.6. John Everett Millais. The Order of Release, 1746. 1852-53. Oil on canvas. 102.9 by 

737 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 3.7. John Everett Millais. A Huguenot, on St. Bartholomew's Day, Refusing to Shield 

Himself from Danger by Wearing the Roman Catholic Badge. 1852. Oil on canvas. 92.1 by 64.1 

cm. Private collection. 
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Figure 3.8. John Everett Millais. The Proscribed Royalist, 1651. 1853. Oil on canvas. 102.8 by 

73.6 cm. Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, Birmingham. 
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Figure 3.9. John Everett Millais. Peace Concluded, 1856. 1856. Oil on canvas. 120 by 91 cm. 

Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Minneapolis.  
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Chapter 4 

Hunt 

William Holman Hunt’s paintings are either seen as “religious,” or “Pre-Raphaelite.” This over-

simplification of the artist’s oeuvre continues to distort current understandings of his art. While 

his later paintings such as The Light of the World (1905, St. Paul’s Cathedral) have been the focus 

of recent studies, Hunt’s paintings from the mid-nineteenth century have not been adequately 

contextualized in their social and political atmosphere.424 Like Rossetti and Millais, Hunt hoped 

to achieve financial success through an appeal to public sentiment. The three Pre-Raphaelite 

artists commented on the religious mood of the mid-nineteenth century through their earliest 

works. However, unlike his companions, Hunt employed his own understanding of Christianity to 

appeal to the new middle class. In this chapter, I will examine Hunt’s earliest religious paintings 

such as A Converted Family (1850, Ashmolean), The Hireling Shepherd (1851, Manchester City), 

and The Light of the World (1853-54, Keble College) as products of sectarianism and the rise of 

the evangelical movement in the mid-nineteenth century. I argue that in this period, Hunt 

developed a successful formula that emulated evangelical sermons through his paintings, which 

helped him sell religious works at high costs. Starting with a brief look at Hunt’s early life and 

artistic experimentation, this chapter will show how Hunt’s early paintings are less a depiction of 

his own views of Christianity and more representative of the religious fervour of the 1850s. 

No complete biography exists for William Holman Hunt. Historically, Hunt has been 

labelled a religious painter which is due in large part to his fame as such in the late-nineteenth and 

early-twentieth century. The earliest attempt at a categorization of his oeuvre was undertaken by 

Archdeacon W. Farrar and Alice Meynell while Hunt was still alive in 1893, in which his 

                                                      

424 See for example, Matthew C. Potter, “British art and Empire,” Media History 13.1 (2007): 1-23, and 

Geoffrey Troughton, “Light and the end of the world: Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World in New 

Zealand, 1906,” 37.128 (2006): 55-71. 
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paintings are described as visual Christian sermons.425 In the early-twentieth century, Mary E. 

Coleridge and Alfred C. Gissing published biographies on the artist which take Hunt’s 

autobiographical memoir as authentic truth, and portray Hunt as an artistic genius.426 Hunt’s 

memoir, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (1905), can perhaps be 

considered the most problematic text concerning Hunt’s life, as the writing is presented as, and 

has been accepted by some scholarship as factual.427 As with Coleridge and Gissing, there has 

been a tendency in scholarly literature to accept Hunt’s memoir as historically accurate. The most 

recent example of this is the only full-length modern biography of the artist, William Holman 

Hunt: the true Pre-Raphaelite by Anne Clark Amor.428 However, in addition to the reliance on 

the memoir, Clark Amor’s biography also utilizes much of Hunt’s private writing and 

correspondence which does attempt a complete portrayal of the artist’s life. Furthermore, Judith 

Bronkhurst’s catalogue raisonné is now an invaluable research tool for a study of the artist.429 

Bronkhurst’s essays on Hunt in the catalogue take into account recent essays by Marcia Pointon 

and Julie Codell which consider Hunt’s memoir as a product of late-nineteenth century Victorian 

nationalism.430  

                                                      

425 W. Farrar and Alice Meynell, William Holman Hunt: his life and work (London: Art Journal, 1893).  
426 M. E. Coleridge, Holman Hunt (London: T. C. and E. C. Jack, 1910); A. C. Gissing, William Holman 

Hunt: a biography (London: Duckworth, 1936).  
427 William Holman Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (London: Chapman and 

Hall, 1913). In this two-volume biography, Hunt attempts to detail not only the tenets of Pre-Raphaelitism, 

but also his views on Christianity. Hunt recalls many complete conversations with his associates, going as 

far back as the mid-nineteenth century, and scholars such as Coleridge, Gissing, and Clark Amor have 

accepted the writings as factual with little to no attempt at a critical approach to the memoir.  
428 Anne Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt: the true Pre-Raphaelite (London: Constable, 1989). Certain 

aspects of Clark Amor’s writing must be considered critically. For example, based on Hunt’s later writings 

Clark Amor believes that Rossetti insisted on being taken as Hunt’s pupil; current understanding of the 

early history of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood proves this to be a fabrication.  
429 Judith Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt: a catalogue raisonné (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2006).  
430 Julie Codell, “The Artist Colonised: Holman Hunt’s “Bio-history,” Masculinity, Nationalism, and the 

English School,” in E. Harding, ed., Re-framing the Pre-Raphaelites: historical and theoretical essays 

(Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996), 211-229; Marcia Pointon, “The Artist as Ethnographer: Holman Hunt in 

the Holy Land,” in M. Pointon, ed., Pre-Raphaelites re-viewed (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1989), 22-44. See also, Codell’s essay “Pre-Raphaelites from rebels to representatives: masculinity, 

modernity, and national identity in British and Continental art histories, c. 1880-1908,” in Writing the Pre-

Raphaelites (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 53-80. 
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In William Holman Hunt: painting, painting, poet, Carol Jacobi has attempted to look 

past biography and reconcile the functionality of Hunt’s memoir by juxtaposing it with his letters 

and diaries throughout the artist’s career.431 As no true consensus exists, the following section 

relies heavily on Clark Amor, Jacobi, and Bronkhurst to understand Holman Hunt’s early life. In 

an attempt to better contextualize Hunt’s early practice and paintings, I will utilize the more 

focused studies on the artist.  

 

Early Life 

William Holman Hunt was born in London on 2 April 1827.432 Clark Amor writes that Hunt’s 

father William Hunt (1800-1856) was a dominant influence in Hunt’s childhood; William Hunt 

was well-read and informed about national and international events, and Clark Amor argues that 

he instilled this interest in his children as part of their education.433 Hunt’s early education was 

greatly controlled by his father, who emphasized accounting as he wanted his son to eventually 

take over his managed warehouse. Jeremy Maas, who calls Hunt the “leading religious painter of 

his age,” contends that the greatest influence for the artist was instead the Scriptures of the 

Bible.434 Maas insists that Hunt was particularly taken with a specific Bible containing many 

illustrations and engravings of clothing, daggers, and shields, et cetera, “worn by various Middle 

Eastern races.”435 Hunt must have considered this Bible of some importance, as he recorded his 

                                                      

431 Carol Jacobi, William Holman Hunt: Painter, Painting, Paint (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 2006). Jacobi wishes to look past “readings” of Hunt’s paintings, and analyses the materiality of 

Hunt’s artworks, placing Hunt’s practice in the context of modernity. She acknowledges the problematic 

aspects of his memoir, yet argues that despite the issues, Hunt’s writings contain useful relationships 

between the artist and his art.  
432 Hunt was actually named “Hobman Hunt,” but upon discovering that his name was misspelt on his birth 

certificate as “Holman,” the artist decided to keep the spelling on the certificate. Clark Amor, 15.  
433 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 16-17; Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 9. William Hunt was a 

warehouse manager in London. The warehouse was owned by James Chadwick & Brother and 

manufactured small wares.   
434 Jeremy Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, (Berkeley: Scolar Press, 1984), 2. 
435 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 2-5. The Bible in question was published by Charles 

Knight and Co., presumably in 1836. 
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thoughts and notes on the text in its pages throughout his life.436 Maas writes that Hunt was 

“predestined to become a religious painter,” since the Bible contained numerous illustrations on 

the life of Christ as well as on Middle Eastern landscapes; these were the subjects of paintings 

with which Hunt was involved throughout his later career.437 The study of Hunt’s notes in the 

Bible reveals that he made little to no attempt at note-taking in his early years.438 This could 

perhaps be the case as, Jacobi argues, in his early years Hunt was often questioning his faith, and 

did not associate himself with any particular sect.  

