
 

 

“The Burden of the Image:”  

Jane Morris in Art and Life 

 

 

by 

Johanna Beth Amos 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Program in Art History 

in conformity with the requirements for 

the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

March 2014 

 

Copyright © Johanna Beth Amos, 2014 



ii 

 

Abstract 

“The Burden of the Image:” Jane Morris in Art and Life examines the work and life of Pre-

Raphaelite model Jane Burden Morris (1839-1914). Burden Morris, an embroiderer and wife 

of the arts and crafts designer William Morris (1834-96), became famous in her own lifetime 

as the model for a number of Pre-Raphaelite works, particularly the paintings of Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82). Although she was not considered conventionally beautiful by 

Victorian standards, artists drew heavily upon Burden Morris’s appearance, particularly her 

striking features and unusual artistic dress, in order to heighten the exoticism of their works 

and to suggest moments outside contemporary Victorian time and place. Burden Morris’s 

features became synonymous with the Pre-Raphaelite ideal in female beauty and several 

contemporaries reflected upon the surreal experience of meeting the enigmatic woman 

thought only to exist in paintings. 

 Borrowing from a material culture approach which views images as both reflective 

and formative of identity, this work considers the relationship between Jane Burden Morris 

and her painted representation, and focuses in particular on the works produced through 

Burden Morris’s long-standing collaboration with Rossetti. Through an examination of 

Burden Morris’s appearance, activities, and demeanour, this dissertation considers the 

aspects of Burden Morris’s identity which contributed to her use in numerous Pre-Raphaelite 

images, and further explores the way in which these paintings may have altered how Burden 

Morris conceived of her own identity. “The Burden of the Image” examines three dominant 

modes of representing Burden Morris, including depictions of Burden Morris as medieval 

damsel, myth, and monster. It also considers Jane Burden Morris’s role within the broader 
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context of aestheticism, and explores her relationship to the artistic dress movement and the 

aesthetic interior. 
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: Introduction Chapter 1

“The Burden of the Image:” Jane Morris in Art and Life1 

Jane Burden Morris (1839-1914), embroiderer and wife of the arts and crafts designer 

William Morris (1834-96), became famous in her lifetime as the model for a number of Pre-

Raphaelite works, particularly the paintings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82). Her fame 

was attested to in an obituary which ran in the London Times on 28 January 1914, two days 

after her death:  

She became famous almost against her will through her beauty, which was of a very 

rare and distinguished type. It has long been made familiar by the pencil of Rossetti, 

who drew and painted much from her for some 15 years after their first meeting. All 

the world knows the masses of dark hair, the ivory complexion and exquisite 

features, the beautiful hands, and the great grey eyes, which were so unique and so 

overwhelming in their beauty.2 

 

The Times also reflected upon other aspects of Jane Morris’s life: her involvement with her 

husband’s interior design firm, and her numerous struggles with illness, claiming that due to 

her health, “It was, therefore, only in a comparatively small circle that she was known; nor 

did her work in the applied arts (she was an exquisite embroideress) come before the 

public.”3 From one perspective, this seemingly contradictory portrait of Jane Morris can be 

                                                        
1 Wendy Steiner, “The Burden of the Image,” in Venus in Exile: The Rejection of Beauty in 
Twentieth-Century Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 32. 
2 “Mrs. William Morris,” Times (London) (28 January 1914): 9. 
3 “Mrs. William Morris,” 9. This presentation of Jane Morris was also echoed in the 
obituaries printed the following day. The Daily Mail affirmed that “Very delicate in health, 
she was known personally to few, but she has become world-famous through her beauty and 



 

 

 

2 

interpreted within the context of Victorian life writing. In the obituary, Jane Morris 

exemplifies what Juliette Atkinson has described as “the paradoxical figure of the famous 

unknown,” a construction frequently used in biographies of notable women as it allowed 

biographers to navigate the demands of commemoration while also presenting their subjects 

in accordance with nineteenth-century expectations regarding women’s roles in the familial 

and social spheres.4 The Times assertion that Jane Morris “became famous almost against her 

will,”5 for instance, reflects a tradition in which women were “commemorated almost despite 

themselves,” and recognised “without appearing to thrust themselves before the public 

gaze.”6 However, this contradictory presentation can also be seen as indicative of the way in 

which Jane Morris’s life has been written and understood since the end of the nineteenth 

century. One hundred years after her death, Jane Morris remains equally visible and elusive: 

her image is well known – she is often considered the definition of Pre-Raphaelite beauty – 

yet other details of her life remain hidden.7 

                                                                                                                                                                     

through the genius with which Dante Gabriel Rossetti repeatedly reproduced her wonderful 
features on canvas,” while the Standard, perhaps the most generous in its praise, explained: 
“Mrs. Morris was herself remarkable for her talents in the applied arts, particularly in 
embroidery, but her work was known chiefly to her own intimate circle, chiefly because of 
the fact that a few years after her marriage her health became very delicate and she was often 
very much of an invalid. […] The public, however, knew Mrs. Morris well through the many 
presentments of her which Rossetti made in his pictures. Her beauty was of a unique type, 
and Rossetti loved to portray the exquisite face, with its masses of dark hair, complexion of 
ivory, and the large eloquent grey eyes.” See “Mrs. William Morris,” Daily Mail (29 January 
1914): 6; and “Mrs. William Morris,” Standard (29 January 1914): 11. 
4 Juliette Atkinson, Victorian Biography Reconsidered: A Study of Nineteenth-Century ‘Hidden’ Lives 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 153. 
5 “Mrs. William Morris,” 9. 
6 Atkinson, 148. 
7 In some instances hidden can also mean overlooked or even wilfully ignored. Wendy 
Parkins points out that in releasing the second edition of his biography William Morris: 
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 In some ways this is unsurprising, as Jane Morris has long been illegible in the 

documentary evidence. Wendy Parkins, for instance, points out that in J. W. Mackail’s 

biography of William Morris, “Jane Morris is represented as an exemplary middle-class 

Victorian wife of a famous man, largely through her absence: she is an elusive figure meriting 

just four entries in the index and no sustained discussion of her marriage is included at all.”8 

Instead, biographers and historians have preferred to read Jane Morris’s life and 

characteristics from well-known Pre-Raphaelite paintings. Like Mariana (1870) and La Pia de’ 

Tolomei (1868-81), Jane Morris is believed to be melancholy and self-absorbed; like Silence 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Romantic to Revolutionary (1955; 1977), E. P. Thompson “confessed that he had not read the 
enlarged archive of letters that had become accessible since the first publication of William 
Morris in 1955 – and that allowed for a more complex understanding of the relationship 
between Rossetti and Jane Morris – because he considered the Morris marriage ‘has been 
pried into enough.’” See Wendy Parkins, Jane Morris: The Burden of History (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 9. In conducting research for this project, I found that a 
similar bias exists on a popular level and that several people, otherwise seemingly well versed 
in Morris studies, held firmly established views regarding Jane Morris’s character, though few 
were based on fact or current understanding. For instance, one visitor I encountered at 
Kelmscott Manor loudly proclaimed that Jane Morris could not possibly have contributed to 
the compilation and revision of William Morris’s Collected Works (1910-15) because she was 
illiterate. While the Collected Works did indeed come to fruition through the initiative of the 
Morrises’ daughter May, investigation of Jane Morris’s personal papers and correspondence 
suggests that Jane did contribute notes and clarifications to May’s introductions to individual 
volumes, and, moreover, indicate that Jane Morris was an avid reader and, far from illiterate, 
was fluent in French and Italian. Evidence of Jane Morris’s proficiency with a pen has been 
made widely available through the publication of her correspondence. See John Bryson and 
Janet Camp Troxell, eds, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Jane Morris: Their Correspondence (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1976); Peter Faulkner, ed., Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt: The Letters of 
Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt together with Extracts from Blunt’s Diaries (Exeter: University of 
Exeter, 1986); and Frank C. Sharp and Jan Marsh, eds, The Collected Letters of Jane Morris 
(Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2012). 
8 Parkins, Jane Morris, 9-10. 
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(1870) and Reverie (1868), she is passive and reserved.9 However, as Griselda Pollock and 

Deborah Cherry have demonstrated, this tendency to see images of women as portraits 

which provide unmediated access to their subject, rather than works within a “system of 

representation” is not unique to the consideration of Jane Morris.10 

 In their study of Elizabeth Siddall, an artist and Rossetti’s model and wife, Pollock 

and Cherry have shown how Rossetti’s images of women have been used to construct the 

figure of the romantic artist; within Rossetti’s biographies these images are used as signs 

which point to transitions or phases in Rossetti’s artistic or romantic development. In this 

reading, Siddall is identified as the object of Rossetti’s affection as well as his pen, and 

Rossetti’s drawings of her become the products of intimacy, a truthful depiction of their 

subject. As Cherry and Pollock state, these images are “made to proclaim that the masculine 

artist, in love, reveals the truth of the feminine model.”11 Similarly, Rossetti’s images of Jane 

Morris have often been interpreted as works which signify a moment in their romantic 

relationship or which convey the artist’s direct knowledge of her character. For instance, in 

her consideration of Proserpine (1871-81), Lucinda Hawksley suggests that “The symbolism of 

the painting is poignantly indicative of Proserpine’s plight, and also of that of Jane herself, 

                                                        
9 E. P. Thompson, for instance, describes Jane Morris’s “passivity, her melancholy self-
absorption,” while more recently Henrietta Garnett has suggested that Jane “was not given 
to expressing herself directly but passively allowed things to wash over her.” See E. P. 
Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (1955; repr., New York: Pantheon, 1977), 
159; Henrietta Garnett, Wives and Stunners: The Pre-Raphaelites and Their Muses (London: 
Macmillan, 2012), 237. 
10 Griselda Pollock and Deborah Cherry, “Woman as Sign in Pre-Raphaelite Literature: The 
Representation of Elizabeth Siddall,” in Vision and Difference: Feminism, Femininity and Histories 
of Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 95. 
11 Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 113. 
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torn between her husband (and the father of her two adored daughters), and her lover,”12 

while Rosalie Glynn Grylls claims that the work represents the “truest version of Janey. It 

catches her brooding for something lost – her youth or the love that should have gladdened 

it.”13 Through these readings images of Jane Morris are divorced from the historical 

individual they are said to represent and instead become signifiers for a range of meanings: 

unhappiness, dissatisfaction, adultery, betrayal. Moreover, known, as one obituary suggests, 

“through the genius with which Dante Gabriel Rossetti repeatedly reproduced her wonderful 

features on canvas,” the image of Jane Morris further signals the imaginative power of the 

artist.14 Like that of Elizabeth Siddall, then, the case of Jane Morris exemplifies “the 

contradictions of a woman as muse for, and object of, art celebrated by art historians and 

woman as ignored producer.”15 However, while the writing on Rossetti’s images of Siddall 

has established Siddall as the passive cipher of Rossetti’s vision, obscuring her own identity 

as a producer of works of art, the interpretations of Pre-Raphaelite images of Jane Morris 

have confined Jane Morris to a similar role while simultaneously raising the spectre of her 

agency. 

                                                        
12 Lucinda Hawksley, Essential Pre-Raphaelites (Bath: Dempsey Parr, 1999), 122. 
13 Rosalie Glynn Grylls, Portrait of Rossetti (London: Macdonald, 1964), 156. William Morris’s 
painting La Belle Iseult (1858), which depicts Jane Morris as the adulterous queen, has also 
been used to illustrate the romantic associations between Pre-Raphaelite members. Painted 
at the time of the Morrises’ courtship, it emphasises the link between artist and model, yet is 
also seen as a portent of things to come. As Charlotte Gere writes, “Too much in this 
painting is prophetic for it to be entirely comfortable. The marriage was not happy, marred 
by Janey’s long love affair with Rossetti and her chronic ill-health which confined her to a 
sofa.” See Charlotte Gere, Artistic Circles: Design and Decoration in the Aesthetic Movement 
(London: V&A, 2010), 37. 
14 “Mrs. William Morris [Daily Mail],” 6. 
15 Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 91. 
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 As the Times obituary demonstrates, Jane Morris did not fit the traditional definition 

of beauty in the nineteenth century. She was tall, had strong facial features, and possessed a 

wealth of wiry dark hair at a time when a petite, rosy type of prettiness was more widely 

admired. In Pre-Raphaelite images, these striking features became the attributes of mythical 

and legendary figures, a useful means to suggest moments outside contemporary Victorian 

time and place. A figure entrenched in myth, Jane Morris was believed by many to be a 

figment of the painter’s imagination, and the accounts of those who met Jane Morris reveal 

the profound astonishment of her contemporaries as they recognized the strangely beautiful 

source of Rossetti’s ideal. As Angela Thirkell, the granddaughter of Edward Burne-Jones, 

noted, “To anyone who knew her, Rossetti’s pictures […] were absolutely true.”16 Thus while 

a feminist critique of Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris might seek to reassert the distance 

between Jane Morris and her painted representation, to argue that these images do not reveal 

“the truth of the feminine model,” to entirely dismiss the likeness of Jane Morris to her 

image, would further obscure her agency and her contributions to Pre-Raphaelite art.17 

 In “The Burden of the Image:” Jane Morris in Art and Life, I examine images of Jane 

Morris, including paintings and photographs, in order to consider the relationship between 

Burden Morris and her painted representation. While Jane Morris posed for a number of 

Pre-Raphaelite paintings between 1857 and the early years of the twentieth century, in this 

study I focus primarily upon the pictures produced before 1882, and am particularly 

interested in Burden Morris’s long-standing collaboration with Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 

                                                        
16 Angela Thirkell, Three Houses (London: Oxford University Press, 1931), 23. 
17 Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 113. 
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Through an examination of her appearance, interests, demeanour, and dress, I consider the 

aspects of Jane Morris’s identity which may have contributed to her selection and use in 

numerous Pre-Raphaelite images. In turn, I explore how the close relationship between Jane 

Morris and her image may have influenced popular perception of her, and also how it may 

have altered the way she conceived of her own identity. Contrary to the suggestion that these 

images define Jane Morris as the passive object of the artist’s brush and the viewer’s gaze, I 

argue these paintings can be regarded as evidence of Burden Morris’s own participation in 

the creation of an artistic identity. Moreover, I propose that this artistic identity was enabling 

for Jane Morris. 

 

Context: Women and Pre-Raphaelitism 

Like her husband, Jane Morris exists at the intersection of three movements (Pre-

Raphaelitism, arts and crafts, and aestheticism) which transformed British art in the 

nineteenth century, yet unlike William Morris she remains a shadowy figure. Similar to the 

other women associated with Pre-Raphaelitism, she has been “doubly disadvantaged,” as 

Elizabeth Prettejohn suggests, first by her gender, and second by her association with an 

artistic movement which has been marginalised within the history of Western art.18 However, 

while numerous contributions have increased the scope and appeal of Pre-Raphaelite studies 

since the turn of the millennium,19 the majority of Pre-Raphaelite scholarship continues to 

                                                        
18 Elizabeth Prettejohn, “Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood,” in The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 68. 
19 See, for instance, Colin Harrison and Christopher Newall, The Pre-Raphaelites and Italy 
(Oxford: Ashmolean Museum, 2010); Colin Cruise, Pre-Raphaelite Drawing (New York: 
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focus on the canvases of the central male figures of the group: William Holman Hunt, John 

Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris, and Edward Burne-Jones. 

Nevertheless, a small but growing collection of studies have sought to recover the women 

involved in the Pre-Raphaelite project, and to assess the factors which have contributed to 

their absence from the art historical record, both in the past and today. Many of these works, 

including the Pollock and Cherry essay on Elizabeth Siddall discussed above, and Jan Marsh 

and Pamela Gerrish Nunn’s Women Artists and the Pre-Raphaelite Movement (1989),20 formed 

part of the direct response to the controversial exhibition The Pre-Raphaelites mounted by the 

Tate Gallery in 1984, which included some 250 works of art, yet featured only three by a 

single female artist, Elizabeth Siddall.21 Working to redress this omission, Marsh and Gerrish 

Nunn’s volume examines the lives and works of women artists involved in three phases of 

Pre-Raphaelitism, among them Elizabeth Siddall and Anna Mary Howitt, who worked and 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Thames and Hudson, 2011); Tim Barringer, Jason Rosenfeld, and Alison Smith, Pre-
Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde (London: Tate, 2012); and Diane Waggoner, ed., The Pre-
Raphaelite Lens: British Photography and Painting, 1848-1875 (Farnham, UK: Lund Humphries, 
2010). 
20 Other works focusing on women in Pre-Raphaelitism include Jan Marsh’s The Pre-
Raphaelite Sisterhood (1985), The Legend of Elizabeth Siddal (1989), and Elizabeth Siddal, 1829-
1862: Pre-Raphaelite Artist (1991); Jan Marsh and Pamela Gerrish Nunn’s Pre-Raphaelite Women 
Artists (1997); Anne Drewery, Julian Moore, and Christopher Whittick’s “Re-presenting 
Fanny Cornforth: The Makings of an Historical Identity” (2001); and Suzanne Fagence 
Cooper’s The Model Wife: The Passionate Lives of Effie, Ruskin and Millais (2010). 
21 The 1984 Tate exhibition was also criticised for its reliance on biographical narratives, 
uncritical use of primary sources (particularly the accounts of Pre-Raphaelitism which 
stemmed from within the movement itself), and its focus on individual male genius and 
creativity as a central facet of Pre-Raphaelite art (despite the suggestion of collaborative 
working that the name Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood necessarily raises). For a critique of the 
exhibition, see Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock, “Patriarchal Power and the Pre-
Raphaelites,” Art History 7, no. 4 (1984): 480-95; and Deborah Cherry, “In a Word: Pre-
Raphaelite, Pre-Raphaelites, Pre-Raphaelitism,” in Writing the Pre-Raphaelites: Text, Context, 
Subtext, ed. Michaela Giebelhausen and Tim Barringer (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2009), 17-51. 
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exhibited with members of the original Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in the mid-nineteenth 

century; Marie Spartali Stillman and Evelyn Pickering (later de Morgan), who contributed to 

the “second flowering” of Pre-Raphaelitism alongside Edward Burne-Jones; and later artists 

such as Eleanor Fortescue Brickdale and Frances and Margaret Macdonald, whose work 

incorporated elements associated with the symbolist, arts and crafts, and aesthetic 

movements of the late nineteenth century. In addition to their discussion of individual works 

and artists, Marsh and Gerrish Nunn provide an examination of the position of female Pre-

Raphaelite artists within the wider nineteenth-century social and cultural context. They 

suggest that particularly in its earliest manifestation, Pre-Raphaelitism was generally open to 

female practitioners:  

It did not, in its presentation or theory, insist on women’s unfitness for high art, nor 

on the kind of painting that was difficult for women to achieve, requiring years of 

study in the academies or the ateliers of Paris and Rome, nor on the supremacy of 

subjects based on the heroic male nude and a sound classical education. 

Furthermore, the young men of the Brotherhood were not chauvinistic in their 

attitudes to either women or art.22 

 

                                                        
22 Jan Marsh and Pamela Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists and the Pre-Raphaelite Movement 
(London: Virago, 1989), 153. The shift from landscape and multi-figure compositions 
towards a focus on female subjects in later manifestations of Pre-Raphaelitism did not 
immediately preclude female artists; however, as Marsh and Gerrish Nunn suggest, “the 
erotic representation of womanhood in alluring or compelling guise directed toward the 
viewer’s gratification is a different exercise for female and male artists, as is the sale of such 
works to male patrons. […] In this matrix [of Victorian sexuality] the sex of the artist and the 
purchaser played a significant role, to the female artist’s disadvantage in respect of reputation 
and sales: it was a sexual arena in which she could not easily compete.” See Marsh and 
Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 156. 
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However, despite the willingness of the Pre-Raphaelites to consider women’s works as 

worthy contributions to the field, women working within Pre-Raphaelitism faced many of 

the same obstacles to work and success encountered by female artists and professionals 

generally during the nineteenth century, as Marsh and Gerrish Nunn illuminate. Marsh and 

Gerrish Nunn are particularly interested in the material circumstances of these women’s 

lives, and indicate that as many came from the ranks of the middle-class, few would have had 

access to financial resources of their own, nor would they have been expected or encouraged 

to seek a professional occupation. Instead, women aspiring to artistic professions often had 

to rely upon their families for financial support and the funds necessary to pursue an 

education in the arts. Material circumstances also had an “effect on the art produced. Lack of 

funds and personal studio space limited the size and scope of the pictures” Pre-Raphaelite 

women artists could paint, as well as their ability to hire professional models, or to travel in 

search of new subject matter.23 

 Although many of the artists considered by Marsh and Gerrish Nunn were able to 

forge careers as practicing artists, as members of the middle-class they were also expected to 

marry, at which point they would be encouraged to give up any serious professional pursuits: 

“A married woman artist was expected to continue painting as a pastime rather than a 

                                                        
23 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 158. Marsh and Gerrish Nunn also draw 
attention to health as a material circumstance which affected women’s participation in the 
arts, pointing in particular to the sometimes negative effects of childbirth on women’s well-
being. However, as will be seen in the case of Jane Morris, a woman’s individual experience 
of health and wellness could also be impinged upon by family members, whose care was 
primarily her task. Nevertheless, health or lack of it did not directly determine women’s 
contributions, but was frequently a condition to be mitigated and worked around. 
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profession.”24 It is perhaps because “the role of wife and, probably, mother would be in 

conflict with professional work”25 that many Pre-Raphaelite women artists married other 

practicing artists, or into “a social circle known for its bohemianism and freedom from rigid 

prescriptions.”26 Elizabeth Siddall, for instance, married the painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 

and Evelyn Pickering the famed ceramicist William de Morgan. While marriage has often 

been pointed to as an inhibiting factor in the lives of female artists or professionals, in 

bohemian circles such as that surrounding the Morris and Burne-Jones families, it seems to 

have been childbirth and the raising of a family that more decisively interfered with women’s 

professional practice, as Wendy Parkins has suggested. Reflecting upon Georgiana Burne-

Jones’s poignant admission that  

The difference in our life made by the presence of a child was very great, for I had 

been used to be much with Edward - reading aloud to him while he worked, and in 

many ways sharing the life of the studio - and I remember the feeling of exile with 

which I now heard through its closed door the well-known voices of friends together 

with Edward’s familiar laugh, while I sat with my little son on my knee and dropped 

selfish tears upon him as “the separator of companions and the terminator of 

delights…”27 

 

Parkins notes that Burne-Jones draws a distinction “between motherhood and marriage: it 

was specifically motherhood, not marriage that she saw as curtailing both artistic labour and 

the more egalitarian, collaborative and spontaneous forms of social relations with men and 

                                                        
24 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 159. 
25 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 159. 
26 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 159. 
27 Georgiana Burne-Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (1904-06; repr., London: 
Macmillan, 1909-12), 1:235-36. 
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women.”28 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, in some measure, agree, noting that “If marriage did 

not of itself destroy the careers of those artists discussed […], from their life stories it is clear 

that the domestic consequences of marriage, especially pregnancy, child care and care of 

other relatives, had a substantial impact on their opportunity to work as well as, in some 

cases, on their desire to do so.”29 They point out that of the eighteen women considered in 

their text, only two were successful in “both raising a large family and pursuing a successful 

career,” and that the majority of these artists either raised small families or remained 

childless.30 

 Aside from the social and cultural factors which affected the production of work by 

Pre-Raphaelite women artists, Marsh and Gerrish Nunn consider the obstacles these women 

faced in the promotion and sale of their work. Despite the support extended to Pre-

Raphaelitism, including its female practitioners, by influential critics such as John Ruskin, 

Marsh and Gerrish Nunn argue that women’s works rarely achieved the same level of 

exposure as those by their male counterparts, as the major art institutions and venues placed 

priority upon exhibiting the works of their membership, from which women were typically 

excluded. Furthermore, when women’s works did gain the attention of critics or the press, 

they were often measured against works produced by male artists (often their husbands, 

                                                        
28 Wendy Parkins, “Feeling at Home: Gender and Creative Agency at Red House,” Journal of 
Victorian Culture 15, no. 1 (2010): 77. 
29 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 160. 
30 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 169. 
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fathers, or brothers), thus defining “female artists as imitators and dependents, lacking in 

originality.”31 

 The reassessment of women’s contributions to the Pre-Raphaelite movement, 

exemplified here by the work of Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, developed alongside the 

reappraisal of women’s activities in other artistic movements of the nineteenth century, most 

notably the arts and crafts movement. In Angel in the Studio: Women Artists and the Arts and 

Crafts Movement, 1870-1914 (1979), Anthea Callen demonstrated how women had been 

involved at all levels of the arts and crafts movement, from the rural handicraft industries to 

the establishment of craft workshops and schools, yet have often been overlooked in official 

histories of the movement.32 As she states: 

The history of the Arts and Crafts movement has been traditionally studied and 

understood within the confines of the history of its leaders. The fact that the success 

of the movement was largely dependent upon its widespread and enthusiastic 

adoption by large numbers of talented but little known artists and amateurs, many of 

whom were women, has remained ignored and undocumented, as has the general 

                                                        
31 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 172. 
32 See also, Anthea Callen, “Sexual Division of Labour in the Arts and Crafts Movement,” 
Woman’s Art Journal 5, no. 2 (1984-85): 1-6. No similar study exists which examines women’s 
contributions to the arts of British aestheticism, although the work of artist and journalist 
Mary Eliza Haweis is considered within Talia Schaffer’s literary study The Forgotten Female 
Aesthetes, and the work of women such as Candace Wheeler is considered in Mary 
Blanchard’s study of aestheticism and arts and crafts in America. See Talia Schaffer, The 
Forgotten Female Aesthetes: Literary Culture in Late-Victorian England (Charlottesville, VA: 
University Press of Virginia, 2000); and Mary W. Blanchard, Oscar Wilde’s America: 
Counterculture in the Gilded Age (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998). 



 

 

 

14 

question of the practical workings and means of dissemination of Arts and Crafts 

methods.33 

 

Callen’s text thus considers the major areas in which women contributed to the arts and 

crafts, including their involvement in the fields of lacemaking, embroidery, ceramics, and 

jewellery, and, when possible, draws attention to the contributions of individual women 

artists and craftspeople, many of whom, like Jane Morris, were also associated with Pre-

Raphaelitism. Similar to Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Callen also explores the advantages and 

obstacles encountered by women working within arts and crafts professions. She suggests 

that by offering work in areas traditionally associated with women’s domestic labour or 

within organised workshops focused on women’s achievement, the arts and crafts 

movement provided vital employment opportunities for many women, and was particularly 

enabling for middle-class women whose financial circumstances required they find a means 

with which to support themselves, yet whose status as “ladies” prevented them from 

obtaining professional employment without risking their social position. As Callen states, in 

the nineteenth century, “‘lady’ and ‘work’ were contradictions in terms.”34 Callen’s work 

further demonstrates how the arts and crafts movement enabled numerous women, 

including May Morris, Jessie Newbery, Phoebe Traquair, and Jessie M. King, to pursue and 

achieve success in artistic careers.35 However, although Callen acknowledges the 

                                                        
33 Anthea Callen, Angel in the Studio: Women Artists in the Arts and Crafts Movement, 1870-1914 
(London: Astragal, 1979), vii. 
34 Callen, Angel in the Studio, 8. 
35 Best known for her work in embroidery, May Morris (1862-1938) managed the embroidery 
division of Morris & Co. from 1885, and later taught design and embroidery at the Central 
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opportunities the arts and crafts provided nineteenth-century women, she is also critical of 

the movement. She notes that women’s roles within the arts and crafts were overwhelmingly 

circumscribed by their gender: gender largely determined the types of crafts with which 

women could engage, the professional organisations to which they could belong (women 

were excluded from joining the Art Workers Guild, for example), and their role as makers of 

handicrafts rather than as professionals responsible for their design. As Callen argues, “In its 

sexual division of labour – both in terms of traditional ‘feminine’ crafts, and in the split 

between designer and executant, the movement recreated in microcosm the broader social 

attitudes of the day.”36 Thus both Callen and Marsh and Gerrish Nunn demonstrate that 

while neither the Pre-Raphaelite nor the arts and crafts movements provided a significant 

challenge to the dominant social structures of the nineteenth century, both movements did 

furnish numerous women with opportunities for paid employment and creative self 

expression, as well as a context within which their work was accepted and valued. In my own 

analysis of the life and work of Jane Morris I also acknowledge these limits, yet have 

attempted to emphasise how participating in the arts and crafts, aesthetic, and Pre-Raphaelite 

movements was enabling for Jane Morris. 

 In their texts, Callen and Marsh and Gerrish Nunn emphasise the project of recovery 

and consider the challenges inherent in writing the lives of women artists and craftspeople. 

                                                                                                                                                                     

School of Arts and Crafts; Jessie Newbery (1864-1948) trained at the Glasgow School of Art 
and later became the head of its embroidery department; Phoebe Traquair (1852-1936) 
worked and achieved acclaim in several media, including book illustration, embroidery, and 
enamelled jewellery; and Jessie M. King (1875-1949) was a prolific and award-wining 
illustrator, who trained at the Glasgow School of Art and taught book design there from 
1899 to 1907. 
36 Callen, Angel in the Studio, 219. 
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In their study of Pre-Raphaelite women artists, for instance, Marsh and Gerrish Nunn point 

out that “little information on their lives and works has survived, yielding tantalisingly 

fragmentary accounts of their careers.”37 In The Angel in the Studio, Callen notes a similar lack 

of documentary evidence, but further suggests that many middle-class women may have 

deliberately obscured their activities in the arts and crafts movement in order to avoid the 

censure associated with paid labour.38 “The resulting obscurity in which they worked hid 

them […] from later social historians and writers on the Arts and Crafts movement.”39 

However, while both texts aim to illuminate the work of women in the alternative art 

movements of the nineteenth century despite these obstacles, they do so in very different 

ways. Callen’s work, primarily structured by craft, weaves a story of tradition, influence, and 

collaboration among men and women and between larger ideals and individual practitioners, 

and thus reflects the complex nature of production in the arts and crafts movement. In 

contrast, Marsh and Gerrish Nunn adopt a chronological approach and one that considers 

each artist individually from birth to death, with minimal discussion of the major works 

produced over the course of their careers. Callen also considers individual artists and 

craftspeople; however, many appear multiple times throughout the text, emphasising the 

multi-dimensional nature of their careers and the fluidity of the movement. Marsh and 

Gerrish Nunn, on the other hand, limit their study to “two-dimensional and pictorial art, 

concentrating on painting, photography, illustration and stained glass,” an approach which 

reveals little of the scope of the careers of women such as Phoebe Traquair who produced 

                                                        
37 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 6. 
38 Callen, Angel in the Studio, 9. 
39 Callen, Angel in the Studio, 219. 
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works in pencil and paint, but also in the crafts of bookbinding, metalwork, and 

embroidery.40 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn’s work therefore is, in some ways, equally productive 

of the narratives that marred the 1984 exhibition The Pre-Raphaelites. In seeking to 

demonstrate that women were not simply the objects of Pre-Raphaelite art, but also its 

producers, Marsh and Gerrish Nunn highlight individual accounts of creative agency (under 

a collective title), emphasise artistic biography, and prioritize the fine arts, particularly 

painting, over the decorative. Like many works on the Pre-Raphaelites, then, Women Artists 

and the Pre-Raphaelite Movement avoids the more complex discussions of collaboration in 

favour of the familiar “individual model of art making,” collaborative endeavours in favour 

of “the individual genius,” and multifarious objects in favour of Pre-Raphaelite painting.41 

Consequently while Jane Morris’s work in embroidery features somewhat prominently in 

Callen’s text, her labour is entirely absent from Marsh and Gerrish Nunn’s account of Pre-

Raphaelite women artists.42 Thus similar to Elizabeth Siddall, Jane Morris remains eminently 

visible as Pre-Raphaelite object; however, unlike Siddall she has rarely been included in the 

recovery of women as Pre-Raphaelite subjects, as her work as embroiderer, artist’s model, 

and maker of painting costumes does not conform to the (re)definition of Pre-Raphaelite 

women artists as individual creators of painted images.43 

                                                        
40 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn, Women Artists, 7. 
41 Janice Helland, “Collaboration among the Four,” in Charles Rennie Mackintosh, ed. Wendy 
Kaplan (New York: Abbeville Press, 1996), 110. 
42 Jane Morris is similarly excluded from Marsh and Gerrish Nunn’s later work, Pre-Raphaelite 
Women Artists (1997). 
43 However, perhaps influenced by the increasingly broad understanding of women’s roles in 
artistic production, or by studies which have considered modelling as a professional activity 
more generally, a few recent studies have gestured toward Jane Morris’s complex 
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Literature Review: Recovering Jane Morris 

As noted at the beginning of this introduction, Jane Morris’s image frequently has been 

considered in art historical studies of Pre-Raphaelitism, and in the studies of the men with 

whom she was most closely associated: her lover and collaborator, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 

and her husband, William Morris. Jane Morris also appears as a character in the biographies 

of these men. However, within these works Jane Morris’s history is used in service of a larger 

narrative, and the biographies often offer only a limited portrait of her life - her story begins 

with her association with an artist, and ends, not with her death, but with his. Moreover, 

these works, and in particular the biographies of William Morris, have generated a number of 

negative accounts of Jane Morris: she frequently appears as the muse who “ensnared 

Rossetti,”44 or the “neurotic invalid,” too ill-equipped to understand her poet husband.45 

                                                                                                                                                                     

involvement in the making of Pre-Raphaelite art. For instance, in the catalogue for the Tate’s 
most recent exhibition of Pre-Raphaelite art, Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde, Jane 
Morris is located as a maker of Pre-Raphaelite objects such as embroidery, but is also 
credited with “collaborating in the creation of the images in which she appears as sitter, 
notably the series of drawings and paintings by Rossetti and a group of photographs by John 
Robert Parsons.” Similarly, in the 2010 catalogue for the exhibition of Pre-Raphaelite 
photography, The Pre-Raphaelite Lens, Diane Waggoner considered Parsons’s photographs as 
evidence of Jane Morris’s skill as a model. Although acknowledgement of Jane Morris’s 
contributions remains cursory in these texts, their allusion to more complex artistic 
relationships represents the initial movement towards a reinscription of women’s activities as 
an integral aspect of the Pre-Raphaelite narrative. See Tim Barringer and Jason Rosenfeld, 
“Victorian Avant-Garde,” in Pre-Raphaelites Victorian Avant-Garde, 13; and Diane Waggoner, 
“From the Life: Portraiture in the 1860s,” in Pre Raphaelite Lens, 102. For recent work on the 
model see, for instance, Susan S. Waller, The Invention of the Model: Artists and Models in Paris, 
1830-1870 (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2006); and Jane Desmarais, Martin Postle, and William 
Vaughan, eds, Model and Supermodel: The Artist’s Model in British Art and Culture (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2006). 
44 Alan Bowness, introduction to The Pre-Raphaelites (London: Tate Gallery, 1984), 25. 
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While Fiona MacCarthy’s recent and excellent biography of William Morris offers a 

somewhat more sympathetic account of Jane, suggesting that problems in the Morris 

marriage were more the result of mismatched character than the actions of a particular party, 

the picture which McCarthy constructs of Jane Morris is one of the chronic invalid, easily 

swayed by “two of the most famous seducers of the whole Victorian age,”46 and ultimately a 

“domestic handicap” to the work of her ambitious husband.47 However, as Jan Marsh has 

pointed out, “most writers on William Morris are more than a little in love with their 

subject,”48 and their admiration has often translated to an inability or a refusal to understand 

how “any woman [could] have failed to appreciate such a man’s worth.”49 “At the same 

time,” Marsh argues, “this very lack of a loving, devoted wife is seen as the flaw that makes 

Morris appear fully human rather than a perfect heroic figure.”50  

 Jane Morris rarely has been the central focus of scholarly study; however, there are a 

handful of works which examine her life, and, in some cases, her creative output. These 

include the biographical studies by Jan Marsh and Debra N. Mancoff, and the more recent 

work of Wendy Parkins, which illuminates the ways in which Jane Morris has been 

constructed in historical and contemporary texts. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
45 Jack Lindsay, William Morris: His Life and Work (London: Constable, 1975), 138-39. 
46 Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time (1994; repr., London: Faber and 
Faber, 2010), 221.  
47 MacCarthy, William Morris, xiii. 
48 Jan Marsh, Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story, 1839-1938 (London: Pandora, 1986), 
62. 
49 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 62. 
50 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 62. 
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 The work of Jan Marsh has been critical in the recovery of Jane Morris’s life story. 

Marsh’s initial survey of Jane Morris’s life appears in The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood (1985), a 

work which interweaves the life narratives of a number of women involved in the Pre-

Raphaelite project, including Elizabeth Siddall, Annie Miller, Emma Madox Brown, Fanny 

Cornforth, Jane Morris, and Georgiana Burne-Jones. In response to the number of works 

which consider the lives and accomplishments of Pre-Raphaelite men, Marsh’s study 

endeavours to expand understanding of these women outside their roles as “models, 

mistresses, and wives of the painters,” and to present their experiences within the context of 

nineteenth-century gender and class relations.51 Primarily a biographical study, Marsh’s work 

is structured chronologically, and examines the women over the course of three life stages: 

youth, marriage, and maturity. Although not a central focus of her work, the creative 

contributions of her subjects are also given some attention by Marsh. In her consideration of 

Jane Morris, for instance, Marsh elaborates upon Jane Morris’s work in creating the 

embroideries used to adorn the Morrises’ first family home, Red House, and the significance 

of these early experiments to the development of the arts and crafts movement.52 Marsh 

further considers Jane Morris’s role in the making of paintings by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 

positing the rare view that her creation of costumes for Rossetti’s images can be used to 

redefine the work as collaborative. As Marsh writes, Jane Morris “was a participant rather 

than the soulful, passive model of Pre-Raphaelite legend.”53 

                                                        
51 Jan Marsh, The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1985), 2. 
52 Marsh, Sisterhood, 189. 
53 Marsh, Sisterhood, 251. 
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 Providing a vital first foray into the lives of Pre-Raphaelite women, The Pre-Raphaelite 

Sisterhood also exemplifies the challenges inherent in attempting to consider a group of 

women outside of their relations to a group of men through whom their historical 

significance has conventionally been ascribed. In Marsh’s text the traditional narrative of 

Pre-Raphaelitism, a story driven by the life narratives of its principal male actors, is not 

directly acknowledged, yet remains an ever present force working behind the text. Women 

are introduced to Marsh’s study not by their birth, but by their role as wife or model, and 

similarly disappear from the text when their association with the painters has ceased. Annie 

Miller, for example, vanishes from Marsh’s work following her marriage outside the Pre-

Raphaelite circle. Similarly, shortly after Marsh offers an account of Rossetti’s death, she 

briefly summarizes the subsequent thirty years of Jane Morris’s life, claiming, “There is not 

space to chronicle in detail the rest of Jane’s life.”54 Marsh’s work thus falls into a familiar 

trap in Pre-Raphaelite studies; like many she defines Pre-Raphaelitism not as a movement or 

a style, but as a grouping of individuals, as Pre-Raphaelites.55 Moreover, similar to many 

works in the field, Marsh’s account obliquely references one life in particular. The first half 

of her text is dominated by the life and work of Elizabeth Siddall, the second by that of Jane 

Morris. Thus while The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood purports to be an examination of Pre-

Raphaelite women, it is largely an account of the women who claim a critical position in the 

life of Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 
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 Deborah Cherry has argued that it has “become almost impossible to write about the 

Pre-Raphaelites without some reference to love affairs, preferably those doomed by 

circumstance,” and Marsh’s text devotes significant attention to the intricacies of personal 

relationships, and in particular to the triangular relationship between Rossetti, Jane Morris 

and her husband.56 Curiously, for an author who otherwise takes a critical yet sympathetic 

position towards her subjects, in her consideration of the Morris marriage and its difficulties, 

Marsh reproduces several of the negative stereotypes associated with Jane Morris. In Marsh’s 

analysis of Jane’s initial decision to marry William Morris, for instance, Jane Morris emerges 

as a calculating figure, as one who saw her chance to escape the poverty of her childhood 

and took it.57 Little concession is made to the Morrises’ shared interests in reading, art, and 

needlework. Lack of documentary evidence also does not prevent Marsh from arguing that 

“in the mid-1860s, Jane Morris unilaterally undid her marriage,” further claiming that in the 

development of her affair with Rossetti, “Jane was […] the chief actor in the drama. It was 

she who took steps to conclude her side of the marriage and to open a new relationship. 