When Hunt expressed interest in pursuing a career as an artist, his father withdrew him 

from his studies and placed him as a warehouse messenger.439 Hunt instead sought a job as an 

office clerk, and met other contacts which fostered his interest in the arts.440 Eventually giving 

into his son’s demands to pursue a career in the arts, William Hunt secured his son a studio, after 

which Hunt began his attempts to acquire a place at the Royal Academy. However, the joy of this 

victory would be short-lived as William Hunt became the victim of a confidence scheme in 1844 

and because of the financial fall-out he was unable to provide for Holman Hunt for many years 

afterwards.441  

                                                      

436 Ibid. Maas writes that Hunt commented on his desire to visit the Holy Land, as well as on the use of 

symbolism in his art. 
437 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 5. Although Hunt primarily painted religious subject 

matter, this view is ultimately dismissive. Categorizing Hunt as solely a religious painter ignores the artists 

negotiations with mid- to late-nineteenth century political and religious culture.  
438 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 6. In discussing Rossetti’s first meeting with Hunt, 

Maas quotes from Hunt’s memoir, describing Rossetti as having a “decidedly foreign aspect,” while he 

describes Millais as “a beautiful, curly-haired youth.” The choice of employing Hunt’s description to 

portray Rossetti and writing his own for Millais reveals Maas’s own prejudices against Rossetti. 
439 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 19. 
440 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 19-21; Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 9. Clark Amor writes 

that Hunt took the other job to ensure he would not be able to work in the warehouse, something he was 

keen to avoid. The proprietor of the office in which Hunt served as a clerk, James Labram, was an amateur 

artist, and Hunt was able to continue painting with his new employer.  
441 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 27-28. The confidence scheme involved a property bought by 

William Hunt. The owner of the property, presumed dead, claimed the apartment William Hunt bought at 

108-109 Holborn, and also demanded bac rent on the property.  
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Hunt was not admitted into the Academy until his third attempt in 1844, and soon after 

became friends with Millais.442 Hunt’s first publicly-exhibited painting was based on Charles 

Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop (1841), and was displayed at the British Institution, and his 

second, Hark! (1846, now lost) was his first painting displayed at the Royal Academy. Clark 

Amor believes that the themes of the early paintings were selected because they appealed to 

popular public taste. However, she offers no justification for this assessment. As will be further 

shown, the beginning of Hunt’s artistic career is replete with financial insecurity. The diversity in 

the themes of his early paintings therefore exhibits experimentation to determine which style or 

theme would prove financially viable. As a struggling artist, it seems appropriate therefore for 

Hunt to attempt to appeal to popular taste through Dickens, who according to Clark “made a 

powerful impact on the Victorian imagination” with The Old Curiosity Shop.443 Hunt would 

continue to appeal to the public taste, borrowing from religious subject matter for Christ and the 

Two Marys (1847-48, Art Gallery of South Adelaide).444 Bronkhurst argues that Christ and the 

Two Marys was the direct influence of reading Ruskin’s Modern Painters, while Jeremy Maas 

argues that the painting was inspired by Hunt’s personal religious convictions. Hunt was exposed 

to both Ruskin’s writings and the poet John Keats in 1847. 

 These early paintings are seen as wholly separate from Hunt’s “Pre-Raphaelite 

paintings,” which appear after 1848; however, I argue that although there was a stylistic change 

in Hunt’s art, his selection of themes was still primarily influenced by public taste in the mid-

nineteenth century. For example, in 1848, inspired by his recent discovery of John Keats, Hunt 

submitted The Flight of Madeline and Porphyro during the Drunkenness Attending the Revelry 

                                                      

442 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 9. 
443 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 28. For more on Dickens and his popularity in the Victorian era, see 

Joachim Frenk and Lena Steveker, eds., Charles Dickens as an agent of change (New York: AMS Press, 

2015), Sally Ledger and Holly Furneaux, eds., Charles Dickens in context (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2011), and Lisa Rodensky, “Popular Dickens,” Victorian Literature and Culture 37.2 

(2009): 583-607.  
444 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 10; Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 7-8.  
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(The Eve of St. Agnes) (1848, Guildhall Art Gallery) to the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. 

The painting was sold to the Art Union in June 1848 for £60, and allowed Hunt to rent another 

studio which he would share with Rossetti.445 Before the opening of the exhibition, Hunt and 

Millais took part in the Chartist demonstration on 10 April, 1848.446 The rally was in support of 

universal suffrage, and other electoral reforms such as payment to members of Parliament.447 The 

demonstration was well-controlled by the police, and the crowd of over 20,000 people dispersed 

by late-afternoon. While Clark Amor writes that Hunt and Millais attended this demonstration as 

a celebration, others have dismissed the participation as being part of the general feeling of 

revolution inspired by the uprisings in Europe.448 However, it is entirely likely that Hunt was 

involved in the demonstration because of his own interests in politics.  

 After serving a little over a year with James Lambram, Hunt worked for Richard Cobden 

(1804-1865), who was a calico printer and politician.449 Cobden, a fierce promoter of free-trade, 

used the funds from his successful calico business, to travel throughout Europe, and visited the 

United States and the Middle East. He was also a prominent figure in parliament, and is 

remembered for his contribution to the repeal of the British Corn Laws, debating then Prime 

Minister Robert Peel (1788-1850), and for his support of the North during the American Civil 

War.450 It is highly probably that Hunt was influenced by Cobden. Cobden’s campaign for the 

                                                      

445 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 39.  
446 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 33. Clark Amor argues that the artists joined the protest to celebrate 

handing in their paintings to the Academy. 
447 For more on the Chartist movement, see Gregory Claeys, The Chartist movement in Britain, 1838-1850 

(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2001), and Malcolm Chase, Chartism: a new history (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2007). 
448 For example, see Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 10, and Elizabeth Prettejohn, Art of the Pre-

Raphaelites (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 237. Prettejohn writes that while Hunt and 

Millais attended the demonstration, they stayed at some distance from the crowd which Hunt called “the 

agitators” in his memoirs. Clark Amor argues that this was instead because of Millais, who wished to keep 

away from any potential violence.  
449 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 1.  
450 For more on Cobden and the Corn Laws, see Wendy Hinde, Richard Cobden: a Victorian outsider (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1987); J. A. Hobson, Richard Cobden: the international man (London: 

Barnes & Noble, 1968); Nicholas C. Edsall, Richard Cobden, independent radical (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1986).  
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repeal of the Corn Laws and subsequent support for the middle and working classes shares 

similarities with Chartist ideals; Cobden’s ideologies could be seen as a precursor to Hunt’s 

attendance at the 1848 Chartist demonstration. Therefore, before the founding of the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood, there is evidence in Hunt’s life of not only a religious and political 

influence through his studies at home and his vocation, but also an awareness of the public mood 

through his choice of subject matter in painting.  

Hunt’s next painting, Rienzi vowing to obtain justice for the death of his young brother, 

slain in a skirmish between the Colonna and Orsini factions (1849, private collection), is seen by 

Clark Amor as a direct result of the political mood in 1848.451 Bronkhurst shares this view and 

adds that this painting was Hunt’s attempt at becoming a history painter; interestingly, Hunt 

recorded his occupation as a history painter on the 1851 Census.452 I contend that while this 

painting was definitely inspired by the political events of 1848, it is yet another example of 

Hunt’s experimentation with public sentiment, especially since history paintings were near the 

top of the hierarchy in mid-Victorian painting. Hunt started the painting shortly after the 1848 

Chartist protest, and the painting was incomplete at the time of the formation of the PRB. Maas 

writes that the painting was the first of Hunt’s “to be painted with Pre-Raphaelite rigour.”453 The 

painting as it was exhibited in the 1849 Royal Academy exhibition today stands as an 

embodiment of the rebellious nature of the PRB; three of the group’s seven members, Rossetti, 

William Michael Rossetti, and Millais posed as models for the painting.454 

 For the painting, Hunt was recognized for his “force of thought and concentration of 

purpose” in The Athenaeum, even though the reviewer took issue with the use of style taken from 

“a time when…art was in a state of transition or progression rather than of accomplishment.”455 

                                                      

451 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 36.  
452 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 10, 37.  
453 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 8.  
454 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 10.  
455 “Fine Arts: Royal Academy,” The Athenaeum 1127 (2 June 1849), p. 575. 
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In the The Literary Gazette, the reviewer recognized that the painting was “extremely well done,” 

but wrote further that “we…are inclined to consider these efforts as retrograde and a waste of 

talent.”456 Hunt was unable to find a buyer for the painting, but was eventually able to sell it with 

the help of Augustus Egg (1816-1863).457 Before the sale of this painting, Hunt is described as 

being in his worst financial state; just before he received a modest sum for the painting, he was 

evicted from his studio and was forced to move in with Ford Madox Brown.458 It is at this point 

that the PRB was founded, and Hunt and Rossetti created a “list of Immortals,” idolizing 

individuals they felt deserved the most reverence. At the top of this list was Christ, and it is here 

that the name deserves further inspection, as much of Hunt’s artistic production in the 1850s is 

linked with depictions of the Christian saviour. Hunt’s financial situation greatly determined the 

subject matter for his paintings, and in his search for themes in the 1850s, he turned his attention 

to the most significant aspect of Victorian life: Christianity. 

 My aim in this chapter is not to dismiss the Pre-Raphaelite ideals behind the paintings, 

but to contextualize the themes of the works in a broader political and religious landscape. Hunt 

vigorously adhered to “truth to nature,” and utilized “typological symbolism,” as outlined by 

Ruskin, and recently explored by George Landow; however, his selection of subject matter did 

not arise out of newly-developed Pre-Raphaelitism and its ideals. Rather, in the 1850s, Pre-

Raphaelite ideals helped solidify and better express Hunt’s thematic experimentation, and appeal 

to public taste.459 

 

                                                      

456 “Fine Arts: Royal Academy,” The Literary Gazette 1690 (9 June 1849), p. 433.  
457 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 8.  
458 Clark Amor, William Holman Hunt, 51-53. Hunt was forced to take home Rienzi after the exhibition, 

while Millais had sold Isabella for £150.  
459 See George P. Landow, Holman Hunt and typological symbolism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1979). Landow describes how Hunt employed typological symbolism to his advantage by taking inspiration 

from Ruskin in Modern Painters. Hunt filled his images with realistic depictions of Christian symbols as a 

way of working past simple imitations of nature as found in photography. The effort put into the depictions 

is meant to force the viewer to contemplate the symbols through looking at the physical effort exerted in 

the fine details.  
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The Nineteenth-century Religious Fervour 

Many studies on Victorian religion use as evidence the Religious Census of 1851, the aim of 

which was to record whether the English population was attending church services, and if so, 

where.460 The census was conducted on a Sunday, a day on which it was assumed that a 

significant portion of the population would be present at church. The results of the census were 

surprising: nearly fifty percent of the population did not attend church on the day of the census, 

with a large portion of those comprised of the working classes, and from those who did attend 

church, more than half did not identify with the national church, the Church of England.461 The 

results also convinced many that these changes were the cause of “moral decline,” fuelling 

debates on a plethora of subjects ranging from politics to the role of women.462  

As discussed in earlier chapters, religion was an intrinsic part of Victorian life. Britain 

remained a religious society throughout the struggles of the competitions between Catholicism 

and the Church of England, also known as the Anglican Church, as well as between the Church of 

England and Nonconformist or Dissenting Churches.463 These churches while competing against 

one-another were also facing the additional challenge of the rise of the Roman Catholic 

Church.464 Within the Anglican Church, two of the most prominent belief systems were the 

                                                      

460 Susie L. Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians (London: Routledge, 2011), 260. Also see Raphael 

Samuel, Patriotism: The Making and Unmaking of British National Identity (London: Routledge, 1989). 

Samuel aptly analyses the results of the census, and his analysis has been cited by many historians since the 

publication. 
461 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 260. The census was conducted on Sunday, 30 March 1851.  
462 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 260-261. Steinbach also writes that the Victorians believed 

that cities were “inherently immoral spaces,” and that this belief heightened middle-class anxieties against 

the working-class’s agnosticism. For more on Victorian morality, see Alison Smith, The Victorian Nude: 

sexuality, morality and art (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996); Catherine Lee, Policing 

Prostitution, 1856-1886: deviance, surveillance and morality (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2013). For 

many Victorian evangelicals, signs of economic stress, disease, and the rise of Catholicism were all seen as 

proof of divine intervention. 
463 For more on these churches, see D. W. Bebbington, Victorian Nonconformity (Bangor: Headstart 

History, 1992).  
464 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 261. Even though Catholics and Jews gained many new civil 

rights, the prejudice against the two religions was consistently prevalent throughout the nineteenth century.  
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Oxford Movement and evangelicalism.465 The Oxford Movement, led by John Keble (1792-1866) 

and John Henry Newman (1801-1890), whose members were also known as Tractarians, believed 

that Anglicanism was a “non-Roman” form of Catholicism.466 They called for the return to more 

ritual in the church service, which unsurprisingly welcomed connections between the movement 

and the widely prejudiced Roman Catholic Church. Nonetheless, their methods appealed to many 

upper- and middle-class conservatives, and even though the formal movement ended with John 

Newman’s conversion to Catholicism in 1845, their influence held under the High Church title.467 

Other denominations which arose at this time were the Quakers and Unitarians, mostly 

upper-class, the Methodists, primarily from the working classes, and Baptists, which emphasized 

adult baptisms.468 The divide in religious belief was therefore closely tied with class structures. 

To be a religious non-conformist was to be in opposition with the Anglican Church, which itself 

was traditionally tied with the aristocracy.469 

Regardless of the denomination one followed, Christianity was a significant part of daily 

life, and “the supreme ethical code.”470 Christian ideology was evident in almost all public and 

private spaces, with most families displaying religious artefacts in their homes, and every family 

                                                      

465 The movement was named so because of its origins at Oxford University. Its founders, Keble, Newman, 

and Edward Pusey (1800-82) were academics at the university.  
466 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 262. For more on the Oxford Movement, see George Herring, 

The Oxford Movement in Practice: the Tractarian parochial world from the 1830s to the 1870s (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2016); Jeremy Morris, The High Church revival in the Church of England: 

arguments and identities (Leiden: Brill, 2016); James Pereiro, Theories of development in the Oxford 

Movement (Leominster: Gracewing, 2015).  
467 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 262-263. Steinbach partially links the rise in other Protestant 

denominations to criticism of Anglican Church establishment. There were allegations of corruption and 

nepotism against the upper echelon of the Church, and working-class and middle-class worshippers felt 

particularly disenfranchised.   
468 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 264.  
469 Methodism was the largest non-conformist sect in Britain, started by John Wesley (1703-1791) in 1738. 

There were also, however, divisions within the Methodist Church, known as Primitive Methodists, and 

Bible Christians. See Geordan Hammond and Peter S. Forsaith, Religion, gender, and industry: exploring 

church and Methodism in a local setting (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2011). There were, of course, 

many other Protestant denominations, such as the Liberal Unionists, the Salvation Army, and Wesleyan 

Methodists, which have not been discussed in this thesis.  
470 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 17.  
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owned a Bible.471 Susie Steinbach argues that Sunday service, which was measured in the 1851 

Census, does not accurately portray Victorian religious devotion. The observance of Sunday as a 

holy day expanded beyond attending a church service; she argues that most women would not 

attend the morning service as they would be busy preparing the midday Sunday meal.472 Some 

families who would not attend the service would regardless observe Sunday as a day spent with 

the family, while some would ensure that the family children attended Sunday school so that they 

may align themselves with Christian teachings.473 There was also Christian observance outside of 

Sundays, which would include events such as baptisms or annual services such as the one offered 

on Christmas Eve.474 

As a part and construction of this system, Hunt believed that Christianity “alone could 

redeem the world.”475 Like many other English Christians of his time, Hunt did not attend church, 

but based on his literal understanding of the Bible, Jeremy Maas argues that Hunt’s beliefs 

closely aligned with the evangelical movement.476 Unlike current perceptions of North American 

evangelicals which usually see them as enthusiastic, often conservative and political church 

members, Victorian evangelicals were conservative but involved in many activist and reformist 

causes such as, for example, a the repeal against the Contagious Diseases Acts.477 

Evangelicals favoured direct intervention with God, disapproved of ritual, focused on 

personal salvation, frequent reading of the Bible, and “good works as expressions of faith.”478 
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478 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 275. John Ruskin was a prominent evangelical, and built much 
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Evangelicalism is better understood as a guideline to negotiate life rather than a specific 

theological doctrine. For example, Wesleyan Methodism was a product of evangelicalism, while 

the broader Methodist church was entirely evangelical; on the other hand, some Anglicans 

identified as evangelical while others did not.479 One of the most fundamental evangelical beliefs 

was that “faith should pervade all aspects of life,” which manifested itself through many Sunday 

schools, Christian missions both at home and abroad, and through philanthropy. The poor and the 

working classes were the primary targets for the middle-class evangelicals to instil their values of 

evangelical Christianity, respectability, and domesticity.480 Unlike Anglicans, evangelicals 

regarded the Bible as “the only reliable source for authoritative reading.”481 Their almost 

aggressive social activism made them appear quite prominent in the population.482 

Victorian evangelicals believed in the providence of God as responsible for all of life’s 

events, and believed that no intermediary was necessary between humans and God. They viewed 

life as an “‘arena of moral trial,’ an ethical obstacle course,” in which men are tested so they can 

either be given a place in Heaven or Hell.483 The human conscience, aided by Christ’s Atonement 

on the Cross, and an absolute importance of faith were the tools by which one could achieve 

redemption.484 The influence of evangelicalism, however, spread beyond its outlined tenets. By 

                                                      

John Ruskin: the argument of the eye (Princeton: Princeton University Press); Diana Maltz, Aestheticism 

and the Urban Working Classes, 1870-1900: beauty for the people (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).  
479 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 275.  
480 Steinbach, Understanding the Victorians, 276.  
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1850, almost a third of Anglican clergymen could have been labelled “Evangelical,” with the 

capital “E,” and in England and Wales, there were almost three million Anglican Evangelicals.485 

Yet many more outside of this designation identified with the movement.486  

Boyd Hilton draws significant links between evangelicalism and the teachings of 

Tractarians, the Broad and Low Church, and utilitarianism.487 By the mid-nineteenth century, the 

Anglican Church had lost its monopoly on the English population, and was now part of a 

pluralistic ecclesiastical society, in which evangelical ideas were widely shared.488 The church-

going population was primarily composed of the middle-classes, and both Anglican and 