This is, admittedly, a difficult claim to ‘prove,’ but it offers, I believe, the only convincing 

explanation of the curious triangle comprising herself, Morris, and Gabriel.”58 In the 

biographies of William Morris, Jane has often been regarded as the culpable figure in the 

affair, and here Marsh’s text does not open up any new lines of interpretation, and 

moreover, limits any sense of ambiguity by placing the blame squarely upon Jane. 
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 Perhaps most significantly, in The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood, Marsh flounders when 

tasked with assigning unequivocal value to the lives of her subjects. In the introduction, for 

instance, Marsh argues that the Pre-Raphaelite women are worthy of greater attention than 

they have previously received, yet goes on to state that she has excluded the poet Christina 

Rossetti from her study “because her life and work deserve attention in their own right; she 

should not be defined simply as one of the ‘Pre-Raphaelite women.’”59 In this way Marsh 

dismisses her subjects while simultaneously arguing for their importance. Marsh similarly 

struggles with her assessment of the creative contributions of the Pre-Raphaelite women. 

Drawing attention to the fact that women’s activities were often circumscribed by their 

gender, Marsh further argues that “history also disables women, defining the things they do 

as ipso facto of lesser importance. […] By this means, the Pre-Raphaelite women have been 

placed unequivocally in a minor role.”60 However, rather than insist upon a re-examination 

of women’s involvement with Pre-Raphaelitism, which does not dismiss activities such as 

embroidery, dress making, or modelling, Marsh goes on to assert that the women’s activities 

were indeed subsidiary: “It is undeniable that the art that matters was produced by men. The 

women contributed to its production, but they were not the active, creative agents.”61 Thus 

while Marsh concludes her study by arguing that the women were “not simply the passive 

recipients of benefits conferred on them by virtue of their connection with the artists […], 

they were active, positive agents in the choice and definition of their own futures,” it is clear 
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that she does not define her subjects as creative agents.62 Her study ultimately supports a 

narrow view familiar in Pre-Raphaelite studies in which creativity is invariably regarded as a 

masculine attribute, and only the direct design and making of art is acknowledged as 

evidence of creative agency. 

 In the year following the publication of The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood, Jan Marsh 

published a more extensive study of Jane Morris’s life. A combined biographical analysis of 

Jane and her daughter May, Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story, 1839-1938 (1986) 

provides a more complete portrait of Jane’s life and activities, beginning not with her 

“discovery” by the artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, but with her birth “in a 

cramped cottage” in Oxford, and closing with May’s death and the sale of personal effects 

from Jane and May’s final home, Kelmscott Manor.63 One of the strengths of Marsh’s 

biography, which provides a straightforward and chronological account, is its use of primary 

source material in addition to Pre-Raphaelite texts and correspondence, in order to 

illuminate the areas of Jane Morris’s history which have previously received little 

consideration. Drawing upon archival sources, including census records, parish registers, and 

birth, marriage, and death certificates, for instance, Marsh reconstructs, as much as possible, 

the details of Jane’s early life and education.64 Marsh also explores aspects of Jane Morris’s 

life typically absent from the biographies and studies of the men with whom she was closely 

                                                        
62 Marsh, Sisterhood, 359. 
63 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 1. Jane and May Morris was republished in 2000, but with no 
significant alterations to the text. 
64 This work was begun by Margaret Fleming, an assistant at the Oxford Central Library, 
who published an article on Jane Morris’s early life in the Journal of William Morris Studies in 
1981. See Margaret Fleming, “Where Janey Used to Live,” Journal of William Morris Studies 4, 
no. 4 (1981): 2-17. 



 

 

 

25 

involved: the period between her engagement and marriage to William Morris (in which Jane 

is believed to have received a rudimentary introduction to middle-class etiquette and skills), 

her friendships with men and women (including those with Rosalind Howard, Marie Spartali 

Stillman, Philip Webb, and the Cobden-Sandersons), and her adventures (including family 

holidays on the Thames and at Broadway Tower, and her more personal visits to Italy and 

later Egypt). Marsh’s text furthermore works to discredit some of the assumptions made 

about Jane Morris’s character in previous scholarship, and in particular demonstrates that 

although Jane Morris has often been accused of lacking maternal feeling, her care of her 

daughters, especially Jenny, who developed epilepsy as a teenager, disputes such a view.65 

 In the preface to her work, Marsh notes that Jane and May Morris is part of an attempt 

to “recover women’s experiences and achievements, and to reclaim their position in the 

historical record,” and it is an admirable contribution in this respect.66 Further elaborating 

upon her aims in the preface, Marsh states:  

It is not my intention to “prove” that the achievements of Jane and May Morris have 

been unfairly neglected (though this is true), nor to elevate them to a new position in 

the historical pantheon of “great” names by comparing them with other more 

famous figures and showing that they too are worthy of respect (though they are). 

Still less do I aim to assert their significance in relation to the lives and work of the 

famous men with whom they were connected, demonstrating the importance of their 

contribution to artistic production and political thought (which is happily not the 
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case here). I want simply to investigate and understand their own experiences for 

their own sake.67 

 

Nevertheless, Marsh provides a relatively extensive examination of Jane Morris’s 

contributions to the area of art embroidery, examining first the projects executed for the 

decoration of Red House, the production of which would eventually lead to the 

establishment of the Morris firm, and later Jane’s supervisory duties within the Firm’s 

embroidery division. Marsh also acknowledges Jane’s participation in the exhibitions of the 

Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society, to which she contributed on several occasions. Marsh 

does not, however, consider the material properties of Jane’s embroidery in any detail, and 

her text offers only one image of an example of Jane Morris’s textile art, a set of hangings for 

William Morris’s bed designed by May, and worked by Jane and her daughter. Given her 

attention to Jane’s embroidery, it is unfortunate that Marsh does not give similar 

consideration to Jane Morris’s work as a model. Instead, Marsh regards Jane’s modelling 

activities largely as the product of her romantic relationship with Rossetti. Although she 

acknowledges that “Janey valued her role as model as much as she did her reputation for 

embroidery,”68 she provides no sustained discussion of Jane Morris’s activities in this area, 

and moreover suggests that Jane’s pride in her labour is intimately tied to her relationship 

with Rossetti: “She was in love with Gabriel and proud of being his muse.”69 On the whole, 

then, Jane and May Morris presents Jane Morris’s life more completely and sympathetically 
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than The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood; however, as before Marsh does not use her text to claim an 

expanded role for her subject in the history of the arts and crafts, Pre-Raphaelite, or aesthetic 

movements. Although Marsh’s works have been criticised for producing “an alternative but 

equally biographical account” of Pre-Raphaelitism, which, Marcia Pointon argues, “has 

served to reinforce the emphasis on the female face as a sign for Pre-Raphaelite male 

creativity,” her texts also present an invaluable resource for further study of the Pre-

Raphaelite women, including Jane Morris.70 As Anne Drewery, Julian Moore, and 

Christopher Whittick note in their study of the life of Fanny Cornforth, “as each of the 

women in the Pre-Raphaelite circle thus acquires a discernible life of her own,” we are 

offered new opportunities to question the involvement of women in the artistic movements 

of the nineteenth century.71 

 A more sensational account of the life of Jane Morris appears in Debra N. Mancoff’s 

Jane Morris: The Pre-Raphaelite Model of Beauty (2000). Prompted by the question, “Was Jane 

Morris the first supermodel?” Mancoff sets out to explore the ways in which Jane Morris’s 

unusual beauty altered the course of her life.72 As she states in the introduction, “The way 

her beauty defined her destiny conforms to the modern fable of the startlet or model, 

discovered by a powerful producer or renowned photographer who paves her path to fame 
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and fortune.”73 Mancoff thus considers how Jane’s beauty facilitated her introduction to the 

Pre-Raphaelite circle, her subsequent marriage to William Morris, and more crucially, 

determined her role in the production of paintings by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 

 Aimed at a general audience, Jane Morris: The Pre-Raphaelite Model of Beauty is lavishly 

illustrated and presents a relatively standard biographical account of Jane Morris’s life, albeit 

with a greater emphasis on art and visual culture. However, unlike previous accounts, 

Mancoff takes an unambiguously positive view of her subject. For example, in her 

consideration of the Morris marriage, Mancoff does not squarely blame Jane or her affair 

with Rossetti for the Morrises’ difficulties, but rather elaborates upon the complexities of the 

marriage, citing diverging interests and differences in temperament. Mancoff further suggests 

that Jane Morris may have experienced a similar sense of isolation to that of middle-class 

women more generally: largely excluded from professional life, women were expected to 

focus their energies on the maintenance of their household and the care of their children. 

Mancoff’s work is also unusual in its consideration of Jane Morris’s dress and personal style. 

She notes that Jane likely made the majority of her own clothing, yet rather than follow the 

structured silhouette popular at the time, Jane Morris adopted the fashion for “unadorned 

and unconstructed gowns” common among Pre-Raphaelite and other artistic circles.74 

However, it is perhaps here that Mancoff’s likening of Jane Morris to a modern celebrity 

overreaches. While acknowledging that “other women in her circle favoured unusual and 

eye-catching attire,” she argues that it was Jane Morris who “became the avatar of a style,” 
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promoting its popularity and inspiring others to follow her example, in a manner akin to 

today’s celebrity trendsetters.75 Thus, while Mancoff’s study lacks the depth and nuance of an 

academic study, it does provide a fresh perspective on the life of Jane Morris. 

 Wendy Parkins’s recent work Jane Morris: The Burden of History (2013) provides a rare 

scholarly analysis of the life and work of Jane Morris.76 Unlike the other texts considered in 

this review, Parkins’s work is not a biography, but an “examination of textual representations 

of Jane Morris,” including those in letters, memoirs, biographies and diaries.77 Parkins 

suggests that in the absence of a complete (or comprehensive) textual record of Jane 

Morris’s life, researchers and authors have instead cobbled together a history, drawing upon 

documentary evidence, but also upon the paintings and poetry of the Pre-Raphaelites artists. 

This approach, Parkins argues, has mythologised Jane Morris so that she becomes 

recognisable through a series of representative traits and qualities - qualities which are 

perceived as essential, rather than a function of the narrative in which they appear. Parkins’s 

work thus attempts to deconstruct the myth of Jane Morris through an examination of its 

“dominant aspects.”78 Each chapter considers one element of the myth: “Scandal” examines 

“the traits of ‘unfaithful wife’ and ‘object of desire;” “Silence,” the attributes of silence and 

chronic invalidism; “Class,” Jane Morris’s sense of shame regarding her working-class 
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background; “Icon,” “the inextricable connection between Jane Morris and the art of 

Rossetti, crucial to her enduring representation as a living tableau;” and finally, “Home” 

examines “the persistent implication that Jane Morris was a shadowy presence or non-

participant in the home, family life and affections of the Morrises.”79 In each of these 

chapters, Parkins considers the dominant narrative in relation to literary forms and devices, 

and in juxtaposition to “contrasting representations and interpretations,” in order to reveal 

the interpretative nature of the myth.80 For example, in her consideration of Jane Morris’s 

representation as a silent invalid, Parkins argues that “the silent invalid often operates as a 

structural device in textual accounts, working to contrast Jane Morris (usually unfavourably) 

with others […]. In relation to her husband, Jane Morris’s mute, ailing body is contrasted 

with William’s volubility and hyperactive productivity.”81 Parkins further notes that while 

Jane Morris’s silence has typically been interpreted as a sign of her uncommunicative nature, 

consideration of Jane Morris’s own thoughts on silence, as they appear in a letter to Rosalind 

Howard, suggests an alternate interpretation: “By showing that Jane Morris […] grappled 

with the dilemma of how to express feelings and thoughts when articulation was always open 

to misunderstanding or conflict, this letter reconfigures Jane Morris’s silence as a reticence 

that, in the context of valued social relationships, sought to foster intimacy and 

communication, rather than avoid it.”82 In reading the myth in relation to contrasting 
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accounts and narratives, as here, Parkins endeavours “to restore a sense of historical agency 

to Jane Morris.”83 

 In Jane Morris: The Burden of History, Parkins not only seeks to complicate the myth of 

Jane Morris, but to propose an alternate life narrative which locates points of agency and 

draws attention to class - factors which, Parkins argues, have traditionally been occluded 

from the life narratives of Jane Morris. To do so, she draws upon the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu and the concept of habitus, and considers the ways in which habitus becomes legible 

in textual accounts through the interaction with things. For example, Parkins suggests that 

Jane Morris’s selection of “blue serge, a rough and inexpensive fabric […] used in working-

class garb” for her first major embroidery project with William Morris may be indicative of 

“an instance where habitus was instrumental in improvisation,” demonstrating “a capacity to 

recognise objects in a new context that comes from seeing the familiar in an unexpected 

location, or vice versa.”84 Parkins is particularly interested in the ways in which the 

transformation of habitus, as Jane Morris moved from the working to the middle classes, 

opens up opportunities for agency, expressed through both cultural and bodily capital. She 

suggests, for instance, that modelling can “be seen as a form of bodily training that 

combined deliberately learned corporeal techniques with the cultivation of an aesthetic 

consciousness that collaboratively improvised with the artist in the production of art.”85 

Parkins also considers “creative or expressive objects” as signs of agency.86 As she states, 
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“the coverlet made for her husband’s bed […] which bears the embroidered signature ‘Jane 

Morris. Kelmscott,’ signifies not only the location and the relationship which anchored and 

contextualised this artefact but effectively makes a claim of authorship, asserting her role as 

creator or producer of the aesthetic object akin to an artist’s signature on a canvas.”87 In this 

way, Parkins indisputably returns creative agency to Jane Morris’s life story and also brings to 

light a number of objects which have not previously received much attention, including Jane 

Morris’s keepsake books (British Library, Add. MSS 45351.A, 45351.B, 45351.C). However, 

Parkins’s consideration of Jane Morris’s creative work is also limited by her approach. She 

regards Jane Morris’s handiwork as “instances of life writing” which “comprise a form of 

textual history,” and is consequently interested in demonstrating instances of authorship, 

giving little consideration to the objects’ material properties or their place in an artistic or 

craft tradition.88 

 

Methodology: Material Methods and Jane Morris 

This work was originally conceived as a study similar to those by Jan Marsh and Brenda 

Silver, which would consider Jane Morris as a cultural icon, a figure whose image and history 

have been variously invested with meaning. In The Legend of Elizabeth Siddal (1989), Jan Marsh 

examines “the changing ways in which the persona of Elizabeth Siddal has been represented 

over the years,” suggesting that the legend of Siddall “has been constantly shaped and 
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reshaped and filled with new meanings.”89 The legend of Elizabeth Siddall, then, can be seen 

as “an index of changing attitudes and an account of how history and biography are 

continually rewritten, according to the pre-occupations of the age, while always claiming to 

be true.”90 Similarly, in Virginia Woolf Icon (1999), Brenda Silver attends to the versioning of 

Virginia Woolf in both text and image, arguing that “the proliferation of Virginia Woolfs has 

transformed the writer into a powerful and powerfully contested cultural icon, whose name, 

face, and authority are persistently claimed or disclaimed in debates about art, politics, 

sexuality, gender, class, the ‘canon,’ fashion, feminism, race, and anger.”91 In our own time, 

the myth of Jane Morris has become synonymous with the notion of the unfaithful wife. 

However, as Frank Sharp and Jan Marsh note, in Jane Morris’s own lifetime “no information 

or even conjecture about the affair [between Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Jane Morris] 

reached the public domain,” suggesting that it is unlikely she was regarded as such prior to 

the biographical revelations of the early twentieth century.92 I thus initially sought to 

understand how the meaning of “Jane Morris” has shifted over time and as she was 

reimagined and represented in different media and by different artists during her lifetime. 

However, while the vein of feminist criticism which addresses how representations of 

women are formulated and understood remains crucial to my approach, a deconstruction of 

the attitudes and ideologies at stake in the various portrayals of Jane Morris remained 
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unsatisfying.93 It did not, for instance, answer what I regarded as an important question: 

What was the relationship between Jane Morris and her own image? In addition to feminist 

scholarship, then, my current project has also drawn upon the methodology of recent works 

in the field of material culture and object-based studies, and in particular upon the work of 

Imogen Hart and Laura Peers. 

 In Arts and Crafts Objects (2010), Imogen Hart proposes a reassessment of the role of 

objects within arts and crafts scholarship. Hart argues that due to the absence of an 

indisputable arts and crafts style, “each of the major texts on the ‘Arts and Crafts movement’ 

seeks to establish a non-visual connection between its products.”94 In this framework objects 

are defined as arts and crafts through their association with a particular ideology or maker, 

and are not considered for their visual or material properties. Hart proposes instead a history 

of the arts and crafts which “allows for networks of influence and exchange, and one that 

takes objects seriously as evidence, rather than seeking to subordinate them to overarching 

concepts such as movements.”95 Images by Rossetti, including those depicting Jane Morris, 

have similarly been subsumed under a larger organising concept. As Deborah Cherry notes, 

since the late nineteenth century, the literature surrounding Rossetti has worked to unify a 
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“corpus of work […] around the artist.”96 In this framework, interpretations of Rossetti’s art 

have relied upon the life narrative of the artist for explication. In “The Burden of the Image:” 

Jane Morris in Art and Life, I seek to avoid such a narrow frame of reference by examining 

images of Jane Morris, including those by Rossetti, but also those by William Morris, 

Edward Burne-Jones, and George du Maurier, as objects and consider them within the 

context of their production and use. In addressing how a work is made and what it is made 

of, I explore the possibility for these works to signify other than Rossetti. In considering the 

models and objects that make up a Rossetti canvas, for instance, it becomes possible to 

address the significance of these images for those who contributed to them in less obvious 

but significant ways. In this aspect my approach has more particularly been influenced by the 

work of Laura Peers. 

 In “‘Almost True:’ Peter Rindisbacher’s Early Images of Rupert’s Land, 1821-26,” 

Peers considers Rindisbacher’s images of the Red River Settlement, analysing “both the 

materiality of the images and of the materiality within them,” in order to demonstrate how 

individual and cultural expectations about art in the European tradition and frontier life 

shaped Rindisbacher’s paintings of Canada’s early European settlements, and how the 

material qualities of these images - their small size and detailed surface - have led viewers to 

believe they contain accurate depictions of settlement and the interaction between 

Europeans and Aboriginal peoples.97 Peers further illustrates how “the assumed veracity of 

Rindisbacher’s work” has encouraged the use of these images as historical documents, and 
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important tools in the construction of a national identity, and sustenance of a national 

myth.98 While seemingly unrelated to my own study of Jane Morris, Peers’s analysis of 

Rindisbacher’s work and the subsequent use of his pictures by academics, historians, and 

curators as an accurate representation of the Canadian frontier resonates with the ways in 

which Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris have been used by biographers and art historians. As 

detailed compositions which allude to the visual tradition of portraiture in their format and 

size, Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris have often been read as accurate depictions of her 

features and character. Aymer Vallance, for instance, noted in his biography of William 

Morris, “There is no need to attempt any description of Mrs. Morris, since her features have 

been immortalized in numerous drawings and paintings from the hand of Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti.”99 However, as Griselda Pollock and Deborah Cherry have pointed out, the 

Rossetti images “are not portraits.”100 Peers’s work has been helpful in deciphering this 

problematic relationship between an image and the thing it is said to represent. Regarding 

Rindisbacher’s images, she notes that while the artist often utilised collections of Aboriginal 

artefacts indiscriminately and without reference to particular Aboriginal groups in order to 

heighten the accuracy of his work,101 some of the material culture depicted within these 

paintings “is accurate for the place and period.”102 Similarly, while Rossetti’s images are not 

portraits, at the time of their making aspects of them were deemed to be true. In this study I 
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consider the elements of Jane Morris’s appearance and presence that may have contributed 

to Rossetti’s and other artist’s images of her, as well as how these images may have shaped 

perceptions of Jane Morris, just as Rindisbacher’s images of Rupert’s Land have framed our 

understanding of early life in Canada. However, in this study I am also concerned with how 

images and perceptions of Jane Morris may have framed or influenced her own experience. 

Thus, how does identity inform art, and art identity? 

 In order to consider the dialogue between art and identity in the life of Jane Morris, I 

have drawn upon studies in the field of fashion theory, which recognise the dressed body as 

the site upon which identities are formulated and conveyed. Sociologist Joanne Entwistle, for 

instance, has defined fashion as an embodied practice, and regards the body as the site of 

intersection of a series of factors which shape the experience of dress, including gender and 

class. By situating the body at the centre of the discussion, Entwistle demonstrates that dress 

is both constructed and constructing: “the study of dress as situated practice requires moving 

between, on the one hand, the discursive and representational aspects of dress and the way 

the body/dress is caught up in relations of power, and on the other, the embodied 

experience of dress and the use of dress as a means by which individuals orientate 

themselves to the social world.”103 While this approach underpins my analysis of Jane 

Morris’s dress, I have also used it to consider how paintings might be a site upon which 

individual identity is formulated. In doing so, I borrow a concept of identity from the work 
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of Cheryl Buckley and Hilary Fawcett who suggest that “identities are not fixed but always in 

the process of making.”104 

 

Organisation of the Dissertation 

The following five chapters offer an examination of the relationship between Jane Morris 

and visual and material culture in the nineteenth century. In the first two chapters I consider 

Jane Morris’s role in the creation of Pre-Raphaelite images through an examination of the 

two dominant modes of representing Jane Morris. Chapter 2, “Jane Burden Morris as 

Medieval Damsel,” begins with the meeting of Jane Morris, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and 

William Morris in 1857, and the painters’ initial invitation to Jane Morris to pose for their 

work. Examining the selection of Jane Morris as a model within the context of the processes 

of making in Pre-Raphaelite art, I suggest that Jane Morris’s unusual and non-contemporary 

appearance made her an ideal model for works depicting medieval subject matter including 

Rossetti’s panel for the Oxford Union, W. Morris’s La Belle Iseult, and the wall paintings and 

furniture designs of William and Jane Morrises’ first home, Red House. I further consider 

whether other elements of Jane Morris’s identity, including her working-class background, 

work in the nineteenth-century embroidery revival, and silent demeanour, contributed to her 

(re)conceptualization as a medieval damsel. I suggest that the repeated depiction of Jane 

Morris as a medieval damsel in Pre-Raphaelite art encouraged contemporaries to perceive 

                                                        
104 Cheryl Buckley and Hilary Fawcett, Fashioning the Feminine: Representation and Women’s 
Fashion from the Fin de Siècle to the Present (London: Tauris, 2002), 7. 
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Jane Morris in terms of her painted image, and argue that this potential for art to alter 

perception may explain why Jane Morris chose to participate in the making of such images. 

 In Chapter 3, “Jane Burden Morris as Myth,” I examine the role of Jane Morris in 

the creation of Rossetti’s mythic images, following the shift in Rossetti’s painting style from 

Pre-Raphaelite realism to portrait-like depictions of female figures. I suggest that just as the 

Pre-Raphaelite artists employed Jane Morris’s unusual features in their depiction of medieval 

subjects, Rossetti too capitalised upon the strangeness of Jane Morris’s appearance in his 

creation of a series of works depicting mythical and literary figures, including Mariana, 

Proserpine, and La Pia de’ Tolomei. As in the previous chapter, I also focus on other aspects of 

Jane Morris’s identity which may have influenced Rossetti’s depictions of her, including her 

melancholy appearance and her episodes of chronic illness. Although Rossetti rarely 

exhibited his work publicly during his lifetime, his repetitive use of Jane Morris as a model 

and reproduction of his paintings through photographic means at the end of the 1870s, as 

well as the display of his works at the retrospectives which followed his death in 1882, served 

to drive the image of Jane Morris into the public imagination. As Jane Morris again came to 

be seen as possessing the mythic qualities of her image, contemporaries suggested that living 

in the shadow of the Pre-Raphaelite ideal may have been limiting for the model. I argue 

instead that Rossetti’s paintings of Jane Morris can be seen as evidence of her active 

engagement in the making of art. 

 While the first two chapters examine elements of Jane Morris’s physical appearance 

and demeanour which may have been replicated in Pre-Raphaelite works, the fourth chapter, 

“Jane Burden Morris and Artistic Dress,” considers Jane Morris’s unusual attire as an 
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element which transcended the boundary between art and life. Beginning with an analysis of 

the origins of artistic dress within the circles of experimentation that surrounding the Pre-

Raphaelites and other artistic groups, I consider Jane Morris’s adoption of the style into her 

daily attire and the relationship between Jane Morris’s wardrobe and the garments depicted 

in Rossetti’s paintings, suggesting that Jane Morris had a more active role in determining the 

aesthetic of Rossetti’s images than she has previously been ascribed. Artistic dress gained a 

degree of popularity in the 1870s and early 1880s, and I explore the ways in which artistic 

garments differed from conventional attire and the advantages of adopting the alternative 

style. In the final section of the chapter I examine Jane Morris’s use of artistic dress within 

the popularity of aestheticism, and, drawing upon Joan Riviere and Mary Ann Doane’s 

theories regarding the female masquerade, I argue that Jane Morris used the alternative style 

to fashion a unique and artistic identity. 

 In Chapter 5, “Jane Burden Morris as Monster,” I consider the relationship between 

Jane Morris and monstrous forms of femininity. In the first half of the chapter I examine 

Pandora and Astarte Syriaca, two of Rossetti’s depictions of Jane Morris which, in 

contemporary scholarship, have commonly been described as representations of the femme 

fatale. Through an analysis of the nineteenth-century response to these images, I suggest that 

they were not necessarily associated with a threatening form of femininity at the time of their 

making, and moreover, that the decorative properties of these paintings prevent such an easy 

characterisation. In the second half of the chapter I consider the possibility that Jane Morris 

herself may have been associated with the monstrous, and I examine a series of caricatures 

by the graphic artist George du Maurier as a visual critique of the Pre-Raphaelite female 
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ideal. In his caricatures du Maurier used the distinctive attributes of Jane Morris’s appearance 

– her strange features and unusual artistic dress – to represent the female aesthete. Drawing 

upon Victorian physiognomic texts and the contemporary response to artistic dress, I argue 

that du Maurier’s images can be read as evidence of the disruptive nature of Burden Morris’s 

appearance, and the threat of positioning Jane Morris as an imitable female ideal.  

 The final chapter, “Jane Burden Morris and the Aesthetic Interior,” begins with an 

examination of the use of Rossetti’s paintings of Jane Morris in the homes of specific 

patrons, and within the context of particular forms of aesthetic display. I consider how the 

image of Jane Morris possessed qualities akin to particular types of aesthetic objects, 

including those with devotional or foreign associations, and thus fulfilled a similar function 

within the aesthetic home: serving as a focal point for the worship of art and beauty or 

gesturing to the realm of the exotic. I further explore whether the use of Jane Morris’s image 

within the home persuaded viewers to regard Burden Morris herself as an element of artistic 

display, and consider whether such a reading extended to the experience of viewing Jane 

Morris within the context of her own home, Kelmscott House, where Burden Morris’s 

artistic attire harmonised with the Morrisian interior. While several scholars have suggested 

that women’s sympathetic self-presentation in Pre-Raphaelite mode worked to define them 

as decorative objects within the aesthetic interior, I argue that Jane Morris’s active 

performance of a Pre-Raphaelite identity at Kelmscott House can be interpreted as a form of 

creative self-definition. 
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A Note on Naming 

While the act of naming frequently presents a challenge in the field of female biography, as 

women often change their surnames upon marriage, the practice of naming female subjects 

among the Pre-Raphaelites is particularly fraught. In their study of Elizabeth Siddall, for 

instance, Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock have demonstrated that in the writing of 

Pre-Raphaelite literature, Siddall’s own name was obscured in favour of Rossetti’s spelling 

“Siddal,” a slippage which signifies the ways in which Siddall herself was removed from her 

own history and agency to act as “Siddal,” a sign of masculine creativity.105 A similar removal 

has also occurred in Pre-Raphaelite biography, in which the female members of the circle 

have typically been referred to not only by their first names, but by their diminutives: Lizzie, 

Georgie, Janey.106 In The Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood, Jan Marsh defended this practice, suggesting 

that to use the women’s surnames would not only create confusion, but that it also seemed 

“somewhat solemn and unsisterly when writing, as here, about their daily lives and personal 

concerns.”107 Marsh argues that by using the women’s first names, “and even their 

diminutives,” she is engaging in a project to “reclaim and indeed raise those names by which 

women are customarily diminished in biographical writing.”108 However, while Marsh’s 

argument is persuasive, it remains unavoidable that when women’s given and familiar names 

are used alongside the more formal surnames of their husbands or collaborators, the women 

seem childlike and insignificant in comparison.  

                                                        
105 Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign.” 
106 For instance E. P. Thompson, Fiona MacCarthy, and Henrietta Garnett all follow this 
pattern. 
107 Marsh, Sisterhood, 11. 
108 Marsh, Sisterhood, 11. 
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 Naming Jane Morris, then, is not a straightforward process. Using the surname 

“Morris” risks confusion of Jane with her husband William, or with their children, 

particularly May who became well known for her work in design in the nineteenth century. 

In her recent study of Jane Morris, Wendy Parkins also considers the problem of naming 

and notes that Siddall has rarely been “called Elizabeth Rossetti in biography and art 

history,” suggesting the use of “Jane Burden.”109 However, this too is unsatisfactory as it 

presents the possibility of confusion between Jane and her sister Elizabeth (also an 

embroiderer), and unlike Siddall, who was Mrs. Rossetti for only two short years, Jane 

Morris was known as such for the majority of her life. Moreover, it is this name with which 

she signed the majority of her correspondence, using the familiar “Janey” only with her oldest 

and closest friends: Rossetti, Philip Webb, and Cormell Price.110 In this study, then, I will 

occasionally use Jane, but have generally opted for “Jane Morris” or “Burden Morris,” 

though I have chosen to use “Jane Burden” in the second chapter when discussing the 

period before Jane’s marriage. Though perhaps an unconventional move, I hope that this 

process of naming will not be confusing for the reader, and rather will be seen to reflect one 

of the larger themes of this study: the potential for identities to shift and to change. 

  

                                                        
109 Parkins, Jane Morris, xii. 
110 It is not, for instance, how she signed her name in letters to her lover Wilfrid Scawen 
Blunt. 
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 Chapter 2

Jane Burden Morris as Medieval Damsel 

Jane Burden met Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Morris in the late summer of 1857. 

The painters, along with a group of artists, were then in Oxford working on a series of 

murals based on Thomas Malory’s Morte d’Arthur for the Oxford Debating Union. According 

to Pre-Raphaelite legend, it was there in Oxford that Rossetti spotted Burden in the crowd at 

a theatre – one of his haunts for scouting models – and immediately resolved to persuade 

her to pose for him. In one of the many memorial works written after Rossetti’s death, his 

brother, William Michael Rossetti (1829-1919), captured the significance of the meeting: 

[They] saw, in the front box above them, a very youthful lady whose aspect 

fascinated them all. My brother was the first to observe her. Her face was at once 

tragic, mystic, passionate, calm, beautiful, and gracious – a face for a sculptor, and a 

face for a painter – a face solitary in England, and not at all like that of an 

Englishwoman, but rather of an Ionian Greek. It was not a face for that large class of 

English people who only take to the ‘pretty,’ and not to the beautiful or the superb. 

Her complexion was dark and pale, her eyes a deep penetrating grey, her massive 

wealth of hair gorgeously rippled, and tending to black, yet not without some deep-

sunken glow.1 

 

                                                        
1 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His Family Letters with a Memoir (London: 
Ellis and Elvey, 1895), 1:199. This version of events first appeared in the work of William 
Bell Scott, and is also repeated in the memorial biography by Georgiana Burne-Jones. See W. 
Minto, ed., Autobiographical Notes of the Life of William Bell Scott; and Notes of His Artistic and 
Poetic Circle of Friends, 1830 to 1882 (London: Osgood, McIlvaine, 1882), 2:60-61 and 
Georgiana Burne-Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (1904-06; repr., London: Macmillan, 
1909-12), 1:168-69. In Burne-Jones’s account the artists in attendance at the theatre were 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris, Edward Burne-Jones, and Arthur Hughes. 
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His description further recalls how following this first meeting, Burden would become a 

regular feature of the works produced at Oxford, and later, for his brother, “the ideal face 

which speaks to you out of very many of his principal works.”2 

 Although heightened for poetic effect, W. M. Rossetti’s description of the meeting 

nevertheless highlights Jane Burden’s appearance as well as the primacy of her appearance in 

her selection as a model for the artists of the Oxford circle. While Burden was not 

considered conventionally beautiful, and therefore perhaps not the most obvious choice for 

an artist’s model, this chapter considers how currents of medievalism and Pre-Raphaelite 

attitudes to truthful representation combined with her striking features to ensure her 

desirability as a model for the early works of William Morris, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and 

Edward Burne-Jones. Through an analysis of these works, including the murals of the 

Oxford Union, William Morris’s easel painting La Belle Iseult, and the painted designs on the 

walls and furniture of the Morrises’ first home, Red House, this chapter demonstrates how 

the painters capitalised upon Burden’s unusual features to enhance the fidelity of their 

pseudo-medieval compositions.  

 While Burden’s arrangement with the painters seems to have begun as a standard 

agreement between artist(s) and model, it quickly became more intimate, and Burden 

married William Morris in 1859. It is possible that as Burden’s familiarity with the painters 

increased, the series of medieval damsels worked from her image were influenced by more 

than appearance, and this chapter explores some of the additional qualities of Burden’s 

identity, including her background, activities, and demeanour, which may have encouraged 

                                                        
2 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:200. 
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the depiction of Burden in medieval guise. However, images also generate meaning, and 

noting that Burden herself came to be increasingly described in the terms of a medieval 

damsel, this chapter finally considers whether these representations began to shape 

individual perceptions of Burden and whether her participation in their making suggests an 

active interest in generating the identity such images create.   

 

Models, Medievalism, and the Pre-Raphaelites 

The selection of Jane Burden as a model for the Oxford Union paintings and subsequent 

medieval works has its roots in the Pre-Raphaelite method for selecting and depicting 

models. Founded in 1848, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood created controversy in the 

nineteenth century with their vivid and jarring depictions of historical and literary scenes.3 A 

fusion of old and new, Pre-Raphaelite painting combined quattrocento painting techniques 

with a heightened awareness of the material world as influenced by nineteenth-century 

developments in the art of photography and in the empirical sciences (biology, 

physiognomy). This combination resulted in hyper-real depictions of scenes derived from 

the Bible, medieval romances, and the works of Dante, Shakespeare, Chaucer, and 

Boccaccio. The Pre-Raphaelite commitment “to study Nature attentively” and to paint the 

world as they observed it is particularly evident in the artists’ meticulous reiteration of 

                                                        
3 See, for instance, Tim Barringer, Jason Rosenfeld, and Alison Smith, Pre-Raphaelites: 
Victorian Avant-Garde (London: Tate, 2012). The original founding members of the 
Brotherhood were William Holman Hunt (1827-1910), Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett 
Millais (1829-96), William Michael Rossetti, James Collinson (1825-81), Thomas Woolner 
(1825-92), and Frederic George Stephens (1828-1907). Though the initial impetus behind 
Pre-Raphaelitism was short-lived, a number of artists continued to be identified with the 
movement throughout the nineteenth century. 
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material objects, botanical specimens, and in their selection and faithful depiction of live 

models.4 

 As outlined in 1851 by the group’s secretary, William Michael Rossetti, the Pre-

Raphaelite approach to using live models was two-fold, requiring careful selection as well as 

precise depiction: 

The Praeraphaelite dares not “improve God’s works in general.” His creed is truth; 

which in art means appropriateness in the first place, scrupulous fidelity in the 

second. If true to himself, he will search diligently for the best attainable model; 

whom, when obtained, he must render as conformably as possible with his 

conception, but as truly as possible also to the fact before him. Not that he will copy 

the pimples or the freckles; but transform, disguise, “improve,” he may not.5   

 

This desire to paint from those “living people who, by refinement of character and aspect, 

may be supposed to have some affinity with those personages” to be represented often 

implied an avoidance of the “ordinary hired models” used in academic artistic circles in 

favour of more unconventional figures.6  

 In terms of the Pre-Raphaelite project, the use of distinctive models held two 

prominent advantages. In the first instance, as Elizabeth Prettejohn has argued, it heightened 

the sense of realism in the paintings: “the more unusual or distinctive the physical 

appearance of a model, the better, for the stronger will be the spectator’s conviction that the 

                                                        
4 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:135. 
5 William Michael Rossetti, “Praeraphaelitism (1851),” in Fine Art, Chiefly Contemporary 
(London: Macmillan, 1867), 174. 
6 William Michael Rossetti, “Dante Rossetti and Elizabeth Siddal,” Burlington Magazine 1, no. 
3 (1903): 274. 
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picture records a real visual encounter with that particular model, and no other.”7 The 

second advantage relates to the subject matter of the works, and to the notion of 

“appropriateness” referenced by W. M. Rossetti. As the Pre-Raphaelites were frequently 

attempting to represent medieval or Renaissance subject matter, avoiding conventional 

models meant that the Brotherhood would escape the possibility that their work would look 

too contemporary. Thus for many of their early works, the painters resolved to work from 

one another, or from close friends and family members. Rossetti’s sister Christina, for 

instance, posed for the figure of the Virgin in his painting Ecce Ancilla Domini (1849-50, Tate), 

while William Michael Rossetti appears as Lorenzo in John Everett Millais’s Lorenzo and 

Isabella (1849, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool). Gradually, however, the painters sought 

additional models suited to their works, recruiting a number from shops, taverns, and even 

London’s streets. Elizabeth Siddall (1829-62), the model perhaps best known for her 

representation in Millais’s Ophelia (1851-52, Tate), is rumoured to have been “discovered” in 

a milliner’s shop;8 Annie Miller, model for William Holman Hunt’s Awakening Conscience 

(1853, Tate), in a tavern; and Sarah Cox (later Fanny Cornforth; 1835-c. 1906), the model for 

Rossetti’s Bocca Baciata (1859, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) and Fair Rosamund (1861, 

National Museum Cardiff), was approached by Rossetti in the crowd of a fête at Old Surrey 

                                                        
7 Elizabeth Prettejohn, “The Pre-Raphaelite Model,” in Model and Supermodel: The Artist’s 
Model in British Art and Visual Culture, ed. Jane Desmarais, Martin Postle, and William 
Vaughan (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), 30. 
8 Research by Jan Marsh indicates that the meeting between Walter Deverell and Elizabeth 
Siddall, and her subsequent introduction to the Pre-Raphaelite circle, was more complex 
than the commonly cited story suggests. Marsh proposes that Siddall may have already been 
a working artist by the time she met the group of painters. See Jan Marsh, The Legend of 
Elizabeth Siddal (London: Quartet, 1989). 
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Gardens in 1856.9 Rossetti in particular is remembered for the habit of searching out suitable 

models in public venues, and is noted for his enthusiasm for young women with distinct and 

striking features whom he referred to as “stunners.”10 Regarding the Oxford theatre meeting, 

for instance, Valentine Prinsep recounted, “Another ‘stunner’ had been discovered – a 

remarkably handsome person, who afterwards became Mrs. Morris, and appeared in many of 

Rossetti’s pictures.”11  

 Written nearly forty years after the evening it recounts, William Michael Rossetti’s 

description of the Oxford artists’ first glimpse of Jane Burden cited at the beginning of this 

chapter cannot be regarded as a transparent and accurate portrait of events. The account is 

also, as Griselda Pollock and Deborah Cherry have pointed out, “deeply implicated in 

nineteenth-century ideologies of class and gender, of the artist and romance.”12 The passage 

is therefore more interesting for the ideals it creates than for the objective view it claims to 

offer. Perhaps most interesting is the proprietary nature which W. M. Rossetti ascribes to his 

                                                        
9 Traditionally it has been suggested that Cox/Cornforth was a prostitute whom Rossetti met 
on the streets of London; however, a more recent investigation indicates that Cox was more 
likely a domestic servant. Cox herself denied the story spread by William Bell Scott, and 
which appears in his autobiography (and is repeated in the work of W. M. Rossetti), that she 
attracted Rossetti’s attention by throwing nuts at him while walking in the Strand. See Anne 
Drewery, Julian Moore, and Christopher Whittick, “Re-presenting Fanny Cornforth: The 
Makings of an Historical Identity,” British Art Journal 2, no. 3 (2001): 3-15; Minto, 1:316-17; 
and Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:202.  
10 See, for instance, Val C. Prinsep, “A Chapter from a Painter’s Reminiscences. The Oxford 
Circle: Rossetti, Burne-Jones, and William Morris,” Magazine of Art 2 (1904): 168: “Every 
beautiful girl was called a ‘stunner’ whether she was married or single, lady or model.” 
11 Prinsep, “A Chapter,” 170. 
12 Griselda Pollock and Deborah Cherry, “Woman as Sign in Pre-Raphaelite Literature: The 
Representation of Elizabeth Siddall,” in Vision and Difference: Feminism, Femininity and Histories 
of Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 92. W. M. Rossetti’s description of Jane Burden was also 
almost certainly influenced by the images of Burden produced by D. G. Rossetti in the 
intervening years. 
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brother’s looking; while he notes that all the painters were intrigued by Burden’s appearance, 

he is careful to state, “My brother was the first to observe her.”13 While this assertion might 

be read as a statement of the sequence of events, its ultimate effect is to highlight D. G. 