Nonconformist organizations were heavily dependent on their attendances.489 The newer religious 

groups fought against what they perceived as the Anglican “Establishment privilege,” putting 

pressure on the government which in turn issued laws throughout the nineteenth century which 

made it easier for Nonconformist groups to operate.490 Nonconformists took issues with the 

wealth and political power of the Anglican archbishops of Canterbury and York; further, many 

priests were appointed by local landowners rather than by church officials.491 In the early 

nineteenth-century, there were also cases of absentee priests who would draw funds from their 

parishes.492 These factors including the negative view of the privileged Anglican class no doubt 
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490 For a list of the laws, see Gilbert, 163. Gilbert writes that the laws provide “a rather skeptical view of 
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contributed heavily to the rise of Nonconformist sects. Therefore, by the mid-nineteenth century, 

most households held an individualized view of Christianity. The diversity of religious opinion 

forced many to undertake further study of not just their own, but other religious organizations, 

which in turn caused much debate in the period.493 

While the religious debate took many forms, Victorian novels were one of the most 

recognized methods of disseminating religious ideology. Many novels focused on conveying 

religious messages through domestic or social issues, and others dealt with personal internal 

doubts over religious belief.494 Julie Melnyk writes that as novels became a forum for theological 

debate, clergymen such as Newman used them to “explicate and justify their own points of 

view.”495 The impact of these novels can be measured by what has been termed “response 

novels,” which were books published to oppose previously published views on religion; Melnyk 

writes, for example, that  Newman’s Loss and Gain (1848) was written in response to Elizabeth 

Furlong Shipton Harris’s (1822-1852) From Oxford to Rome (1847).496 Many of these writers 

considered their work a form of “Christian vocation,” as Emma Jane Guyton (1825-1887), also 

known as Worboise, wrote: 

There is no profession more truly sacred than authorship…A bad 

sermon may be forgotten almost as soon as delivered; a bad book 

lives for generations. Authorship is work, work of the most 

serious kind, and it must be done for God if it is to command His 

blessing; not for fame, not for emolument, though both are quite 

lawful, and even praiseworthy, as secondary aims…[Authors] 
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rank with the ministers of God’s Word, and in another way they 

do His work.”497 

Religious thought also permeated mainstream novels of Charles Dickens, Anthony 

Trollope (1815-1882), and Emily Brontë (1818-1848) and Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855).498 Many 

of these novels also adopted a more nationalistic tone. Conversions to a different faith were 

becoming more public through published autobiographical or fictionalized accounts, and 

conversions to Roman Catholicism, in particular, were viewed by Anglicans with significant 

anxiety. These conversions, or “perversions” which was the word used by an opposing religion, 

were perceived as a rejection of not only Protestantism but also of Englishness.499 Religious 

novels dramatized these conversions and either justified or discouraged them. An example is 

Worboise’s evangelical novel Overdale, or The Story of a Pervert (1869), in which an Anglican 

vicar converts to Catholicism; the conversion eventually leads to disaster in an otherwise well-

functioning community as the vicar’s wife dies, his daughter is confined to a convent, and his son 

loses his faith.500 Melnyk argues that for most people, the mid-nineteenth century was a period of 

religious confusion or unease, “raising concerns about the future of the nation”; these doubts are 

recorded in accounts by John Ruskin, J.A. Froude, and Elizabeth Missing Sewell.501  

Evangelical efforts at conversion employed methods used since the start of the nineteenth 

century. Members established societies which would pay visits to homes to preach their 

                                                      

497 As quoted in Melnyk, Victorian Religion, 110-111. Original quote from Emma Jane Worboise, 

“Editorial Address,” Christian World Magazine 1 (1866): 2.  
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messages, especially to the lower classes.502 These were supplemented by the Sunday Schools and 

other educational efforts which sought to bring an evangelical set of moral values to the working 

classes which had some of the lowest church attendance.503 For many, to join a Dissenting church 

was to achieve respectability, and better social standing. Many of these new religions encouraged 

discipline in the form avoidance of drinking and gambling. Upward social mobility, as a result of 

avoiding drinking and gambling, was seen as visible proof of the influence of religion.504 

Evangelicalism was such an important aspect of the British nineteenth century that Bebbington 

argues it should be known as “the Evangelical century,” and describes the movement as a 

defining characteristic of the Victorian era.505 It should also be noted that, at least in the mid-

nineteenth century, the Church of England itself changed little and commanded significant 

support, especially financial, from its followers.506 

 The study of religion in the nineteenth century is wide-ranging and difficult to assess in 

any singular study. However, modern scholarship allows us to recreate a general picture: the once 

popular and monolithic Church of England faced much scrutiny in the early to mid-nineteenth 

century, which eventually led to the founding of multiple nonconformist and dissenting faiths.507 

These newer, more popular sects were in many ways influenced by the evangelical movement 

which itself was at its height in the mid-nineteenth century. The Church of England or 

Anglicanism, and by association the British government, which consisted primarily of the upper 

classes, faced criticism from the newer sects which now obtained members from the rapidly-
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rising middle classes. In fact, the Anti-State Church Association of the 1840s attracted members 

from many of the same people as the Anti-Corn Law League, of which Richard Cobden, Hunt’s 

employer, was a strong proponent.508 Most took issue with the automatic privilege afforded to the 

members of the Church of England, and many organizations were created and mobilized to help 

change laws allowing for other religions to operate with more freedom.509 The appearance of 

Tractarianism or the Oxford Movement, and the likes of John Henry Newman, E. B. Pusey 

(1800-1882), and John Keble, challenged the nation to consider the role of the Church of 

England, especially as the population now found itself living in a pluralistic society.510 The 

Anglican Church became just one of the many important religious organizations in England.  

 William Holman Hunt was not only a product of this world, but it can be argued that his 

beliefs aligned with the evangelical movement, and that he used this belief system and his 

awareness of the religious mood to appeal specifically to public sentiment through his early 

paintings. 

 

Hunt and Religious Paintings 

In 1850, Hunt exhibited A Converted British Family Sheltering a Christian Missionary from the 

Persecution of Druids (1849-50, Ashmolean Museum) (Fig. 4.1) at the Royal Academy Summer 

Exhibition. Although the painting displays Hunt’s early technical mastery of oil paints and his 

abilities to depict realism, compositionally it is less successful. The focal point of the painting is 

what one assumes to be the missionary wearing red and white robes, shown seated as three 

female figures tend to him. The missionary’s head seems too large for his body and the 

foreshortening suggested by his legs and feet is unsuccessful. Like Rossetti’s Girlhood, Hunt has 
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painted an ambiguous indoor/outdoor space, as there is an absence of a wall in front of the group. 

On either side of the missionary are male figures peeking outside the space to assess their 

surroundings. In the background, Hunt has painted the Druids, a large group composed of over a 

dozen individuals who are chasing another missionary, identified by his red and white clothing. 

There is a sharp vertical divide between foreground and background to the right of the painting 

which separates the group aiding the missionary and the missionary being chased by the Druids. 

In the immediate foreground, Hunt has painted a still body of water.  

 The reviews of this painting reveal little, as it was largely overshadowed by Millais’s The 

Carpenter’s Shop and the strong criticism against the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in the 1850 

press. The Art Journal wrote that “the drawing and manner of the figures show all the 

objectionable peculiarities of the infancy of Art,” which was the only criticism the journal 

afforded to the painting.511 The reviewer of The Critic recognized Hunt’s painting ability, writing 

that “the whole is painted with the utmost care; it is a production in every respect conscientiously 

conceived and executed. There is real hard work about it”; the reviewer also did not miss the 

symbolism present in the work, such as the cross in the background and the lamp underneath it, 

suggesting that the family had already been converted, yet wrote that “it is scarcely necessary to 

say that the work is painted in utter disregard of all rules simply conventional.”512  

This was Hunt’s first major religious painting.513 Judith Bronkhurst argues that the work 

relates to contemporary religious debates, specifically the sectarianism prevalent at the time, and 

the role of the Anglican Church.514 Hunt had recently read the second volume of Ruskin’s 

Modern Painters (1846) and was inspired by Ruskin’s description of Tintoretto’s The 
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161 

 

Annunciation (1583, Scuola Grande di San Rocco), in which the art critic describes Tintoretto’s 

use of typological symbolism.515 Hunt’s use of typological symbolism, which is a method of 

combining foreshadowing symbolic imagery (types) with realistic depictions, was noticed by The 

Critic reviewer in the mention of the cross and lamp. George P. Landow writes that Hunt was 

catering to a mass audience, and attempting to appeal to the elite.516 Landow also argues that 

Victorians, through the many sermons, tracts, and hymns taught through the churches, would 

actively be seeking “types” in their readings of the Bible.517 Evangelicals especially devoted 

much of their teaching to typology, outlining the significance of what they presumed to be the 

literal word of God in the Old Testament to anticipate the New Testament.518 The results of these 

endeavours, especially those of Charles Simeon (1759-1836), were that individuals would seek 

additional meaning in Biblical events to view them with greater importance.519 Landow also 

writes that those reading the scriptures would “delight in complex unravellings of biblical 

history.”520 For the detail-oriented Hunt, therefore, all details could be considered meaningful, 

creating a painting which would become “a process of meditation,” and a justification of 
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realism.521 Although not completely original in terms of conception, this painting is the first in a 

long series of religious works which eventually made Hunt successful.522 

Hunt was inspired by Ruskin’s description of typological symbolism, and in hopes of 

attracting buyers, he employed a method which he not only supported, but was one with which 

the general public was familiar. However, due to the compositional difficulties faced by Hunt as 

well as the backlash against the Pre-Raphaelites, Hunt was unable to sell the painting. Because of 

his financial situation, Hunt could not begin another painting unless he sold Converted British 

Family, and in hopes of selling it sooner, he lowered the price of the painting from £300 to 

£150.523 Unfortunately, the lowering of the price also yielded no results, and it was not until 

Millais interceded that he was able to sell the painting. Interestingly, the buyer of the painting was 

none other than Thomas Combe (1796-1872), whose portrait Millais was painting. Combe, 

Printer to Oxford University, was a prominent Tractarian, or High Churchman.524 The Guardian 

newspaper, which at the time was Tractarian, had recently published two positive reviews on 

Millais and Hunt, and Bronkhurst argues that these reviews encouraged Millais to intercede on 

his friend’s behalf to Combe, who purchased the picture for £126, money Hunt desperately 

needed.525 

Combe was known as “The Early Christian” because of his Tractarian beliefs, and would 

have identified with the red cross and the burning oil, which may have reflected Tractarian 

ritual.526 In terms of “types,” Bronkhurst points to the red of the robes, which signify both divine 
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charity and love, the child squeezing the grapes, referring to the Eucharist, and the loin-cloth of a 

future John the Baptist, pointing to baptismal regeneration.527 Most importantly, Hunt inscribed 

notes on the frame which outlined the typology, and the wording would have appealed to both 

Tractarians and Evangelicals through its references to early Christianity.528 Hunt was pleased with 

Combe’s support, and referred to him in his later years as “the senior partner,” as Hunt accepted 

financial loans and advice on his career from Combe.529 Bronkhurst argues that the use of 

typological symbolism in the painting did not yet represent Hunt’s own beliefs; at this point he 

was not “a committed Christian.”530 Nevertheless, Hunt had now discovered a formula to attract 

buyers. He would employ typological symbolism in his religious paintings which he would 

execute in a highly detailed manner. In his next few religious paintings, Hunt’s experimentation 

with this formula provided superior results as he learned to cater to the religious elite.  

 

The Hireling Shepherd and Our English Coasts  

Bronkhurst contends that Converted Family paved the way for Hunt’s The Hireling Shepherd 

(1851-52, Manchester Art Gallery) (Fig. 4.2), as Hireling also presents typological symbolism in 

a highly detailed manner.531 The painting was inspired by Edgar’s song in King Lear.532 The 

painting depicts two seated figures in the foreground. The male figure, shown on the left wearing 

                                                      

527 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 135-136.  
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Christ. Bronkhurst writes that in his notes to Combe on the painting, Hunt did not stress the sectarian 

undertones.  
529 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 10.  
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a blue tunic over his auburn clothing, is shown leaning towards the female figure on the right, 

wearing red and white; she holds a lamb and two green apples in her lap. In the background to the 

right, there are two rows of trees with a stray sheep in between the rows, and on either side of 

these rows are open fields. Immediately behind the couple, Hunt has painted a flock of sheep, 

some of whom are grazing while others are lying down. The entire painting is completed with 

acute attention to detail, most clearly evident in the rendering of foliage in the immediate 

foreground.  

 In his interpretation of the painting, John Duncan Macmillan writes that the theme is one 

of impending disaster due to the shepherd’s lack of attention to his flock.533 Hunt once described 

the image as a “rebuke to the sectarian vanities and vital negligences of the day.”534 Further, in an 

1897 letter, Hunt wrote: 

[the shepherd] was a type thus of other muddle headed [sic] 

pastors who instead of performing their services to their flock—

which is in constant peril—discuss vain questions of no value to 

any human soul.535 

This is clearly a response to the religious debates occurring at the time, but more 

importantly, this painting was an attempt by Hunt to distance himself from those debates. On one 

level, the image certainly fits into the rhetoric of the contemporary criticisms of the Anglican 

Church, yet it may also be another comment on sectarianism.536 In addition, the painting is also an 

observation on the role of women, as the shepherdess in this case is about to commit sin alongside 

the shepherd, and so the death’s head moth in the shepherd’s hand becomes the ignored symbol 

                                                      

533 John Duncan Macmillan, “Holman Hunt’s Hireling Shepherd: some reflections on a Victorian pastoral,” 
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of their eventual demise, and of the consequences of sin.537 In this manner, the painting becomes 

Hunt’s first religious sermon through the medium of paint. As Hunt, like other Victorians, would 

search through the Bible for typological symbolism, he now presents it as a painting, expecting 

his viewers to comprehend the meaning of the work through careful observance. Therefore, the 

painting is both a commentary on what Hunt perceived to be counter-productive religious debate, 

and a religious, evangelical teaching tool.538 It can certainly be associated with the rhetoric of the 

absentee priests in many rural parishes with which the dissenting and nonconformist groups took 

issue. The shades of red and white used for the clothing of the shepherdess are much too similar 

to the colours of the Anglican flag to be simply coincidental.  

While the painting was hung “on the line,” and received well by Academicians, its initial 

reviews were not too favourable. The reviewer of The Athenaeum wrote that “Mr. Hunt who has 

‘an oath in heaven’ to tell ‘the whole truth and nothing but the truth,’ carries anti-eclecticism to 

the absurd. Like Swift, he revels in the repulsive. These rustics are of the coarsest breed,—ill 

favoured, ill fed, ill washed….they are literal transcripts of stout, sunburnt, out-of-door 

labourers.”539 Rosenfeld writes that although some critics objected to the frank portrayal of the 

rural working class, others would have viewed this painting as an effective representation of the 

“moral lassitude sweeping the countryside.”540 Hunt’s attempts to appeal to the religious fervour 

                                                      

537 Macmillan, “Hunt’s Hireling Shepherd,” 191.  
538 The painting is replete with further symbolism: green apples are poisonous to lambs, marshlands as well 

are not ideal for sheep, the marsh-mallow flowers in the front of the painting may also be symbolic of 

desolation, and sex could serve as a metaphor for downfall. See, Macmillan, 193, and Bronkhurst, 147-149. 

It is important to note that the use of typological symbolism is not unique to Hunt, as many other artists 

were using the technique in their religious works; a famous example of his is John Roger Herbert’s Our 

Saviour (1847), in which the wood in the centre of the work serves as the symbol of the cross. Bronkhurst 

argues that Hunt’s later writing on the painting displays a bias towards evangelicalism. See Bronkhurst, 

148.  
539 “Royal Academy,” The Athenaeum 1282 (22 May 1852), p. 581. 
540 Barringer, et al., eds., Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian avant-garde, 98. Hunt painted the image in Ewell, 

with meticulous observation of the landscape, and added the figures afterwards.  
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were effective, as the painting was brought to the attention to noted zoologist William John 

Broderip (1789-1859), who purchased the painting for the full asking price of 300 guineas.541 

 The success of this painting secured a commission from Broderip’s cousin, Charles T. 

Maud, who wished for a replica of the sheep in the background. Unwilling to revisit the efforts 

required to paint the exact same image, Hunt apparently persuaded Maud to accept a new 

composition of sheep.542 Our English Coasts, 1852 (Strayed Sheep) (1852, Tate) (Fig. 4.3), 

should be viewed as a pendant to Hireling, not only because of the connections with the sheep, 

but because of the religious and political symbolism behind both paintings. The painting depicts 

an unorganized flock of sheep about to fall off the edge of a cliff. Some of the sheep are lying 

down, while some have already fallen off into the thickets underneath. In the far background, 

above the horizon line of a large body of water, Hunt has painted what appears to be a steam-

powered ship.  