Rossetti’s abilities as an artist. It suggests that among the Oxford painters (and by extension, 

all artists), Rossetti was the first to appreciate and to recognise the significance of Jane 

Burden’s appearance. This assertion is further supported by the lengthy description of 

Burden’s features which follows, and which serves to mark out the uniqueness of Burden’s 

appearance, not only within the context of the theatre crowd, but within the land: “a face 

solitary in England.”14 In this way, as Pollock and Cherry argue, Rossetti’s “individuality and 

his stature as an artist are erected on the negation of the female model whose appearance is 

appropriated as a signifier of his artistry and his personality.”15 

 Though W. M. Rossetti sensationalised Jane Burden’s appearance for poetic and 

ideological effect, elements of his description are, in fact, consistent with observations from 

the period and are further supported by a photograph of Burden taken around the time of 

the theatre meeting. This studio photograph (Fig. 2.1), one of the earliest surviving images of 

Jane Burden, shows the saturnine complexion and the crimped dark hair (carefully wetted 

down in this instance) described by W. M. Rossetti. In emphasising the distinctiveness of 

Burden’s appearance: “[hers] was not a face for that large class of English people who only 

take to the ‘pretty,’” W. M. Rossetti’s description also accurately indicates that by Victorian 

                                                        
13 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:199. 
14 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:199. 
15 Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 94. 
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standards Burden would not have been considered conventionally beautiful.16 The ideal of 

the time was defined by the pale and delicate Keepsake beauty, from which Burden, with her 

dark, wiry hair, strong facial features, and long neck radically differed. Indeed, W. H. 

Tuckwell, a former neighbour of one of the Burdens’ Oxford relatives, recalled seeing both 

Jane and her sister Elizabeth as children, noting that Bessie was “the better looking of the 

two.”17 And Lily Yeats, meeting Burden several years later, declared, “I thought her ugly, her 

skin very sallow and coarse.”18 However, it is not simply that Jane was plain in comparison to 

the more traditionally lovely English rose, but rather that she looked distinctly different from 

many of the women of her time. This was acknowledged by the wife of William Bell Scott 

who, after meeting Jane in 1860, wrote to her husband, “I can’t think what countrywoman 

Mrs. Morris is like, not an Englishwoman certainly.”19 Despite her British origins, this theme 

of Burden’s difference, her foreignness is echoed in W. M. Rossetti’s text (probably in 

imitation of Scott’s book), and was repeated in accounts throughout her life and in 

subsequent biographies.20 

                                                        
16 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:199. 
17 Margaret Fleming, “Where Janey Used to Live,” Journal of William Morris Studies 4, no. 4 
(1981): 13. 
18 Lily Yeats, scrapbook, quoted in Gifford Lewis, The Yeats Sisters and the Cuala (Dublin: Irish 
Academic Press, 1994), 29. 
19 Letitia Margery Scott to William Bell Scott, summer 1860, in Minto, 2:60.  
20 For instance, H. C. Marillier describes Burden Morris as possessing “striking, almost exotic 
features and [a] southern wealth of dark wavy hair.” A similar characterisation appears in the 
letters of the novelist Vernon Lee, who describes “the sort of beauty of Mrs. Stillman or 
Mrs. Morris – with an extraordinary air like theirs of belonging to some far off race.” (Marie 
Spartali Stillman (1844-1927) was an artist who modelled for Rossetti in the 1870s and 
1880s. She was a member of the London Greek community, and would therefore, unlike 
Jane Burden Morris, have had a legitimate claim to arousing the feelings which Lee 
describes.) Such descriptions of Burden Morris’s appearance reached their ultimate 
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 In addition to her striking looks, Jane Burden was also unusually tall for a woman of 

the period. Henry James described her as tall and lean, and Bell Scott’s wife is noted to have 

complained, “All we little women looked quite diminutive beside Mrs. Morris.”21 This 

difference in height is also suggested by a photograph taken later in Jane’s life, during her 

travels in Italy (Fig. 2.2). Pictured with her travelling companions, the bookbinder T. J. 

Cobden-Sanderson, his wife, Anne, and her sister, Jane Cobden Unwin, Jane stands several 

inches above them all – despite her slightly curved posture.  

 The overall effect of Burden’s striking features was captured by Georgiana Burne-

Jones (1840-1920) in the memorial biography of her husband. Recalling a night shortly after 

the Morrises’ marriage, she writes, “Edward [Burne-Jones] took me one evening to see Mrs. 

Morris for the first time, and never shall I forget it – literally I dreamed of her again in the 

night.”22 While prevailing ideals encouraged the depiction of a delicate femininity, it was 

Burden’s unusual and distinctive appearance which prompted Rossetti and the Oxford 

painters to pursue her as a potential model for the Union and other projects. Appearing 

unusual to Victorian eyes, Burden’s features were perfectly suited to the medieval subject 

matter the Oxford painters were attempting to convey. And like the unconventional 

                                                                                                                                                                     

expression in the sensational work of the novelist Violet Hunt who associated elements of 
Burden Morris’s features with gypsy, Semitic, and “niggerish” qualities. See H. C. Marillier, 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti: An Illustrated Memorial of His Art and Life, 3rd ed. (London: Bell, 1904), 
62; Vernon Lee to [her mother], 22 June 1886, in Vernon Lee’s Letters, ed. Irene Cooper Willis 
(London: privately printed, 1937), 216; Violet Hunt, The Wife of Rossetti: Her Life and Death 
(New York: Dutton, 1932), 216-18. 
21 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Henry James Letters, ed. Leon Edel 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1974-84), 1:93; Letitia Margery Scott to William Bell Scott, 
summer 1860, in Minto, 2:60. 
22 Burne-Jones, 1:195. 
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“stunners” who had preceded her, Burden’s unusual features could be used to heighten the 

effects of realism and the sense of historical accuracy central to Pre-Raphaelite art. 

 

Early Interpretations: The Oxford Union Murals and La Bel le  Iseul t  

In the early summer of 1857, Rossetti secured the informal commission to decorate the 

upper gallery and ceiling of the newly built debating chamber of the Oxford Union (now the 

Union Library). Due to the scale of the project, Rossetti invited a number of other artists to 

participate, and he was eventually joined by William Morris, Edward Burne-Jones (1833-98), 

Arthur Hughes, Valentine Prinsep, John Spencer Stanhope, and John Hungerford Pollen. 

Ten murals, one for each bay of the upper gallery, were planned, each depicting a scene from 

Thomas Malory’s Morte d’Arthur, a subject which suited the room’s Gothic architecture. The 

critic Coventry Patmore, who visited the Union in 1857 and saw the murals in their 

unfinished state, described the overall effect of the work: “[they] make the walls look like the 

margin of a highly-illuminated manuscript.”23 Rossetti’s contribution to the design, Sir 

Lancelot’s Vision of the Sanc Grael (1857), was also singled out by Patmore for description: 

The subject of Mr. Rossetti’s picture is a very fine one, and it is worthily conceived 

and executed – so far, at least, as we can judge of the work in its unfinished state. It 

is related that Lancelot fell asleep before the shrine of the Sancgrael, the object of his 

search, and could not enter in, because of his love for Guinevere. Mr. Rossetti has 

represented the knight asleep on the ground, with a vision of the Queen, in all her 

glory of mortal beauty, standing between him and the Damsel of the Sancgrael, who 

appears in air, holding the sacred chalice, and surrounded by angels. The Queen, 

                                                        
23 Coventry Patmore, “Walls and Wall Painting at Oxford,” Saturday Review 4, no. 113 (1857): 
584. 
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while she regards Lancelot, has her arms among the branches of an apple-tree – 

apparently to remind us of man’s first temptation.24 

 

Clothed in a green gown of medieval design which accentuates her tall, slender frame, Jane 

Burden appears at the centre of the work as Guenevere (Fig. 2.3). However, due to the 

condition of the murals today and the challenges inherent in producing a satisfactory 

reproduction of the panels, her figure and the overall design of the work are more apparent 

in the preparatory drawing for the composition, now in the collection of the Ashmolean 

Museum (Fig. 2.4).  

 During the execution of the Union murals, Burden also modelled for a number of  

smaller compositions by Rossetti, including the watercolour The Wedding of St George and the 

Princess Sabra (1857, Tate), and the pen and ink study Sir Launcelot in the Queen’s Chamber 

(1857), in which Rossetti again used Burden to represent Guenevere (Fig. 2.5). It has been 

suggested that this scene was also intended for a mural at the Union, though it was never 

executed.25 In both compositions, Burden is represented in medieval-inspired attire, her dark 

hair falling loosely around her shoulders. While Burden’s features are vaguely recognisable in 

both images, it is the pencil study for Sir Launcelot in the Queen’s Chamber which presents a 

more direct portrait (Fig. 2.6). In this drawing, Burden’s head is tipped back, her hands 

clasped near her throat, revealing the long neck and graceful hands which would become so 

prominent in Rossetti’s later designs. While these intimate drawings are more indicative of 

                                                        
24 Patmore, 584. 
25 Joanna Banham and Jennifer Harris, eds, William Morris and the Middle Ages (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1984), 160. 
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Rossetti’s work of the period, his depiction of Burden as Guenevere in the Oxford Union 

remains the largest and most public depiction of Burden as a medieval damsel produced at 

this time. However, numerous circumstances complicate the viewing and therefore the 

possible significance of this representation. 

 Despite Patmore’s assertion that “these paintings, which are in distemper, not fresco, 

promise to turn out novelties – and quite successful novelties – in art,” the Union murals 

were never, in fact, completed (Fig. 2.7).26 Though the murals were begun with enthusiasm, 

the slow progress of the project meant that many of the original artists abandoned the 

scheme by the spring of 1858 in favour of new enterprises.27 In addition, the work that was 

completed began to fade almost as soon as the paint was applied. J. W. Mackail, writing in 

Morris’s Life only forty years later noted how badly the murals had deteriorated: “they still 

glimmer faintly in their places, blackened, faded, peeled, the light here and there falling on 

some recognizable feature, a long fold of drapery, a patch of ring armour, or the straight line 

of a knight’s sword.”28 This deterioration is, in large part, thought to be the result of poor 

preparation of the painting surfaces and little investigation into the proper techniques and 

materials required for mural painting, perhaps overall the result of a project “hastily 

undertaken” by enthusiastic amateurs.29  

                                                        
26 Patmore, 584. 
27 In 1859 the Union commissioned the artists William and Briton Riviere to complete the 
remaining panels, and William Morris returned in 1875 to redecorate the ceiling. The Union 
murals have undergone at least two restoration campaigns since this time, the first in 1935, 
and again in 1986. See John D. Renton, The Oxford Union Murals (N.p., 1996).  
28 J. W. Mackail, The Life of William Morris (London: Longman, 1899), 1:125-26. 
29 Mackail, 1:118. Aside from Hughes and Rossetti, the majority of the Union artists were 
relatively inexperienced in painting.  
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 Aside from their decay, the (in)visibility of the Oxford murals is further complicated 

by the painters’ attempts to integrate the scheme with the architecture of the building. 

Positioned in the upper gallery of the debating chamber, the murals are punctuated by a 

series of sexfoil windows. During painting the windows were whitewashed, obscuring the 

detrimental effect this feature would ultimately have on the murals visibility during daylight 

hours, when bright beams of light cast the neighbouring compositions in shadow. After dark 

they are artificially lit; however, even the modern lighting system demonstrates the 

compromise between adequately highlighting the murals and avoiding the glare caused by 

the reflection of light on the glossy painted surfaces (Fig. 2.8). The Union panels are 

therefore most visible in the brief moments of the early evening, when daylight has just 

faded. 

 In addition to the murals’ poor execution and their problematic placement, the 

positioning of the murals within the Union more generally has also affected their overall 

visibility. According to the Times, visitors were excluded from the chamber entirely during 

the creation of the murals, and once the project was “completed,” the murals were still not 

readily accessible by the general public.30 This is because access to the debating chamber is 

primarily granted through membership to the Union Society, which is distinct from 

enrolment in Oxford University, and is limited in its purview. Women, for instance, were not 

permitted to join the membership until 1963. While today it is possible to view the murals 

for a small admission fee, in the mid to late nineteenth century, general access was limited to 

members and their male guests. Debate evenings would have offered the opportunity for 

                                                        
30 “The New Debating Room at Oxford,” Times (London) (6 January 1858): 7. 
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some non-members to see the murals, as both male and female guests were permitted to 

attend debates; however, debates were moved to a new chamber in 1878, again placing the 

murals out of reach for the majority of non-members.31 

 Due to the difficulties associated with access to and the level of visibility of the 

murals, their overall impact within the artistic community was probably limited. It therefore 

seems likely that the paintings, including Rossetti’s mural of Burden as Guenevere, would 

have been most influential on the assembled artists, and the project has often been cited as 

one of the transformative experiences in the careers of both William Morris and Edward 

Burne-Jones, both of whom would later use Jane Burden as a model for works derived from 

medieval subject matter.32 

 Rossetti seems to have been particularly influential on William Morris in the early 

years of his career, and encouraged him to abandon his apprenticeship with the Gothic 

revival architect George Edmund Street in favour of a career as a painter, for which Rossetti 

would serve as his mentor.33 When Rossetti left Oxford in early November 1857, 

abandoning his stake in the Union project, he encouraged Morris to work more regularly 

                                                        
31 Rules and Regulations of the Oxford Union Society, 1903 (Oxford: Bryan, 1903); Niels Sampath, 
e-mail correspondence with the author, April 10-19, 2013. 
32 Regarding Rossetti’s influence more generally Val Prinsep noted, “Rossetti’s influence was 
great, but it was confined to the few who came into personal contact with his own 
fascinating personality. He never desired that it should be otherwise. He had, I am 
convinced, quite enough knowledge of the world to be conscious of the fact that his way of 
viewing life and art was for the few and not for the many. A great leader of thought should 
influence the whole of mankind and not a small clique.” See Val C. Prinsep, “A Chapter 
from a Painter’s Reminiscences. Part II. Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” Magazine of Art 2 (1904): 
286. 
33 See, for instance, May Morris, introduction to The Collected Works of William Morris (New 
York: Russell and Russell, 1966), 1:xiii; Mackail, 1:105. 
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from live models in order to increase his competency in rendering the human figure. Because 

Burden had posed almost exclusively for Rossetti up until this point, his departure provided 

Morris with a willing and familiar model. And like Rossetti, Morris would use Jane Burden to 

depict an adulterous medieval queen. 

 A passage in the memorial biography by Georgiana Burne-Jones suggests that 

Rossetti may have been more obliquely responsible for Morris’s selection. Describing 

Morris’s first meeting with Burden, she writes, “It was in the last days of the Long Vacation 

that Morris first saw Miss Jane Burden, who afterwards became his wife. She had been born 

and brought up in Oxford, and her beauty was of so rare and distinguished a type that one 

would have thought it impossible for Morris to have missed seeing her face during the time 

he was at College.”34 Morris’s failure to observe Burden is perhaps even more extraordinary 

given the close proximity in which Burden and Morris were living, studying, and working. 

Exeter College (Morris’s alma mater), the Oxford Union, G. E. Street’s office, and Morris’s 

lodgings on George Street were all located with a five or ten minute walk of the Burdens’ 

home in Holywell Street.35 Similar to W. M. Rossetti’s assertion that his brother was the first 

to notice Burden, Burne-Jones’s account suggests that, at least in the early years, Rossetti 

alone understood the significance of Burden’s appearance in terms of the Pre-Raphaelite 

project.36 However, while it is therefore likely that Rossetti’s recognition of the potential of 

Burden’s features in representing medieval subject matter was influential on Morris, Morris’s 

own interest in the Middle Ages should not be disregarded. 

                                                        
34 Burne-Jones, 1:168. 
35 Fleming, 6. 
36 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:199. 
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 For his initial painting of Burden, Morris returned to the legend of Tristram and 

Iseult from the Morte d’Arthur, a subject which had long held interest for him, and which 

inspired his mural at the Oxford Union, Sir Palomides’ Jealousy of Sir Tristram and Iseult.37 La 

Belle Iseult (1858) depicts Burden as Iseult, dressing in her chamber at the court of her 

husband, King Mark (Fig. 2.9). As she dresses she gazes into a mirror which has been 

inscribed with the word DOLOURS (“sorrow”), a suggestion that her thoughts are with 

Tristram, her exiled lover. Similar in theme to Rossetti’s Sir Lancelot’s Vision of the Sanc Grael, 

Morris’s work also places the female figure, modelled upon the tall and stately Jane Burden, 

at the centre of a densely packed composition. Indeed, the subject matter of the two works is 

so similar that for years Morris’s painting was incorrectly identified as Guenevere.38    

 Often regarded as a work which heralds Morris’s eventual career as an interior 

designer, La Belle Iseult presents an interior rife with carefully articulated objects. And as was 

                                                        
37 See Jan Marsh, “William Morris’s Painting and Drawing,” Burlington Magazine 128, no. 1001 
(1986): 571-74. La Belle Iseult is commonly regarded as Morris’s only completed oil painting; 
however, as Ray Watkinson points out, this view is partially based on an academic bias which 
favours easel painting over that worked on furniture (as many of Morris’s early “paintings” 
were). Watkinson notes that had the panels for Morris’s St George Cabinet been “removed 
and framed […] we should have been familiar with Morris’s triptych of ‘Saint George and 
the Princess Sabra.’” See Ray Watkinson, “Painting,” in William Morris, ed. Linda Parry (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996), 94. Additionally, according to Alison Smith, Morris may 
have never actually finished the painting. Smith notes that the red sleeves of Iseult’s gown as 
well as the similarly coloured base of the bed were both added at a later date, possibly by 
Rossetti or Ford Madox Brown. See Alison Smith, “La Belle Iseult 1857-8,” in Barringer, 
Rosenfeld, and Smith, Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde, 76. 
38 The later identification of the picture as Iseult is based upon the presence of Iseult’s dog 
and is also suggested by a note from Jane Morris to her daughter, May: “‘La Belle Iseult’ is 
what the dear father always called his picture.” See Banham and Harris, 115; and Jane Morris 
to May Morris, 7 July 1901, in Add. MS 45346, British Library, London. Confusion over the 
identification of the picture’s subject matter also stems from the fact that around the time of 
painting La Belle Iseult, Morris was also working on a volume of poems, The Defence of 
Guenevere (1858). 
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the practice for many of the early Pre-Raphaelite paintings, the majority of these objects have 

been drawn from life or from carefully studied historical sources. The dimly visible tapestry 

in the painting’s background, for instance, can be linked to both medieval and physical 

precedents. Frequently associated with William Morris’s own early experiments in 

embroidery, such as the If I Can tapestry (1857, Kelmscott Manor), the painted tapestry in La 

Belle Iseult most resembles a tapestry designed by Morris in the early 1860s (William Morris 

Gallery) and which features a repeating pattern of flying herons and fruit trees. In the 

tapestry scrolls are wound around the tree trunks, each bearing the inscription Qui bien aime 

tard oublie (variously translated as “He who loves well forgets slowly” and “He who loves well 

loves longest”), though these inscriptions are absent from their painted equivalent. 

According to Alison Smith, the design for the tapestry, and therefore the background of La 

Belle Iseult, was derived from illustrations in a fifteenth-century manuscript copy of Froissart’s 

Chronicles held by the British Museum and which Morris is known to have studied.39 Morris’s 

engagement with historical sources is also evident in his selection of items for inclusion in 

the work: the bowl of oranges, the pair of slippers, the small brachet hound curled in the 

folds of the bed linen, and the posture of the female figure are all apparent references to Jan 

van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait (1434) which entered the collection of the National Gallery in 

1842 and which is also referenced in the work of Burne-Jones.40 Other items were worked 

directly from life. For example, it is rumoured that Morris was not able to sleep in his bed 

                                                        
39 Alison Smith, “Qui bien aime tard oublie early 1860s,” in Barringer, Rosenfeld, and Smith, Pre-
Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde, 183. The style of the design is also similar to a wall painting 
recently uncovered in the drawing room of Red House. 
40 Smith, “La Belle Iseult 1857-8,” 76. A mirror similar to that depicted in van Eyck’s Arnolfini 
Portrait appears in Edward Burne-Jones’s Fair Rosamund and Queen Eleanor (1862, Tate). 
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for weeks, as he attempted to replicate the rumpled linen in paint,41 and Iseult’s gown has 

been linked to a white medieval-inspired shift probably designed as a prop by one of the 

Oxford painters and which is now in the collection of the William Morris Gallery.42 And, as 

Ray Watkinson and Linda Parry have noted, the Turkish carpet and Persian bedspread may 

be derived from items in Morris’s own textile collection.43 Similarly, the brass jug in the 

painting’s foreground bears a strong resemblance to a jug in one of Edward Burne-Jones’s 

murals at Red House, suggesting a common source.44 

 Morris’s careful delineation of objects within the composition suggests that this is a 

historical space, minutely observed and executed.45 And this is complemented by his use of 

Jane Burden as a model. In La Belle Iseult, Morris accurately rendered Burden’s tall figure, 

long neck, heavy eyebrows, and dark crimped hair into the figure of the medieval damsel, 

enhancing the work’s overall sense of realism. Her striking, even foreign-looking features 

further combine with the many objects in the picture which have origins that are either 

historically or geographically remote (the Turkish carpet, the medieval tapestry), to aid the 

suggestion that Morris’s painting offers a faithful representation of the past, even as it 

depicts an imaginary scene.46  

                                                        
41 W. R. Lethaby, Philip Webb and His Work (London: Raven Oak, 1979), 34. 
42 Jan Marsh, Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story, 1839-1938 (London: Pandora, 1986), 
28.  
43 Ray Watkinson and Linda Parry, “La Belle Iseult,” in Parry, William Morris, 103. 
44 John Christian, “Queen Guenevere, 1858,” in The Pre-Raphaelites (London: Tate, 1984), 170. 
45 Lynne Pearce, Woman/Image/Text: Readings in Pre-Raphaelite Art and Literature (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1991), 125. 
46 Pennina Barnett’s understanding of the concept of “authenticity” in the West is helpful 
here. Barnett has effectively argued that notions of “authenticity” in the West can be linked 
to objects which recall either the distant past or the distant present. See Pennina Barnett, 
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 The heightened sense of an historical space in La Belle Iseult, created through the 

careful selection and execution of material objects and model, also enabled Morris to engage 

with a difficult subject, that of the female adulterer. As Lynda Nead has shown, the 

adulteress occupied a fraught space in Victorian visual culture.47 A frequent topic in the 

graphic arts and the popular press, the subject of adultery pushed the limits of propriety in 

art and was thus rarely explored in the “high arts;” Nead notes that Augustus Egg’s trilogy 

Past and Present (1858, Tate) was the only work dealing with the theme using contemporary 

subjects to be exhibited at the Royal Academy during the mid-nineteenth century.48 Nead 

suggests that Egg’s work may have been particularly troubling because the visual clues within 

the painting in this case “work to define and designate the woman as transgressor.”49 

Because middle-class Victorian women were not regarded as active sexual agents, reviewers 

of the work looked for additional details in the painting which would point to an alternate 

narrative, one in which the husband had somehow encouraged his wife’s betrayal.50  

 Morris’s work, too, shows a woman as transgressor. According to Lynne Pearce’s 

reading of the image, by depicting his subject in the simple act of fastening her belt, as an 

active participant in her surroundings, Morris suggests that Iseult “is also in control of other 

things,” including her body, her sexuality, and her choices.51 Thus La Belle Iseult not only 

                                                                                                                                                                     

“Rugs R Us (and Them): The Oriental Carpet as Sign and Text,” Third Text 9, no. 30 (1995): 
13-28. 
47 Lynda Nead, “Forms of Deviancy: The Adulteress,” in Myths of Sexuality: Representations of 
Women in Victorian Britain (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), 48-90. 
48 Nead, 48. 
49 Nead, 78. 
50 Nead, 77-80. 
51 Pearce, 125. 
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depicts a controversial subject, but offers an interpretation of female sexuality that would not 

have easily been accepted by contemporary viewers. This may, in part, be why Morris 

selected a medieval legend for his exploration of the theme. J. B. Bullen notes that in their 

depictions of Iseult and Guenevere, both Morris and Rossetti were able to engage with 

discussions of female sexuality without directly entering the contemporary debate by 

historicizing their subject matter: “the mask of legend was an enabling factor which served to 

inscribe the problem of libido in another culture, and enabled them, too, to examine the 

issue of the transgressive female with an equanimity which they were unable to achieve in the 

contemporary realist mode.”52 Though worked in oils, it is unclear whether Morris’s work 

was intended for a “high art” audience, or for one that may have been more receptive to its 

attempt to consider a nascent understanding of feminine sexuality.53 However, had La Belle 

                                                        
52 J. B. Bullen, The Pre-Raphaelite Body: Fear and Desire in Painting, Poetry, and Criticism (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1998), 74. For a consideration of the difficulties Rossetti faced in 
articulating a work with a sexualized subject in a contemporary setting see J. B. Bullen, 
“Rossetti, the Sexualized Woman, and the Late 1850s,” in The Pre-Raphaelite Body, 49-109; and 
Rachel Weathers, “The Pre-Raphaelite Movement and Nineteenth-Century Ladies’ Dress: A 
Study in Victorian Views of the Female Body,” in Collecting the Pre-Raphaelites: The Anglo-
American Enchantment, ed. Margaretta Frederick Watson (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1997), 95-
108. 
53 The history of Morris’s only easel painting is complex. Possibly a commission for T. E. 
Plint of Leeds, the work was never completed and is thought to have possibly hung at Red 
House during the Morrises’ tenancy before disappearing for a number of years. The work 
was rediscovered in the possession of Oliver Madox Brown from whom Rossetti sought to 
acquire it for his own collection in 1874, “as an early portrait of its original, of whom I have 
made so many studies myself.” After Rossetti’s death, La Belle Iseult was returned to Jane 
Morris by William Michael Rossetti in exchange for some books from the Kelmscott Press. 
The painting was exhibited publicly for the first time in 1898, when it was displayed at the 
New Gallery alongside a number of works by Rossetti. See Watkinson, “Painting,” 93 and 
103; Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Oliver Madox Brown, 3 June 1874, in The Correspondence of 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. William E. Fredeman (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell and Brewer, 2002-
10), 6:469-70; “New Gallery and ‘Old Masters,’” Magazine of Art (January 1898): 224. 



 

 

 

64 

Iseult been exhibited at the time of its production, its medieval guise may have served it well. 

Nead’s research demonstrates that when audiences were faced with a historicized image of 

adultery, as was the case with J. D. Watson’s exhibition of The Parting in 1867, they “either 

ignored or admitted confusion over the narrative,” finding the subject of the painting 

difficult to discern.54 

 While Burden’s features are useful in articulating the historical realism of the work, 

Morris may have also regarded Burden as an ideal model for La Belle Iseult because her 

features suited the atmosphere of the picture. Around the time Morris was executing the 

painting, he was also working on a collection of poems, The Defence of Guenevere (1858), based 

upon medieval subject matter and themes. The poem “Praise of My Lady” which appears in 

this collection is widely regarded to have been inspired by Morris’s affection for Burden, and 

similar to La Belle Iseult, it offers a portrait of Burden in medieval guise. For instance, the 

poem begins: 

My lady seems of ivory 

Forehead, straight nose, and cheeks that be 

Hollow’d a little mournfully. 

Beata mea Domina! 

 

Her forehead, overshadow’d much 

By bows of hair, has a wave such 

As God was good to make for me. 

Beata mea Domina! 

 

                                                        
54 Nead, 68. 
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Not greatly long my lady’s hair, 

Nor yet with yellow colour fair, 

But thick and crispèd wonderfully: 

Beata mea Domina! 

 

Heavy to make the pale face sad, 

And dark, but dead as though it had 

Been forged by God most wonderfully 

Beata mea Domina! 

 

Of some strange metal, thread by thread, 

To stand out from my lady’s head,  

Not moving much to tangle me.  

Beata mea Domina!55 

 

Morris’s description of his beloved effectively recalls Burden’s wan complexion, her sharply 

defined features, and her dark, wiry hair. However, the poem also links her features to an 

emotional state: her cheeks and eyes are mournful, her face sad, and her hair and the veins in 

her wrist are described as dead or dying.56 The poem suggests that for Morris, Burden’s 

features were connected to a sense of melancholy and sadness. Given that the Pre-

Raphaelites encouraged selecting models from those “living people who, by refinement of 

character and aspect, may be supposed to have some affinity with those personages” 

depicted, Morris’s selection of Burden as a model for the mournful queen in La Belle Iseult 

suggests that he regarded her as a suitable model, not only because her features were useful 

                                                        
55 William Morris, “Praise of My Lady,” The Defence of Guenevere, lines 1-20. 
56 Morris, “Praise of My Lady,” lines 2-3, 25-27, 13, 14, and 74-75.  



 

 

 

66 

in suggesting the medieval past, but because her appearance suited the emotional tone of the 

painting, one of grief and melancholy.57 

 

Medieval Multiples: Design and Decoration at Red House 

Jane Burden and William Morris were married in Oxford on 26 April 1859 and in the 

summer of 1860 they moved into their first home, Red House (Fig. 2.10). Located in 

Bexleyheath, then a remote suburb of London, the house was designed by the architect 

Philip Webb (1831-1915), whom Morris had befriended while an apprentice in the office of 

G. E. Street. Like Morris and Street, Webb was also interested in the art and architecture of 

the Middle Ages, and the fabric of Red House demonstrates the continued influence of the 

Gothic revival on nineteenth-century design through the inclusion of Gothic arches, exposed 

beams, and stained glass windows. While Red House was roundly admired by Morris’s 

friends, the novel character of the house meant that the interior design and decoration of the 

home proved to be somewhat of a challenge. As Mackail indicates:  

Only in a few isolated cases […] was there anything then to be bought ready-made 

that Morris could be content with in his own house. Not a chair, or table, or bed; not 

a cloth or paper hanging for the walls; nor tiles to line fireplaces or passages; nor a 

curtain or a candlestick; nor a jug to hold wine or a glass to drink out of, but had to 

be reinvented, one might almost say, to escape the flat ugliness of the current 

article.58  

 

                                                        
57 Rossetti, “Dante Rossetti,” 274. The perception of Burden as melancholy and its link to 
her painted representation will be explored further in Chapter 3. 
58 Mackail, 1:142-43. 
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 At this point, Morris had some experience with interior design. Aside from the 

Oxford Union murals, he had also collaborated with Webb, Rossetti, and Burne-Jones on 

the design and painting of furniture for the lodgings in Red Lion Square he had shared with 

Burne-Jones before his marriage. Perhaps encouraged by these experiences, the interior 

design of Red House became a collaborative project for the Morris family and their closest 

friends. The walls and ceilings were painted in bright jewel tones and included murals by 

Edward Burne-Jones and Elizabeth Siddall, as well as repeating ornamental motifs worked 

by William Morris and Jane Burden. The furnishing of the house was also a collaborative 

project, featuring tapestries worked by Jane, her sister, and Georgiana Burne-Jones, and 

furniture designed by Webb and painted by Morris, Rossetti, and Edward Burne-Jones – all 

in keeping with the home’s pseudo-medieval aesthetic. Jane was thoroughly involved in the 

interior decoration of Red House, and while Jan Marsh has noted that “Jane’s chief 

contribution to the furnishing of Red House was embroidered wall-hangings,” she also 

posed for a number of the figures depicted in the home’s murals and painted furniture.59 

Throughout these images, Jane’s features were used to represent a series of medieval 

damsels.  

 One of the most prominent articles of furniture featured in the Red House interior 

was the Prioress’s Tale Wardrobe (1857-58) designed by Philip Webb and painted by 

Edward Burne-Jones as a wedding gift for the Morrises, and which was housed in the 

Morrises’ bedroom (Fig. 2.11). Based upon “The Prioress’s Tale” from Chaucer’s Canterbury 

Tales, Burne-Jones’s design for the oak wardrobe relates the story of a Christian boy who is 

                                                        
59 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 40. 
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murdered by a group of Jews for singing a hymn. Burne-Jones’s composition prominently 

depicts the moment in the narrative in which the Virgin attends to the boy, placing a grain of 

corn on his tongue, enabling him to continue to sing after his death. Burne-Jones modelled 

the figure of the Virgin on Jane, and though the figure is not distinctly medieval in the same 

manner as William Morris’s Iseult or Rossetti’s Guenevere, the subject matter of the 

wardrobe scene dates from the Middle Ages and the style and decorative elements used in 

the decoration of the wardrobe recall those used in medieval manuscript illumination.60 As 

James Smetham noted, “It might have been done by Giotto, only Giotto could not have 

done it near so well.”61 

 In the memorial work written for her husband, Georgiana Burne-Jones recalled the 

design and decoration of the Red House drawing room, including “the beautiful ‘Salutations 

of Beatrice’ which Rossetti painted on the outside of the doors of the big settle” and the 

series of wall murals loosely based upon the fifteenth-century romance The Tale of Sir 

Degrevaunt worked by her husband (Fig. 2.12).62 Both projects used Jane as a model. In 

Rossetti’s design for the settle doors, Jane is depicted in simple, vaguely medieval attire, a 

representation of Beatrice, meeting Dante in Florence (Fig. 2.13). 63 In the wall murals that 

flank the settle, both William and Jane Burden Morris are depicted as characters in The Tale of 

                                                        
60 Burne-Jones also used Jane Burden as a model for the Virgin in a triptych, The Annunciation 
and Adoration of the Magi (1861) for the Church of St Paul’s, Brighton. 
61 James Smetham, 24 March 1860, quoted in “Another Day at the Exhibition,” Journal of 
William Morris Studies 5, no. 4 (1983-84): 77. 
62 Burne-Jones, 1:211 and 209. 
63 The Red House settle was originally designed by Webb and Morris for use at Red Lion 
Square. Three painted panels were affixed to the settle by Rossetti upon its relocation to Red 
House; however, these panels were later removed by the artist. Two of the panels were 
reframed and sold in 1863 and are now in the collection of the National Gallery of Canada. 
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Sir Degrevaunt. The narrative is depicted across three panels, though according to Burne-

Jones, seven were originally planned.64 In the third panel, which depicts a wedding feast, the 

couple’s features are clearly visible in the faces of the medieval king and queen seated at the 

high table (Fig. 2.14).  

 The front hall of Red House also featured a settle-cupboard illustrated with portraits 

of the home’s permanent and occasional occupants (Fig. 2.15). Designed by Webb and 

painted by Morris the cupboard doors depict a group in medieval dress enjoying the 

pleasures of life in a walled garden, a scene Ray Watkinson has identified as related to a 

passage in Malory’s Morte d’Arthur in which “Sir Lancelot brought Sir Tristram and La Belle 

Iseult unto Joyous Gard.”65 Though the work was never completed, it is possible to discern 

Jane’s dark crimped hair around the partially removed face of the female figure in the centre 

of the left panel, and a preliminary drawing for the right panel suggests that Jane also posed 

for the woman seated on the ground eating cherries (Fig. 2.16). 

 The mural paintings, furniture designs, and works of embroidery produced in the 

early days at Red House are widely regarded as the foundation for the collaborative design 

firm Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Co. established in 1861. Charlotte Gere, for instance, 

has claimed that “what makes the whole ‘Red House’ enterprise so important, including the 

                                                        
64 Burne-Jones, 1:209 and 213. 
65 Ray Watkinson, “Red House Decorated,” Journal of William Morris Studies 7, no. 4 (1988): 
13-15: “And so Sir Lancelot brought Sir Tristram and La Belle Iseult unto Joyous Gard, that 
was his own castle that he had won with his own hands. And there Sir Lancelot put them in 
to weld (govern) for their own. And wit ye well that the castle was garnished and furnished 
for a king and queen royal there to have sojourned. And: Now turn we to Sir Tristram and 
La Belle Iseult, how they made great joy together with all manner of mirths that they could 
devise (Malory, Morte d’Arthur, Book 10, Chapter 52).” 
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massive furniture, was that it became the inspiration for the Morris decorating firm, which 

was to have such a profound influence on design and decoration in the later nineteenth 

century.”66 Popularly known as the Firm, Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. brought together 

a cooperative of designers and makers under Morris’s leadership, who endeavoured to 

produce a range of goods, including stained glass, metalwork, furniture, and textiles for the 

decoration of ecclesiastical and domestic interiors.67 However, despite the Firm’s focus on a 

more diverse audience, some of their initial products still bear Jane’s familiar image, as is 

illustrated by the mahogany and pine St George Cabinet (1861-62; Fig. 2.17).  

 Designed by Webb and painted by Morris, the St George Cabinet was one of the 

first products of the Firm to be displayed at the 1862 International Exhibition in South 

Kensington, though it remained unsold until at least 1863.68 Morris’s design for the cabinet is 

comprised of five scenes from the legend of St George, including the princess’s exile and 

return to the city, as well as her rescue at the hands of the well-known knight. As with other 

items of furniture produced by Morris at this time, the figures depicted on the cabinet are 

                                                        
66 Charlotte Gere, Artistic Circles: Design and Decoration in the Aesthetic Movement (London: V&A, 
2010), 161-62. 
67 The seven founding members of the Firm were William Morris, Edward Burne-Jones, 
Philip Webb, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ford Madox Brown (1821-93), Peter Paul Marshall 
(1830-1900), and Charles Faulkner (1833-92). 
68 According to the Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A), the cabinet was in the Firm’s 
possession as late as 1864, and later became part of the collection of Laurence Hodson of 
Compton Hall from whom it was acquired by the V&A in 1906. Hodson commissioned 
Morris & Co. to decorate Compton Hall in the 1890s and may have purchased the St George 
Cabinet at this time. Its location in the intervening years remains unknown. See Victoria & 
Albert Museum, “St George Cabinet,” http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O8144/st-george-
cabinet-cabinet-webb-philip-speakman/ (accessed March 25, 2012), as well as Frances 
Collard, “Furniture,” in William Morris, ed. Linda Parry (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
1996), 172. 
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modelled on friends and family. And again, the features which made Jane physically distinct - 

her tall, lean physique and large cloud of loosely flowing dark hair - were used to mark the 

figure of a medieval damsel, the princess Sabra. Like the figure in La Belle Iseult, the princess 

has also been clothed in a beautifully patterned gown based upon medieval precedents. By 

the spring of 1861, the Firm had taken possession of a display and work space in Red Lion 

Square and it is possible that the cabinet was worked and stored there. However, it seems 

likely that the preliminary sketches for the design would have been undertaken at Red 

House, particularly since Jane gave birth to the Morrises’ first child in January 1861 and was 

soon expecting their second. The composition also shares with the home’s other items of 

furniture and decoration a sense of intimacy and friendship. 