Our English Coasts has traditionally been viewed as a commentary on the anti-French 

rhetoric of the mid-nineteenth century. There were fears that the English coasts were in a 

defenceless state, specifically against French invaders.543 These fears were highlighted by the 

press in its rhetoric of Napoleon III’s coup, and were shared by Hunt in 1852.544 However, these 

anxieties were not novel to 1852; as early as 1850, a review in The Athenaeum discusses the lack 

                                                      

541 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 147. Broderip was introduced to the painting by the painter Daniel 

Maclise. Bronkhurst also discusses the precedents and influences for the painting, including the novel 

Yeast: a problem (1848) by Christian Socialist Charles Kingsley (1819-1875), which was concerned with 

sectarianism and critical of the influence of Roman Catholicism.  
542 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 156-157. The final price agreed for the picture was £70, however the 

final price paid was of 150 guineas since Hunt greatly altered the composition. Both Combe and Broderip 

were also interested in purchasing the picture, which Maud received in 1853.  
543 Barringer, et al., eds., Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian avant-garde, 99; Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 

158; Jeanette M. Smith, “Our English Coasts (Strayed Sheep), William Holman Hunt,” JAMA 311.15 

(April 2014): 1482-1483; Jonathan P. Ribner, “Our English Coasts, 1852: William Holman Hunt and 

invasion fear at midcentury,” Art Journal 55.2 (1996): 45-54. The picture was painted near Hastings, which 

was the site of the Norman Invasion in 1066.  
544 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 158. There were also calls for a voluntary enlistment in 1852 with 

the proposed Militia Bill.  
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of defences on the English coasts.545 The Duke of Wellington was also openly concerned about a 

French invasion, and had expressed unease of the defences as early as the 1820s; he also warned 

of steam-powered transports capable of transporting significant numbers of French soldiers to 

English coasts.546 The steam ship in the far background of Hunt’s painting could most definitely 

be a reference to these specific fears. Furthermore, Coventry Patmore (1823-1896), poet, critic, 

and close associate of Hunt, advocated for volunteer rifle clubs in The Times in 1852, and himself 

was a founding member of the Metropolitan Rifle Club, whose aim was to exhibit a strong 

display of power to relinquish fears of a foreign invasion; Ribner argues that Patmore’s 

involvement reflects the “seriousness of the concern with national defence within the Pre-

Raphaelite circle.”547 Ribner also contends that this painting could be seen as evidence of Hunt’s 

patriotism. This is evident in Hunt’s truthful recording of the English countryside; however, it 

should be noted that during Hunt’s work on this painting, the weather was less than ideal, and his 

withstanding of the element in search of the “truth” in nature, can also be interpreted as Hunt’s 

devotion to representing England. Ribner states that Hunt’s plight can be compared with Christian 

self-sacrifice, and Hunt himself wrote that: 

I feel quite excused for not finding sufficient national pride left 

in me to feel. I used to once to wonder whether England would 

ever be invaded; now I wonder that it was ever inhabited, and 

how much longer it will be before all the people leave for some 

reasonably temperate clime; before finishing this note I will 

endeavour to give you an idea of my position while painting, so 

that, if my want of patriotism appears shameful, you may judge 

me with proper consideration of the provocation received.548 

                                                      

545 “Reviews: The Defenceless State of Great Britain. By Sir Frances Head, Bart. Murray,” The Athenaeum 

1202 (9 November 1850): 1157-1158.  
546 Ribner, “Our English Coasts,” 46.  
547 Ribner, “Our English Coasts,” 48.  
548 As quoted in Ribner, 51. Furthermore, while the painting represents anxieties against the foreign other, it 

also celebrates the productivity of England in its depiction of a plethora of healthy sheep, and abundant 

vegetation. 
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 Scholars have also argued for a similar reading of The Hireling Shepherd, in which the 

sheep represent the Christians, who are lost amongst the sectarian debates, and unprepared for the 

rise of Roman Catholicism.549 Melnyk argues that anti-Catholic prejudice was particularly strong 

amongst evangelicals.550 If we are to assume that Hunt was predisposed to evangelical teachings, 

then he could very well have employed evangelical ideas, which were shared by Ruskin, to this 

painting. Holman Hunt’s evangelicalism would fully manifest itself in his next two religious 

paintings, The Awakening Conscience (1853-54, Tate), and The Light of the World (1851-53, 

Keble College) (Fig. 4.4).  

 

The Light of the World and the Evangelical Sermon 

The Light of the World and The Awakening Conscience were exhibited together, and on a 

thematic level, work alongside one another. The image of Christ in Light can be seen as the vision 

of the woman in Awakening Conscience.551 Hunt began work on Light in 1851, and worked on 

the painting simultaneously with Hireling Shepherd. It has been suggested that the latter painting 

set a direct precedent for Light of the World.552 His inspiration was from the Book of Revelation 

(3:20): “Behold I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I 

will come to him and will sup with him and he with me.”553 Bronkhurst argues that it was Hunt’s 

                                                      

549 Bronkhurst¸ William Holman Hunt, 158. Ruskin, in his 1851 pamphlet, Notes on the Construction of 

Sheepfolds, attacked sectarian divisiveness in the context of “papal aggression.” Furthermore, Punch 

carried numerous nationalistic cartoons against the French and Napoleon III’s “fondness for England”. See 

Ribner, 47. 
550 Melnyk, Victorian Religion, 45.  
551 The Awakening Conscience is not discussed in this chapter, although scholars have taken a diverse range 

of approaches to study the painting. See Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, cat. 82; Barringer, et al., eds., 

Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian avant-garde, cat. 98; Darrel Mansell, “William Holman Hunt’s ‘The Awakening 

Conscience’ and James Joyce’s ‘The Dead’” James Joyce Quarterly 23.4 (Summer 1986): 487-491; Julia 

Grella O’Connell, “Of music, magdalenes, and metanoia in The Awakening Conscience” Journal of 

Musicological Research 24.2 (2005): 123-143; Michael Hancher, “Hunt’s Awakening Conscience,” Journal 

of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 4 (1995): 27-49; James Thompson, “Ruskin and Hunt’s Awakening Conscience,” 

Victorians Institute Journal 8 (1979): 19-22.  
552 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 12. 
553 As quoted in Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 15.  
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close association with Thomas Combe which lay the foundation for this image.554 In fact, Thomas 

Combe saw the painting in its very early stages in 1851, and declared his interest in the work; in a 

letter to Combe, Hunt expressed hope that the painting “might find its resting place at Oxford.”555 

The painting was indeed bought by Combe in 1853, before its exhibition in 1854, for Hunt’s 

asked price of £420. 

 Hunt wrote that the painting was meant as a “mirror to reflect the better part of one’s 

mental and spiritual self…to encourage him to more perfect self control.”556 The image depicts a 

fully robed, bearded Christ against a dark background which shows a few trees framing his 

figure.557 In his left hand, Christ is shown holding a lit lantern, which is the primary source of 

light in the scene, while with his right he is knocking on a wooden door to the left of the work. 

Christ is shown barefoot, and wearing elaborate, bejewelled robes, and a crown. A yellow, 

circular halo surrounds Christ’s head. In the foreground, there are overgrown plants which 

partially obstruct the door.  

 At the time the painting was exhibited, the critics did not at first know what to make of it. 

In The Literary Gazette, the reviewer wrote that the religious mysticism apparent in the work 

cannot draw much response from the viewer, and that it was missing the warm light of a divine 

spirit.558 The reviewer of The Critic acknowledged the blending of the real and unreal, and wrote 

that anyone willing enough to meditate upon the meaning of the work would be well-rewarded.559 

The Athenaeum reviewer wrote that the painting was understood only by a few “exoteric 

visitors,” and that even though over all it was a failure, it was treated with earnest religious spirit 

                                                      

554 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 151.  
555 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 27, 43.  
556 As quoted in Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 151.  
557 Maas has written that the trees to the right of the painting could roughly allude to Christ on the cross due 

to their shape which mimics the general outline of Christ’s other outstretched arm. 
558 “Royal Academy,” The Literary Gazette 1947 (13 May 1854), p. 14.  
559 “Royal Academy,” The Critic 13.315 (15 May 1854), p. 275.  
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and depth.560 The Art-Journal carried the most detailed review. The reviewer acknowledged the 

text alongside the painting, and the context of the image as being displayed in the “present period 

of prevailing blindness to Evangelical truth.”561 The reviewer also recognized the symbolism 

present in the work, noting the crown which sees Christ as both redeemer and king, and the door 

overgrown with ivy, which represents the ties of the world; however, like others, the sentiment 

that only a few will fully grasp the meaning of the work is again echoed.562 Jeremy Maas writes 

that the dichotomous nature of the work lay in its blending of real and unreal imagery, and that 

only those already equipped with the knowledge to interpret such works would have truly 

understood Hunt’s motives behind the painting. It is likely that other than Thomas Combe, the 

publisher Ernest Gambart (1814-1902) was one of these individuals. Gambart was able to see 

Light through the recommendation of the landscape painter John Linnell (1792-1882), and upon 

learning that Combe had already paid for the picture when Gambart inquired after it, Hunt and 

Gambart began negotiations over the image’s copyright.563 Clearly, Gambart had recognized 

Hunt’s message and saw, at the very least, the potential financial success of the painting. 

Nevertheless, the public found it difficult to categorize the painting; it was difficult to assess 

whether it was a religious tract or a work of art, and whether it was reasonable for it to be 

considered both, since failure as one might also reflect on the other.564  

 It is here that John Ruskin lent his greatest support to Hunt. In a letter to The Times on 4 

May 1851, Ruskin staunchly defended the painting, which is worth quoting at length here: 

                                                      

560 “Fine Arts: Royal Academy,” The Athenaeum 1384 (6 May 1854), p. 561. The reviewer did not miss the 

symbolism present in the painting, commenting on the branches behind Christ as symbolic of the passion; 

however, it was with the details that the reviewer took issue, citing, for example, that the face was not that 

of Christ.  
561 “The Royal Academy: The Exhibition, 1854,” The Art-Journal 6.66 (June 1854), p. 169.  
562 Ibid. There is a more direct connection in the painting to Hireling, as Hunt has painted some green 

apples by Christ’s feet.  
563 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 44.  
564 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 19. Maas argues that this painting is also difficult to 

assess as it was a part of nineteenth-century religion, a subject which still requires clarification.  
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I speak of the picture called “The Light of the World,” by Mr. 