 Though the legend of St George was a popular subject among the painters of the 

Oxford circle, Morris’s designs for the St George Cabinet are nevertheless somewhat 

unusual. Perhaps most striking is the conspicuous absence of a depiction of St George’s 

slaying of the dragon, the most dramatic moment in the narrative. Instead the action is only 

hinted at, suggested by the pierced body of the creature in the background of the second 

panel. Allen Staley suggests that Morris may have avoided the scene because he had not yet 

mastered the technique necessary to convey complex moments of action.69 Or, alternatively, 

he may have shied away from including the scene, fearful of being accused of being 

derivative, as Rossetti was then working on a design for stained glass, also based on the 

                                                        
69 Allen Staley, The New Painting of the 1860s: Between the Pre-Raphaelites and the Aesthetic Movement 
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subject, and which included the dramatic sequence.70 It has also been suggested that the 

cabinet’s overall narrative sequence was poorly planned and articulated. Both Frances 

Collard and Sarah Meiers note that following its display at the International Exhibition, “The 

cabinet was criticised for lack of co-ordination between structure and painted panels,” likely 

because the cabinet’s three panels appear to be unevenly divided into five narrative scenes.71 

As Meiers explains, “The Building News praised its ‘harmonies in colour,’ but objected to its 

naïve manufacture (specifically the metal hardware that sliced into the narrative scenes, 

upsetting the primacy of the painted image.)”72 However, a number of other details point to 

a work carefully conceived and executed. For instance, the first panel, in which the 

unfortunate princess is led out of the city, her wrists bound, is carefully echoed by the last 

scene in which Sabra returns triumphant, her hand clasped in that of St George, and the 

dragon’s head bound behind them. Staley points out that this parallel is further emphasised 

by the door Morris has depicted within the brick walls of the city. Closed in the first part of 

the narrative, the door is opened for the princess’s return, perhaps highlighting her 

relationship to her community.73 It is thus possible that what at first appear to be the signs of 

an ill-conceived project, may in fact be deliberate choices on Morris’s part.  

 Due to the uneven division of the cabinet’s five panels, the largest portion of design 

space has been allocated to the legend’s final scene, suggesting that this is the narrative 

moment which Morris desired to give greatest emphasis (Fig. 2.18). Whereas the slaying of 

                                                        
70 Staley, 36. 
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72 Sarah Helen Meiers, “The Green Dining Room: The Experience of an Arts and Crafts 
Interior,” (PhD diss., Queen’s University, 2008), 146. 
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the dragon is the most critical juncture in the narrative for St George, displaying his heroism 

and bravery, it is arguably this final scene, in which Sabra and St George return to the city 

that is most significant for the princess, for it is at this moment she regains what she has lost. 

This feature of the work, combined with the omission of the battle sequence, offers a 

reading of the cabinet which preferences the history of the princess over that of the knight 

and recounts a narrative of transformation in her life, from a woman cast out of her 

community by one man, and returned to society by another.  

 As with the other items of furniture featured throughout the Morris home that 

combine portraits with medieval legend, it is tempting to read the panels of the St George 

Cabinet as a reflection of actual events. Amy Bingaman, for instance, suggests that the St 

George figure is modelled on Morris himself and that the panels are thus semi-

autobiographical: “The theme – once again, a chivalric one – holds many similarities to 

biographical details in the lives of its models and makers: the hero (middle-class Morris) 

rescues the beautiful and helpless young girl (working-class Jane) from the great threat of 

alienation and annihilation by a society unaware of the possibilities for her to be made 

noble.”74 And while it is possible that Morris intended the work as an interpretation of his 

own gallant gesture in marrying Jane Burden, it may also be that, similar to La Belle Iseult, 

Morris used myth and model to explore more generally the realities facing women in middle-

class Victorian society, women whose lives were, like that of the princess, in part determined 

by the social structures in which they lived.   
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 Initially inspired by Rossetti’s compositions for the Oxford Union, in their 

subsequent works, William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones used Jane Burden to represent a 

series of medieval damsels. It has been suggested that the artists’ selection of Burden as a 

model was primarily motivated by her appearance: her unconventional features and stately 

figure suited the characters the painters were attempting to convey. However, there are other 

elements of Burden’s background and identity which may have encouraged this selection. 

The following section explores the additional factors which may have furthered the Oxford 

circle’s perception of Burden as a figure suited to an imaginary medieval past. 

 

Identity as Inspiration: Figuring Class, Craft, and Composure 

Like many of the female models who have become famous for their role in Pre-Raphaelite 

painting, Jane Burden came from a substantially different social and material background 

from that of the artists of the Oxford circle. While William Michael Rossetti described Jane 

in 1895 as the “daughter of a business-man in the University-city,” such a description 

obscures Burden’s rather more humble heritage.75  

 Born in St. Helen’s Passage, Oxford in 1839, Jane was the daughter of Robert 

Burden, a stable-hand, and Ann Maizey, a washerwoman. She was the third of four children, 

though her elder sister, Mary, died of tuberculosis at the age of fourteen. Her brother, 

William, worked as a college messenger from his early teens, and her younger sister, 

                                                        
75 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:199. As Griselda Pollock and Deborah Cherry have pointed out, 
in Pre-Raphaelite literature Elizabeth Siddall undergoes a similar transformation. Described 
as “pure, refined, feminine” despite her working-class background, Siddall is “represented as 
remodelled in terms of bourgeois femininity, a transformation which qualifies her for her 
role as Rossetti’s principal model.” See Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 105. 
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Elizabeth (or Bessie), lived with the Morrises for a number of years and was later involved in 

the execution of embroidery work for the Firm.76 Little is known about Jane’s childhood, 

and her reluctance to discuss it later in life has been taken as an indication that it was an 

unhappy one. Frank Sharp, for instance, describes Jane’s girlhood as one of “poverty and 

deprivation.”77 Regarding Jane’s education, Theodore Watts-Dunton noted that “When 

Morris had met her she possessed very few educational advantages;”78 however, despite these 

disadvantages, research by Jan Marsh and Margaret Fleming suggests that Jane managed a 

basic education.79 Her mother taught Jane to sew and embroider, and Jane likely attended the 

local parish school where she would have gained basic literacy and numeracy, and would 

have been taught to perform simple domestic chores. These skills would have been essential 

for obtaining a position as a domestic servant, and it is believed that Jane was likely destined 

for such a life. She may, in fact, have already been employed by a household when she met 

Morris and Rossetti in 1857.80 

 While the Pre-Raphaelite narrative suggests that models were chosen for their affinity 

with those figures to be depicted, the persistent selection of female models from among the 

working classes suggests that other factors may have also influenced the Brotherhood’s 

methods for recruiting models. Part of this motivation may have been practical. As Jan 

                                                        
76 Elizabeth Burden worked for the Firm for a number of years and in the 1870s was also an 
instructor at the Royal School of Art Needlework in London. For more on Elizabeth Burden 
see Jan Marsh, “About Bessie,” in Jane and May Morris, 109-18. 
77 Frank C. Sharp, “Morris [née Burden], Jane (1839-1914),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004), para. 1. http:// 
www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.queensu.ca/view/article/64273 (accessed January 9, 2014). 
78 Theodore Watts-Dunton, Old Familiar Faces (London: Jenkins, 1916), 10.  
79 See Marsh, Jane and May Morris, especially pages 7-10; and Fleming, 5-8. 
80 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 9. 
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Marsh notes, modelling was not regarded as an entirely respectable profession in the mid-

nineteenth century: “Even more than acting, posing for painters had indelible associations of 

immorality, even if (as was actually the case with Rossetti and his friends) the model was not 

nude but clothed.”81 It would presumably, therefore, have been easier to recruit models from 

a class of people who were enough in need of the small financial rewards such work offered 

to perhaps risk some damage to their reputation than from among the refined ranks of 

middle-class domesticity. It is also likely that modelling as a profession would have held 

greater appeal for those whose lives would otherwise have been marked by physical labour 

and drudgery. However, there is perhaps a more subtle motive for the Pre-Raphaelite 

selection of models from among the working classes. Martin Danahay contends that the Pre-

Raphaelites, and in particular Rossetti, may have regarded the pulling of models from the 

lower classes as an opportunity: “Pre-Raphaelite artists like Rossetti chose working-class 

women rather than women of their own class as models, then set about re-creating them in 

the image of their own desire. They enacted the Pygmalion myth in their own lives by 

choosing women they could re-fashion after an idealized image of middle-class femininity.”82 

Similar to Bullen, who suggests that historicism and mythology provided a “more congenial 

vehicle […] for works which dealt with the sexualised female,” 83 Danahay further proposes 

that selecting women from the lower classes allowed the painters to explore sexual themes 
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and to depict women as sexual beings in their work, a project which would have been 

impossible had they chosen to work from the respectable middle-class Victorian lady.84 

 The initial choice of Jane Burden as a model, then, can be linked to her unique 

physical appearance as well as to her social position, and to the Pre-Raphaelite desire for 

difference and reformation.85 However, in her marriage to William Morris and concurrent re-

imagining as a medieval damsel in the art of Morris, Rossetti, and Burne-Jones, Burden was 

not remade into the “idealized image of middle-class femininity” that Danahay proposes but 

rather into an historically remote and imaginary ideal.  

 Given Jane Burden’s humble background and her own admission that she never 

loved her husband, her motives for marrying William Morris, the son of a London financier, 

have often been the matter of some speculation.86 However, while it seems clear that Burden 

and Morris did not know each other well at the time of their marriage, it is possible that in 

the early years of their attachment they bonded over a shared pleasure in artistic production, 

particularly works of embroidery. For instance, regarding Jane’s abilities with a needle, 

                                                        
84 Danahay, 44-45. 
85 See Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 105: “Over and over again we find male artists 
of this circle searching out working-class women as models, lovers and wives, desiring them 
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86 Visiting Jane Morris after her husband’s death, Wilfrid Scawen Blunt records Jane as 
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first knew anything. I was 18 when I married – but I never loved him.” See Peter Faulkner, 
ed., Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt: The Letters of Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt together 
with Extracts from Blunt’s Diaries (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1986), 106. 
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Suzanne Fagence Cooper notes, “These practical skills perhaps provide a key to the early 

relationship between Morris and Janey.”87 

 Though little is known about Burden’s childhood, it seems likely that she learned the 

basics of sewing and embroidery in her youth, as was common for most girls at the time. Jan 

Marsh points out that these skills formed part of the standard repertoire of training for girls 

at Rose Lane parish school, an Oxford institution similar to the one Jane is thought to have 

attended in Holywell.88 There is also evidence that Jane would have learned some embroidery 

at home, as samplers survive for both of Jane’s sisters and it is presumed that Jane would 

have completed one also.89 And while Jane herself credited Morris with teaching her some of 

the techniques used in the Firm’s early embroidery projects,90 Georgiana Burne-Jones 

suggests that Jane was already an accomplished needlewoman at the time of her marriage: 

“Morris was a pleased man when he found that his wife could embroider any design that he 

made, and did not allow her talent to remain idle.”91 

 As with other aspects of his artistic life, Morris was particularly interested in medieval 

embroidery, and in the revival of old techniques. His first experiments in embroidery were 

conducted before his marriage, though these were met with only limited success, and Jane 

recounts how together they learned by studying and unpicking old examples: “There were no 

lessons to be had, everything had to be laboured at for a time often successfully, often not – 
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but the failures were amusing too.”92 The first major project on which the Morrises 

collaborated was a series of blue serge wall hangings, decorated with a daisy motif, and which 

were later used to cover the walls of their bedroom at Red House (Fig. 2.19). These hangings 

were also exhibited with the first products of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. at the 

International Exhibition in 1862. A series of tapestries intended for the Red House dining 

room were also begun, though never completed. Initially undertaken as a means of 

decorating their first home, these experiments in embroidery, and the skills acquired by both 

Jane and William Morris in working them, became the foundation for the embroidery 

division of the Firm. As Jane notes, “During the slow progress of this gigantic work we were 

making experiments in silk and gold work afterwards to bloom into altar clothes etc. in 

Queen Square when we left Red House in 1865.”93  William and Jane Morris’s first forays in 

embroidery at Red House also form part of a broader reinvention of the craft which took 

place during the mid-nineteenth century.  

 Historically a craft executed in guilds and workshops by both men and women, in 

the nineteenth century embroidery was increasingly regarded as women’s work and was tied 

to accepted notions of femininity, as Rozsika Parker has demonstrated.94 According to 

Parker, this shift was in part the result of the Gothic and religious revivals which associated 

the decline in embroidery (as characterised by the proliferation of Berlin wool work) with the 
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“depravity of women.”95 By advocating a return to medieval styles and techniques, the 

revivalists saw an opportunity to not only adorn and furnish the Gothic revival churches 

then being built, but to restore a sense of purpose, piety, and ultimately style to the art 

form.96 Parker argues that this increased interest in medieval embroidery also led to a 

reinvention of the craft’s history. She suggests that, ignoring the nature of early embroidery’s 

production, historians placed increasing emphasis on the trope of the medieval noble 

woman, used in works such as C. H. Hartshorne’s “English Medieval Embroidery” (1845) to 

simultaneously celebrate and demarcate the craft: 

Shut up in her lofty chamber, within the massive precincts of a castle, or immured in 

the restricted limits of a convent, the needle alone supplied an unceasing source of 

amusement; with this she might enliven her tedious hours, and depicting the heroic 

deeds of her absent lord, as it were, visibly hastening his return; or on the other 

hand, softened by the subdued influences of pious contemplation, she might use this 

pliant instrument to bring vividly before her mind the mysteries of that faith to 

which in her solitude she fondly clung.97 

 

This association with nobility brought a degree of prestige to the craft; however, as 

Hartshorne’s account indicates, it was also used to connect the activity to a tradition of pious 

and domestic femininity. As Parker states, “The historians had provided women’s work with 

a heritage they believed would win it the respect and recognition it truly deserved – and 
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women needed. In doing so they concealed the professional production of embroidery by 

women and men behind an image of the solitary stitching queen.”98 

 Anthea Callen has argued that the currents of romanticism and chivalry which ran 

through the Gothic revival and the early projects of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 

idealised women and resulted in a division of labour which delineated the tasks and crafts 

appropriate for female labour – embroidery, for instance.99 Similarly, in considering the circle 

of Morris in particular, Isabelle Anscombe has suggested that women’s participation in the 

decorative arts was supported by the “conception of women as medieval chatelaines.”100 

However, as Jane Burden began to take an increasingly active role in the embroidery projects 

at Red House and the early commissions for the Morris firm, the nineteenth-century 

connection between the embroiderer and the “image of the solitary stitching queen” may 

have served to inform and reinforce the Pre-Raphaelite conception of Burden as a medieval 

damsel.101 

 In two of Rossetti’s early oil paintings worked from Jane, Mariana (1870) and La Pia 

de’ Tolomei (1868-81), works of embroidery form part of the depiction of Jane as a 

fictionalised medieval woman. In Mariana, a composition derived from Shakespeare’s Measure 

for Measure (Act IV, Scene i), Rossetti used Burden to portray the scorned maiden, 

contemplating her wayward lover as she sits in the “moated grange” (Fig. 2.20). Upon her 
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lap is a half-finished work of embroidery, and though the needle is clasped between her 

fingers, she has ceased to work, her thoughts wandering elsewhere.102  

 La Pia de’ Tolomei depicts a woman similarly scorned (Fig. 2.21). Derived from 

Dante’s Purgatorio (Canto V, lines 130-36), La Pia has been cast away and forgotten by her 

husband in the Maremma marshes near Siena. Rossetti worked on the painting for several 

years, altering the composition over time; however, a description of an earlier version 

survives in the work of Algernon Charles Swinburne:  

[La Pia] is seen looking forth from the ramparts of her lord’s castle, over the fatal 

lands without; her pallid splendid face hangs a little forward, wan and white against 

the mass of dark deep hair; under her hands is a work of embroidery, hanging still on 

the frame unfinished; just touched by the weak weary hands, it trails forward across 

the lap of her pale green raiment, into the foreground of the picture.103 

 

In both compositions the unfinished works of embroidery help to signify the weary and 

listless existence of their creators; however, both images also recall Hartshorne’s description 

of the solitary medieval embroiderer “shut up in her lofty chamber, […] the needle alone 

supplied an unceasing source of amusement.”104 As Burden came to embody or at least 

represent this ideal to those around her in her own life through her revival of past techniques 

                                                        
102 John Everett Millais also made a picture on this theme, though Millais’s Mariana (1850-51, 
Tate) is more directly based upon Tennyson’s poem of the same name. Rossetti may have 
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and practices, she may have encouraged the connection between her own identity and that of 

the medieval lady, idealised and sought by the Pre-Raphaelite artists. Such activity may have 

further sanctioned Rossetti’s interpretation of her as Mariana and La Pia, or may have even 

suggested the subject matter of these compositions to the artist. This may particularly be the 

case with Mariana. As W. M. Rossetti suggests, this work “was originally schemed as simply a 

portrait of Mrs. Morris.”105 

 The contemplative figures of Rossetti’s Mariana and La Pia de’ Tolomei, may have also 

been influenced by Burden’s demeanour, which several contemporaries described as silent 

and reserved. George Bernard Shaw, for instance, comparing Burden to her husband (“who 

talked all the time”) noted, “She was not a talker: in fact she was the silentest woman I have 

ever met.”106 Recalling a meeting with Jane and Rossetti, the writer Robert Edward 

Francillon similarly described Mrs. Morris: “silence, however poetically golden, was a sin in a 

poet whose voice in speech was so musical as his – hers I am sure I never heard.”107 Even 

those who knew Jane well seem to have shared the popular view. For example, Wilfrid 

Scawen Blunt, Jane’s friend and lover, claimed that “she is so silent a woman that except 

through the physical senses we never could have become intimate.”108 Later in life Jane, too, 

would describe herself as “not a noisy person.”109  
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106 George Bernard Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” in William Morris: Artist, Writer, Socialist, 
ed. May Morris (Oxford: Blackwell, 1936), 2:xxiv. 
107 R. E. Francillon, Mid-Victorian Memories (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1914), 172. 
108 Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, 7 May 1891, in Faulkner, 53. 
109 Jane Morris to Sydney Carlyle Cockerell, 23 June 1898, in MSL 1958/692/43, National 
Art Library, London. 



 

 

 

84 

 Some of William Morris’s biographers have read rather negative qualities into Jane’s 

silence, regarding it as an indication that she became a haughty, proud person despite her 

working-class background, or that she was too simple or uninterested to engage with her 

husband’s activities.110 However, it seems more likely that Burden’s silence was a result of her 

upbringing and the transition to a life so completely different from that into which she had 

been born. Jan Marsh indicates that if Burden had indeed been brought up with the aim of 

entering domestic service, silence would have been a quality that was learned and reinforced, 

being absolutely essential to acquiring and maintaining this type of employment.111 And 

though it is assumed that Burden underwent a period of re-education during her 

engagement, assuming an attitude of reserve may have relieved the anxiety she may have felt 

about speaking with an accent or vocabulary that might betray her limited or newly acquired 

knowledge of middle-class etiquette and behaviour. More simply, silence may have been a 

way of evading personal questions about her modest background. Though possibly the result 

of her ill-ease in social situations, Burden’s quiet demeanour seems only to have intensified 

the perception of her as a medieval damsel. Jane’s reserve, particularly when paired with her 

stately stature, could be easily read as pride and dignity, the remote and regal qualities of a 

medieval queen.  

                                                        
110 For instance, Jack Lindsay suggests that Jane “had all the aloofness and snobbism of 
someone who had come up from the lowest working-class levels to a high genteel status,” 
while E. P. Thompson notes that every effort made by W. Morris “was met by Janey’s 
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whatever of Morris.” See Jack Lindsay, William Morris: His Life and Work (London: 
Constable, 1975), 288; E. P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (1955; repr., 
New York: Pantheon, 1977), 159; Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xxiv. 
111 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 10. 



 

 

 

85 

 

Making Meaning: Burden Morris as Medieval Damsel 

While the Pre-Raphaelite “doubling of the model with the imagined character” produced “a 

vivid sense of realism,” this tradition also resulted in a series of works which rest uneasily 

between portraiture and fantasy.112 Contemporary accounts of the works by Rossetti, Morris, 

and Burne-Jones discussed in this chapter are unfortunately rare and it thus remains difficult 

to discern whether or not these paintings were perceived as portraits by their nineteenth-

century audience. However, given Jane Burden’s striking appearance it seems likely that for 

anyone with knowledge of the painters’ model, the relationship of these images to the 

original would have been easily acknowledged, and that this would have particularly been the 

case within the Morris home. This may, in part, be why Burden’s contemporaries began to 

describe her in terms that echo her painted representation.  

 Writing in his journal following a visit to Bexleyheath in 1864, the poet William 

Allingham noted, “[I found] the Red House at last in its rose-garden, and William Morris, 

and his queenly wife crowned with her own black hair.”113 Henry James provides a similar 

characterisation. After visiting the Morrises at their home in Queen Square a few years later, 

he described Burden as a “dark silent medieval woman.”114 And while the poet Algernon 

Swinburne, meeting Burden in the days of the Oxford mural project, does not describe her 

directly as a medieval queen, he does suggest that she should be regarded as such. In a letter 
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to a friend relating Morris’s plans for marriage, he argues that Burden should be treated with 

the reverence of the female characters in courtly romance: “think of Morris’s having that 

wonderful and most perfect stunner of his – to look at or speak to. The idea of his marrying 

her is insane. To kiss her feet is the utmost man should dream of doing.”115 Allusions to 

Burden as a medieval damsel continued until late in her life. Burne-Jones’s granddaughter, 

Angela Thirkell, claimed that “Even in old age she looked like a queen as she moved about 

the house in long white draperies, her hands in a white muff, crowned by her glorious 

hair.”116 And in the year following her death, Sydney Carlyle Cockerell wrote to Jane’s 

daughter May: “As long as I live she [Marie Spartali Stillman] and your mother will rise up 

together in my memory like two visions from King Arthur’s Court.”117 These descriptions 

illustrate that in the minds of outsiders, the qualities of Jane’s identity which first suggested 

her suitability as a model to the artists of the Oxford circle – her distinctive appearance, 

quiet demeanour, and active production of embroidery – melded with the repeated 

representations of her as a medieval damsel, creating a new identity, as much a merger of 

portraiture and fantasy as the paintings themselves. Moreover, in their suggestion that art 

holds the possibility of altering perception, these descriptions may provide an explanation 

for Burden’s own participation in the making of Pre-Raphaelite images. 

 Given Burden’s working-class background, once it was determined that there was 

nothing untoward about the Oxford painters, Rossetti’s offer of employment as a model for 
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the murals of the Oxford Union was likely an attractive one. As Jan Marsh indicates, the 

work would have been relatively easy: “When she understood what ‘sitting’ to an artist 

meant, she was probably pleased and flattered. Even a difficult pose was less strenuous than 

washing clothes, scrubbing steps or scouring pots.”118 Burden’s initial career in modelling, 

then, can probably be attributed to the financial incentives such easy work offered, and 

perhaps also to the personal satisfaction that would stem from being admired by a group of 

young artists/men. However, as the works discussed in this chapter demonstrate, Burden 

continued to model for works by the Oxford group after her marriage to Morris when she 

would have been financially secure, suggesting that there may have been additional or 

alternate incentives to participate in the Pre-Raphaelite project. 

 Considering Jane’s own admission that she had not married her husband for 

romantic reasons, it is commonly asserted that she married Morris because of his social 

position and financial circumstances, and because “social circumstances […] did not allow 

the acceptance or refusal of a suitor on purely emotional grounds.”119 However, to accept 

this claim as the sole explanation for the marriage, is to deny Burden any creative agency of 

her own. This is not to suggest that Morris’s social position was not a primary motivator in 

the match – given the Burden family’s circumstances it was almost certainly the major 

consideration – however, to regard this as the only justification for the marriage is to 

overlook the potential for shared interests and less practical motivations and to preclude the 

possibility that Burden herself achieved a degree of satisfaction from her contribution to a 
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number of artistic works. Such a limiting characterisation of the Morris partnership is 

reflected in the work of Amy Bingaman who has argued that though the production of 

decoration and design at Red House was unique in its “unusual alliance between the sexes,” 

work in the house was still organised around a gendered division of labour: 

While women participated greatly in decorating Red House, they usually only helped 

to execute the men’s designs. When they did design their own projects, the craft was 

usually the historically feminine one of embroidery. Furthermore, in addition to 

being wives, mothers and workers, Jane, Lizzie, Georgiana, and Emma Madox 

Brown were also models for many of the Pre-Raphaelite brothers’ paintings. The 

women were, in fact, the only ones performing labour for which they were neither 

commissioned, nor necessarily joyous. They became dolls in the elaborate play at Red 

House – props asked to play a part without reaping any remuneration or self-

satisfaction.120 

 

Bingaman goes on to describe the women as “Objects, rather than subjects of their own 

lives.”121 While Anthea Callen has demonstrated that artistic production in the arts and crafts 

movement was indeed frequently gendered, even among members of the arts and crafts elite 

(such as the Morris circle), such a division does not necessarily imply that female labour was 

unsatisfactory and joyless.122 Lynne Walker argues that, “Instead of alienation, the role of the 
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craftworker, which the Arts and Crafts Movement generated, produced feelings of 

competence and satisfaction in women; it did not increase isolation and ‘otherness.’”123  

 In its presentation of modelling, Bingaman’s characterisation of the dynamics of Red 

House is further unconsidered, suggesting that posing was both a gendered and a passive 

activity. As the images throughout Red House demonstrate, modelling was an important 

aspect of creating the paintings on walls and furniture which help to animate the home, and 

moreover, it was an activity in which both men and women participated. The sheer number 

of compositions within Red House that feature the likenesses of the home’s collaborators, 

including Jane Burden, suggests that these were projects engaged in willingly, and, as Wendy 

Parkins has pointed out, later accounts by the home’s key female collaborators (Jane Burden 

and Georgiana Burne-Jones) reflect a pervasive sense of happiness and a feeling of 

inclusion.124 The images, then, can be viewed not as an articulation of passive feminine 

ideals, but as the “memorializing of [a] creative community.”125 As Ray Watkinson states in 

his discussion of the image painted by Morris on the hall settle, at Red House  

Something of the life of Joyous Gard […] was not merely implicit but was being 

acted out: the ARS LONG VITA BREVIS motto painted large on the covering of 

the drawing-room fireplace declares the life of art in this house, the life to which they 

were all dedicated. And as Morris worked on this celebratory picture, it became also 

a projection of a particular future for them all.126 
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One work in particular points to Burden’s active engagement with the use of her image 

within the Red House interior. The unfinished embroidery of Guenevere was one of a series 

of figures of legendary women intended for embroidered tapestries (Fig. 2.22). Jane notes: 

“Another scheme for adorning the house was a series of tapestries for the dining room. 

Twelve large figures with a tree between each two, flowers at their feet, and a pattern all over 

the background, seven figures were completed, and some of them fixed on the 

background.”127 The series was designed by William Morris and was worked by Jane and her 

sister, Elizabeth Burden. However, the Guenevere embroidery has been attributed to Jane 

based upon stylistic grounds.128 This female figure bears a striking resemblance to that in 

Morris’s easel painting, La Belle Iseult, suggesting that both were worked from the same figure 

study of Burden.129 Certainly Jane would have recognised the relationship between the two 

designs as she set upon embroidering the work (particularly if La Belle Iseult was indeed 

displayed in Red House at the time), and her attempt at execution indicates not only her 

engagement with the decoration process at Red House, but also perhaps an active interest in 

repeating the form her image had taken within the home. Employed in an activity which 

almost certainly encouraged her relationship to a medieval ideal, through Guenevere, Jane 

Burden reworked her own image into that of a medieval queen. 

 Standards of beauty in the nineteenth century would not typically have encouraged 

the use of a woman with Jane Burden’s appearance as a model for a female ideal. Yet in the 
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paintings of Morris, Rossetti, and Burne-Jones, Burden became the ideal figure for depicting 

the remarkable women of an imaginary past. Again and again in these images Jane is 

depicted as stately and elegant. For Burden, such an experience must have been flattering, 

but moreover, as the painters and their contemporaries increasingly began to view Burden 

herself and not simply her painted double in the terms of romance and mythology, she may 

have embraced this characterisation as a more appealing designation to the alternative. Such 

an experience would have been particularly pronounced within the context of Red House, 

where the inclusion of Burden as a medieval woman or queen in the murals and furnishings 

of the home provided an alternate way of viewing her features: in the Red House designs 

features that were once strange become regal. While Bingaman alludes to this process as a 

form of objectification, Wendy Parkins has argued that Burden’s background prevents such 

an easy characterisation: “it remains difficult to know if a Victorian working-class woman 

would have shared this perspective [objectification]: social invisibility, in the form of a denial 

of social recognition or entitlement, may have been a more familiar form of objectification 

from Jane’s early life of straitened circumstances.”130 Thus in posing for the paintings of the 

Oxford group and collaborating in the design of Red House, Burden contributed to a project 

that not only redefined her appearance, but also brought a sense of value and use to her 

unusual features, attributes which might otherwise have been derided. 

 It is also possible that Jane Burden participated in this collaboration because she 

identified in some way with or aspired to the forms of femininity represented within the 

walls of Red House. According to Rosemary Betterton visual representations are critical to 
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the formation of social and cultural constructions of femininity.131 Two-dimensional and 

informed by varying ideologies, such images rarely reflect actual womanhood, but instead 

offer competing and contradictory definitions of femininity, each suited to a particular 

audience and often a didactic purpose. Thus, though produced in the same year and 

engaging with a similar subject, Augustus Egg’s Past and Present and William Morris’s La Belle 

Iseult offer very different representations of the adulteress. In the first image of Egg’s 

triptych, the woman’s hands are tightly clasped, a gesture which suggests her plea for 

forgiveness. Morris’s Iseult, on the other hand, is marked by her upright stance and her frank 

gaze, signs, as Lynne Pearce argues, of her self-possession and determination: “she is 

assuming responsibility for what she has done.”132 Furthermore, while Iseult is not exempt 

from the repercussions of her actions (despite her royal status), “located in a remote 

historical period,” she is “not judged by nineteenth-century conventions of purity and 

fallenness.”133 

 As an outsider to the ideals which governed middle-class morality, and as someone 

whose financial circumstances had probably determined her prospects, it is possible that the 

possibilities for self-determination expressed in La Belle Iseult may have captivated Burden’s 

imagination. And while the later images of Burden produced on the walls and furniture of 

Red House do not explicitly engage with the debate surrounding women’s sexual freedom, 

the panels from the St George Cabinet and the Sir Degrevaunt murals do offer a 
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representation of femininity based on courtly ideals in which women were revered and, at 

least on the surface, held positions of power in relation to their male counterparts. Unlike 

contemporary genre painting which presented numerous depictions of the domestic and 

submissive ideal of middle-class femininity to which women were expected to aspire, the 

Red House images put forward a representation of the sexes which was comparatively more 

equitable. Made in her own image, this form of femininity may have held greater appeal for 

Burden. Moreover, it suggested the potential of remaking one’s own identity, embodying an 

imaginary and remote ideal with the possibilities for liberation from Victorian models and 

expectations. 
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Figure 2.1 Photograph of Jane Burden, c. 1858. 
Albumen print. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 2.2 Paolo Lombardi, The Pilgrims of Siena, 1881. 
Albumen cabinet card, 13.6 x 9.5 cm. 
National Portrait Gallery, London. 
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Figure 2.3 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Sir Lancelot’s Vision of the Sanc Grael, 1857. 
Tempera on plaster. 
Oxford Union, Oxford. 
Photograph by Jerome Bump. 
 

 
Figure 2.4 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Sir Lancelot’s Vision of the Sanc Grael, study for the mural in 
the Oxford Union, 1857.  
Watercolour and bodycolour over black chalk.  
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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Figure 2.5 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Sir Launcelot in the Queen’s Chamber, 1857. 
Pen and ink on paper, 26 x 34 cm. 
Birmingham City Museum and Art Gallery, Birmingham. 
 

 
Figure 2.6 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Study of Jane Burden for Sir Launcelot in the Queen’s 
Chamber, 1857. 
Pencil on paper, 49.3 x 41.2 cm 
Manchester City Art Gallery, Manchester. 
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Figure 2.7 The Old Debating-Hall, Now the Library [showing the incomplete scheme], 1857-58.  
Oxford Union, Oxford.  
Image courtesy of Niels Sampath. 
 

 
Figure 2.8 Current view of the Oxford Union Library (formerly the debating chamber), 
2012. 
Image courtesy of Niels Sampath. 
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Figure 2.9 William Morris, La Belle Iseult, 1858. 
Oil on canvas, 71.8 x 50.2 cm. 
Tate Gallery, London. 
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Figure 2.10 Philip Webb, Red House (east front), 1859. 
Bexleyheath, Kent. 
National Trust Images/Andrew Butler. 
 

 
Figure 2.11 Edward Burne-Jones and Philip Webb, Prioress’s Tale Wardrobe, 1857-58. 
Oil on pine and oak, 219.7 x 157.5 x 53.7 cm. 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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Figure 2.12 Philip Webb and William Morris, Settle, 1856. 
Red House, Bexleyheath, Kent. 
National Trust Images. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.13 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Salutation of Beatrice, 1859-63. 
Oil and gold leaf on panel, each panel 74.9 x 80 cm. 
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa.  
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Figure 2.14 Edward Burne-Jones, The Tale of Sir Degrevaunt: The Wedding Feast, 1860. 
Tempera on plaster, 115 x 104 cm. 
Red House, Bexleyheath, Kent. 
 

 
Figure 2.15 William Morris and Philip Webb, Settle: Sir Lancelot bringing Sir Tristram and the 
Belle Iseult to the Joyous Gard, c. 1861-62. 
Wood, metal. 
Red House, Bexleyheath, Kent. 
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Figure 2.16 William Morris, Study for Sir Lancelot bringing Sir Tristram and the Belle Iseult to the 
Joyous Gard, c. 1861-62. 
Chalk and pencil on paper, 62.9 x 36.8 cm. 
Yale Centre for British Art, New Haven, CT. 
 

 
Figure 2.17 Philip Webb and William Morris, St George Cabinet, 1861-62. 
Painted and gilded mahogany, pine and oak, with copper, 111 x 178 x 43 cm. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 2.18 William Morris, St George Cabinet (detail), 1861-62. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London.  
 

 
Figure 2.19 William and Jane Morris, “Daisy” hanging, c. 1860. 
Wool on blue serge, 167.6 x 1028.7 cm. 
Kelmscott Manor (Society of Antiquaries), Lechlade. 
Reproduced in Debra N. Mancoff, Jane Morris: The Pre-Raphaelite Model of Beauty (2000). 
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Figure 2.20 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Mariana, 1870. 
Oil on canvas, 109.8 x 90.5 cm. 
Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums, Aberdeen. 
 

 
Figure 2.21 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, La Pia de’ Tolomei, 1868-81. 
Oil on canvas, 104.8 x 120.6 cm. 
Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS. 
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Figure 2.22 William Morris (designer) and Jane Morris (maker), Guenevere, c. 1862. 
Wool on holland ground, 115.6 cm (figure height). 
Kelmscott Manor (Society of Antiquaries), Lechlade.  
Reproduced in A. R. Dufty, Morris Embroideries: The Prototypes (1985).
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 Chapter 3

Jane Burden Morris as Myth 

In the fall of 1865, the Morrises left their home in Bexleyheath and returned to London, 

moving into the upper levels of the Firm’s new premises at Queen Square. According to 

William Morris’s biographers, the departure from Red House was a reluctant one, the result 

of a variety of factors, including the family’s shifting financial circumstances, the home’s 

distance from medical care and other facilities, and the rapid growth of the Firm in London. 

However, the departure can also be regarded positively, as it offered new possibilities and 

opportunities for Red House’s occupants and frequent visitors. Rob Allen has suggested that 

Red House “became a jumping off point for the careers, personal lifestyles and developing 

artistic aspirations and ideas based around the House. New individual identities emerged and 

the relationship between individuals shifted, with less emphasis on dependence and more on 

independence.”1 The return to London certainly offered new possibilities and pleasures for 

Jane Morris. 

 While the initial years at Red House may have allowed Jane to grow accustomed to 

her new social position in relative seclusion, surrounded only by the friends and 

acquaintances who would have accepted or aided this transition, by the mid 1860s, the 
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family’s social and professional circumstances had shifted.2 As the Burne-Jones family, who 

once intended to build an adjoining property at Red House, instead became more 

permanently settled in Kensington, and William Morris elected to spend the majority of his 

days (and sometimes nights) at the Firm in London, Jane was increasingly left at home, alone 

with the servants and her two small children. Such seclusion would have also removed Jane 

Morris from the daily activities of the Firm, and from the experiments in decoration and 

design in which she had once been fully included. In relocating to London, Burden Morris 

could once again participate in the experimentation and execution of embroidery, and she 

eventually came to manage the Firm’s embroidery division, organising the work of a small 

team of women on a number of commissions.3 In the city there were also new opportunities 

for modelling.  

 Beginning with a photography session in the summer of 1865, in London Burden 

Morris came to model increasingly for Dante Gabriel Rossetti. By the end of the decade she 

was one of his most frequent models – a contemporary noted that her influence as a model 

was so potent that she swallowed up all the rest – and from this time until Rossetti’s death in 

1882, it was Burden Morris’s face which dominated his work.4 The images worked from 

Burden Morris take a number of forms, including intimate pencil sketches, chalk studies, and 

                                                        
2 Wendy Parkins notes that “Red House may […] have distanced her [Jane] from the more 
earnest aspects of bourgeois social life and perhaps buffered her from a disorienting 
response to such changed circumstances.” See Wendy Parkins, “Feeling at Home: Gender 
and Creative Agency at Red House,” Journal of Victorian Culture 15, no. 1 (2010): 74. 
3 Jane Morris managed the embroidery division of the Firm until 1885, at which point her 
daughter May took over. 
4 W. Graham Robertson, Time Was: The Reminiscences of W. Graham Robertson (London: 
Hamilton, 1931), 94. 
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large-scale oils. However, perhaps best known are a series of close studies of Jane Morris 

which use her figure to represent mythical or literary characters, as in Proserpine (1871-81), or 

to capture a particular mood or atmosphere, as in Silence (1870). Like many of the earlier Pre-

Raphaelite works for which Burden Morris modelled, these images combine portraiture with 

fantasy, and draw upon Burden Morris’s distinctive features and unusual dress to create 

works outside contemporary Victorian time and place. However, just as Burden Morris’s 

background, engagement with embroidery, and remote personality may have aided the 

Oxford painters’ reinterpretation of Burden Morris as a medieval damsel, there are also 

aspects of Burden Morris’s identity which may have encouraged or enabled Rossetti’s re-

inscription of Burden Morris as a mythical figure. This chapter considers Burden Morris’s 

melancholy cast of features and episodes of chronic illness as factors which were potentially 

influential on Rossetti and which are reflected in his major depictions of Burden Morris 

from the late 1860s until 1882. 

 Similar to the images of Burden Morris as a medieval damsel, Rossetti’s images of 

Burden Morris as myth informed contemporary understanding of Burden Morris and her 

appearance, and as these images circulated (unlike those affixed to the furnishings of Red 

House), they created a myth around Burden Morris in her own lifetime. As W. Graham 

Robertson noted, “Mrs. Morris required to be seen to be believed, and even then she seemed 

dreamlike.”5 The iconic images of Burden Morris led several of her contemporaries to 

interpret her appearance in terms which reflect Rossetti’s paintings, and while some 

speculated that this perception of her appearance must have been tiring for Burden Morris, 
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such a view is premised on the understanding of Morris as a passive figure in the making of 

Rossetti’s images. In conclusion, this chapter asks if Burden Morris’s involvement in 

Rossetti’s artistic process, and in turn the making of her mythic identity, can instead be 

viewed as a creative act.  

 

“Beautiful women with floral adjuncts…” 

In the years following the Oxford Union project, Burden Morris modelled infrequently for 

Rossetti. Aside from the Salutation panels worked for the Red House settle, she sat for a 

limited number of small watercolours and pencil studies, as well as one major commission, 

the altar piece for Llandaff Cathedral, for which she posed for the head of the Virgin (1858-

64). Typical of Rossetti’s work at the time, in the majority of these images Burden Morris is 

represented as one among an ensemble of figures. However, in the years between Rossetti’s 

first working of Burden Morris as Guenevere and his later reimagining of Burden Morris as a 

mythic figure, Rossetti’s style shifted dramatically.  

 Inspired by portraiture of the Venetian Renaissance, Rossetti departed from the 

densely-packed narrative compositions of his early career, and in the late 1850s and early 

1860s began to establish himself as a painter of sensuous, solitary women. Falling 

somewhere between portraits and allegories, these close studies of women rarely depict 

figures in the nude, but rather derive their erotic appeal from the use of rich colours and lush 

drapery, and from the confined pictorial space in which the figures are represented. Often 

regarded as the first image to be worked in Rossetti’s new style, Bocca Baciata (1859) features 

many of the characteristics which became typical of Rossetti’s work during this period (Fig. 
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3.1).6 A romanticized image of Sarah Cox (Fanny Cornforth), Bocca Baciata depicts a woman 

in bust-length seated behind a parapet. She is ornately attired and her loose, abundant hair 

frames her face and shoulders, separating her figure from a background of marigolds. The 

title of the work, meaning “the kissed mouth,” is borrowed from Boccaccio’s Decameron. 

However, the image does not depict a particular moment in the narrative; rather, throughout 

this series of paintings, Rossetti used literary allusion as a means to enhance the meaning and 

atmosphere of the works. Later described as “beautiful women with floral adjuncts,” these 

images, which emphasise beauty and mood over content, are considered emblematic of the 

wider artistic shift from Pre-Raphaelite realism to evocative aestheticism which took place at 

the end of the 1860s.7 

 It is unclear exactly what provoked the change in Rossetti’s work. Jan Marsh suggests 

that Rossetti’s motives may, in part, have been financial.8 Worked in oil, Rossetti’s female 

studies would command a higher fee than his earlier paintings in watercolour. Due to the 

close ties between material success and artistic reputation, Rossetti’s shift in style might also 

be regarded as a bid for wider public recognition.9 Rossetti himself intimated that his new 

                                                        
6 See, for instance, Allen Staley, The New Painting of the 1860s: Between the Pre-Raphaelites and the 
Aesthetic Movement (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011), 51; Tate Gallery, The Pre-
Raphaelites (London: Tate Gallery, 1984), 190; David G. Riede, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the 
Limits of Victorian Vision (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983), 253. 
7 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His Family Letters with a Memoir (London: 
Ellis and Elvey, 1895), 1:203. This shift is described by Allen Staley in The New Painting of the 
1860s, see Staley, 51. 
8 Jan Marsh, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: Painter and Poet (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1999), 
269. 
9 Marsh, Rossetti, 269-70. 
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focus on solitary figure subjects was intended to increase his skill as a painter, explaining to 

William Bell Scott in 1859:  

I am sure that among the many botherations of a picture where design, drawing, 

expression, and colour have to be thought of all at once […] one can never do justice 

even to what faculty of mere painting may be in one. Even among the old good 

painters, their portraits and simpler pictures are almost always their masterpieces for 

colour and execution, and I fancy if one kept to this view one must have a better 

chance of learning to paint at last.10  

 

As Rossetti’s explanation of the virtues of “simpler pictures” suggests, despite his change in 

style, Rossetti maintained an interest in the Pre-Raphaelite practice of working closely from 

life. Preferring to paint in the controlled environment of the studio, he began to amass a 

sizeable collection of drapery, jewellery, and other decorative objects upon which he could 

rely to provide detail and background information. For figures, he continued to seek out live 

models, keeping at least one model on retainer in the 1860s.11 Rossetti further made efforts 

to compile a collection of studies and photographs taken from life from which to work when 

physical proximity to the source was impossible, even, on occasion, relying on the work of 

other artists.12 

                                                        
10 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to William Bell Scott, 13 November 1859, in The Correspondence of 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. William E. Fredeman (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell and Brewer, 2002-
10), 2:276. 
11 The model kept on retainer was Alexa Wilding, whom Rossetti met in the mid 1860s and 
who modelled for a number of works, including Venus Verticordia (1864-68), Veronica Veronese 
(1872), and The Blessed Damozel (1875-78). 
12 For example, the completion of La Pia de’ Tolomei, begun in 1868, was delayed until the 
early 1880s when Rossetti, unable to travel to Italy himself, procured sketches of the marshes 
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 Jane Morris began to sit regularly for Rossetti early in 1868, becoming a recurring 

feature in his work until his death in 1882. Rossetti used Burden Morris as a model for a 

variety of subjects during this time; however, most frequently Burden Morris was used to 

represent either a literary character or mythical figure, as in La Pia de’ Tolomei (1868-81, 

Spencer Museum of Art), Pandora (1869-79, private collection), Mariana (1870, Aberdeen Art 

Gallery & Museums), Proserpine (1871-81, Tate), Astarte Syriaca (1875-77, Manchester Art 

Gallery), La Donna della Finestra (1879, Fogg Museum), and The Salutation of Beatrice (1880-

1881, Toledo Museum of Art); or for the personification of an abstract emotional state, as in 

Reverie (1868, Ashmolean Museum), Aurea Catena (1868, Fogg Museum), Silence (1870, 

Brooklyn Museum), and The Day Dream (1880, Victoria & Albert Museum).13 A number of 

these works reflect the developments in Rossetti’s style which took place during the 1860s. 

Similar to the images of Cox/Cornforth and Alexa Wilding, Rossetti’s paintings from Jane 

Morris typically depict a solitary female figure in half- or three-quarter length, situated in 

indeterminate surroundings. The rich drapery remains a focus of these works, and Burden 

Morris’s dense mass of dark hair is typically arranged in a loose manner, framing her face and 

shoulders. Also similar is the approach: Rossetti’s series of meditations on female beauty 

focus on a single figure in order to generate a particular atmosphere. This is true even of 

works which bear strong literary allusions, as William Michael Rossetti explained in relation 

                                                                                                                                                                     

near Siena from Fairfax Murray, thus enabling him to accurately represent the background 
landscape of the painting. 
13 Rossetti also schemed a number of multi-figure works which incorporated Burden 
Morris’s features, including The Death of Lady Macbeth and Orpheus and Eurydice; however, due 
to lack of commissions, only one of these works, Dante’s Dream (1871, Walker Art Gallery, 
Liverpool), ever came to fruition. 
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to La Donna della Finestra (Fig. 3.2), Rossetti’s depiction of Burden Morris as the woman who 

took pity on Dante as he grieved for Beatrice in La Vita Nuova: “He contemplated the 

Donna as a real woman; but neither was her human reality intended to be regarded as the 

essence of the pictorial presentment – rather her personal reality subserving the purpose of 

poetic suggestion – an emotion embodied in feminine form – a passion of which beautiful 

flesh-and-blood constitutes the vesture.”14 However, Rossetti’s pictures derived from Jane 

Morris also differ from the sensuous studies of female beauty as exemplified by those 

featuring Cox/Cornforth and Wilding, particularly in the atmosphere that they create. While 

the images of Cox/Cornforth, such as Bocca Baciata, Fazio’s Mistress (1863-73, Tate), and The 

Blue Bower (1865, Barber Institute of Fine Arts, University of Birmingham), emphasise the 

“expression of desire in terms of both the subject; the desirable female body, and the form; 

the luxuriant use of oil on canvas,” those worked from Jane Morris are decidedly more 

sombre in tone and solemn in subject matter.15 Rather than bower-bound women seemingly 

indulging in their own sexuality, Rossetti’s representations of Burden Morris typically focus 

on frustrated or reluctant affection: La Pia and Mariana have both been scorned by their 

lovers, Proserpine has been confined to the underworld against her will, and Pandora’s 

                                                        
14 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti as Designer and Writer (London: Cassell, 
1889), 108. 
15 J. B. Bullen, Rossetti: Painter and Poet (London: Frances Lincoln, 2011), 171. Rossetti himself 
acknowledged this. Writing to  C. A. Howell regarding La Pia de’ Tolomei, he noted that the 
picture was not “potboiling,” his term for his sensuous studies. See Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
to Charles Augustus Howell, 11 March 1868, in The Owl and the Rossettis: Letters of Charles A. 
Howell and Dante Gabriel, Christina, and William Michael Rossetti, ed. C. L. Cline (University Park, 
PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1978), no. 57. 
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marriage to Epimetheus has resulted in the unleashing of a slew of sinister forces upon the 

world.  

 In their study of the representation of Elizabeth Siddall, Deborah Cherry and 

Griselda Pollock demonstrate that “The Rossetti drawings of female faces are not portraits,” 

noting the processes of mediation implicit in drawing as well as the similarities in treatment 

of the majority of women worked by Rossetti.16 However, elements of these works have 

consistently encouraged such a reading. Elizabeth Prettejohn argues that the distinctive 

physical appearance of Rossetti’s and other Pre-Raphaelite models was more likely to suggest 

“a real visual encounter” with an individual.17 And more than Rossetti’s earlier works, which, 

while relying upon live models, were often highly imaginative, Rossetti’s images of solitary 

women demonstrate a stronger relationship with portraiture. Though these images still 

present a distinct connection to mythology or literature, they do not convey a moment in a 

narrative tale, but rather display female figures in a manner consistent with the tradition in 

portraiture. Prettejohn thus defines these works as “quasi-doubles,” paintings in which both 

“the model and the imagined character” can be perceived simultaneously.18  

 This close relationship between the real and the fantastic in Rossetti’s art has often 

contributed to the insistence upon interpretations which take into account narrative as well 

                                                        
16 Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock, “Woman as Sign in Pre-Raphaelite Literature: The 
Representation of Elizabeth Siddall,” in Vision and Difference: Feminism, Femininity and Histories 
of Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 112. 
17 Elizabeth Prettejohn, “The Pre-Raphaelite Model,” in Model and Supermodel: The Artist’s 
Model in British Art and Culture, ed. Jane Desmarais, Martin Postle, and William Vaughan 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), 30. 
18 Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2000), 205. 



 

 

 

116 

as biographical readings of the work. For instance, Allen Staley proposes that Rossetti’s 

paintings are based upon the lives and attributes of his models: “Although these paintings, 

strictly speaking, are not portraits, they are frequently more about their models than about 

their ostensible subjects, the subjects have been chosen in response to the models’ looks and 

personalities, or Rossetti’s relationships with and feelings about them.”19 Rossetti’s sensual 

works depicting Cox/Cornforth, for example, have often been considered in light of 

Rossetti’s sexual involvement with his model.20 Similarly, as the majority of Rossetti’s images 

of Jane Morris were created during the period in which an intimate personal relationship was 

also developing between artist and model, numerous scholars have relied upon this event as 

a basis for the works’ interpretation. Perhaps the most common reading suggests that in 

selecting subjects for his paintings of Burden Morris, Rossetti dwelt upon female literary and 

mythological characters whose husbands or lovers had confined them to an unfulfilled 

existence – a direct comment on Burden Morris’s relationship to her husband, or at least the 

relationship as Rossetti perceived it. For instance, in considering La Pia de’ Tolomei, Rossetti’s 

depiction of Burden Morris as the woman imprisoned in a tower in the Maremma marshes 

by her husband and left to die, Alastair Grieve states, “The subject is one of several 

concerning unhappy marriage which occupied Rossetti at this period and he chose them 

because they related to the personal life of his main model and inspiration, Jane Morris.”21 

Proserpine (Fig. 3.3), Rossetti’s painting of the goddess condemned to live in the underworld 

for several months of the year, which was worked during Rossetti’s stays at Kelmscott 

                                                        
19 Staley, 60. 
20 See, for instance, Tate, 25; and Bullen, Painter and Poet, especially chap. 7. 
21 Alastair Grieve, “La Pia de’ Tolomei,” in Tate, 233. 
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Manor, the joint summer residence of the Morrises and Rossetti, has inspired similar 

readings. Alicia Craig Faxon notes, “the goddess is shown in a dark cavern, waiting for her 

release to the upper world of light and joy, an obvious commentary on Rossetti’s 

characterization of Jane Morris’s marriage and his anticipation of time with her.”22 While 

these analogical interpretations offer the possibility of insight into the dynamics of the 

relationship between artist and model (and model’s husband), they are also limited, and 

frequently overlook the possibility that Rossetti had other motives for selecting particular 

subjects.23 They further fail to acknowledge the possibility that Rossetti had alternative or 

additional reasons for using Burden Morris as a sitter. 

 At the turn of the century some of the members of the original Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood attempted to distance themselves from the practice of working figures with 

“scrupulous fidelity,” which they had eagerly pursued in their youth.24 Reflecting on his 

                                                        
22 Alicia Craig Faxon, “The Pre-Raphaelites and the Mythic Image: Iconographies of 
Women,” Visual Resources 27, no. 1 (2011): 81. 
23 D. M. R. Bentley, “‘Polysemos, hoc est plurium sensum:’ Dante Rossetti’s Paintings of Jane 
Morris,” Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 18, no. 1 (2009): 60. Furthermore, these 
interpretations often take a selective view of the biographical information available. For 
instance, as J. B. Bullen notes, “The subject of La Pia is often interpreted as a commentary 
on Jane’s relationship with her husband William Morris, and on what Rossetti felt was his 
neglect of her. It may, however, equally well be a commentary on Rossetti’s own cruelty as a 
husband, and his neglect of Lizzie Siddal.” See Bullen, Painter and Poet, 196. 
24 William Michael Rossetti, “Praeraphaelitism (1851),” in Fine Art, Chiefly Contemporary 
(London: Macmillan, 1867), 174. William Holman Hunt, in his history of the Pre-
Raphaelites, for instance, suggests that the practice of working closely from life was used 
primarily as a teaching tool: “It will be seen that we were never realists. I think art would 
have ceased to have the slightest interest for any of us had the object been only to make a 
representation, elaborate or unelaborate, of a fact in nature. […] It is now high time to 
correct one important misapprehension. In agreeing to use the utmost elaboration in 
painting our first pictures, we never meant more than to insist that the practice was essential 
for training the eye and hand of the young artist.” See, William Holman Hunt, Pre-
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brother’s work in the Art Journal, William Michael Rossetti related the shift in Rossetti’s style 

to this movement away from Pre-Raphaelite principles: 

In all his later years Rossetti laid much more stress upon large and graceful contours, 

and upon suavity and elevation of style in the general distribution of a group, than 

upon those other qualities which had beaconed his youthful process in the 

Praeraphaelite path – earnest attention to the individualities of nature as visible in the 

selected model, and skilful adaptation of these to the requirements of the subject in 

hand.25 

 

Noting some of the later works for which Rossetti had not engaged a model, William 

Michael goes on to indicate that Rossetti’s “sense of style and his many years of practice had 

enabled him to rely upon his own powers of design and perception of what befitted his 

theme.”26 While William Michael is right to suggest that the works from the final years of 

Rossetti’s life have a mannered quality not present in earlier projects, the implication that 

Rossetti lost interest in the suitability of the model is complicated by other accounts. 

According to Henry Treffry Dunn, Rossetti’s studio assistant from 1867 to 1880, “For his 

models, he [Rossetti] did not rely upon those who were strictly professional. He preferred 

finding a face for himself, and often a work would be delayed in the execution because the 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. (New York: Macmillan, 1905), 1:150. Elizabeth 
Prettejohn suggests that the painters’ desire to distance themselves from this practice may 
indicate that they reflected upon their youthful enthusiasm with some embarrassment later in 
life. See Prettejohn, “Pre-Raphaelite Model,” 28-30. 
25 William Michael Rossetti, “Notes on Rossetti and His Works,” Art Journal (July 1884): 207. 
26 Rossetti, “Notes [July],” 207. 
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desired face could not be immediately found.”27 Rossetti’s letters to Jane Morris occasionally 

reflect this form of dependency. Writing to Burden Morris in the summer of 1881 Rossetti 

pleads, “I am very seriously in need of the sitting.”28 Such a claim is further contradicted by 

William Michael Rossetti himself, who, in one of the memorial works for his brother, 

explains that in Jane Morris Rossetti found a face and figure suited to multiple compositions 

and to “subjects of very diverse kinds:”29 

In the extraordinarily impressive – the profound and abstract – type of beauty of Mrs. 

Morris, he found an ideal more entirely responsive than any other to his aspiration in 

art. It seemed a face created to fire his imagination, and to quicken his powers – a 

face of arcane and inexhaustible meaning. To realize its features was difficult; to 

transcend its suggestion, impossible. There was one fortunate circumstance – if you 

could but represent its appearance, you stood thereby already high in the region of the 

typical or symbolic. For idealizing there was but one process – to realize.30 

 

While W. M. Rossetti may have emphasised the extraordinary nature of Burden Morris’s 

features as the main reason for her inclusion in so many of his brother’s works in order to 

avoid the scandal that might stem from discussing any biographical imperative, Rossetti’s 

more general penchant for unusual types of beauty suggests that Burden Morris’s appearance 

                                                        
27 Henry Treffry Dunn, Recollections of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and His Circle, ed. Gale Pedrick 
(London: Mathews, 1904), 68. 
28 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 10 August 1881, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Jane 
Morris: Their Correspondence, ed. John Bryson and Janet Camp Troxell (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1976), 184. 
29 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:245. 
30 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:244. 
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was indeed a prominent factor in her use as a model.31 In the previous chapter it was 

suggested that Burden Morris’s physical appearance, working-class background, quiet 

demeanour, and involvement in revival embroidery may have encouraged the use of her 

image in the representation of a series of medieval damsels in the work of Rossetti, William 

Morris, and Edward Burne-Jones. Returning again to Burden Morris’s appearance and 

personal qualities, the following sections examine the attributes which may have supported 

Rossetti’s redefinition of Burden Morris as myth. 

 

Identity as Inspiration: Melancholy Appearance and Illness 

Though Burden Morris did not begin to sit regularly again for Rossetti until 1868, in the 

summer of 1865, shortly before the Morrises relocated to London, Rossetti invited Burden 

Morris to his home at Cheyne Walk to sit for a series of photographs. Taken by the artist 

and professional photographer John Robert Parsons and posed by Rossetti, the photographs 

– sixteen in all survive – show Burden Morris in various settings throughout Rossetti’s 

garden. Dressed in unstructured artistic gowns, her hair variously styled, Burden Morris is 

shown in a series of poses which highlight her distinctive face and figure (Figs 3.4-3.7). The 

images of Burden Morris seated display her long limbs and curving posture, while those in 

which she stands, particularly the photograph of Burden Morris leaning against the pole of 

Rossetti’s garden marquee, reveal her statuesque frame, further highlighted by the soft drape 

of her uncorseted gown. Very few of the photographs show Burden Morris looking directly 

                                                        
31 For instance, Marie Spartali Stillman and Alexa Wilding were both uncharacteristic 
beauties who regularly modelled for Rossetti in the last two decades of his life. Rossetti is 
not known to have been romantically involved with either.  
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at the camera’s lens, however. Those at a slight angle display her dark brows and full mouth, 

while those taken in profile expose Burden Morris’s wealth of dark, unruly hair, the strong 

line of her nose and jaw, as well as the long neck which would so often feature in Rossetti’s 

later paintings. Colin Ford observes that the display of Burden Morris’s features in these 

images critically “demonstrate[s] that the statuesque Jane Morris was truly a ‘stunner’ in the 

flesh, and not just through Rossetti’s transformative imagination. She actually did have the 

thick neck, strong jaw and hands, fiercely waving hair and defined musculature which, in the 

paintings, can seem mannered.”32 However, when compared with more traditional portrait 

photographs, the Cheyne Walk images also demonstrate how Burden Morris’s appearance 

could be manipulated and exaggerated in order to achieve various effects.33 An image of 

Burden Morris for a carte de visite taken in the 1870s, for instance, offers a much more 

restrained representation of her features (Fig. 3.8). Facing the camera directly, her crimped 

hair carefully pulled up and back from her face, Burden Morris’s countenance in this image 

offers little of the drooping, long-necked maiden of Parsons’s photographs.  

 Though taken by a professional photographer, the Cheyne Walk images are more art 

photographs than professional portraits, and their informal nature suggests that they were 

taken to be used as aides-memoire by Rossetti. Ford has demonstrated that several of the 

figures represented in the Parsons photographs have distinct parallels to a number of 

Rossetti’s finished paintings and drawings, and a comparison of photographs to finished 

                                                        
32 Colin Ford, “A Pre-Raphaelite Partnership: Dante Gabriel Rossetti and John Robert 
Parsons,” Burlington Magazine 146, no. 1214 (2004): 317.  
33 Diane Waggoner, “From the Life: Portraiture in the 1860s,” in The Pre-Raphaelite Lens: 
British Photography and Painting, 1848-1875, ed. Diane Waggoner (Farnham, UK: Lund 
Humphries, 2010), 102. 
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works indicates the extent to which Rossetti relied not only upon the photographs as aides-

memoire, but upon Burden Morris’s physical appearance in the execution of his art (Figs 3.9-

3.10).34 In his paintings Rossetti imitated Burden Morris’s slumped posture, her angular 

physique, and dark countenance. 

 Despite their similarities, a comparison of Parsons’s photographs and Rossetti’s 

images also demonstrates the facets of Burden Morris’s appearance that Rossetti altered, 

softened, or exaggerated, as several scholars have noted. According to J. B. Bullen, in 

Rossetti’s paintings and drawings, Burden Morris’s “jaw is softer and less angular, her hair 

less wiry, her lips rounder and more pronounced and her eyes more deeply hooded by large 

eyelids.”35 Michael Bartram disparagingly refers to these modifications as “exercises in 

prettification,” through which “Rossetti either banished or mythologised the disturbing 

quality in these images [the photographs],”36 while Amy Bingaman argues that the 

comparison of photographs to paintings reveals “the features he [Rossetti] anglicised 

according to the female aesthetic norms of the period.”37 However, while Rossetti’s 

representations of Burden Morris have undoubtedly been mediated by both pencil and 

brush, these criticisms of Rossetti’s alterations to Burden Morris’s appearance contradict 

accounts from the period which suggest that Rossetti’s images were often perceived as 

                                                        
34 These include the finished drawings and chalk studies Roseleaf (1870, National Gallery of 
Canada) and Reverie (1868), and the oil paintings Mariana (1870), Pandora (1871), La Pia de’ 
Tolomei (1868-1881), and Dante’s Dream (1871). See Ford. 
35 Bullen, Painter and Poet, 174. 
36 Michael Bartram, The Pre-Raphaelite Camera: Aspects of Victorian Photography (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1985), 135. 
37 Amy Bingaman, “The Embodiment of Dreams: Portraiture and the Pre-Raphaelite Search 
for the Ideal” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2005), 165. 
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accurate likenesses.38 For instance, in his reminiscences, W. Graham Robertson claimed that 

“in the portrait in blue, holding a rose [Mrs. William Morris (The Blue Silk Dress)], in the 

‘Mariana’ and the ‘Proserpine’ and in the chalk drawings, ‘Aurea Catena’ and ‘The Prisoner’s 

Daughter’ (to quote a few of many) they will find her exact presentment, set down without 

exaggeration.”39 Similarly, the Burne-Joneses’ granddaughter Angela Thirkell recalled of 

Burden Morris, “To any one who knew her, Rossetti’s pictures – with the exception of his 

later exaggerated types – were absolutely true. The large deep-set eyes, the full lips, the 

curved throat, the overshadowing hair, were all there.”40 These contrasting accounts suggest 

diverging perspectives regarding the relationship between media, realism, and representation. 

 Despite the photographic evidence that Burden Morris’s appearance could be and 

was manipulated according to context, contemporary discussion of Parsons’s images 

indicates that scholars have been persuaded that the camera offers a more objective, and 

therefore more authentic record of Burden Morris’s appearance. Yet, for a Victorian 

audience the notion of photographic accuracy was decidedly more complex: by capturing 

individual moments in static frames, and slowing “down the act of looking,” photographs 

                                                        
38 Other accounts contradict this claim even further, suggesting that Rossetti’s images of 
Morris negatively distorted her features. For example, Vernon Lee considered Jane Morris to 
be “magnificently beautiful;” however, she found that Rossetti’s paintings “[make] her look 
as if her face were covered with illshaven stubble, and altogether repulsive. […] to make 
mere painted diseased harlots of women like Mrs. Stillman and Mrs. Morris requires a good 
deal.” See Vernon Lee to [her mother], 6 July 1883, in Vernon Lee’s Letters, ed. Irene Cooper 
Willis (London: privately printed, 1937), 124; and Vernon Lee to [her mother], 11 July 1883, 
in Willis, 126. 
39 Robertson, Time Was, 95. 
40 Angela Thirkell, Three Houses (London: Oxford University Press, 1931), 23. 
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offered a vision of the world which could not be “observed by the human eye.”41 The 

Victorian response to Rossetti’s images, then, is perhaps best explained by the 

characterisation of nineteenth-century realism put forward by Britt Salvesen: “Realism did 

not require resemblance or posit an intrinsic connection to actual objects and events, nor did 

it exclude romance and idealism. The core value of Victorian realism was truthfulness.”42 

While comparison of the Cheyne Walk photographs with the ensuing paintings reveals that 

Rossetti’s images were not entirely mimetic, the first-hand accounts of Robertson and 

Thirkell suggest that Rossetti’s images did capture something that was “absolutely true” of 

Burden Morris’s appearance and identity. 

 In 1868, when La Pia de’ Tolomei was underway, Burden Morris also began to sit for a 

straight portrait, perhaps offered in exchange for her modelling.43 Now alternately known as 

Mrs. William Morris or The Blue Silk Dress (Fig. 3.11), the painting depicts Burden Morris 

seated at a table; a vase of flowers and an open book rest before her though she looks at 

neither, and instead gazes somewhat wistfully out of the canvas. She is clothed in a rich blue 

silk gown of her own making, and her figure is further adorned by a sash and flowers, as well 

                                                        
41 Jennifer Green-Lewis, Framing the Victorians: Photography and the Culture of Realism (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), 30. 
42 Britt Salvesen, “Show and Tell: Narrative in Victorian Art,” in The Pre-Raphaelite Lens: 
British Photography and Painting, 1848-1875, ed. Diane Waggoner (Farnham, UK: Lund 
Humphries, 2010), 178. 
43 In his correspondence with Jane regarding La Pia, Rossetti states that the pose “is a very 
easy one, so you shall be punished as little as possible for your kindness,” suggesting that 
Burden Morris may not have been paid for the sittings. See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane 
Morris, 6 March 1868, in Bryson and Troxell, 1. 



 

 

 

125 

as items of jewellery from Rossetti’s collection.44 Though apparently a portrait, the 

composition is visually similar to a number of Rossetti’s “beautiful women with floral 

adjuncts,” and Rossetti’s inscription across the top of the work (“Jane Morris AD 1868 D. 

G. Rossetti, pinxit. Conjuge clara poeta et praeclarissima vultu, Denique picture clara sit illa 

mea,” which translates as, “Famous for her husband, a poet, and most famous for her face; 

so let this picture of mine add to her fame”) reminds viewers of the sitter’s identity.45 The 

work was completed by the beginning of 1869 and installed in the Morrises’ home in Queen 

Square, and it was here that the American writer Henry James encountered both artwork and 

subject. Following his visit in the early spring of 1869, James wrote at length of the 

experience in a letter to his sister: 

Ah, ma chère, such a wife! Je n’en reviens pas – she haunts me still. A figure cut out of a 

missal – out of one of Rossetti’s or Hunt’s pictures – to say this gives but a faint idea 

                                                        
44 As this painting depicts Jane in her role as artist’s wife, it is often noted that her wedding 
ring is prominently displayed; however, the ring depicted is not, in fact, Burden Morris’s 
actual wedding ring, though presumably its significance in the image is the same. Jane’s ring, 
now in the collection of the Victoria & Albert Museum, was a plain gold band. The ring 
depicted in The Blue Silk Dress is presumably the “gold ring set with one emerald” noted in 
May Morris’s will and which was willed to Jane following Rossetti’s death. This ring is also 
visible in Rossetti’s La Bella Mano (1875). See Mary Morris, will dated July 11, 1936, proved 
January 27, 1939, London Probate Registry, London, 3; Shirley Bury, “Rossetti and His 
Jewellery,” Burlington Magazine 118, no. 875 (1976): 98. 
45 Catherine Golden argues that Rossetti took to inscribing portions of his sonnets onto the 
canvas or frame of his paintings in order to “readily convey the meaning and history behind 
the figures on canvas,” and as a means to identify the figure portrayed. For instance, 
regarding the text on the canvas of Proserpine she notes, “‘Proserpina (For a Picture)’ insures 
that the reader/viewer sees the painting as more than just another portrait of Jane Morris, 
this time clad in a classical steel-blue robe.” Rossetti’s “labelling” of his portrait of Burden 
Morris, then, performs a similar function; however, in this case, the inscription prevents the 
image from being identified as another painting of a legendary female figure. See Catherine 
Golden, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Two-Sided Art,” Victorian Poetry 26, no. 4 (1988): 395 and 
399. 
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of her, because when such an image puts on flesh and blood, it is an apparition of 

fearful and wonderful intensity. It’s hard to say [whether] she’s a grand synthesis of 

all the pre-Raphaelite pictures ever made – or they are a “keen analysis” of her – 

whether she’s an original or a copy. In either case she is a wonder. Imagine a tall lean 

woman in a long dress of some dead purple stuff, guiltless of hoops (or of anything 

else, I should say,) with a mass of crisp black hair heaped into great wavy projections 

on each of her temples, a thin pale face, a pair of strange sad, deep, dark Swinburnish 

eyes, with great thick black oblique brows, joined in the middle and tucking 

themselves away under her hair, a mouth like the “Oriana” in our illustrated 

Tennyson, a long neck, without any collar, and in lieu thereof some dozen strings of 

outlandish beads – in fine Complete. On the wall was a large nearly full-length 

portrait of her by Rossetti, so strange and unreal that if you hadn’t seen her, you’d 

pronounce it a distempered vision, but in fact an extremely good likeness.46 

 

Though Bingaman asserts that Rossetti adapted Burden Morris’s features in accordance with 

contemporary feminine ideals of the period, James’s account suggests that it was the 

distinctiveness of Burden Morris’s appearance which Rossetti relied upon in the creation of 

his works.47 

                                                        
46 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Henry James Letters, ed. Leon Edel 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1974), 1:93-94. It is interesting that James noted a striking 
similarity between Burden Morris’s appearance and Rossetti’s works, as in 1869 Rossetti had 
only just begun his extensive series of images which use Burden Morris as a model. James’s 
description may have been influenced by the similarities between Burden Morris’s physical 
presence, the portrait on the wall in Queen Square, and some of Rossetti’s earlier paintings. 
The description of her gown and hair, for instance, recall the qualities of Rossetti’s 
“Venetian” pictures. 
47 Bingaman, Embodiment of Dreams, 165. Bingaman’s claim that Rossetti “anglicised” Morris’s 
features in accordance with Victorian ideals also seems imprecise in light of contemporary 
accounts which suggest that Rossetti exaggerated Burden Morris’s features to extremes 
which contrast with the petite and pretty English ideal. For instance, meeting Burden Morris 
in her later years, Clara Watts-Dunton “ventured to ask her if Rossetti in his art had not 
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 In his consideration of the many facets of Burden Morris’s physical appearance, 

James describes Burden Morris as “a figure cut out of a missal,” suggesting that when 

perceived together, Burden Morris’s unrestrained hair, uncorseted, artistic gown, and 

unconventional beauty combined to create the impression of a figure more like that of a 

medieval maiden than that of a contemporary Victorian middle-class wife. In the late 1850s 

and early 1860s, Rossetti, William Morris, and Burne-Jones had used this non-

contemporaneity of Burden Morris’s appearance to create works that were convincingly 

medieval. Now Rossetti turned to this same quality in order to suggest a range of figures 

outside the Victorian present. La Pia de’ Tolomei and Mariana, for instance, both depict figures 

drawn from medieval and Renaissance literature (Dante and Shakespeare), Pandora and 

Proserpine incorporate women derived from classical mythology, and Reverie and Silence display 

abstract emotional states, more aptly conveyed through a seemingly ancient figure than 

through a modern portrait. Rossetti’s use of Burden Morris to convey these literary and 

mythical figures was further aided by Burden Morris’s foreign appearance, which, though 

absent from James’s description, is evident in other accounts of the period. Edward Burne-

Jones, for instance compared Burden Morris’s appearance to that of Italian women: 

                                                                                                                                                                     

exaggerated her throat [to which] she vivaciously replied, ‘He always did; it was a mania with 
him.’” Clara’s husband, Theodore Watts-Dunton, also speculated on the exaggeration of 
female features in Rossetti’s work, particularly the eyes and mouth, which, for Rossetti, were 
symbolic attributes. Watts-Dunton notes that “in certain heads the sensuous fulness of the 
lips became scarcely Caucasian.” Moreover, J. B. Bullen suggests that Rossetti’s depictions 
are influenced by his study of historical works of art, particularly those by Botticelli and 
Michelangelo. See Clara Watts-Dunton, “Walter Theodore Watts-Dunton and I,” in The Life 
and Letters of Theodore Watts-Dunton, by Thomas Hake and Arthur Compton-Rickett (London: 
T. C. and E. C. Jack, 1916), 2:185; Theodore Watts[-Dunton], “The Truth About Rossetti,” 
Nineteenth Century 13, no. 73 (1883): 412; Bullen, Painter and Poet, 209-10 and 238-45. 
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Georgiana Burne-Jones recounts how driving through the Italian countryside in 1862, she 

and her husband saw “many beautiful women whom Edward called ‘spoiled studies for 

Janey.’”48 Rossetti, too, commented on this foreign aspect of Burden Morris’s appearance, 

comparing her in a letter to Ford Madox Brown to the Jamaican model Fanny Eaton who 

posed for one of the figures in the background of Rossetti’s The Beloved (1865-66, Tate). He 

writes, “She [Eaton] isn’t Hindoo however but mulatto. She has a very fine head and figure – 

a good deal of Janey.” 49  

 Rossetti was not the first to use foreign or foreign-looking models in order to depict 

the past. According to Susan Waller, French artists of the mid-nineteenth century frequently 

relied upon Italian models to represent a primitive yet picturesque vision of a former pastoral 

life: “if they were closer to the ideal celebrated in antique and Renaissance art, they also 

represented an earlier, less civilised stage in human development.”50 By not conforming to 

the contemporary ideal of English beauty, Burden Morris became an ideal subject for figures 

from the imaginary past, but her dark, foreign-looking features were particularly suited to 

Rossetti’s selection of figures from Greek or Eastern mythology. 

 The use of Burden Morris’s features to depict ancient mythical figures with remote 

origins reached its extreme in one of Rossetti’s largest and most financially successful 

paintings, Astarte Syriaca (Fig. 3.12). Commissioned by the photographer Clarence Fry, 

                                                        
48 Georgiana Burne-Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (1904-06; repr., London: 
Macmillan, 1909-12), 1:243. 
49 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Ford Madox Brown, 28 August 1865, in Fredeman, 
Correspondence, 3:322. Additional accounts of Jane Morris’s foreign looks are discussed in 
Chapter 2, 51. 
50 Susan Waller, The Invention of the Model: Artists and Models in Paris, 1830-1870 (Aldershot, 
UK: Ashgate, 2006), 99. 
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Astarte Syriaca or Venus Astarte depicts Burden Morris as the Syrian goddess of love and 

fertility, a more brooding and powerful image of Venus than that familiar from classical 

sculpture. The figure is massive, larger than life-size, and Burden Morris’s unusual height, 

once translated as the attribute of a regal queen, was now figured as an aspect of a supreme 

female figure. Her “swarthy form,” “abundant masses of bronze-black hair,” and severe 

features were also suited to the depiction of Eastern beauty and to a figure from the “older 

cultus of Venus.”51 However, as Astarte Syriaca demonstrates, in Rossetti’s paintings Burden 

Morris’s unusual and foreign features were not simply associated with the past or with 

remote geographical locations, but also with the mystical, and this too may have been 

inspired by Burden Morris’s appearance.  

 Though Henry James’s account of meeting Burden Morris offers a description of 

Burden Morris within her own home, where her appearance had presumably not been styled 

by an artist, the description recalls many of the distinctive elements of her physical 

appearance which are evident in the Cheyne Walk photographs, including Burden Morris’s 

statuesque frame, her saturnine complexion, and her abundant wavy, dark hair, as well as her 

unusual style of dress. However, unlike the photographs, James’s description also offers an 

account of the overall effect of such features when observed in the flesh. For James, Burden 

Morris was haunting, unreal, sublime, attributes suited to the mystically powerful. William 

Michael Rossetti noted a similar quality when he suggested that Burden Morris’s appearance 

operated in the realm of the symbolic, and that one need only capture its likeness in order to 

                                                        
51 H. C. Marillier, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: An Illustrated Memorial of His Art and Life, 3rd ed. 
(London: Bell, 1904), 136; [F. G. Stephens], “Mr. Rossetti’s New Pictures,” Athenaeum 2581 
(14 April 1877): 486. 
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access this further realm of meaning.52 While Rossetti had recognised the unique potential of 

Burden Morris’s features more than a decade before in the Oxford theatre, his initial 

explorations were confined to the authentic representation of medieval subject matter. In the 

1870s he embarked on a set of images which capitalized not only upon the distinct qualities 

of Burden Morris’s looks, but also upon their ability to generate amazed reactions. 

 Henry James’s account of Burden Morris recalls her “thin pale face, a pair of strange 

sad, deep, dark Swinburnish eyes,” a description which alludes to another frequently 

discussed aspect of Burden Morris’s appearance, her melancholy countenance.53 Perhaps the 

first such description of Burden Morris’s sorrowful features occurs in William Morris’s 

“Praise of My Lady,” in which William Morris elaborated upon Jane’s features in language 

which evokes feelings of grief and mourning.54 William Morris was not the only observer to 

acknowledge this aspect of Burden Morris’s appearance. Jane’s friend (and at one point her 

lover) Wilfrid Scawen Blunt also rhapsodized on Burden Morris’s sorrowful looks in verse. 

In the summer of 1893 he sent her an acrostic poem, composed following their first meeting 

nearly a decade before: 

Acrostic to Jane Morris 

Jacinths and jessamines and jonquilles sweet 

All odorous pale flowers from orient lands, 

(No vain red roses) strew I at thy feet, 

Emblems of grief and thee, with reverent hands. 

  

                                                        
52 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:244. 
53 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Edel, 1:94. 
54 See Chapter 2, 65-66. 



 

 

 

131 

Mine is no madrigal of passionate joy 

Or orison or aught less chaste than tears. 

Ruth on thy brow sits fairest. Its annoy 

Rends not thy beauty’s raiment, nor the years. 

In thy shut lips, what secrets! Who am I   

Should seek a sign at that sad sanctuary?55 

 

Dedicated to Burden Morris, the poem not only describes her features as sad, but notes that 

grief is the most appropriate expression for such a face.56 Though not as elaborate, W. 

Graham Robertson had a similar response to Burden Morris’s appearance. In providing 

feedback on the manuscript for Blake and Rossetti (1944) to his friend Kerrison Preston, 

Robertson commented upon Preston’s use of the word “tragic” to describe Jane Morris, 

noting that the word suited Burden Morris’s “appearance perfectly.”57 However, while 

Robertson agreed that Burden Morris’s features gave the impression of a melancholy 

woman, he objected to the classification of her personality as such, further commenting in 

his letters to Preston that “‘tragic (apart from personal appearance) does not describe Mrs. 