Holman Hunt. Standing by it yesterday for upwards of an hour, I 

watched the effect it produced upon the passers by. Few stopped 

to look at it, and those who did almost invariably with some 

contemptuous expression, founded on what appeared to them the 

absurdity of representing the Saviour with a lantern in his hand. 

Now, it ought to be remembered that, whatever may be the faults 

of a Præ-Raphaelite picture, it must at least have taken much 

time; and therefore it may not unwarrantably be presumed that 

conceptions which are to be so laboriously realized are not 

adopted in the first instance without some reflection. So that the 

spectator may surely question with himself whether the 

objections which now strike every one in a moment might not 

possibly have occurred to the painter himself, either during the 

time devoted to the design of the picture, or the months of labour 

required for its execution; and whether, therefore, there may not 

be some reason for his persistence in such an idea, not 

discoverable at the first glance. 

Mr. Hunt has never explained his work to me. I give what 

appears to me its palpable interpretation. 

Now, when Christ enters any human heart, he bears with him a 

twofold light. First the light of conscience, which displays past 

sin, and afterwards the light of peace, the hope of salvation. The 

lantern, carried in Christ’s left hand, is this light of conscience. 

Its fire is red and fierce; it falls only on the closed door, on the 

weeds which encumber it, and on an apple shaken from one of 

the trees of the orchard, thus marking that the entire awakening 

of the conscience is not merely to committed, but to hereditary 

guilt. 

This light is suspended by a chain, wrapt about the wrist of the 

figure, showing that the light which reveals sin appears to the 

sinner also to chain the hand of Christ. 

I believe there are very few persons on whom the picture, thus 

justly understood, will not produce a deep impression. For my 

own part, I think it one of the very noblest works of sacred art 

ever produced in this or any other age.565 

 Ruskin, who had previously written to The Times in 1851 in defence of the Pre-

Raphaelites, had the greatest impact on the public with this letter. Hunt made two more versions 

of the painting, one completed in 1856, which is now in Manchester, and the other, much larger 

                                                      

565 “To the editor of The Times,” The Times 21.733 (5 May 1854), p. 9. 



 

172 

 

version, in 1906, which rests at St. Paul’s Cathedral. Ruskin’s letter accompanied all three 

paintings for generations, through publication as prints and in numerous newspaper articles.566 

John Ruskin was a highly influential figure in the mid-nineteenth century. Landow writes that 

part of Ruskin’s success lay in his perceptive understanding of his audience; Ruskin’s insistence 

on discussing symbolic meanings and the greater significances of the paintings may have helped 

the author achieve success.567 Landow further argues that Ruskin fashioned himself as “Victorian 

Sage,” someone who understood the Victorian thought process, and specifically targeted the new 

upper- and middle-class audience.568 Furthermore, Ruskin consciously adopted the role of a 

preacher, including Biblical quotes to support his writings on art; many Victorians would not only 

have found this entertaining, but also reassuring in light of the evangelical influences spread 

throughout the different Christian sects.569 Ruskin saw contemporary issues, especially those on 

morality, through an evangelical lens.570 At this point Ruskin would have been familiar with his 

own influences on Hunt’s painting, especially where it concerned typological symbolism. Ruskin 

clearly saw the evangelical ideals behind the painting, and recognizing their importance, wrote 

his supportive letter.  

 Eleanor Stansbie also writes of the painting as “characterized by its Evangelical message 

of salvation, which speaks of the need for a Christianizing mission at home as well as abroad, the 

                                                      

566 Maas, Holman Hunt and the Light of the World, 65.  
567 See Landow’s essay “There began to be a great talking about fine arts,” in Josef L. Altholz, The Mind 

and Art of Victorian England (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1976), 124-145. 
568 George P. Landow, “How to read Ruskin: the art critic as Victorian sage,” in Susan P. Casteras, ed., 

John Ruskin and the Victorian Eye (Phoenix: Phoenix Art Museum, 1993), 52-80. 
569 Ibid.  
570 Robert Hewison, John Ruskin: the argument of the eye (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976). 

Hewison very aptly traces external influences which led to the development of Ruskin's theories. He aims 

to present Ruskin as less of an isolated phenomenon and more so as a culmination of lifelong experiences. 

Hewison relies very heavily on critical analysis and deconstruction of Ruskin’s own writings; almost every 

change in the literature or theory is paired with an event in Ruskin's life that may have led to the change, 

although the documents reads as apologist as Hewison is seemingly biased towards favoring Ruskin. 

Hewison discusses at length Ruskin’s break from traditional Evangelicalism after his divorce with Effie 

Gray, and includes a thorough discussion on Ruskin’s attachment to architecture (the relationship with 

Pugin) and its political significances. In the end Hewison writes that Ruskin saw “beauty as an expression 

of moral truth.” 
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moral certainty of which was implicit in the construction of a specifically Protestant, masculine, 

national identity.”571 This painting was one of Holman Hunt’s earliest sermons as image, which 

represented Christ as saviour for the souls who had previously had their “doors shut,” or 

obstructed. Like many evangelical teachings, this suggested direct intervention by Christ, 

eliminating the need for the intermediaries. This may very well have contributed to its success in 

the new Protestant England. However, it was with the help of Gambart that the picture gained a 

larger audience. Gambart obtained the copyright to the image in 1856 for £200, and helped 

exhibit the image throughout Britain to promote sales of his engraving.572 Gambart’s successes 

helped make The Light of the World Hunt’s most popular painting, and the most famous religious 

painting of the nineteenth century.573  

 Holman Hunt’s early paintings, therefore, need to be viewed as specific products of their 

time. They help us better understand the artist’s personal mindset, as well as the Victorian 

religious thought process. In need of a better financial situation, Hunt’s experimentation led him 

to successfully “paint sermons” in tune with the evangelical fervour of the mid-nineteenth 

century. The paintings may represent Hunt’s views on religion, but on a broader level, they 

highlight the concerns of the Victorian upper- and middle-class population, to which Hunt needed 

to appeal in order to earn money.  

                                                      

571 Eleanor Fraser Stansbie, “Christianity, masculinity, imperialism: The Light of the World and colonial 

contexts of display,” p. 189-211 in Amelia Yates and Serena Towbridge, eds., Pre-Raphaelite 

Masculinities: constructions of masculinities in art and literature (Burlington: Ashgate, 2014). Stansbie’s 

primary focus in this article is on the changes between the three versions of the paintings, and the broader 

social and political contexts behind each image. See also, George P. Landow, “Shadows cast by The Light 

of the World: William Holman Hunt’s religious paintings, 1893-1905,” The Art Bulletin 65.3 (1983): 471-

484. Landow also contends that the painting portrays a specific Protestant theme, that of “the Saviour’s 

visit to the individual sinner which produces conversion and a higher vision”; Landow also writes that 

Hunt’s manner in this painting is similar to that of an evangelical preacher. 
572 Bronkhurst, William Holman Hunt, 153. The 1860 publication of the engraving was highly successful 

brought almost £10,000 to Gambart.  
573 Ibid. As the original was bequeathed to Keble College in 1873, Hunt began a larger version (discussed 

by Stansbie cited above) which was exhibited throughout the British colonies, which further “sealed the 

reputation of the picture as a sermon in paint.” See Barringer, et al., Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian avant-

garde, 125. For more on the effects of the painting on literary and artistic culture, see Maas, 75-77. 
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 The study of Holman Hunt, his art, and nationalism is yet incomplete due to a lack of 

attention given to the subject. It is important to add that for his earliest paintings, Hunt 

experimented with many Shakespearean themes, notably Claudio and Isabella (1850, Tate), and 

Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (1850-51, Makins Collection). As discussed in the 

previous chapter, Shakespeare was considered a heroic figure in the Victorian era. Almost a fifth 

of all paintings created in the nineteenth century were of Shakespearean themes, and the height of 

this popularity was between 1830 and 1860.574 Hunt’s merging of Shakespeare in Hireling with 

religious themes also warrants further study because the religious meaning was added by the artist 

to the Shakespearean theme.575 The popularity of Shakespeare had come to define the playwright 

as an exemplary model of moral and intellectual excellence; essentially, in the nineteenth century, 

Shakespeare was one of the most significant agents of English identity.576 Hunt’s use of 

Shakespearean themes is due, in part, to this larger resurgence and broader acceptance of 

Shakespeare’s writings, and a related study could lead to a better understanding of Hunt’s use of 

the subject matter.  