Morris at all,” and in his memoirs, “Her mind was not formed upon the same tragic lines as 

                                                        
55 Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, 9 June 1893, in Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt: The Letters of Jane 
Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt together with Extracts from Blunt’s Diaries, ed. Peter Faulkner 
(Exeter: University of Exeter, 1986), 80. 
56 Wendy Parkins suggests that in interpreting Jane Morris as tragic Blunt is seeing “Jane 
through the lens of Rossetti.” See Wendy Parkins, Jane Morris: The Burden of History 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 114. 
57 W. Graham Robertson to Kerrison Preston, 13 June 1941, in Letters from Graham Robertson, 
ed. Kerrison Preston (London: Hamilton, 1953), 461. 
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her face.”58 According to Blunt, Burden Morris too disapproved of the bleak characterisation 

of her features; after receiving his acrostic poem, Blunt claims that Burden Morris asked him 

whether her face actually gave him “the impression of being sad, as she had never thought of 

it as such.”59 These reactions to Burden Morris, then, seem to have been produced more 

directly by her appearance, rather than by her attitude or personality. This is in accordance 

with Victorian readings of beauty and physiognomy, the practice which linked outward 

appearance to an inner reality. According to Alexander Walker, a physiognomist who 

published extensively on female beauty in the nineteenth century, darker complexions were 

commonly associated with unhappiness: “the dark complexion […] is expressive to us of 

melancholy, gloom, or sadness,” and in contrast to the fair complexion which was associated 

with “purity, fineness, gayety.”60 Though it is difficult to gauge how broadly Walker’s ideas 

were adopted, physiognomy was a popular practice, and the reactions to Burden Morris’s 

appearance suggest that her contemporaries, whether or not they engaged directly with 

Walker’s work, held similar attitudes regarding the link between a saturnine complexion and 

a state of sorrow.61 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, unlike the majority of Rossetti’s studies of female 

beauty, those worked from Jane Morris consistently demonstrate an interest in 

                                                        
58 W. Graham Robertson to Kerrison Preston, 13 June 1941, in Preston, 461; Robertson, 
Time Was, 94. 
59 Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, 9 June 1893, in Faulkner, 80. 
60 Alexander Walker, Beauty: Illustrated Chiefly by an Analysis and Classification of Beauty in Woman,  
2nd ed. (London: Bohn, 1846), 179, http://books.google.ca/books?id=-
Gizc7OOgmIC&pg=PR1#v=onepage&q&f=false (accessed January 9, 2014). 
61 The relationship between Burden Morris’s appearance and physiognomic texts, particularly 
Walker’s, will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 
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contemplative, melancholic subject matter, indicating that like William Morris, Rossetti saw 

Jane Morris as a suitable model for such themes, her features synonymous with the emotion 

he was attempting to capture. Of Proserpine, William Michael Rossetti noted that Burden 

Morris was “the ideal sitter for such a subject.”62 That Burden Morris’s appearance was 

effective in establishing the tone of the work is further suggested by the contemporary 

commentary and response to Rossetti’s images, which often attribute a work’s melancholy 

aspects to the female figure. For instance, F. G. Stephens described the woman in La Pia de’ 

Tolomei in one of his many reports on Rossetti’s work for the Athenaeum, noting that her 

features show “no signs of animation, or hope, or care for existence, still less a desire to 

battle for life,” her “cheeks have lost their colour and their fulness is gone,” her lips “are 

slightly parted with the languors of decline.”63 Swinburne, though viewing the work in an 

unfinished state, similarly remarked on the figure in La Pia de’ Tolomei: “her pallid splendid 

face hangs a little forward, wan and white against the mass of dark deep hair; under her 

hands is a work of embroidery, hanging still on the frame unfinished; just touched by the 

                                                        
62 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:325. It is possible that the sombre cast of Burden Morris’s 
features influenced Rossetti’s selection of the subject of Proserpine for this work. In a letter 
to Howell regarding the work in its early stages he states, “I am now working on a picture 
which I expect to have finished shortly, from that tall upright drawing you know of Janey 
with an apple (or pomegranate I shall probably make it),” suggesting that the work was 
originally schemed as Eve holding an apple. See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Charles Augustus 
Howell, 22 October 1872, in Cline, no. 148. See also Virginia Surtees, The Paintings and 
Drawings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882): A Catalogue Raisonné (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1971), 1:131. 
63 [F. G. Stephens], “Mr. Rossetti’s New Pictures,” Athenaeum 2783 (26 February 1881): 304. 
Rossetti invited Stephens to review his work for the Athenaeum on occasion; however, 
Rossetti, careful as usual about his public reputation, had authority over Stephens’s final text.  
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weak weary hands […] In her eyes is a strange look of wonder and sorrow and fatigue.”64 

Rossetti himself referred to La Pia as a “‘painful’ subject,”65 and Ford Madox Brown noted 

the suitability of model to subject in a letter to George Rae:  

Rossetti has the Morrises staying with him in order to paint Mrs. M as ‘La Pia’ from 

Dante’s ‘Purgatorio.’ […] It seems that, in Dante's time, a very beautiful lady was 

shut up by her husband in a castle in the Maremma, and there died either of poison 

or through the malaria. With Mrs. Morris for model and Rossetti for the painter and 

such a subject, you can imagine some of the tragic, fearful beauty of the picture!66 

 

Stephens’s review of Proserpine likewise describes “the sorrowfulness of her face,” her 

“somewhat slender, slightly wasted, but noble frame,” and her “full-formed lips […] the 

symbols of a strenuous soul yearning for freedom.”67 And, according to C. A. Howell, 

William Graham refused to purchase Proserpine because, as Howell quotes, “too sad, Mrs. 

Morris’s face and the deep earnest expression of it, always brings me to all my sorrow, I 

cannot help it, I have felt it for some months, and now it is so strong on me, that I could not 

look at the picture without such emotion as renders me quite unfit for any work.”68 Even 

Pandora, though not a figure as distinctly associated with sadness, was described by critics as 

wearing “a look of distant brooding melancholy.”69 These accounts recall the remote, 

inexpressive, and angular face of Parsons’s photographs, the contrast of Burden Morris’s 

                                                        
64 Algernon Charles Swinburne, Essays and Studies (London: Chatto and Windus, 1875), 378. 
65 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Charles Augustus Howell, 9 July 1873, in Cline, no. 265. 
66 Ford Madox Brown to George Rae, 9 April 1868, in Ford Madox Brown: A Record of His Life 
and Work, by Ford M. Hueffer (London: Longmans, Green, 1896), 237-38. 
67 [F. G. Stephens], “Pictures by Mr. Rossetti,” Athenaeum 2494 (14 August 1875): 220. 
68 Charles Augustus Howell to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 3 July 1873, in Cline, no. 257. 
69 Marillier, Rossetti, 113. 
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dark hair and brows against her skin, and her tall, lean physique. And while it has frequently 

been suggested that Rossetti designed these pictures “as a reference to Jane’s own 

unhappiness in her marriage to William Morris,” that it is biography which made Burden 

Morris a suitable model for these subjects, the contemporary descriptions of both Burden 

Morris’s features and the works in which these features were relayed, indicate that Burden 

Morris’s appearance was also a determining (if not the determining) factor for her inclusion 

in this set of paintings.70 As J. B. Bullen has recently argued, “The mood of the Day Dream 

has its roots in Jane Morris’s proverbial taciturnity, and her brooding appearance. This was 

first recorded by Rossetti in the photographs of 1864, and was later expressed in […] La Pia, 

The Blue Silk Dress and Mariana. He then went on to celebrate her meditative temperament 

quite specifically in The Reverie and Silence.”71 

 Although Burden Morris’s appearance may have been read as tragic by her 

contemporaries according to Victorian notions of physiognomy, such a characterisation 

seems to almost certainly have been reinforced by Rossetti’s images. In his study of the 

painter, Marillier commented on the repeated link between the Burden Morris figure and 

melancholy subject matter, suggesting it was Rossetti who had infused Burden Morris’s 

features with sadness. For instance, in his discussion of Proserpine, he notes, “In none of the 

other pictures done from Mrs. Morris do we find so appropriate the distant air of brooding 

melancholy with which the painter continued to invest her features.”72 The writers Katherine 

                                                        
70 Julian Treuherz, Elizabeth Prettejohn, and Edwin Becker, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2003), 206. 
71 Bullen, Painter and Poet, 254. 
72 Marillier, Rossetti, 122. 
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Bradley and Edith Cooper (who published under the name Michael Field) held a similar 

impression, though Bradley and Cooper suggested that Rossetti’s images had been selective, 

ignoring the more kindly side of Burden Morris’s nature, claiming, “Rossetti had painted 

everything but her greatest beauty – her kindly smile.”73 However, while Marillier and 

Bradley and Cooper focused on the way Rossetti’s images had shaped the perception of 

Burden Morris’s appearance, these images have further been used to deduce Burden Morris’s 

personality, and have been used as evidence in the Pre-Raphaelite narrative of Jane’s 

unhappiness in her marriage to William Morris.74 In a similar fashion, Rossetti’s images have 

sometimes been used to promote or confirm the popular perception of Burden Morris as a 

languorous invalid.  

 Contemporary accounts and correspondence attest to Burden Morris’s struggle with 

various forms of illness throughout her life. Burden Morris’s letters are punctuated with 

mentions of neuralgia, bouts of rheumatism, and chronic backache, as well as descriptions of 

the typical colds and flu which occasionally plagued all members of the Morris family.75 Back 

pain seems to have been the overriding symptom, and visitors to the Morris household often 

                                                        
73 T. Sturge Moore and D. C. Sturge Moore, eds, Works and Days: From the Journal of Michael 
Field (London: Murray, 1933), 234-35. 
74 For instance, Gay Daly suggests that Jane was complicit in Rossetti’s selection of subject 
matter for La Pia de’ Tolomei: “she must have been using Gabriel as a means of sending 
Morris a message so ugly that she could not tell it to him in person.” See Gay Daly, Pre-
Raphaelites in Love (New York: Ticknor and Fields, 1989), 355. In her study of Elizabeth 
Siddall, Jan Marsh suggests that biographers have similarly attempted to deduce Siddall’s 
“personality from the image of Beata Beatrix.” See Jan Marsh, The Legend of Elizabeth Siddal 
(London: Quartet, 1989), 117. 
75 See, for instance, Jane Morris to Theodore Watts-Dunton, October/November 1887, in 
The Collected Letters of Jane Morris, ed. Frank C. Sharp and Jan Marsh (Woodbridge, UK: 
Boydell, 2012), 159; Jane Morris to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 6 January 1880, in Bryson and 
Troxell, 129; Jane Morris to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, July 1879, in Bryson and Troxell, 100. 
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noticed that Burden Morris was most comfortable lying on a sofa, and that she generally 

participated in domestic and social activities from this position.76 The materiality of Burden 

Morris’s letters also forms a record of the time she spent in a recumbent position; sometimes 

written in pencil, these letters are a material acknowledgement of the moments when Burden 

Morris was too ill to sit at a writing desk.77 

 Biographers of the Morris-Rossetti circle have struggled to pinpoint the exact cause 

of Burden Morris’s symptoms. As Helen Angeli states: 

 Jane Morris does not give the impression of a happy woman. She was always ailing in 

 the inexplicable manner of the delicate ladies of her time. How many of these 

 Victorian ladies were for ever languishing on sofas, unfit to deal with the ordinary 

 commerce of life, and yet lived on into a ripe and sometimes very advanced age! It is 

                                                        
76 For instance, Henry James notes that following his dinner with the Morris family in the 
spring of 1869, William Morris read to the family, and Jane “having a bad toothache, lay on 
the sofa, with her handkerchief to her face;” Georgiana Burne-Jones relates that Burden 
Morris adopted a similar position for enjoying the revelry of Christmas at the Grange in 
1873: “Mrs. Morris, placed safely out of the way, watched everything from her sofa;” and 
Helena Sickert, a friend of the Morris children, describes seeing Jane on visits to Kelmscott 
House: “To see Mrs. Morris reclining on a couch in all her strange beauty, her long, pale 
hands moving deftly over some rich embroidery…” See Henry James to Alice James, 10 
March 1869, in Edel, 1:94; Burne-Jones, 2:46; H. M. Swanwick, I Have Been Young (London: 
Gollancz, 1935), 100. 
77 Rossetti himself scrutinised Burden Morris’s letters for material clues as to the state of her 
health, occasionally noting her use of pencil or an uncharacteristic weak hand. For example, 
on 18 March 1878 he writes, “It is sad to see you writing in pencil, but still a thousand times 
better than no writing, and I am most thankful to you for making the exertion,” and on 27 
February of the same year, “Your letter is far from consolatory indeed. The very writing does 
not look like your firm hand, but reminds me of poor Lizzy’s in days gone by.” See Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 18 March 1878, in Bryson and Troxell, 58; and Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 27 February 1878, in Bryson and Troxell, 53. 
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 difficult to determine whether the trouble is of the mind or of some diagnosable 

 origin.78 

 

While Angeli’s account takes a dismissive attitude to Burden Morris’s illness, not uncommon 

in Pre-Raphaelite biography, it also anticipates the current stance on Burden Morris’s health: 

that her illness was most likely the result of a complexity of physical, psychological, and 

social factors. 

 Both Jan Marsh and Fiona MacCarthy have indicated that Burden Morris’s physical 

complaints likely stemmed from gynaecological problems, as when Burden Morris sought 

treatment for chronic back pain at the end of the 1860s, a facility in the German spa town of 

Bad Ems which specialized in disorders of the uterine system, was selected for her 

recovery.79 However, the timing of the Ems visit has also led some to suggest that Burden 

Morris’s symptoms were indeed psychological. According to Marsh, Burden Morris’s debility 

“could have been brought about by emotional stress, for it followed the period of acute and 

unresolved tension between herself, Gabriel [Rossetti] and [William] Morris.”80 However, 

Burden Morris’s difficulties with her health were not isolated to this period of strain, and 

instead remain an element of her correspondence into the final years of her life, suggesting 

that, if psychological factors were indeed to blame, romantic tension was not the only cause 

of Burden Morris’s emotional distress.  

                                                        
78 Helen Rossetti Angeli, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His Friends and Enemies (London: Hamilton, 
1949), 209. 
79 See Jan Marsh, Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story, 1839-1938 (London: Pandora, 
1986), chap. 8, especially pages 78-79; Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time 
(1994; repr., London: Faber and Faber, 2010), xiii and 233. 
80 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 78-79. 
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 Certainly of great strain on Burden Morris’s mental well-being was the illness of her 

eldest daughter, Jenny, who was diagnosed with epilepsy in the summer of 1876 when she 

was fifteen years old. Despite the stigma of the disease and the limited possibilities for 

treatment in the nineteenth century, the Morrises endeavoured to look after Jenny at home, 

and much of her immediate care was organised and overseen by Jane herself. More than a 

decade after the diagnosis, Burden Morris described the shock she still experienced when 

witnessing the force of Jenny’s illness: “It has been a dreadful grief for us all, worse for me 

than for anyone, as I have been so constantly with her, I never get used to it, I mean in the 

sense of not minding, every time the thing occurs, it is as if a dagger were thrust into me.”81 

As Jenny’s illness worsened, Burden Morris was regularly advised that she should no longer 

live with her eldest daughter – the strain was negatively affecting her own health.82 And while 

Jenny was sometimes sent away for care or on holidays with her father, as late as 1909 

Burden Morris remained conflicted regarding any permanent separation.83 

 Angeli contends that Burden Morris “was always ailing in the inexplicable manner of 

the delicate ladies of her time,” indicating that Burden Morris’s experience of invalidism was 

not unique, but moreover, that illness, as a form of frailty or weakness, formed part of the 

                                                        
81 Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, 9 August 1888, in Sharp and Marsh, 169. 
82 See, for instance, Jane Morris to Sydney Carlyle Cockerell, 29 August 1904, in Sharp and 
Marsh, 381: “I may be obliged to give up my living with Jenny – my doctor here says it is 
madness for me to go on in my present condition, the nerves are strained to the very 
uttermost,” and, Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, 11 July 1888, in Sharp and Marsh, 
168: “my doctor says I must never again live with Jenny while she is in her present condition, 
my brain was suffering from it.” 
83 See Jane Morris to Sydney Carlyle Cockerell, 1 April 1909, in Sharp and Marsh, 419-20: 
“The doctor […] told me my nerves were shattered from the long strain of living with my 
dear Jenny, and strongly advised me to part from her, but I can’t make up my mind – it is 
heart rending only to think of it.” 
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social construction of femininity at the time. However, as Jan Marsh notes, the nineteenth-

century belief that women were physically inferior to men was complicated by social 

divisions. Women of the working classes were regarded as capable of demanding physical 

labour, and it was therefore “only middle-class women who were perceived as frail and 

weak.”84 Because “Delicate health and physical frailty were seen as signs of ‘good-breeding’ 

and high social status,” Marsh contends that “upwardly mobile women often adopted 

weakness as a badge of gentility – too much health and vigour gave the impression of 

belonging to a lower class.”85 Given Burden Morris’s background it is possible that she may 

have “adopted” invalidism as Marsh proposes, in order to better conform to her new role as 

a middle-class wife. And as Burden Morris came to terms with running a middle-class 

household, and adjusted to the wider social circle London offered, illness may have proved 

similarly useful, providing an acceptable explanation for excusing herself from social or 

domestic expectations and obligations. According to Maria Frawley, this potential of 

invalidism was recognised and employed by nineteenth-century men and women alike.86 Like 

many, then, Burden Morris may have found some benefit to the chronic condition which 

disrupted her life from the mid-1860s onward. 

 Nevertheless, Wendy Parkins argues that the social contextualization of the Victorian 

experience of illness has done a disservice to Burden Morris’s reputation, giving credence 

(perhaps inadvertently) to the suggestion that Burden Morris’s symptoms were performed or 

                                                        
84 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 79. 
85 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 79. 
86 Maria Frawley, Invalidism and Identity in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004), 24-25. 
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imaginary rather than genuinely felt.87 Thus, Parkins notes, that while Marsh argues that the 

forms of illness associated with female gentility were “not of course faked nor consciously 

sought: most sick women must undoubtedly have suffered genuine and sometimes severe 

pain,”88 MacCarthy implies that Burden Morris’s illness was a badge that could be discarded 

whenever romance called: “the ease with which Janey could spring back into normal activity, 

with Rossetti, or with Blunt, able suddenly to walk for many miles across the countryside, 

suggests her illness was psychological as well.”89 As Parkins contends, in MacCarthy’s 

description, “‘psychological’ seems synonymous with ‘invented,’ or at least strategically and 

hence knowingly deployed.”90 In searching for the physiological or psychological cause of 

Burden Morris’s illness, or by classifying it as a social necessity, the discussion of Burden 

Morris’s invalidism has become circumscribed, and instead of validating Burden Morris’s 

experiences or freeing her from biographical construction, such investigations have worked 

to reinforce the perception of Burden Morris as a chronic and incapacitated invalid. Parkins 

posits instead that Burden Morris’s illness be considered in light of Frawley’s work on illness 

and identity, and consequently that “Jane Morris should be seen as actively seeking health 

                                                        
87 Wendy Parkins, “Jane Morris’s Invalidism Reconsidered,” Nineteenth-Century Gender Studies 
4, no. 2 (2008), para. 10, http://www.ncgsjournal.com/issue42/parkins.htm. The veracity of 
Burden Morris’s symptoms were also questioned in the nineteenth century. Describing the 
unhappy atmosphere of the Morris home, Lily Yeats noted one of the obstacles was “Mrs. 
Morris taking refuge in bad health. I never knew if it was real or not, she was selfish and 
indolent.” See Lily Yeats, scrapbook, quoted in Gifford Lewis, The Yeats Sisters and the Cuala 
(Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1994), 113. 
88 Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 80. 
89 MacCarthy, xiii. 
90 Parkins, “Invalidism Reconsidered,” para. 13. 
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rather than passively resigning herself to incapacity.”91 She argues that Burden Morris’s 

biography indicates she regularly sought remedies for her ailments (as the journey to Bad 

Ems indicates), and moreover, that despite her illness, maintained an active life, engineering 

domestic and social occasions to accommodate the necessary comforts for her condition, 

and similarly pursuing activities which could be executed from a prone position, such as 

reading, writing, and embroidery.92 

 Posing for pictures was also an activity in which Burden Morris could engage. And 

Rossetti, an unwilling expert in illness, remained attentive to his model’s needs while also 

endeavouring to get the material needed from a sitting.93 The majority of Rossetti’s sketches 

taken from Burden Morris in the early 1870s demonstrate that Burden Morris typically posed 

in a reclining posture (Fig. 3.13), though she is sometimes depicted sewing or reading (Fig. 

3.14), and the use and consideration of such easy poses is further reflected in the 

correspondence between artist and model. For instance, in the spring of 1880, Rossetti wrote 

to Burden Morris, “I am wanting to make drawings of your hands for the newly projected 

picture – ‘Tanto gentile e tanto onesta pare.’ […] of course I would manage to do them 

                                                        
91 Parkins, “Invalidism Reconsidered,” para. 14. 
92 Parkins, “Invalidism Reconsidered.” 
93 Like Burden Morris, Rossetti struggled with various forms of illness throughout his adult 
life, including episodes of blindness and mental instability. His death from Bright’s disease 
(kidney disease) at the age of fifty-three was almost certainly caused in part by his addiction 
to chloral hydrate, a sedative used to keep other symptoms at bay. In the 1850s and early 
1860s, Rossetti had also observed and aided in the care of his wife, Elizabeth Siddall.  
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while you were lying down. I have made, with this view, slight sketches from nature, so that I 

could be sure of the action and not keep you changing.”94 

 While Burden Morris’s health seems to have dictated the types of poses she was able 

to assume, it also affected her availability for sittings, and consequently impacted the pace of 

Rossetti’s work. Burden Morris frequently left London in search of the health benefits of 

other climates, and when in town, she was periodically too ill to travel to Rossetti’s studio, a 

fact that caused Rossetti some distress, as a letter from 1881 indicates. Rossetti pleads, “I am 

very seriously in need of a sitting. Do not come on any account till you feel you can do so 

safely, but do give me a few hours.”95 In the early years of her sitting to Rossetti, it is 

possible that Burden Morris’s illness worked to Rossetti’s advantage, as posing was one of 

the activities in which she could engage with relative ease when unwell. However, with time 

it seems that Burden Morris learned to manage her episodes of illness, and the resulting 

ability to engage in a wider range of activities further impacted her availability for modelling. 

One letter in particular reflects Rossetti’s frustration at having been abandoned in favour of 

a more adventurous plan. Finding that Burden Morris had left London to travel to 

Kelmscott Manor by boat, he writes, “Of course the question of your health is paramount; 

but would a reclining posture while I draw your hands have affected it more than the same 

                                                        
94 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 12 April 1880, in Marsh and Sharp, 150. “Tanto 
gentile e tanto onesta pare” is probably The Salutation of Beatrice (1880-81). Despite the care 
undertaken, Rossetti did note that posing could sometimes be arduous for Burden Morris 
“in her delicate state.” See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Christina Rossetti, 3 December 1875, in 
Rossetti, Family Letters, 2:324. 
95 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 10 August 1881, in Bryson and Troxell, 184. 
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posture at home? – surely not more than a sudden journey and stoppage to see the water-

party.”96 

 Illness figures frequently in the correspondence between Burden Morris and 

Rossetti, and some have suggested that due to the fervour with which the subject is 

addressed, illness acted as a substitute for more romantic expressions of feeling. Fiona 

MacCarthy, for instance, argues that in their correspondence Burden Morris and Rossetti 

“are intertwined in illness, in solicitous inquiry, exchanging news of treatments: theirs was 

hypochondriac passion, taken to extremes.”97 However, while Rossetti’s letters do express a 

rather ardent interest in Burden Morris’s health, so few of Burden Morris’s letters to Rossetti 

survive that it is difficult to determine the extent to which she participated in this discussion. 

In the existing letters, Burden Morris’s mentions of illness are generally matter-of-fact and 

differ little from those made in letters to other friends and correspondents. Frequently 

Burden Morris writes of her expectations for recovery, and on occasion she attempts to 

make light of her circumstances.98 Her correspondence indicates that she viewed illness as a 

regular part of her life, and though this was perhaps regrettable, her attitude is not 

                                                        
96 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 16 August 1881, in Bryson and Troxell, 184. 
Rossetti’s remark about a “water-party” probably refers to Burden Morris’s method of travel, 
as in a letter to Philip Lyttleton Gell from around the same time, Burden Morris reveals a 
plan to travel to Kelmscott Manor via houseboat. See Jane Morris to Philip Lyttleton Gell, 6 
July 1881, in Marsh and Sharp, 119. Though Burden Morris continued to model for Rossetti 
until his death, the infrequency of her visits in later years may also be linked to the end of the 
romantic relationship between artist and model. Burden Morris is believed to have ended the 
affair in the mid-1870s. 
97 MacCarthy, 243. MacCarthy’s description again suggests that Burden Morris’s concern for 
her health was unwarranted. 
98 See, for instance, Jane Morris to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 31 May 1878, in Bryson and 
Troxell, 68. 
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deterministic. In contrast, Rossetti’s approach to Burden Morris’s health, though 

conscientious, is incessantly anxious, suggesting that Rossetti consistently regarded Burden 

Morris as an invalid. 

 Burden Morris’s struggle with pain and illness affected her availability as a model and 

the range of postures she was able to occupy; however, Rossetti’s understanding of Burden 

Morris was also altered by her illness and this too may be reflected in his art. Just as Burden 

Morris’s physical appearance may have suggested to Rossetti a suitability for particular 

melancholy subjects, her experiences with illness may have informed and furthered Rossetti’s 

identification of Burden Morris with such subjects. For instance, the loose-limbed, relaxed, 

and semi-recumbent poses evident in many of Rossetti’s intimate sketches and drawings of 

Burden Morris are echoed by her posture in works such as Reverie, La Pia de’ Tolomei, and 

Mariana. Even in works in which the Burden Morris figure is depicted standing, her posture 

is typically curved, giving the figure a sort of wilting quality consistent with illness or physical 

weakness. In the reviews for La Pia de’ Tolomei and Proserpine the female figure is described as 

pale and exhausted, a figure weary and listless, qualities also suited to Rossetti’s experience of 

his model. Indeed, it seems that Rossetti’s conception of Burden Morris as an invalid 

harmonised well with the qualities of melancholy and silence typically ascribed to her, and 

further enabled his creation of an aesthetic embodiment of reticent, brooding melancholy. 

 The image of Burden Morris created by Rossetti, and as exemplified by Rossetti’s 

myriad drawings of Burden Morris as well as the more complete oil paintings, has worked to 

reinforce the notion of Burden Morris as a passive, weary, and melancholy invalid in the 

popular imagination both historically and into the present. Seeing Burden Morris again in 
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1881, for example, Henry James wrote to a friend, “I didn’t fall in love with Mrs. William 

Morris, the strange, pale, livid, gaunt, silent, and yet in a manner graceful and picturesque, 

wife of the poet and paper-maker,”99 and Georgiana Burne-Jones’s sister Louisa (Baldwin), 

seeing Burden Morris sometime after William Morris’s death, noted that Burden Morris 

looked “horribly ill” and like “such a sad woman.”100 Rossetti’s images also linger in the minds 

of more recent biographers. Angeli’s comparison of Burden Morris to the “Victorian ladies 

[who] were for ever languishing on sofas,”101 or MacCarthy’s claim that “There remains the 

mystery of the ill health of Mrs. Morris, who took to the sofa in 1869, at the age of twenty-

nine, and never really left it,”102 effectively recall Rossetti’s numerous sketches of Burden 

Morris from the 1870s in which she is depicted gracefully reclining. Griselda Pollock and 

Deborah Cherry have noted that a similar linkage between text and image occurs in the 

history of Elizabeth Siddall:  

Consistent ideological work has been required to stabilize the “Siddal” drawings 

around a unified subject, and to bind the drawings to written representations of 

Rossetti’s model as a frail and languorous invalid of melancholy disposition. It is 

effected by the constant and unquestioning reiteration of the image of “Siddal” 

initially produced in the memoirs from the 1880s to the 1900s supported by the 

selective reproduction of drawings showing a woman lounging in a chair, eyes closed 

or downcast, impassive and inert.103  

 

                                                        
99 Henry James to Frances Anne Kemble, 24 March 1881, in Edel, 2:352. 
100 Louisa Baldwin, quoted in A. W. Baldwin, The Macdonald Sisters (London: Davies, 1960), 
158. 
101 Angeli, 209. 
102 MacCarthy, xiii. 
103 Pollock and Cherry, “Woman as Sign,” 112-13. 
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And, as in the case of Elizabeth Siddall, the image of the invalid, repeated and reinforced by 

text and image, obscures the activities of the woman represented. In Siddall’s case this image 

denies her identity as an artist, an active producer of images. In Burden Morris’s case, it 

overshadows the representations of Burden Morris as a devoted wife and mother, an avid 

reader and eager traveller, a lover of fun, and an active participant in various art forms – as 

an embroideress and an artist’s model. As Burden Morris’s obituary in the Daily Mail states, 

“Very delicate in health, she was known personally to few, but she has become world-

famous through her beauty and through the genius with which Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

repeatedly reproduced her wonderful features.”104 Ironically then, it seems that Burden 

Morris’s desire to remain useful despite her illness, by posing for works of art, led to the 

creation of an image frequently interpreted as a sign of her idleness and uselessness.105 

 

“More queenly than any Guinevere or Cleopatra:” Making Jane Morris as Myth 

Throughout his career Rossetti rarely exhibited his work publicly. In the early years of the 

Pre-Raphaelite experiment Rossetti eschewed exhibition out of disdain for the policies and 

procedures of institutions such as the Royal Academy, and because he tended to produce 

intimate watercolours rather than oil paintings. In his later career this avoidance seems to 

have been rooted in a feeling of dissatisfaction with his work as well as a persistent anxiety 

                                                        
104 “Mrs. William Morris,” Daily Mail (29 January 1914): 6. 
105 This view is further dependent upon the characterization of modelling as a passive 
activity, as discussed in the previous chapter, 89. 
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over how his painting would be received.106 As he wrote to Jane Morris in 1878 after 

deciding against contributing to an exhibition at the Grosvenor Gallery, “a lifelong 

abstinence from exhibition makes me perhaps over-anxious; and it is certainly a fact that an 

unfavourable result would have the effect of damping the few who remain to help me to a 

livelihood.”107 While the avoidance of public exhibition allowed Rossetti to feel a more 

definite sense of control over the reception of his work, in the nineteenth century exhibition 

remained one of the key methods of obtaining artistic commissions, and avoidance therefore 

also made obtaining buyers for his work more difficult. Instead Rossetti, in conjunction with 

a network of friends and private dealers, cultivated “a select circle of wealthy patrons,” 

including the shipping magnate Frederick R. Leyland and the Glasgow MP and merchant 

William Graham, who could be relied upon to commission regular work.108 Rossetti’s 

sensuous studies of women proved popular with the new merchant class of patron, and 

though some have lauded Rossetti for contriving an ingenious alternative to the exhibition 

system, his subsequent dependency on a relatively select group of men also produced 

                                                        
106 Marsh, Rossetti, 312 and 501-02. Through copyright agreements with his purchasers, 
Rossetti further prevented his patrons from lending his works to public exhibitions without 
his permission. 
107 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 5 March 1878, in Bryson and Troxell, 56. Rossetti 
may have been particularly concerned about his public reputation following the criticism of 
his volume Poems (1870). It is widely believed that the critical reviews of the work by Robert 
Buchanan (“The Fleshly School of Poetry,” Contemporary Review, 1871; The Fleshy School of 
Poetry and Other Phenomena of the Day, 1872) contributed to Rossetti’s mental collapse in the 
summer of 1872. See William E. Fredeman, Prelude to the Last Decade: Dante Gabriel Rossetti in 
the Summer of 1872 (Manchester: John Rylands Library, 1971). 
108 Francis L. Fennell Jr., ed., The Rossetti-Leyland Letters: The Correspondence of an Artist and his  
Patron (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1978), xi. 
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relatively static work.109 According to William Michael Rossetti, commenting on his brother’s 

frequent working of “beautiful women with floral adjuncts,” “The gentlemen who 

commissioned or purchased his pictures are chiefly responsible for this result; as he, on the 

contrary, would in several instances have preferred to carry out as paintings some of his 

more important designs, including sometimes numerous figures of both sexes.”110 

 It was not only the style of Rossetti’s works that was similar. As the numerous 

paintings worked from Jane Morris demonstrate, Rossetti often worked repeatedly from the 

same model, and because the distinctiveness of the model’s features typically remains visible 

in the finished work, there is an overriding sense of sameness to his oeuvre. This is further 

compounded by Rossetti’s frequent replication of his own work. There are, for instance, at 

least two versions of Reverie, four of Pandora, and seven versions of Proserpine.111 Not all of 

these works, however, are exact replicas. Rossetti often worked the same composition in 

different media, or sometimes in varying scales. He also, on occasion, varied the 

compositional details of the replicas. These alterations were sometimes minor – in the final 

version of Proserpine (1882), for example, Rossetti replaced Burden Morris’s dark hair with a 

mane of fiery red – and sometimes major – the 1879 version of Pandora is so different from 

that produced in 1871 that it almost constitutes a completely different composition (Figs 

3.15-3.16). Rossetti also created works which are ostensibly different in subject, and yet 

which mirror each other in composition, colouring, and content, as is the case with Astarte 

                                                        
109 Fennell, xxiii-xxvii. See also Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic: Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
(London: Frederick Muller, 1949), 329-30. 
110 Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:203. 
111 Rossetti’s replication of works is not unique to those done from Jane Morris. There are, 
for example, six versions of Beata Beatrix (1864). 
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Syriaca and Mnemosyne (Figs 3.12 and 3.17), and images such as Blanzifiore (1873), a reworking 

of one of the false starts for Proserpine (Fig. 3.18). 

 According to Jan Marsh, the creation of replicas was “standard practice in the 

Victorian art world, where coloured reproduction was not otherwise possible, […] and a 

painter’s reputation was often based on his most sought-after works,” and though Rossetti 

sometimes complained about the tedium of producing copies, the practice held both 

monetary and artistic benefits for the artist.112 Just as he regularly produced half-length 

studies of female beauty in order to satisfy the interests of his patrons, Rossetti’s creation of 

replicas was partially driven by his buyers’ desire to possess identical compositions.113 

 Rossetti’s replication of his works was also motivated by artistic factors. As David 

Wayne Thomas notes, “Rossetti understood his repetitions to reflect a pursuit after ‘the 

ideal,’” and thus by attempting the same composition on multiple occasions, Rossetti came 

closer to achieving the complete and perfect realisation of an idea.114 This idea is further 

                                                        
112 Marsh, Rossetti, 270-71. Despite the commonplace nature of replication, Rossetti did 
encounter some resistance to the practice. Letters between Henry Treffry Dunn, Theodore 
Watts-Dunton, and Rossetti suggest that towards the end of Rossetti’s life, Leyland was 
becoming irritated by the practice. See Henry Treffry Dunn to Theodore Watts-Dunton, 17 
March 1882, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Theodore Watts-Dunton, [1882], in Add. MS 
70627, British Library, London. According to Dianne Sachko Macleod replicas were 
beginning to be regarded more critically towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
particularly amid concerns over the increasing potential of mechanical reproduction, and the 
economic worth of private collections. See Dianne Sachko Macleod, Art and the Victorian 
Middle Class: Money and the Making of Cultural Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), 319-25. 
113 William Graham and his uncle John Graham, for instance, both commissioned versions 
of the Pandora subject, and Mariana was originally conceived as a portrait of Jane Morris after 
W. Graham requested a replica of Mrs. William Morris (The Blue Silk Dress). 
114 David Wayne Thomas, “Replicas and Originality: Picturing Agency in Dante Gabriel  
Rossetti and Victorian Manchester,” Victorian Studies 43, no. 1 (2000): 78. 
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echoed in Rossetti’s persistent revisitation of his poetry and revision of completed and sold 

works in order to make improvements, and is evident in his repeated return to individual 

models.115 Both W. M. Rossetti and William Sharp have argued that in Jane Morris, Rossetti 

found “an ideal face, […] the highest in all qualities that appealed to him which he had ever 

seen,” and that it therefore made sense to “accept it as his prevailing model.”116 However, 

Rossetti himself reflected differently upon the notion of the ideal, regarding it as something 

almost impossible to achieve. This belief is apparent in a letter to Burden Morris: “How nice 

it would be if I could feel sure I had painted you once and for all so as to let the world know 

what you were; but every new thing I do from you is a disappointment, and it is only at some 

odd moment when I cannot set about it that I see by a flash the way it ought to be done.”117 

 Despite Rossetti’s general prohibition on exhibition, there were limited opportunities 

for the general public to access his artistic work. Contrary to popular belief, Rossetti’s work 

was shown in public on occasion, particularly in distant urban centres. John Graham’s 

Pandora, for example, was lent to an exhibition at the Glasgow Art Institute in the spring of 

1876, while William Turner’s version of Proserpine was similarly exhibited in Manchester in 

the spring of 1878 as part of a campaign for the Art Schools Building Fund, and where, 

                                                        
115 For example, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti as Designer and Writer, William Michael Rossetti relates 
his brother’s thoughts on Proserpine, “‘This design,’ he wrote, ‘ is a favourite one with me, and 
so I determined to have another tussle to make it my best, which I hope it is now sure to be. 
The head is much better, both in expression and as a likeness [of Mrs. William Morris], than 
the others; and the whole thing, done in this way, has a unity which is the right thing for a 
work of the kind.’” See Rossetti, Designer and Writer, 88. 
116 William Sharp, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: A Record and a Study (London: Macmillan, 1882), 196-
97. See also Rossetti, Family Letters, 1:244. 
117 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 30 January 1870, in Bryson and Troxell, 33. 
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according to Turner, it “caused a sensation.”118 Those who moved in the right circles were 

able to view Rossetti’s paintings, as potential buyers, in the studio, or by securing permission 

to view the works in the homes of Rossetti’s patrons, as Vernon Lee did with Leyland’s 

collection in the summer of 1883.119 More broadly, readers of the Athenaeum were regularly 

treated to updates and lengthy descriptions of Rossetti’s most recent work, and in the late 

1870s, a limited number of Rossetti’s works were made available through photographic 

reproduction.120  

 According to Alicia Craig Faxon, Rossetti began to commission photographs of his 

work as early as 1853.121 These images were primarily used as reference material by the artist, 

allowing him to track the progress of a painting, or to replicate an image after the original 

had been sold. They were also distributed to potential buyers or sent as gifts to family and 

friends.122 With the help of his friend Frederic Shields, a partner in the English Picture 

Publishing Company, Rossetti formally published at least two of his works taken from 

Burden Morris: the portrait study Perlascura (1871) was autotyped in 1877 (Fig. 3.19), and was 

                                                        
118 William A. Turner to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 31 May 1878, in Fredeman, Correspondence, 
6:601. 
119 See Vernon Lee to [her mother], 11 July 1883, in Willis, 126. 
120 See, for instance, [Stephens], “New Pictures [1877],” 486-87; [F. G. Stephens], “Mr. 
Rossetti’s New Pictures,” Athenaeum 2714 (1 November 1879): 566-67; [Stephens], “New 
Pictures [1881],” 304. 
121 Alicia Craig Faxon, “Rossetti’s Reputation: A Study of the Dissemination of His Art 
through Photographs,” in Art History through the Camera’s Lens, ed. Helene E. Roberts (N.p.: 
Gordon and Breach, 1995), 318. 
122 For instance, Rossetti sent a photograph of Dante’s Dream to the Liverpool Town Council 
in 1881 while purchase of the work was under consideration. See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to 
Jane Morris, 28 April 1881, in Bryson and Troxell, 179. Jane Morris and Sarah Cox/Fanny 
Cornforth both possessed autotypes of Rossetti’s work. 
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closely followed by Silence, reproduced in 1878 (Fig. 3.20).123 Though it is unclear exactly 

where these reproductions were sold, Rossetti’s correspondence suggests that the works 

were available at Agnew’s in Bond Street in 1878.124 At one point, Rossetti also proposed 

publishing a book which would contain twelve autotyped images of Jane Morris; however, 

this project never came to fruition.125 

 Despite these opportunities, Rossetti’s artistic work gained its greatest public 

visibility following his death in 1882, beginning with the major memorial exhibitions, 

including the simultaneous retrospective exhibitions held at the Royal Academy and the 

Burlington Fine Arts Club in the winter of 1883. Both exhibitions were extensive: the Royal 

Academy exhibition featured over eighty works, while the exhibition at the Burlington Fine 

Arts Club displayed nearly twice as many. Both contained examples from throughout 

Rossetti’s career, and works which feature Jane Morris as a model were well represented – 

indeed, because of Rossetti’s frequent creation of replicas, viewers were able to see similar 

works at both shows. The exhibitions seem to have generated a great deal of interest; as one 

                                                        
123 According to Colin Ford, there is some suggestion that John Robert Parsons, the 
photographer of the Cheyne Walk sitting, whom Rossetti also commissioned to take 
reference photographs of several of his works, was selling reproductions of Rossetti’s work 
without his permission, though it is unclear which images these might have been. See Ford, 
317. 
124 Rossetti wrote to L. R. Valpy, one of his patrons, on 10 September 1878, “What you saw 
in Bond St. are two Autotypes of my drawings.” Around the same time he writes to Burden 
Morris, “My reason for not exhibiting with the Fine Arts Compy. in Bond Street is that I 
hear the Gallery is inferior and Agnew’s the only right place.” See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to 
Leonard R. Valpy, 10 September 1878, in Fredeman, Correspondence, 8:161; Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti to Jane Morris, August 1878, in Bryson and Troxell, 73-74. 
125 See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, August 1878, in Bryson and Troxell, 75: “Did 
I tell you I thought of bringing out some dozen autotypes of you in a book – done on a 
moderate scale so as to make a large folio shape. I might call them Perlascura: Twelve Coins 
of One Queen.” 
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reviewer noted, the controversy over Rossetti’s poetry and painting, as well as his refusal to 

exhibit inspired a natural curiosity among the public, and the memorial exhibitions were 

“seized on with craving appetite.”126 Marked perhaps by this curiosity, the majority of 

reviews were not overtly critical, but rather remarked upon the noticeable shift in Rossetti’s 

work from dramatic and religious works to those which “attest to the persistent effort to 

perfect an ideal type of female beauty,”127 and in particular a type unique to his work: “the 

melancholy cast of features, darkened by wavy masses of hair, the fully-developed lips, the 

gray eyes ‘deeper than the depth of water stilled at even,’ the long, slender throat.”128 Though 

Burden Morris was not directly identified as the model for the numerous images of mythical 

and legendary women in the catalogue for either exhibition, Mrs. William Morris (The Blue Silk 

Dress) (no. 53), as well as a few other portrait studies of Burden Morris (no. 62 and no. 151) 

were displayed and identified as likenesses of the model in the Burlington exhibition.129 

Visitors must have noticed the similarity between the figure in The Blue Silk Dress and that in 

a number of Rossetti’s other works, and the connection was made more explicit by a 

reviewer for the Athenaeum who pointed to the similarities between Mariana and the portrait 

of Mrs. Morris, and who, in his discussion of Rossetti’s altarpiece for Llandaff Cathedral (for 

which Morris posed for the head of the Virgin), further noted, “In the Virgin’s face we 

                                                        
126 “Contemporary Art – Poetic and Positive: Rossetti and Tadema – Linnell and Lawson,” 
Blackwood’s 103, no. 809 (March 1883): 392. 
127 “Contemporary Art,” 398. 
128 “The Royal Academy,” Times (London) (13 January 1883): 4. 
129 See Royal Academy of Art, Exhibition of Works by the Old Masters and by Deceased Masters of 
the British School; Including a Special Selection from the works of John Linnell and Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
(London: Clowes, 1883); Burlington Fine Arts Club, Pictures, Drawings, Designs and Studies by 
the Late Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: Burlington Fine Arts Club, 1883). 
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recognise the first employment of that noble countenance which predominated in later 

paintings. The visitor who wishes to study it should look at the magnificent ‘Portrait of Mrs. 

Morris,’ which the author of ‘The Earthly Paradise’ has lent to the Burlington Club.”130 

 In one of the first full-length studies of Rossetti’s work to be published following his 

death, William Sharp noted that the repetition of a similar countenance in his work rendered 

individual compositions less effective: “to any one seeing many of his pictures together; 

turning, for instance, from the Astarte Syriaca to the Mnemosyne, the impressiveness of 

whichever is last looked at must in great measure be lost upon the spectator, when an almost 

identic face and neck and thick-clustering hair are visible; while either seen separately would 

be strongly impressive.”131 However, while repetition may have weakened the overall force 

of Rossetti’s work, it had the opposite effect upon Jane Morris. The memorable strangeness 

of Burden Morris’s appearance combined with the multiplication of her figure in Rossetti’s 

images, both in paint and photography, seems to have impressed the Burden Morris image 

upon the public mind. The American author Emma Lazarus, for instance, wrote to a friend 

in 1883 that “Mrs. Morris is very beautiful and exactly like all the Rossetti pictures,”132 while 

the writer Ernest Rhys, seated in the audience at the performance of William Morris’s play 

“The Tables Turned (or, Nupkins Awakened),” similarly observed, “Before the curtain went 

up, I had the sensation of seeing a figure, which might have stepped straight out of a Pre-

Raphaelite picture, passing through the audience. It was Mrs. Morris, whose superb tall form, 

                                                        
130 “The Royal Academy – Winter Exhibition (Third Notice),” Athenaeum 2882 (20 January 
1883): 93. 
131 Sharp, 197. 
132 Emma Lazarus to Helena deKay Gilder, 4 July 1883, in Emma Lazarus in Her World: Life 
and Letters, by Bette Roth Young (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995), 111. 
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long neck, and austere, handsome, pale features looked more queenly than any Guinevere or 

Cleopatra.”133 And as the obituary in The Daily Mail would later suggest, Burden Morris 

became “world-famous through her beauty and through the genius with which Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti repeatedly reproduced her wonderful features on canvas for fifteen 

years.”134 

 However, it was not only the repetition of Burden Morris’s image in Rossetti’s works 

which drove her figure into the minds of the public, but also the types of images for which 

Rossetti used Burden Morris as a model. In Pandora, Proserpine, Astarte Syriaca, La Pia de’ 

Tolomei, and La Donna della Finestra, Burden Morris’s strange beauty became the attribute of 

goddesses and legendary women, the quality of a mysterious and powerful female figure. 

And although few of Rossetti’s prominent models, including Wilding, Cox/Cornforth, and 

Marie Stillman conformed to conventional Victorian ideals of beauty, none occupied a place 

of mythical and mystical association so strongly as Burden Morris. This association was 

further enhanced by the format of Rossetti’s works, particularly those which closely frame 

the female figure in full or three-quarter length, such as Mnemosyne, Astarte Syriaca, Proserpine, 

and Pandora, and in which the figure gazes out at the viewer in a manner and intensity 

consistent with traditional devotional imagery. Griselda Pollock notes that Astarte Syriaca is 

most effective at invoking this dynamic between picture and viewer:  

It appears as if Astarte looks down upon a spectator/subject/worshipper who is 

positioned in subordination to this towering and monumental figure. Here the 

question of scale is vital for it dramatically removes the viewer from a voyeur’s 

                                                        
133 Ernest Rhys, Everyman Remembers (New York: Cosmopolitan, 1931), 53. 
134 “Mrs. William Morris,” 6. 
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intimacy with the private space characteristic of Bocca bacciata [sic] for instance. The 

relations of looking are reversed in a manner reminiscent of medieval cult images 

where the image as icon was endowed with the power to look upon the viewer.135  

 

 Rossetti’s images exploit the boundary between portraiture and fantasy, reflecting 

their subject while simultaneously creating an imaginary ideal, and due to the similarities 

between subject and representation, viewers began to ascribe the qualities of the mythical 

and the legendary to Burden Morris. Meeting Burden Morris sometime in the 1880s at 

Kelmscott House, the Scottish socialist John Bruce Glasier, for instance, described the 

surreal nature of the experience:  

I had, of course, heard of her great beauty, and had seen her portrait in some of the 

reproductions of Rossetti’s pictures, but I confess I felt rather awed as she stood up 

tall before me, draped in one simple white gown which fell from her shoulders down 

to her feet. She looked a veritable Astarte – a being, as I thought, who did not quite 

belong to our common mortal mould.136 

 

With time these descriptions intensified, further extending the comparison to all famed and 

beautiful women, and registering Burden Morris herself as a legend to replace those depicted 

by Rossetti. As the artist William Rothenstein recalled, on a visit to May Morris’s home in 

Hammersmith, “I was asked to meet Mrs. Morris, an almost legendary figure to me. It was as 

though I were asked to meet Laura, or la Simonetta, or Vittoria Colonna. She had retained 

much of the beauty which Rossetti has immortalised; her hair, now grey, seemed as full and 

                                                        
135 Griselda Pollock, “Woman as Sign: Psychoanalytic Readings,” in Vision and Difference: 
Femininity, Feminism and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 151. 
136 J. Bruce Glasier, “First Visit to Kelmscott,” in William Morris in the Early Days of the Socialist 
Movement (London: Longmans, 1921), 45. 
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rich as in his paintings. […] She looked like a splendid Sybil from the Sistine Chapel.”137 

Perhaps the most extreme expression of the effect Burden Morris had on those who had 

become familiar with her image through art is recorded in the memoirs of the poet Richard 

le Gallienne. Remembering his travels through the Oxford countryside in the 1890s, le 

Gallienne recalled “The temptation to look upon the face of Jane Burden, whose strange 

loveliness dreams out at us from the paintings of Rossetti, the very Muse of the pre-

Raphaelite brotherhood, was too great to be resisted, and presently I was seated with her, tall 

and stately and lovelier perhaps for a touch of the years on her splendid hair.”138 Following 

their meeting, Burden Morris presented le Gallienne with a jar of her quince jam, which he 

suggested was comparable to “receiving it at the hands of Helen of Troy.”139 However, 

because it had been made by Burden Morris, le Gallienne implies that the jam was imbued 

with magical properties, noting that many years later he could not recall “what became of it. 

Perhaps it vanished back into dreamland, for it cannot be conceived that it was eaten in 

commonplace fashion, like other earthly jams.”140 

 In his reminiscences, W. Graham Robertson speculated that the image of Burden 

Morris popularized by Rossetti may have presented difficulties for the woman who lived in 

its shadow: “I fancy that her mystic beauty must sometimes have weighed rather heavily 

upon her. Her mind was not formed upon the same tragic lines as her face; she was very 

                                                        
137 William Rothenstein, Men and Memories: Recollections of William Rothenstein, 1872-1900 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1931), 288. Laura, la Simonetta, and Vittoria Colonna were all 
muses to Italian Renaissance writers and artists, specifically to Petrarch, Botticelli, and 
Michelangelo. 
138 Richard le Gallienne, The Romantic ‘90s (London: Putnam’s Sons, 1925), 125-26. 
139 Le Gallienne, 126. 
140 Le Gallienne, 127. 
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simple and could have enjoyed simple pleasures with simple people, but such delights were 

not for her. She looked like the Delphic Sybil and had to behave as such.”141 However, while 

Robertson’s observation is particularly salient, suggesting the impossibility of living up to an 

artistic ideal, it also fails to acknowledge any agency on Burden Morris’s part in the creation 

of her famous image. Though Burden Morris could not have known the extent to which she 

would later be mythologized as Rossetti’s muse, it is clear that from her return to London in 

1865 until Rossetti’s death, she actively engaged and participated in the production of his art.  

 The photographs taken in Rossetti’s garden at Cheyne Walk provide a ready example 

of Burden Morris’s importance to the creation of Rossetti’s most memorable canvases. Not 

only do they offer a record of her distinctive features, but in comparison to more traditional 

portrait photographs, they demonstrate the extent to which Burden Morris’s appearance 

could be altered and manipulated. Yet, the experimentation at Cheyne Walk recorded in 

Parsons’s photographs also has other implications. Noting the skill with which Burden 

Morris “employed the striking distinctiveness of her long-limbed build, swanlike neck, large, 

pronounced facial features, and full, dark hair,” Diane Waggoner suggests that the Cheyne 

Walk photographs should be regarded as evidence of Burden Morris’s talent as an artist’s 

model, and further, that her ability to assume “sinuous, sometimes twisted” poses added a 

new visual vocabulary to figural representation.142 In addition, the numerous alterations to 

Burden Morris’s hair, clothing, posture, and position evident through the series of 

photographs indicate Burden Morris’s willingness and commitment to obtaining the effects 

                                                        
141 Robertson, Time Was, 94. 
142 Waggoner, “From the Life,” 102-03. 
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desired, and perhaps also reflect a more professional approach to modelling than that 

engaged in during the time at Red House. This is further reflected in the myriad sketches and 

drawings Rossetti completed of Burden Morris throughout the late 1860s and early 1870s, 

and which also show Burden Morris in a variety of poses. 

 The correspondence between Burden Morris and Rossetti offers an additional record 

of the on-going collaboration between the pair, referencing regular sittings, as well as the 

other ways in which Burden Morris supported Rossetti’s work, including through the supply 

of props and costumes, such as the work of embroidery which originally appeared in La Pia 

de’ Tolomei and the gown for Mariana and The Blue Silk Dress.143 Burden Morris’s investment in 

Rossetti’s work is further demonstrated by the exchange of letters regarding the invitation 

Rossetti received to exhibit at the Grosvenor Gallery. Though he firmly declares he has no 

intention to present his work, she rebukes him, “If you wait for what you will consider a 

good opportunity for exhibiting, you will never exhibit at all.”144 Though Burden Morris’s 

encouragement did not ultimately succeed in altering Rossetti’s view, her attempt may reflect 

an interest in advancing the exhibition of the images to which she had dedicated much of her 

own time and efforts.145 While Burden Morris’s sitting to Rossetti has sometimes been 

defined as a product of her romantic relationship with the artist, as it provided a means for 

the couple to meet without raising suspicion of their activities, it is possible that the romantic 

                                                        
143 Marsh, Rossetti, 340. See also Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 5 May 1868 and 7 
May 1868, in Bryson and Troxell, 2-4. 
144 Jane Morris to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 3 March 1878, in Sharp and Marsh, 70. 
145 Wendy Parkins makes a similar point regarding Jane Morris’s interest in Rossetti’s 
posthumous reputation, seeing this as evidence of the execution of the paintings as “a shared 
endeavour.” See Parkins, Jane Morris, 128. 
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attachment between Rossetti and Burden Morris grew from a friendly and professional one, 

and that once the affair had ended both the friendship and professional connection remained 

intact. Indeed, while Burden Morris saw Rossetti less in the final years of his life, her interest 

and support for his work, as well as his need for it, remained constant to the last. 

 The extraordinary qualities of Burden Morris’s appearance, her striking features and 

their malleable properties, became crucial to creating the distinct and otherworldly figures in 

Rossetti’s art. However, the selection of subjects for pictures and the forms of the figures in 

his work may have also been influenced by Burden Morris, by her melancholy appearance 

and curving, languorous posture. And while Rossetti exhibited rarely during his lifetime, 

members of the public gradually became familiar with his works depicting Jane Morris 

through repetition, photographic reproduction, and the memorial exhibitions. Thus, for 

many who met Burden Morris from the late 1860s on, her appearance recalled exactly the 

figure of Rossetti’s paintings, and many described their encounters with the model in terms 

which directly echo the mythic and mystical qualities of Rossetti’s works. W. Graham 

Robertson intimates that this close association between her image and Rossetti’s paintings 

must have been tiring for Jane Morris; however, if this was indeed the case, why did she 

continue to pose for Rossetti? 

 In the previous chapter it was suggested that Jane Morris may have participated in 

the redefinition of her features as the attributes of a medieval damsel in the paintings of 

Rossetti, Burne-Jones, and William Morris because they suggested possibilities for female 

agency as well as an alternate interpretation of her unusual features. Similarly, Burden Morris 

may have derived pleasure and noted advantages in witnessing the translation of her image 



 

 

 

162 

into that of the enigmatic female figures from myth and legend depicted in Rossetti’s 

paintings. And while the passive forms and, in many cases, the unfortunate circumstances of 

Rossetti’s women render them less ideal as aspirational forms of femininity in comparison to 

Rossetti’s Guenevere or W. Morris’s Iseult, the repeated use of Burden Morris’s image is 

evidence of her labour and skill as a model.  

 Wendy Parkins has argued that although history has attempted to define Jane Morris 

as an inactive invalid, particularly in contrast to her overly productive and ambitious 

husband, “Jane seems to have viewed idleness as negatively as her husband and did not see 

indolence as a desirable pastime.”146 Thus for Burden Morris, modelling was one way in 

which she could be productive despite her poor health. As she wrote in response to a 

request by Rossetti in 1879, “as to sitting again, I should be happy to feel myself of use again 

to any human being.”147 It was also one of the few professional or semi-professional 

activities in which Burden Morris could engage in in light of her social position. Few forms 

of labour were considered acceptable for a middle-class Victorian wife, and while modelling 

was not traditionally considered an entirely respectable form of employment, Burden 

Morris’s place within artistic circles seems to have sanctioned her involvement. Furthermore, 

it was as a model that Jane Morris entered the Pre-Raphaelite circle and her continued efforts 

at posing, despite the demands on her time posed by personal difficulties and social 

obligations, are perhaps best viewed as a commitment to developing her craft and as an 

active labour which marked her as an agent in the processes of artistic production.  

                                                        
146 Parkins, “Invalidism Reconsidered,” para. 7 and para. 16. 
147 Jane Morris to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, July 1879, in Sharp and Marsh, 88. 
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Figure 3.1 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Bocca Baciata, 1859. 
Oil on panel, 32.1 x 27 cm. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
 

 
Figure 3.2 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, La Donna della Finestra, 1879. 
Oil on canvas, 100.7 x 74 cm. 
Fogg Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 
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Figure 3.3 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Proserpine (seventh version), 1874. 
Oil on canvas, 125.1 x 61 cm 
Tate Gallery, London.  
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Figures 3.4-3.7 John Robert Parsons, Photographs of Jane Burden Morris, 1865. 
Albumen prints. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 3.8 Jane Morris, carte de visite photograph, 1870s 
Price family collection. 
Reproduced in Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time (2010), pl. 39. 
 

 
Figure 3.9 John Robert Parsons, Photograph of Jane Burden Morris, 1865. 
Albumen print. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 3.10 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Reverie, 1868. 
Chalk on paper, 84 x 71 cm. 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
 

 
Figure 3.11 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Mrs. William Morris (The Blue Silk Dress), 1868. 
Oil on canvas, 110.5 x 88.9 cm. 
Kelmscott Manor (Society of Antiquaries), Lechlade. 
Image courtesy of Julia Dudkiewicz. 
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Figure 3.12 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Astarte Syriaca, 1877. 
Oil on canvas, 185 x 109 cm. 
Manchester Art Gallery, Manchester. 
Photograph by Lynn Roberts. 
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Figure 3.13 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Study of Jane Morris Reclining, 1870. 
Graphite pencil on wove paper, 23.2 x 41.6 cm. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
 

 
Figure 3.14 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Mrs. William Morris, 1870. 
Pencil on paper, 32.4 x 38 cm. 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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Figure 3.15 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Pandora, 1871. 
Oil on canvas, 130.8 x 78.7 cm. 
Private collection.  
Reproduced in the Rossetti Archive. 
 

 
Figure 3.16 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Pandora, 1879. 
Coloured chalks on paper, 103.2 x 62.7 cm. 
Fogg Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 
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Figure 3.17 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Mnemosyne, 1881. 
Oil on canvas, 126.4 x 62.23 cm. 
Samuel and Mary R. Bancroft Collection, Delaware Art Museum, Wilmington, DE. 
 

 
Figure 3.18 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Blanzifiore, 1873. 
Oil on canvas, 40.6 x 33 cm. 
Private collection. 
Reproduced in the Rossetti Archive. 
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Figure 3.19 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Perlascura, 1871. 
Coloured chalks on paper, 55.9 x 43.8 cm. 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
 

 
Figure 3.20 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Silence, 1870. 
Chalk on paper, 106.4 x 77.2 cm. 
Brooklyn Museum, New York.
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 Chapter 4

Jane Burden Morris and Artistic Dress 

In her study of gender and interpretation at the National Portrait Gallery, Lara Perry argues 

that “Any portrait is a documentation of at least two historical events: the presence of the 

sitter, and the work of the artist. A portrait, consequently, has two agents, and a doubled 

presence. While both agents (sitter and artist) might be held mutually responsible for the 

finished object, more commonly one agent is privileged as the producer of the image.”1 

Although his works are not specifically portraits, Rossetti has typically been credited with 

inventing “the curious and fascinating type of beauty” which appeared in his art; however, as 

the previous chapters have demonstrated, Rossetti depended heavily upon Jane Morris’s 

unique appearance as well as her availability and willingness as a model in order to design 

and execute his paintings.2 Yet as Henry James and others noted, it was not simply Burden 

Morris’s distinctive physiognomy which was consistent with her painted representation, but 

also the posture of her body, the wavy projections of her hair, and the loose style of her 

dress. Sometimes known as Pre-Raphaelite or artistic dress because of the artistic circles in 

which they originated, these loose-fitting and softly draped gowns differed dramatically from 

                                                        
1 Lara Perry, “Looking Like a Woman: Gender and Modernity in the Nineteenth-Century 
National Portrait Gallery,” in English Art 1860-1914: Modern Artists and Identity, ed. David 
Peters Corbett and Lara Perry (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2001), 117. 
2 Oscar Wilde, “The Decay of Lying,” in Intentions (1889; repr., Portland, ME: Thomas B. 
Mosher, 1904), 29. 
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conventional fashion in the nineteenth century.3 However, by the 1870s they were a regular 

facet of Burden Morris’s wardrobe as well as Rossetti’s sumptuous works, and their use in 

the works of aesthetic painters including Rossetti and Burne-Jones spurred their popularity 

among a wider audience and particularly among those who wished to align themselves with 

the growing art movement. 

 Beginning with an examination of the possible origins of artistic dress, this chapter 

considers Jane Morris’s adoption of the alternative style, as well as the role Burden Morris’s 

dress sense may have had in the creation of Rossetti’s paintings. It further examines the 

advantages of such a style in relation to more conventional forms of fashion, and how these 

advantages may have informed its adoption by an assortment of aesthetically minded 

individuals in the early 1880s, and leading to the creation of a readily recognisable “high art” 

form of femininity. Returning to Burden Morris’s use of the style, which became part of her 

attire until the end of her life, this chapter finally explores the potential and unique 

advantages wearing artistic dress held for Jane Morris, and considers in particular the role of 

dress in the fashioning of identity.  

 

 

                                                        
3 As Robyne Calvert has noted the terms “artistic,” “Pre-Raphaelite,” and “aesthetic” dress 
have typically been used interchangeably in the literature, yet these terms actually describe 
forms of dress which have subtle differences. In this chapter I have adopted Calvert’s 
definitions and regard artistic dress as a broad category which includes aesthetic dress, a 
more contrived and theatrical form of artistic fashion. And while I have attempted to be 
consistent in my usage of these terms, passages quoted from the current literature do not 
always conform to this usage. See Robyne Erica Calvert, “Fashioning the Artist: Dress in 
Victorian Britain, 1848-1900” (PhD diss., University of Glasgow, 2012), 19-41. 
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Origins of Artistic Dress 

The emergence of the artistic style of dress adopted and worn by Jane Morris has 

traditionally been linked to the experiments in costume and design that were part of the Pre-

Raphaelite project in the mid-nineteenth century.4 Just as the Pre-Raphaelites animated 

scenes from the real or imagined past through their selection and faithful representation of 

suitable models, the artists further heightened the “truthfulness” of their images through the 

sourcing and depiction of historically accurate articles of clothing. In several instances the 

painters attempted to achieve accuracy by copying from Camille Bonnard’s Costume Historique 

(1829-30), a two-volume work which provided detailed illustrations of clothing from the 

thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries, largely copied from art historical sources. Initially the 

Brotherhood consulted a copy of the work available at the British Museum, but by 1849 

Rossetti himself had managed to purchase a copy, and there are numerous parallels between 

the engravings of the Costume Historique and Pre-Raphaelite paintings, particularly those of 

John Everett Millais and Rossetti.5 However, when possible the artists also worked from 

physical models, acquiring antique examples or making replicas and other suitable items 

themselves. The silver embroidered dress worn by Siddall in Millais’s Ophelia (1851-52), for 

                                                        
4 See, for instance, Elaine Shefer, “Pre-Raphaelite Clothing and the New Woman,” Journal of 
Pre-Raphaelite Studies 6, no. 1 (1985): 55-67; Stella Mary Newton, Health, Art and Reason: Dress 
Reformers of the Nineteenth Century (London: Murray, 1974); and Sophia Wilson, “Away with 
Corsets, On with the Shifts,” in Simply Stunning: The Pre-Raphaelite Art of Dressing, by 
Cheltenham Art Gallery and Museums (Cheltenham, UK: Cheltenham Art Gallery and 
Museums, 1996), 25-36. 
5 See Roger Smith, “Bonnard’s Costume Historique – a Pre-Raphaelite Source Book,” Costume 7 
(1973): 28-37; and Eriko Yamaguchi, “Rossetti’s Use of Bonnard’s Costumes Historiques: A 
Further Examination, with an Appendix on Other Pre-Raphaelite Artists,” Journal of Pre-
Raphaelite Studies 9, no. 2 (2000): 5-31. Yamaguchi catalogues nearly fifty works by Rossetti 
which contain direct references to Bonnard’s work. 
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instance, was purchased by Millais, “old and dirty” for four pounds from a shop in 1852,6 

while William Holman Hunt made the dress for the figure of Julia in Two Gentlemen of Verona, 

Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (1850-51, Birmingham Museums & Art Gallery) “out of 

materials bought at a modern mercer’s, and I embroidered the sleeve in gold thread with my 

own hand.”7  

 Members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood also expressed a limited interest in 

designing items for contemporary wear. In his history of Pre-Raphaelitism, Holman Hunt 

described the design of clothing as part of the painters’ larger project in design reform: 

My past experience in pattern designing, and my criticism upon the base and vulgar 

forms and incoherent curves in contemporary furniture, to which I drew Rossetti’s 

attention […], encouraged visions of reform in these particulars, and we speculated 

on improvement in all household objects, furniture, fabrics, and other interior 

decorations. Nor did we pause till Rossetti enlarged upon the devising of ladies’ 

dresses and the improvement of man’s costume, determining to follow the example 

of early artists not in one branch of taste only, but in all.8 

 

This interest occasionally translated into practice. Hunt, for example, designed the brown 

silk gown worn by Ellen Terry for her wedding to G. F. Watts in 1864 (later painted by 

Watts in Choosing, 1864), and Rossetti’s correspondence with Jane Morris indicates that he 

was involved in the design of the blue silk dress which would appear in two of his major 

                                                        
6 John Everett Millais to Mr. Combe, March 1852, in The Life and Letters of Sir John Everett 
Millais, by John Guille Millais (London: Methuen, 1900), 1:162. 
7 William Holman Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (New York: 
Macmillan, 1905), 2:349. 
8 Holman Hunt, 1:151. Despite Rossetti’s suggestion, artistic dress was more commonly 
adopted by women, though some men did experiment with aesthetic principles and reform 
in men’s attire. Oscar Wilde is perhaps the most famous proponent of men’s artistic dress. 
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paintings.9 However, as Stella Mary Newton has indicated, though the Pre-Raphaelites, and 

particularly Rossetti, were interested in dress design, it is difficult to determine the extent to 

which their “personal inventions influenced the clothes worn” by the women associated with 

their circle, including Elizabeth Siddall and Jane Morris.10 Similarly Robyne Calvert has 

shown that while many of the Pre-Raphaelite women certainly dressed in an artistic style, 

there is little evidence to demonstrate that these women “wore the clothing in which they 

modelled.”11 Calvert proposes instead that early forms of artistic dress stem from a broader 

range of sources than has previously been considered.12  

 According to Calvert, the Pattle sisters of Little Holland House (including Sarah 

Prinsep, Virginia Pattle, the photographer Julia Margaret Cameron, Maria Jackson, and Lady 

Sophia Dalrymple) were known as early as the 1850s for their unconventional taste in 

clothing. Raised in India, the Pattles had developed a preference for loose, light-coloured 

gowns, such as those depicted in G. F. Watts’s paintings of Julia Margaret Cameron (1852, 

National Portrait Gallery, London) and Lady Sophia Dalrymple (1851-53; Fig. 4.1).13 Because 

of its simple line and minimal decoration, Dalrymple’s gown would further be considered a 

radical style. As Calvert argues, “it is clear that Dalrymple is not wearing a corset or a 

                                                        
9 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 5 May 1868 and 7 May 1868, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
and Jane Morris: Their Correspondence, ed. John Bryson and Janet Camp Troxell (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1976), 2-4. The blue silk gown appears in Mrs. William Morris (The Blue Silk 
Dress) (1868) and Mariana (1870).  
10 Newton, 34. 
11 Calvert, 50. 
12 Calvert, 64. 
13 See also Wendy Parkins, Jane Morris: The Burden of History (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2013), 135. 
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petticoat, and the shape is simply draped on along the natural lines of her body.”14 Similarly, 

Geoffrey Squire and Patricia de Montfort have demonstrated that in the 1860s James 

McNeill Whistler’s model Joanna Hiffernan may have often worn the loose fitting, 

uncrinolined, white gowns familiar from Whistler’s images, particularly Symphony in White, No. 

1: The White Girl (1862; Fig. 4.2).15  

                                                        
14 Calvert, 62-63. 
15 Geoffrey Squire, “Clothed in Our Right Minds: Some Wearers of Aesthetic Dress,” in 
Simply Stunning: The Pre-Raphaelite Art of Dressing, by Cheltenham Art Gallery and Museums 
(Cheltenham, UK: Cheltenham Art Gallery and Museums, 1996), 40-43; Patricia de 
Montfort, “White Muslin: Joanna Hiffernan and the 1860s,” in Whistler, Women, and Fashion, 
by Margaret F. MacDonald, Susan Grace Galassi, Aileen Ribeiro, and Patricia de Montfort 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 76-91. See also Kimberly Wahl, Dressed as in a 
Painting: Women and British Aestheticism in an Age of Reform (Durham, NH: University of New 
Hampshire Press, 2013), 60. It should also be noted that artistic circles were not the only 
groups to experiment with reform and alternative styles of dress during the nineteenth 
century. In North America, women’s rights advocates Elizabeth Smith Miller and Amelia 
Jenks Bloomer became well known mid-century for their development and attempt at 
popularisation of the “Bloomer” costume, a form of trousers for women, while in England, 
the Rational Dress Society (formed 1881) advocated for styles which promoted health, 
comfort, and movement, and which acknowledged the “natural” human form. While the 
motives of the various nineteenth-century dress reform groups were generally distinct from 
those who wore or promoted artistic dress, many of the styles advocated by these groups 
drew upon similar precedents, or followed similar principles to those expressed through 
artistic styles, sometimes leading to similar attire. (This similarity of ideals did sometimes lead 
to crossover between groups or to the merging of interests, as is evidenced by the formation 
of the Healthy and Artistic Dress Union (established 1890) which emphasised the 
relationship between beauty, usefulness, and fitness to the human form in dress. See Aglaia: 
The Journal of the Healthy and Artistic Dress Union, 1893-94.) However, as Mary Blanchard has 
indicated, those who dressed artistically were primarily motivated by aesthetics: “aesthetic 
costume was not an anti-fashion statement, as was dress reform at mid-century, but was 
perceived as an individual expression of art and beauty.” Mary W. Blanchard, “Boundaries 
and the Victorian Body: Aesthetic Fashion in Gilded Age America,” American Historical Review 
100, no. 1 (1995): 23. For an overview of the various dress reform movements see, Patricia 
A. Cunningham, Reforming Women’s Fashion, 1850-1920: Politics, Health, and Art (Kent, OH: 
Kent State University Press, 2003). 
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 An individual expression of taste, by its very nature artistic dress remains difficult to 

classify. Unlike conventional attire which followed the models made in Paris and was 

reproduced in fashion plates and ladies’ magazines, there was no standard design or form of 

artistic dress. The gowns worn by Elizabeth Siddall and Jane Morris in the 1850s and 1860s, 

for example, were, in some ways, not entirely dissimilar from typical Victorian fashions of 

the same period. Sophia Wilson notes that Rossetti’s drawing of Siddall at Hastings depicts 

the model in a pleated bodice and full skirt seemingly “in keeping with the fashions of 1854” 

(Fig. 4.3).16 Similarly, one of the gowns worn by Burden Morris for the series of photographs 

taken at Cheyne Walk bears some resemblance to the prevailing style (Fig. 4.4). However, 

while Siddall’s gown in the Rossetti drawing is perhaps more loosely pleated than its more 

fashionable counterpart, and Burden Morris’s may have a slightly more generous sleeve, both 

gowns differ most distinctly from conventional dress in the way that they are worn. 

Elizabeth Prettejohn, Julian Treuherz, and Edwin Becker point out that the dress worn in 

the Parsons images is almost certainly the same gown worn by Burden Morris in a studio 

photograph of her and her daughter taken in the same year (Fig. 4.5), yet the presentation of 

these gowns is decidedly different.17 In the studio photograph, Burden Morris sits upright, 

the volume of her skirt displayed, disguising her physical form, whereas in the Cheyne Walk 

images Burden Morris’s posture is gently curved and her dress falls slackly around her knees 

and the arm of the chair, indicating that the dress was likely worn without the support of the 

                                                        
16 Wilson, 26. 
17 Julian Treuherz, Elizabeth Prettejohn, and Edwin Becker, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2003), 202. 
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conventional undergarments, the crinoline and the corset.18 As Henry James would note in 

1869, Burden Morris’s dress was “guiltless of hoops (or of anything else, I should say).”19 

The lack of a corset, and more particularly a crinoline, seems to have been one of the more 

defining features of early artistic dress. Siddall’s dress too does not display the fullness of 

form caused by a crinoline or multiple petticoats, and when the poet Mary Howitt attended a 

Pre-Raphaelite gathering in 1861 she described the women as “uncrinolined,” further noting 

that “with their wild hair which was very beautiful, their picturesque dresses and rich 

colouring, [they] looked like figures out of the pre-Raphaelite pictures.”20 Howitt’s comment 

indicates that although garments such as the crinoline and the corset were not meant to be 

seen, their absence from a woman’s attire would not have escaped the notice of a Victorian 

audience. As Aileen Ribeiro notes, “the lack of fullness in the skirt [would have been] a 

curiosity to eyes used to the familiar amplitude of the crinoline.” 21  

 Women’s fashions changed rapidly in the nineteenth century, and varied enormously 

with social position; however, in the 1860s the crinoline and the corset were typical (even 

necessary) components of the middle-class wardrobe. By structuring a woman’s figure and 

her dress – the corset by moulding and constricting the upper body, and the crinoline by 

creating the burgeoning shape of a woman’s skirt – these garments allowed wearers to 

                                                        
18 Robyne Calvert agrees that it is the styling of these gowns which makes them artistic and 
not necessarily their cut and form. See Calvert, 86-87. 
19 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Henry James Letters, ed. Leon Edel 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1974), 1:93. 
20 Mary Howitt to [her daughter], 20 June 1861, in Mary Howitt: An Autobiography, ed. 
Margaret Howitt (London: Isbister, [1889?]), 241. 
21 Aileen Ribeiro, “Fashion and Whistler,” in Whistler, Women, and Fashion, by Margaret F. 
MacDonald, Susan Grace Galassi, Aileen Ribeiro, and Patricia de Montfort (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 44. 
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achieve the desirable slim-waisted figure of the period (Fig. 4.6). They also, along with other 

elements of a woman’s wardrobe, served as effective indicators of a woman’s (or 

household’s) pecuniary status. 

 In his now well-known study, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), Thorstein Veblen 

argued that conventional nineteenth-century dress, and in particular women’s attire, 

functioned as an indication of an individual’s “pecuniary standing to all observers at the first 

glance” by signifying wealth through one’s ability to spend, or what Veblen termed 

“conspicuous consumption,” as well as one’s avoidance of labour, or, in Veblen’s terms, 

“conspicuous leisure.”22 As Veblen states, “in order to serve its purpose effectually, [dress] 

should not only be expensive, but it should also make plain to all observers that the wearer is 

not engaged in any kind of productive labour.”23 Veblen’s study further suggested that 

conspicuous consumption and leisure were demonstrated more clearly through women’s 

attire, and both the crinoline and the corset can be understood in Veblen’s terms. The large 

                                                        
22 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions (New York: 
Macmillan, 1915), 167. In his reminiscences Henry Holiday, a member of the Healthy and 
Artistic Dress Union, also noted the link between class and dress: “With equality of class, no 
one would have to show that he was a ‘gentleman’ by his dress, and there would be an end 
to all snobbery, to every kind of show, in dress and house, for the purpose of asserting social 
position.” See Henry Holiday, Reminiscences of My Life (London: Heinemann, 1914), 452. In 
The Victorian Parlour, Thad Logan provides an incisive summary of the feminist critique of 
Veblen’s work: “his identification of women with their spouses both reproduces the denial 
of feminine agency which is characteristic of masculinist thought and practice, and 
reinscribes a venerable stereotyping of women as particularly susceptible to the specious lure 
of consumer goods.” However, Veblen’s observation that presentation can be tied to social 
identity and status is still worthwhile. As Logan states, “his observation that commodities in 
the private world are important indicators of status in the public world is incontrovertible.” 
See Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlor: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 86-90. 
23 Veblen, 170. 
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shape of the crinoline, for example, effectively displayed the quality of the fabric with which 

a dress was made, as well as a woman’s ability to purchase the ample amounts of material 

required to clothe the fashionable silhouette.24 The forms of both garments also restricted 

and limited movement, and, as garments unsuited to active labour, could be read as visible 

signs of a woman’s leisure. As Rachel Weathers has argued, “evidence that the wealth of a 

woman’s household was manifest in her clothing stems from the fact that her corset and 

crinoline often rendered her nearly immobile. The extreme versions of crinoline required 

that a woman could not even dress herself let alone perform any housekeeping tasks.”25 

 Veblen’s study indicates that nineteenth-century dress was not only closely aligned 

with class, but also intersected with gender expectations. As Veblen states, “Propriety 

requires respectable women to abstain more consistently from useful effort and to make 

more of a show of leisure [through her dress] than the men of the same social classes.”26 

This issue is similarly explored in the work of Jennifer Craik who suggests that following the 

Industrial Revolution, “Women were the visible correlate of the economic and social 

standing of their menfolk. Becoming feminine was a ‘task’ of learning about the attributes of 

femininity.”27 Craik explores a variety of methods through which these attributes, or what 

                                                        
24 Wearing of the corset and crinoline was not limited to members of the upper classes; 
however, the wealthy were better able to follow changes in fashion, and to purchase items 
and materials of good quality. They were also able to engage with the more elaborate forms 
of fashion, and the unsuitability of their attire for labour, as well as its general cleanliness and 
maintenance, were further signifiers of their pecuniary status.  
25 Rachel Weathers, “The Pre-Raphaelite Movement and Nineteenth-Century Ladies’ Dress: 
A Study in Victorian Views of the Female Body,” in Collecting the Pre-Raphaelites: The Anglo-
American Enchantment, ed. Margaretta Frederick Watson (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1997), 98. 
26 Veblen, 179. 
27 Jennifer Craik, The Face of Fashion: Cultural Studies in Fashion (London: Routledge, 1993), 47. 
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Craik terms “techniques of femininity,” are learned, including through the “imitation of 

friends, siblings, relatives, popular role models, magazines and television,” and argues that 

critical among the techniques learned are “codes of dress:” “Gender – especially femininity – 

is worn through clothes.”28 Thus, for nineteenth-century women, conventional dress, 

including garments such as the crinoline and the corset, became a tool in articulating one’s 

feminine identity as well as one’s social status. 

 Situated outside both the social and gendered norms and expectations which 

circumscribed a woman’s appearance in the nineteenth century, early forms of artistic dress 

appeared unusual and were occasionally met with expressions of shock and bewilderment. 