 Furthermore, there are other important paintings by Hunt which also serve as sermons 

using typological symbolism, such as The Scapegoat (1854-55, Lady Lever), The Finding of the 

Saviour in the Temple (1854-55, Birmingham), and The Shadow of the Cross (1870-72, 

Manchester Art Gallery). With the help of Gambart, Hunt exhibited The Finding of the Saviour as 

a one-painting show in 1860, and published a pamphlet clearly outlining the symbolism and the 

role of each figure in the painting. This helped alleviate any potential misunderstandings of his 

paintings, something with which Hunt struggled, especially after the exhibition of The Scapegoat 

which received mixed reviews. Nevertheless, Hunt’s trips to the Middle East were used by both 

                                                      

574 Adrian Poole, Shakespeare and the Victorians (London: Arden, 2004), 41.  
575 Stuart Sillars, Shakespeare and the Victorians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 95. 
576 Sillars, Shakespeare, 157-158. Sillars also discusses Shakespeare through the works of Carlyle, Ruskin, 

and William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement.  
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the artist and some critics to justify the realistic depictions of the paintings. These paintings were 

often portrayed as “accurate” since the artist departed England to search for biblical truth. Hunt’s 

ventures to the Middle East as an evangelical English traveller and his observances of foreign 

customs can reveal much about English perceptions of the other in the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century.577  

 William Holman Hunt has previously been regarded as a Victorian religious painter, and 

the only Pre-Raphaelite painter to stay true to its tenets throughout his life. This is an over 

simplification of Hunt’s career which shifted and evolved with the religious and political currents 

of the nineteenth century. Between 1848 and 1853 Holman Hunt experimented with different 

methods of appealing to the Victorian upper- and middle-class art-viewing public, and through 

his own understanding of Christianity and the religious mood of the time Hunt consciously 

commented on contemporary events in order to achieve success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

577 Marcia Pointon, “The Artist as Ethnographer: Holman Hunt in the Holy Land,” in M. Pointon, ed., Pre-

Raphaelites re-viewed (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989), 22-44. See also George P. 

Landow, “William Holman Hunt’s ‘Oriental Mania’ and his Uffizi Self-portrait,” The Art Bulletin 64.4 
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Figures 

 

Figure 4.1. William Holman Hunt. A converted British Family sheltering a Christian Missionary 

from the Persecution of the Druids. 1850. Oil on canvas. 111 by 141 cm. Ashmolean Museum of 

Art and Archaeology, Oxford. 
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Figure 4.2 William Holman Hunt. The Hireling Shepherd. 1851. Oil on canvas. 76.4 by 109.5 cm. 

Manchester Art Gallery, Manchester.  
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Figure 4.3. William Holman Hunt. Our English Coasts (Strayed Sheep). 1852. Oil on canvas. 

43.2 by 58.4 cm. Tate, London. 
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Figure 4.4. William Holman Hunt. The Light of the World. 1851-53. Oil and gold leaf on canvas. 

122 by 60.5 cm. Keble College, Oxford University, Oxford. 
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Conclusion 

Despite many scholars’ best efforts, the perception remains that the majority of Pre-Raphaelite 

painting is superficial. In a review of the 2017 exhibition Reflections: Van Eyck & The Pre-

Raphaelites (National Gallery, London), Jonathan Jones writes that: 

The Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood are the most successful frauds in 

art history. These mediocre Victorian painters knitted together a 

pseudo-intellectual style from bits of John Ruskin’s theories, 

quotations of popular poems and pretentious artistic references. 

Their very name reveals their heavy handed [sic] historicism, as 

they claimed to rescue the pure art of the early Renaissance from 

the refined classicism of Raphael. A dusty debate to be sure.578 

 This review is part of the larger rhetoric on the art of the Pre-Raphaelites. Often, their 

paintings are dismissed as “pretty pictures,” void of deeper significance. Unlike other art-

historical movements such as the Italian Renaissance, or French Impressionism, Pre-Raphaelite 

art lacks theoretical and stylistic cohesion. It is not only difficult to find stylistic similarities 

between the paintings of the original Brotherhood, but also between the early and later paintings 

of individual artists. The theories which the PRB drew upon in the mid-nineteenth century did not 

influence their later works to the same degree. The study of these artists and their paintings, 

therefore, has led to an isolationist view, categorizing the artists and their paintings under a 

variety of labels or phases. It is, of course, simpler to consider Rossetti a painter of Aesthetic 

sensuality, Millais an Academy painter, and Hunt a religious painter. But these simplifications do 

a gross injustice to one of the most significant Western art movements.   

 The 2012 exhibition at the Tate helped to shed new light on Pre-Raphaelite art by 

including works outside the scope of painting, and the role of women in the movement; the 

curators and writers contextualized the art as one of the first Western modern art developments. 

                                                      

578 Jonathan Jones, “Reflections: Van Eyck and the Pre-Raphaelites review – not worth a look,” The 
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In the same light, I have hoped to introduce the concept of nationalism as another unifying 

element in Pre-Raphaelite art.  

 Through the lens of nationalism, we find complex interactions between the artists and 

their world. The strong reactions to Pre-Raphaelite art were influenced by the socio-political 

movements and events which affected a broad range of people. In addition, we find clear 

instances of experimentation by the artists hoping to appeal to the art-viewing public. They did 

this through their understanding of themes which would illicit specific responses. Rossetti, 

Millais, and Hunt commented on social, religious, and political themes in their works. These 

artists were responding to current events, and their commentaries through their novel stylistic 

approach resonated with enough people to warrant a response, whether negative or positive. 

Furthermore, studying these paintings through the lens of nationalism sheds light on their world 

as well.  

 To understand how nationalism and national identity influenced Pre-Raphaelite art, this 

study focused on artist biography, correspondence, and the nineteenth-century press. Each of 

these elements was considered critically to ensure that the context behind every written word was 

understood. However, this thesis is not without its limitations. Firstly, and perhaps what is most 

obvious, the role of women is left unconsidered. The study of nationalism has traditionally been a 

masculine space. As discussed in the introduction, scholars have pondered methods through 

which such a study would be possible. However, perhaps an entirely new methodology is 

necessary, one which considers the role of men and women equally.  

 Scholars of Pre-Raphaelite art have taken measures to include the history of women 

through developing artist biographies of the female artists, and considering their works critically 

in the same light as the artists of the PRB. The poet Christina Rossetti, and the visual artists 

Elizabeth Siddal and Julia Margaret Cameron are clear choices for initial investigation. Each of 

these women had strong ties with the PRB. A study of Christina Rossetti’s poetry, Siddal’s 
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watercolours, and Cameron’s photographs through the ideas of nationalism could highlight new 

avenues of research if we allow ourselves to also see their works as products of their time. The 

female artists associated with the PRB are considered peripheral to the movement. It may prove 

useful to assess these women as agents of change, by broadening our definition of “Pre-

Raphaelite art.” If Pre-Raphaelite art is seen as a movement inspired by nationalism, then perhaps 

it is possible to also include the works by these women if similar nationalistic connections are 

found in their art.  

 Furthermore, nationalism is an inconsistent, oscillating phenomenon. Ideas surrounding 

national sentiment and national identity are dynamic, and shift with the changes in religious, 

cultural, and political movements. These ideas need to be traced and contextualized with each 

study. For example, we must question whether Hunt’s later paintings are reactions to any events 

or movements in the late-nineteenth century, and if so, those national ideas must be outlined and 

understood. This study has looked at a very specific period in history, and therefore must be seen 

as a part of the changing nationalistic ideas.  

 Future studies can focus on the other Pre-Raphaelite artists, and how they navigated these 

movements. James Collinson’s religious paintings can certainly be seen in the same light as 

Rossetti’s, and Thomas Woolner’s trip to Australia and his subsequent return to England and 

success must be contextualized in greater detail. Woolner’s correspondence during his time in 

Australia can also be compared with Hunt’s correspondence from the Middle East, both as 

examples of Englishmen experiencing other worlds.  

 In terms of the three artists I have discussed in this thesis, it would be fruitful to 

investigate their later works to see whether the same methodology can be applied. Both Rossetti 

and Hunt, for example, in their later careers, chose to exhibit their paintings in “one-man” shows 

rather than with other artists in public exhibitions. Were they still interested in commenting on 

their contemporary surroundings? Did they eventually leave the pursuit of appealing to the public 
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mood, or should our understanding of this mood also evolve with their paintings? Is it perhaps 

more practical to interpret Millais’s shift to landscape and portrait painting as a reaction to the 

changing national sentiment rather than an abandonment of Pre-Raphaelite ideals? These are 

important questions that need to be explored to shift some antiquated perceptions of Pre-

Raphaelite art.  

 Pre-Raphaelite art influenced a great number of artists in the nineteenth century, and 

eventually paved the way for Aestheticism and the Arts and Crafts movement. They were perhaps 

the first avant-garde movement in the Western world. Their novel stylistic approach to painting, 

as well as their theories on art undeniably resonated with the art world in both England and 

abroad, and it is worth investigating their art in a broader context to help make it relevant across 

disciplines.  
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