For instance, following her meeting with Rosalind Howard (wife of the artist George 

Howard and later the Countess of Carlisle) in 1865, Lady Frederick Cavendish emphasised 

the strangeness of Howard’s dress, noting in her diary: “she dresses madly in odd-coloured 

gowns with long trains, which cling about her unbecrinolined.”29 Similarly, the American Mrs. 

Henry Adams related the surprise of seeing artistic dress on her first visit to London in the 

early 1870s. In a letter to her father following a visit to the Royal Academy Adams recalled, 

“The reception was the most amusing thing we have done. Such funny people! Mrs. Alma-

Tadema, the Belgian artist’s wife, who is an Englishwoman, looked like a lymphatic tigress 

draped in yellow Japanese embroidered silk, bracelets at the top of her arms, hair the colour 

                                                        
28 Craik, 56. 
29 Lucy Cavendish, 17 October 1865, in The Diary of Lady Frederick Cavendish, ed. John Bailey 
(New York: Frederick A. Stokes, 1927), 1:289. Original emphasis maintained.  
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of tiger lilies and that fiery flower hanging in bunches from it.”30 While Adams’s reaction 

highlights the potentially comic aspects of viewing artistic dress, and Cavendish’s brief 

summary clearly signals her disapproval of Howard’s attire – a style made more shocking in 

light of Howard’s future rank as countess – both responses suggest the difficulties faced by 

those who elected to wear artistic attire in social settings. As an author for Queen, The Lady’s 

Newspaper and Court Chronicle reasoned, this may be why early experiments in the style took 

place primarily in artistic circles, where garments were rated foremost on their aesthetic 

appeal:  

When such women […] made their dress according to their own artistic fancy, the 

artists they knew - often their fathers or husbands, lovers or brothers - wondered and 

approved and praised, and gave them strength to disregard the sneer they could see 

on so many an acquaintance’s face, the good-humoured laughter or open 

remonstrance of friends, and even the conviction that every member of their female 

circle regarded them as either dowdies or frights.31 

 

Thus while the origins of artistic styles have often been linked to the Pre-Raphaelite painters’ 

experiments with modelling costumes, it seems more likely that it was the attitude toward 

and willingness to experiment with alternative forms of attire among artistic groups including 

the Pre-Raphaelites, but also those at Little Holland House that led to the first examples of 

artistic dress. 

 

 

                                                        
30 Marian Adams to Robert William Hooper, 6 July 1873, in The Letters of Mrs. Henry Adams, 
1865-1883, ed. Ward Thoron (Boston: Little, Brown, 1936), 130. 
31 “Aesthetic Dress,” Queen (1 October 1881): 344. 
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Dress and Jane Morris 

It is unclear exactly when Burden Morris began to dress in the artistic style. The profile 

photograph of Jane Burden taken in 1858 (Fig. 2.1), possibly on the announcement of her 

engagement to William Morris, suggests that when Burden Morris first met the Oxford 

group of artists, she dressed in conventional, inexpensive attire. However, it seems likely that 

Burden Morris adopted the looser, more relaxed gowns of the artistic style around the time 

of her marriage, and as she became increasingly involved in the artistic circle surrounding 

William Morris, Burne-Jones, and Rossetti. Geoffrey Squire points out that during the 

transition to an artistic middle-class life, Burden Morris may have looked to Rossetti’s wife 

Elizabeth Siddall, at that time the only professional female artist she knew, as a sartorial 

exemplar.32 Siddall was known within the group for her sometimes unorthodox taste in 

dress, and Georgiana Burne-Jones remembered her as a “slender, elegant figure” clothed in 

“a graceful and simple dress, the incarnate opposite of the ‘tailor-made’ young lady.”33 

Burden Morris’s style may have also been influenced by the women of Little Holland House, 

as Sarah Prinsep was one of the few established women who helped to ease Burden Morris’s 

transition into middle-class society.34 It has further been suggested that the design and living 

spaces of Red House encouraged a simpler style of dress than that popular in the early 

                                                        
32 Squire, 44. 
33 Georgiana Burne-Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (1904-06; repr., London: 
Macmillan, 1909-12), 1:207. 
34 Jan Marsh, Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story, 1839-1938 (London: Pandora, 1986), 
37-38. 
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1860s.35 For instance, following a visit to Red House, Georgiana Burne-Jones’s sister Agnes 

Macdonald (later Poynter), noted that her bedroom was not large enough to contain both 

her and her fashionable crinoline.36 Thus Burden Morris may have adopted the artistic style 

at this time in order to move freely within her own home, and in order to more easily 

participate in the artistic activities which characterised life at Red House. 

 Evidence suggests that following the Red House years, the artistic style of dress 

became a regular element of Burden Morris’s appearance. The style is apparent in the 

photographs taken for Rossetti by John Robert Parsons in 1865 (Figs 3.4-3.7) and in 

Rossetti’s formal portrait of Burden Morris painted in 1868 (Fig. 3.11), and it was remarked 

upon by Henry James when he visited the Morris family at Queen Square in 1869.37 Burden 

Morris’s use of artistic dress is also hinted at in May Morris’s recollections of life at Queen 

Square, in which she describes “the figure of my mother, in soft silk gowns that we loved 

and stroked.”38 Later accounts, such as that of Jeannette Marshall, who saw Burden Morris at 

a dance in 1883 and described her gown of “cream crèpe, sparingly trimmed with old gold 

satin, and made high to the throat,” further demonstrate that Burden Morris wore the artistic 

style publicly, particularly at the parties of friends and gatherings of other members of the 

                                                        
35 Debra N. Mancoff, Jane Morris: The Pre-Raphaelite Model of Beauty (San Francisco: 
Pomegranate, 2000), 35. 
36 A. W. Baldwin, The Macdonald Sisters (London: Davies, 1960), 94. 
37 James notes that Morris wore “a long dress of some dead purple stuff, guiltless of hoops 
(or of anything else, I should say).” See Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Edel, 
1:93. 
38 May Morris, The Introductions to “The Collected Works of William Morris” (New York: Oriole, 
1973), 1:79. 
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artistic set.39 Additionally she seems to have remained faithful to the artistic style until late in 

her life: after meeting Jane Morris in 1905 (when Burden Morris was in her mid-sixties), 

Clara Watts-Dunton remarked on her “dress of amethyst coloured velvet, most simply made 

and hanging in folds, the bodice cut rather low at the neck and outlined by beautiful lace.”40 

 While Burden Morris may have adopted the artistic style by following the example of 

the women around her, for many her attire bore a distinct relationship to that depicted in 

Rossetti’s striking paintings of the 1870s and early 1880s, as a comment by the American 

poet Emma Lazarus suggests: “Mrs. Morris is very beautiful and exactly like all the Rossetti 

pictures – she wore an esthetic dress of dark dull red, with a garnet necklace and cross and 

looked like an old Italian portrait.”41 And indeed, the relationship between Rossetti’s 

paintings and Burden Morris’s wardrobe is more complex than has typically been defined. 

For instance, a number of the items in Rossetti’s collection of drapery came directly from 

Burden Morris’s wardrobe. Early in 1880, Rossetti wrote to Burden Morris noting the 

“extreme usefulness of the dresses of yours which I have” and asking whether she had “any 

                                                        
39 Jeanette Marshall, 1883, quoted in Zuzanna Shonfield, The Precariously Privileged: A 
Professional Family in Victorian London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 117. 
40 Clara Watts-Dunton, “Walter Theodore Watts-Dunton and I,” in The Life and Letters of 
Theodore Watts-Dunton, by Thomas Hake and Arthur Compton-Rickett (London: T. C. and E. 
C. Jack, 1916), 2:186. Unfortunately none of Morris’s gowns are known to survive. 
According to Graham Robertson, all remaining examples of Jane Morris’s attire were sold at 
an estate auction in Kelmscott following the death of May’s companion Miss Lobb (to 
whom May had left many of the estate’s personal items) in 1939: “The sale seems to have 
been a clean sweep, even including Mrs. Morris’s old clothes, and was conducted in the 
village hall, like a jumble.” See Graham Robertson to Kerrison Preston, 28 August 1939, in 
Letters from Graham Robertson, ed. Kerrison Preston (London: Hamilton, 1953), 425. 
41 Emma Lazarus to Helena deKay Gilder, 4 July 1883, in Emma Lazarus in Her World: Life 
and Letters, by Bette Roth Young (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995), 111. 
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more ‘Old Clo’ of an artistic cut and material” which she might be willing to part with.42 

Rossetti further indicated the garments’ usefulness by mentioning that the artist Marie 

Spartali Stillman had written, requesting to borrow Burden Morris’s “old olive green velvet 

dress” from Rossetti’s collection, and which Rossetti had used to cloth the figure of Alexa 

Wilding in Veronica Veronese (1872; Fig. 4.7).43 Later that year Burden Morris did send “an old 

blue cachemire [sic] gown, and a cloak that I thought might serve for the girl’s dress in your 

picture, if not too dull in colour.”44 Aside from the items retired from her own wardrobe, 

there were also gowns which seem to have moved between Rossetti’s store of costume and 

drapery and Burden Morris’s closet, such as the blue silk gown worn by Jane in Mrs. William 

Morris (The Blue Silk Dress) and Mariana. As Rossetti wrote to Burden Morris regarding the 

gown in the spring of 1870, “I have bethought me that you wore the blue dress at your party 

and may possibly want it for tomorrow evening.”45 May Morris’s recollections further 

suggest that Burden Morris may have worn this gown at home; she describes “a delicious, 

simple silk gown of shot blue and brown that was a great favourite with the little girls. It had 

                                                        
42 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 29 February 1880, in Bryson and Troxell, 143. 
43 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 29 February 1880, in Bryson and Troxell, 143. 
44 Jane Morris to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, December 1880, in The Collected Letters of Jane Morris, 
ed. Frank C. Sharp and Jan Marsh (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2012), 113. 
45 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 7 March 1870, in The Correspondence of Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti, ed. William E. Fredeman (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell and Brewer, 2002-10), 4:393. 
The Morrises were likely planning to attend a gathering at a friend’s home. When Burden 
Morris was in the process of making the blue silk gown Rossetti also indicated that she 
should “wear the dress to take away the stiffness.” See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane 
Morris, 5 May 1868, in Bryson and Troxell, 4. 
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some fragile ornament of gold thread at the throat and the wrists, and was of a delicate, 

faintly-rustling texture, that we never tired of stroking.”46 

 The blue silk dress also provides an example of how Jane Morris’s contributions to 

the creation of Rossetti’s paintings extended beyond her work as a model. Made by Burden 

Morris and possibly designed collaboratively by Burden Morris and Rossetti, the blue silk 

dress is mentioned several times in the correspondence between the pair. In the letters 

Rossetti expresses a number of ideas for the garment – “the sleeves should be as full at the 

top as is consistent with simplicity of outline, and perhaps would gain by being lined with 

some soft material” – however, his comments also indicate the value he placed upon Burden 

Morris’s abilities to design and execute something suitable for the picture: “of this you will 

be the best judge.”47 Rossetti’s correspondence provides further evidence that the blue silk 

dress was not the only gown which Burden Morris made for depiction in Rossetti’s 

paintings. For instance, in a letter to Aglaia Coronio, in which Rossetti enlists Coronio’s help 

in locating a particular shade of muslin fabric, Rossetti confirms Jane Morris as the maker of 

the gown which drapes her figure in La Pia de’ Tolomei (Fig. 2.21),48 and which, according to 

Leonée Ormond, Burden Morris loosely copied from that worn by the female figure in a 

                                                        
46 Morris, Introductions, 1:143. 
47 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 5 May 1868, in Bryson and Troxell, 2. 
48 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Aglaia Coronio, 17 June 1868, in Fredeman, Correspondence, 4:76. 
Coronio was a friend of the Morrises and Rossetti, and the sister of one of Rossetti’s later 
patrons, Constantine Alexander Ionides. This gown was later used in the painting La Donna 
della Finestra. 
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Botticelli portrait then in Rossetti’s possession (Fig. 4.8).49 Burden Morris’s dressmaking 

skills were also not limited to the creation of costumes for the pictures for which she 

posed.50 In 1874, for example, Rossetti described to Watts-Dunton the dress “of crimson 

chinese silk, lined with yellow silk and striped green, - also a green silk belt ornamented with 

gold thread – an oriental thing” which Burden Morris had made and sent to Rossetti for him 

to paint from.51 

 Many of the gowns depicted in Rossetti’s paintings, and particularly those for which 

Burden Morris modelled, bear a distinct relationship to the dresses which appear in 

Rossetti’s informal drawings and studies of Burden Morris and are relatively consistent with 

the gowns Burden Morris was described as wearing during daily life (Fig. 4.9). All of these 

gowns are loose-fitting, have voluminous sleeves, and hang unbroken from the shoulder, and 

though the sleeves are sometimes fitted at the wrist, the gowns sometimes belted at the 

                                                        
49 Leonée Ormond, “Dress in the Painting of Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” Costume 8 (1974): 28. 
The work by Botticelli is Portrait of a Lady known as Smeralda Bandinelli (1470-80) and is now in 
the collection of the Victoria & Albert Museum. 
50 There is also evidence to suggest that Jane Morris did not make painting costumes 
exclusively for Rossetti. In September of 1893 Burden Morris indicated to Wilfrid Scawen 
Blunt that she was “engaged in constructing some costumes to paint for a young painter-
friend who had been trying to do them himself and failed naturally.” This is believed to be 
Charles March Gere, as the following month Burden Morris wrote to Gere, “Your gown is 
finished.” See Jane Morris to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, 30 September 1893, in Sharp and Marsh, 
247; and Jane Morris to Charles March Gere, 11 October 1893, in Sharp and Marsh, 248. 
51 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Theodore Watts-Dunton, 9 March 1874, in Fredeman, 
Correspondence, 6:419. Morris sent this dress via train to Rossetti who was working at 
Kelmscott Manor, and unfortunately the dress seems to have been stolen or gone missing in 
transit. A few months later Morris wrote to Rossetti’s sister in-law, Lucy, to ask whether she 
might be able to deliver her most recent creation for Rossetti’s stock. See Jane Morris to 
Lucy Rossetti, 24 June 1874, in Sharp and Marsh, 57-58. 
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waist, overall the form of these dresses is marked by an abundance of fabric.52 While it is 

impossible to know in most instances whether Rossetti copied the colours of his costumes 

exactly from life, the tone of the garments is also similar to that featured in descriptions of 

Burden Morris: a muted range of blues, greens, ivories, and greys. It is therefore not 

surprising that contemporaries responded to Burden Morris in ways which reflect her 

likeness to Rossetti’s images. However, as the century progressed Burden Morris’s style 

would further come to be associated not only with Rossetti’s works, but with a distinct form 

of artistic femininity.  

 

The Rise of Artistic Dress 

Though the crinoline was largely out of fashion by the late 1860s, fashionable women’s dress 

remained ornate and physically restrictive throughout the 1870s and 1880s. The silhouette of 

the skirt was modified to accommodate the bustle, a pad of horsehair or other material, 

creating an elevated fullness at the back of a woman’s dress. Bodices too were altered, and 

the pleated style popular in the 1850s and 1860s was replaced with a more tailored garment 

(Figs 4.10-4.11). In her reminiscences, Alice Comyns Carr (b. 1850), a later follower of the 

artistic style in dress, described some of the styles and discomfort caused by the fashions of 

her youth: 

It was just when I was growing up that women’s clothes were passing through a 

particularly unattractive phase. The crinoline had been practically discarded, but 

                                                        
52 On occasion Rossetti did not use finished costumes, but draped his models in swaths of 
fabric. This method was used for the dress in Proserpine and would also likely have created a 
voluminous silhouette. See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Frederick R. Leyland, 3 April 1874, in 
Fredeman, Correspondence, 6:426. 
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skirts were still tremendously full and flounced and bodices uncomfortably boned. 

[…] We thought much of our shapes at that time, but not as God had made them. 

An eighteen-inch waist was a matter of pride, and anything over twenty-one an 

enormity. […] There was a crispness and neatness and freshness about us which is 

not often conspicuous now. We had to pay for it, though, for there was a great deal 

more to iron in our dresses than in the simple tunic costumes of today! […] 

Gradually the full, flounced skirt was superseded by the plain, long under-skirt and 

overdress […] always bunched on the hips and the back, where it was generally 

adorned by some sort of ornament. This effect was most uncomfortably obtained by 

means of a small hump of horsehair and whalebone which was tied round the waist 

under the skirt, and it was known as the bustle. My first black glacé silk dress was 

made in this fashion, and had long, tight sleeves, whilst the bodice fitted me like 

sticking-plaster.53 

 

In contrast, the gowns worn by Burden Morris, and later Alice Carr herself, were typically 

loose fitting and tended to emphasise the natural waist. The blue silk dress which Burden 

Morris made and wore for Rossetti’s portrait in 1868 has full sleeves and is loosely belted at 

the waist – a style similar to one of Burden Morris’s gowns described by Vernon Lee in the 

early 1880s: “Mrs. M had on the usual crinkled white garb with a gold string around her 

waist or absence of waist.”54 

 Artistic dresses also differed from their conventional counterparts in their style of 

decoration and in their material and colour, as an 1881 article in the ladies’ periodical Queen 

makes clear. Recalling the origins of the aesthetic or “high art” style, the author summarized 

                                                        
53 Eve Adam, ed., Mrs. J. Comyns Carr’s Reminiscences (London: Hutchinson, n.d.), 20-21. 
54 Vernon Lee to [her mother], 5 July 1881, in Vernon Lee’s Letters, ed. Irene Cooper Willis 
(London: privately printed, 1937), 70. 



 

 

 

193 

the notable features sought by wearers of artistic dress:  

They loved the soft, heavy folds of Indian cashmere, wrought in delicate borders by 

the embroiderer’s hand; the richness of velvet and plush and the dim delicacy of 

muslin unspoilt by starch; their eyes were open to the mellow colour of long strings 

of amber beads, rich oriental necklets of quaint device, etc. They recognised the 

value and beauty of all such things, and shrank from the gaudy extravagant ugliness 

and the bizarrerie without grace of the fashions of the Second Empire.55  

 

Bold and vibrant colours had become a popular facet of fashionable dress with the 

introduction of synthetic aniline dyes in the late 1850s; however, as the author for Queen 

suggests, followers of the artistic style preferred muted or dark colours. Burden Morris, for 

instance, was typically described or pictured wearing gowns of ivory, lilac, and deep greens 

and blues. Those following the alternative style also preferred garments made of soft velvets, 

cashmeres, and untreated silks, instead of the stiff taffetas and moiré silks conventionally 

popular. In 1883 the department store Liberty, for example, advertised a range of silks 

“invaluable for artistic draping being exceedingly soft and pliant” (Fig. 4.12).56 Unlike the 

ornate styling of fashionable dress, artistic styles were also simply decorated. Typical 

additions included borders or panels of hand embroidery, such as that discussed by Burden 

Morris and Rossetti for the front of Burden Morris’s blue silk dress, or panels of smocking 

and shirring, such as that used on the sleeves of the green velvet gown made by Burden 

                                                        
55 “Aesthetic Dress [1881],” 344. 
56 Liberty, Catalogue of Liberty’s Art Fabrics (London: Liberty, 1883), 2. Liberty’s department 
store, founded by Arthur Lasenby Liberty in 1875 and initially known as East India House, 
specialised in items, and in particular fabrics, imported from the East and in the work of 
contemporary British designers. 
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Morris and depicted in Veronica Veronese, and on the sleeves of a gown worn by Burden 

Morris in a family photograph taken in 1874 (Fig. 4.13). These decorative details further 

helped to link followers of the artistic style with the design reform movements of the 

nineteenth century, particularly those which advocated for the revival of ancient embroidery 

techniques and hand production methods.57 

 Artistic dress gradually became more visible in the 1870s and 1880s, alongside the 

rising popular appeal of paintings and decoration in the aesthetic style. And despite the 

unconventional aspects of artistic dress, a small but distinct group of women began to 

appropriate the style or elements of it in order to align themselves with the goals and 

sensibilities of the new artistic movement, and present themselves as images of artistic 

femininity. And unlike Jane Morris, these women had a broad range of sources to which they 

could turn in order to gain information about “high art” codes of dress. For instance, 

although forms of artistic dress were typically absent from ladies’ periodicals in the 1870s, a 

number of periodicals did advise women to examine works of fine art for suitable and 

beautiful examples of dress,58 and the simple yet sensuous gowns of Rossetti’s paintings, as 

well as those depicted in the works of Edward Burne-Jones and other Pre-Raphaelite artists 

seem to have provided the primary source of inspiration for a growing number of artistic 

                                                        
57 Artistic dresses were also often complemented with simple and somewhat unconventional 
accessories, such as single strands of beads (particularly amber) or fresh-cut flowers. 
58 See, for instance, Mary Eliza Haweis, “The Aesthetics of Dress,” Art Journal (May 1880): 
137; “Suggestions for Artistic Dresses from Old Modes and Old Pictures,” Queen (19 July 
1879): 60-61; “Dress with the Artists of To-day,” Queen (10 January 1880): 37; and “Dresses 
on the Academy Walls,” Queen (6 August 1881): 146. 
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women, particularly following the opening of the Grosvenor Gallery in 1877.59 

 Located on New Bond Street and founded by the amateur artists Sir Coutts and Lady 

Blanche Lindsay, the Grosvenor provided an alternative exhibition space to that managed by 

the Royal Academy. Unlike the Academy, where acceptance for exhibition was determined 

by juried selection, exhibition at the Grosvenor was by invitation, and the Lindsays as well as 

their gallery managers, Joseph Comyns Carr and Charles Hallé, sought primarily to exhibit 

contemporary British works in the aesthetic and Pre-Raphaelite styles. Frequent exhibitors 

included Burne-Jones, G. F. Watts, Marie Spartali Stillman, Evelyn Pickering (later de 

Morgan), and Albert Moore. Rossetti was given the opportunity to exhibit on more than one 

occasion, although after much consideration, and citing the “lifelong feeling of 

dissatisfaction which I have experienced from the disparity of aim and attainment in what I 

have all my life produced as best I could,” he declined.60 Those who attended exhibitions at 

the Grosvenor could examine the gowns depicted in the canvases of the new painters in 

order to gain inspiration for their own wardrobe. As the artist Louise Jopling (also a 

                                                        
59 Walter Crane later acknowledged the relationship between Pre-Raphaelite art and artistic 
dress in an article for Aglaia: “I think there can be no doubt, for instance, of the influence in 
our time of what is commonly known as the pre-Raphaelistic school and its later 
representatives in this direction, from the influence of Rossetti (which lately, indeed, seems 
to have revived and renewed itself in various ways) and the influence of William Morris and 
Edward Burne-Jones. […] Under the new impulse, the new inspiration of the mid-century 
from the purer and simpler lines, forms, and colours of early medieval art, the dress of 
women in our own time may be said to have been quite transformed for a while, and, though 
the pendulum of fashion swings to and fro, it does not much affect, except, in some small 
details, a distinct type of dress which has become associated with artistic people – those who 
seriously study and consider of the highest value and importance beautiful and harmonious 
surroundings in daily life.” See Walter Crane, “On the Progress of Taste in Dress: I. In 
Relation to Art Education,” Aglaia 3 (1894): 7-8.  
60 D. G. Rossetti, “The Grosvenor Gallery,” Times (London) (27 March 1877): 6. 
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Grosvenor exhibitor) wrote of the gallery, “That man of genius, Burne-Jones exhibited there, 

and his pictures became the rage. Fashion, always ready to adopt anything new, set all the 

town wild to copy the dress and attitudes of his wonderful nymphs.”61 

 Those wishing to emulate the artistic style could also look to the crowds assembled 

at the Grosvenor, particularly on the day of the private view which, along with the private 

view at the Royal Academy, was regarded by Queen as the best opportunity “for beholding 

aesthetic attire in full glory.”62 Indeed, by 1882, Queen had described the gallery private view 

as “a pretext for the assembling together of thronged gatherings in garments that proclaim 

the eclectic fashion of the day.”63 In 1883 the artist William Powell Frith chose to 

memorialize such a scene in The Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881 (Fig. 4.14), which 

depicts several figures in artistic forms of attire. At the right of the work stands a woman 

wearing a soft pink gown featuring smocked sleeves and a Watteau train, features typically 

associated with artistic styles, while at the left of the canvas Frith has included a small group 

of ladies admiring the exhibition and who wear costumes of gold and green, colours 

commonly associated with the aesthetic movement. Reflecting upon his motive for creating 

the work in his autobiography, Frith noted: 

Seven years ago certain ladies delighted to display themselves at public gatherings in 

what are called aesthetic dresses; in some cases the costumes were pretty enough, in 

                                                        
61 Louise Jopling, Twenty Years of Life: 1867 to 1887 (London: John Lane, 1925), 114-15. 
62 “Dresses at the ‘Grosvenor,’” Queen (3 May 1879): 387. According to Paula Gillett artistic 
crowds also gathered at the Grosvenor for Blanche Lindsay’s invitational receptions on 
Sunday afternoons. See Paula Gillett, “Art Audiences at the Grosvenor Gallery,” in The 
Grosvenor Gallery: A Palace of Art in Victorian England, ed. Susan P. Casteras and Colleen 
Denney (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 49. 
63 “Dresses at the Grosvenor Gallery,” Queen (6 May 1882): 390. 
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others they seemed to rival each other in ugliness of form and oddity of colour. 

There were - and still are, I believe - preachers of aestheticism in dress; but I think, 

and hope, that the preaching is much less effective than it used to be. The contrast 

between the really beautiful costumes of some of the lady habituées of our private 

view and the eccentric garments of others, together with the opportunity offered for 

portraits of eminent persons, suggested a subject for a picture, and I hastened to 

avail myself of it. Beyond the desire of recording for posterity the aesthetic craze as 

regards dress, I wished to hit the folly of listening to self-elected critics in matters of 

taste, whether in dress or art.64 

 

 As Frith’s comment indicates, aestheticism’s rise in popularity was met with a 

considerable amount of ridicule, and satirical depictions of the movement and its style 

appeared on the stage and in the popular press. For instance, numerous caricatures 

lampooning aestheticism appeared in the pages of Punch throughout the 1870s and early 

1880s, and in 1881 two theatrical productions, F. C. Burnand’s “The Colonel” and Gilbert 

and Sullivan’s “Patience,” also targeted the movement.65 However, Anne Anderson has 

argued that it was the caricatures and parodies of aestheticism “rather than the original 

paintings of Rossetti and Burne-Jones, that spawned the simulacra on the streets of 

London,” and certainly these images provided another source of inspiration for those 

wishing to adopt the artistic style in dress.66 Eager to present an accurate parody of the 

aesthetes, W. S. Gilbert even commissioned Walter Crane to draw up designs for the 

                                                        
64 W. P. Frith, My Autobiography and Reminiscences (New York: Harper, 1888), 441. 
65 Du Maurier’s aesthetic cartoons for Punch will be discussed further in the following 
chapter. 
66 Anne Anderson, “The Mutual Admiration Society, or Mr. Punch Against the Aesthetes,” 
Popular Narrative Media 2, no. 1 (2009): 84. 
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costumes for “Patience.” Although in the end Crane’s designs were not used, the “Patience” 

gowns did exemplify artistic principles and were made of Liberty art fabrics, inspiring 

admiration and possibly imitation.67 As a writer for Queen, cataloguing the dresses at the 

opening of the 1881 summer exhibition at the Grosvenor, suggested, “The first sight of the 

confused and motley throng seemed to indicate that the skits ‘Where’s the Cat?’ ‘The 

Colonel,’ and the new aesthetic opera [‘Patience’] had provided them with fresh hints of 

strange get-ups.”68 

                                                        
67 Wilson, 33. The Illustrated London News notes the use of the “Lazenby-Liberty silk dress” in 
“Patience.” See “Patience; or, Bunthorne’s Bride,” Illustrated London News (18 June 1881): 
598. 
68 “Dress at the Private View of the Grosvenor Gallery,” Queen (7 May 1881): 466. Several 
women also wrote to Queen requesting descriptions of the gowns used in the satirical 
productions, presumably in order to copy the gowns or elements of them at home. For 
instance, in Queen’s queries section (July 1881) “Massadilla” writes, “Full directions wanted as 
to the cut and make of the aesthetic dresses worn by the love-sick maidens in ‘Patience,’” to 
which Queen published a reply by “Ardern Holt” the following week: “The aesthetic dresses 
worn by the love-sick maidens in ‘Patience’ are all of one cut, viz., loose flowing skirts, and a 
half high classic bodice with a ribbon belt round the waist, tied in a looped bow in front, the 
ribbon being narrow, the same forming braces at the back. The long drooping sleeves are 
fastened with three buttons on the outside of the shoulder, and spring from the fulness of 
the dress at the back. The colours and ornamentation have been selected with much 
forethought. The love-sick maiden who is clothed in dark blue has large sunflowers on her 
robe. The whole dress is embroidered with daffodils, a sickly green shows passion flowers, a 
terra cotta has gold borderings, a light blue robe is secured by claret coloured bows. […] 
Lady Jane’s dress differs from the rest. It is a long close-fitting Japanese robe of dark blue 
silk, embroidered in gold, with a peacock’s tail, scrolls, etc. She has [a] light blue floating 
scarf attached to the shoulders at the back.” See “Dress Notes and Queries,” Queen (30 July 
1881): 113; “Stage Dress,” Queen (6 August 1881): 143. Theatregoers would have also seen 
examples of artistic attire among those in the theatre audience. Queen describes the dress of 
the audience at the Lyceum theatre in April of 1881: “there mustered in stalls and boxes, 
dress circle and balcony, the votaries of fashion and of the aesthetic creed in dress.” And 
Jane Morris is noted to have been in the audience of the opening performance of “The 
Tables Turned (or, Nupkins Awakened),” looking like a figure “stepped straight out of a Pre-
Raphaelite picture.” See “Dress on the First Night of ‘The Belle’s Stratagem,’” Queen (23 
April 1881): 411; Ernest Rhys, Everyman Remembers (New York: Cosmopolitan, 1931), 53. 
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 Those within or connected to artistic circles further encountered examples of the 

artistic style at studio parties and “at homes,” and women could engage in processes of 

prestigious imitation by observing the dress and deportment of the leading female members 

of the artistic set, including Jane Morris and Ellen Terry. Terry, a stage actress, was well 

known for her elaborate stage costumes designed primarily in conjunction with the architect 

and designer E. W. Godwin (Fig. 4.15), and later with Alice Comyns Carr (wife of the 

director of the Grosvenor Gallery). Terry also wore artistic dress in daily life as she moved 

about London.69 It is more difficult, however, to determine the extent of Jane Morris’s 

visibility and the direct influence she might have had on the fashion for artistic forms of 

dress.  

 Following the summer of 1876, when the Morrises’ eldest daughter developed 

epilepsy, Burden Morris’s involvement in public life was necessarily limited, although 

primary accounts and Burden Morris’s correspondence indicate that even after the shift in 

                                                        
69 Many of Terry’s stage costumes were influenced by aestheticism, and observers looked to 
Terry’s costumes for suggestions of alternative styles and techniques. A number of women 
wrote to Queen requesting detailed descriptions of Terry’s attire in particular productions and 
scenes. See, for instance, the query, “A minute description wanted of Miss Ellen Terry’s 
dress as Camma, in ‘The Cup,’ during the scene in which she plays the harp,” and the 
response in the following week’s paper, “Miss Terry, in the scene in ‘The Cup,’ to which 
‘Portia’ alludes, wears a dress of pale sea-green Indian silk. The under dress, supposed to 
represent a chiton, is made with a plain bodice, a skirt put into heavy regular folds, and of 
the same length all round, while the sleeves are very long, being fastened by a series of studs, 
up into a mass of folds, reaching to the elbow. By this means the difficulty of arranging the 
folds of a chiton, and of disposing properly the masses of folds around the waist is obviated. 
Over this dress Miss Terry wears a chlamys of the same silk, very wide, so that its four 
corners fall almost to the feet, and are knotted at their extremities.” See “Dress Notes and 
Queries,” Queen (19 March 1881): 273; “Answers,” Queen (26 March 1881): 307. For a 
discussion of Terry’s stage costumes and their relationship to aestheticism, see Valerie 
Cumming, “Ellen Terry: An Aesthetic Actress and Her Costumes,” Costume 21 (1987): 67-74. 
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her family life, she did attend the theatre, exhibition openings, and parties on occasion.70 

Vernon Lee attended one such party in 1883 at the studio of Henry Holiday, and in a letter 

to her mother she described “plaster casts draped in tissue paper and liberty silk all about, 

full of weird people, women in cotton frocks and faded hues, made wide at the hips and 

tight at the feet like Turkish trowsers - and lank draperies of all sorts. Among these, but 

really pretty and prettily dressed, Annie Cobden-Sanderson; and, to my joy, Mrs. Morris. She 

certainly is magnificently beautiful.”71 Jeannette Marshall, the daughter of Rossetti’s 

physician, was also a keen observer of Burden Morris’s style on such occasions, and her diary 

contains numerous references to Burden Morris’s appearance at balls, “at homes,” and 

garden parties.72 And, though Marshall was highly critical of artistic circles, and in particular 

the aesthetes, she did adopt many of the tokens of aestheticism into her own outward 

appearance.73 Those like Marshall who were familiar with Rossetti’s images of Burden Morris 

(whether through photographic reproduction or first-hand experience) had a further image 

of Burden Morris in artistic dress upon which to draw in their attempt to imitate the Pre-

Raphaelite feminine ideal. A hint that Burden Morris’s attire may have indeed been 

influential, particularly upon early adopters of the artistic style, appears in the memoirs of 

Alice Comyns Carr. Recalling the “folds of soft brocade, fashioned after my artist sister-in-

law’s design” of her “high-art” wedding dress, Comyns Carr reflected upon the shift in 

                                                        
70 Sharp and Marsh, 20. Wendy Parkins points out that Jane Morris was sometimes visible at 
major gallery exhibitions and attended the Grosvenor Gallery in 1878, 1885, and 1886, and 
the Royal Academy in 1885. See Parkins, Jane Morris, 125 and 140n13.  
71 Vernon Lee to [her mother], 6 July 1883, in Willis, 124. 
72 Excerpts from Marshall’s diary appear in Zuzanna Shonfield, “Miss Marshall and the 
Cimabue Browns,” Costume 13 (1979): 62-72; and Shonfield, Precariously Privileged. 
73 Shonfield, “Miss Marshall,” 69-71. 
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women’s fashion from the 1870s to the early twentieth century, noting “How much have we 

changed since the Morris vogue!”74 

 While those wishing to emulate the artistic style in dress and to identify themselves 

with the growing aesthetic movement were necessarily forced to look more broadly for 

suitable models than those seeking to follow more conventional forms of femininity, there 

were still a number of images and venues which provided information on the style. 

However, writers on dress of the period, including those interested in the artistic style such 

as Mary Eliza Haweis, stressed that far from being a symbol of conformity, a woman’s dress 

should also provide evidence of individual taste and expression.75 Thus as the artistic style 

increased in popularity, so too did the varieties and forms of the fashion. 

 Surviving examples, images, and accounts of artistic dress suggest that many women 

adopted the simple, loosely-belted style of gown, with generous sleeves and made of soft 

fabrics in subtle colours, which is associated with images of Jane Morris, and with the 

paintings of Rossetti and Burne-Jones. For instance, the gown worn by Elfrida Ionides in the 

portrait by William Blake Richmond is, according to Robyne Calvert, “exemplary of Artistic 

Dress” (Fig. 4.16)76 Calvert notes that “the loose bodice, skirt, shoulder seam and elbow 

allow freedom of movement,” while the “ruching at the arm, lace trim at the low bodice and 

cuff, and the gilt silver belt buckle depicting Faith, Hope, and Charity […] provide useful 

                                                        
74 Alice Comyns Carr, J. Comyns Carr: Stray Memories (London: Macmillan, 1920), 17. Carr also 
described her wedding dress in her own reminiscences: “I struck a Bohemian note myself by 
abandoning the paths of fashion and appearing in an unconventional wedding-gown of soft, 
uncrinolined cream brocade.” See Adam, 26. 
75 Mary Eliza Haweis, The Art of Beauty (New York: Harper, 1878), 15. 
76 Calvert, 136. Elfrida Ionides was married to Luke Ionides an art collector and member of 
London’s wealthy Greek community. 
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ornamentation and embrace aspects of historical costume.”77 Similarly the photographic 

portraits of two artists’ wives, Mary Frances Crane and Edith Holman Hunt, depict women 

in gowns of softly draped fabric, belted at the waist, and with gathers in the sleeves which 

add a decorative touch (Figs 4.17-4.18).  

 Others sought increasingly novel and theatrical designs. Perhaps inspired by the Pre-

Raphaelites, many looked to the styles of the past for inspiration, and a number of artistic 

designs bear a relationship to garments depicted in medieval, Renaissance, and classical 

sources, as well as to Empire designs of the early nineteenth century. Walter Crane, for 

instance, contributed a dress design to the periodical Aglaia loosely based upon the Greek 

chiton (Fig. 4.19), and in 1883, Liberty reprinted Queen’s advice for adapting Greek dress to 

modern requirements in their catalogue (Fig. 4.20).78 Wearers do not seem to have been 

particularly faithful to a particular period – as one observer wrote of Constance Wilde (wife 

of Oscar Wilde), “Her gowns were startlingly original; on one occasion purely Greek, on 

another early Venetian, in rich tints of old rose, with gold lace, high collar, trimmings and 

girdles. Again I would see her arrayed in draperies after the medieval style, of cerise and 

black satin with necklaces of quaint gems” – and some opted for a more indiscriminate 

borrowing from the past, melding features from an assortment of historical styles, including 

Medici lace collars, Watteau sac-bacques, and the simple line of Empire dress, all with the 

                                                        
77 Calvert, 136. 
78 Walter Crane, “Types of Artistic Dress,” Aglaia: The Journal of the Healthy and Artistic Dress 
Union 3 (Autumn 1894): 6; “Modern Greek Dress Made from Liberty’s Soft Draping 
Fabrics,” in Catalogue of Liberty’s Art Fabrics (London: Liberty, 1883), 29-30, originally printed 
in Queen (10 January 1880): 36-38. 
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aim of creating a picturesque whole (Fig. 4.21).79 As Mary Blanchard has noted, “Aesthetic 

dress was compiled from a variety of sources and was not a careful replica of a past model 

with historically correct data.”80 This variety of artistic and aesthetic styles led to the 

elaborate descriptions of dress captured in Queen. For instance, in a review of the attire on 

display at the opening of the 1880 summer exhibition at the Grosvenor, the periodical noted 

the variances in artistic attire from the pleasant to the bizarre: 

We noted a dainty figure clad in red velvet; an old silver buckle fastened the girdle of 

the short-waisted dress; the sleeves were puffed; a high fur tippet was round the 

neck; the head was ensconced in a poke bonnet, wreathed with feathers the same 

shade as the dress. Another young lady wore a gown that seemed to go through 

every scale and modulation of green, from sombre sage to the lightest shade of 

greenish-yellow; the bonnet was the same arrangement in green; a large green gauze 

veil formed the bonnet strings enshrining the face, and fastened on the left side by 

yellow roses. […] Among the bizarre toilette we noticed a black silk, slashed and 

puffed with gold-coloured satin. […] Two ladies walked together, one in a sage-green 

gown, white old point lace fichu, and broad-leafed green hat; the other in a blue satin 

garment draped with blue velvet, the square bodice and sleeves plaited and puffed, 

the skirt embroidered with green leaves, forget-me-nots, and red flowers, producing 

a peacocky effect. Round the throat rose a high coffee-coloured ruche; a yellow rose 

was fastened on the side; a small blue velvet hat, trimmed with yellow roses and a 

green feather, completing the attire. […] A few representatives of ultra-aestheticism 

in dress were present. There was a costume in which the folds of the gown fell with 

an archaic effect round the wearer, as may be seen in the early pre-Raphaelite 

pictures; the lace collar was turned down, leaving the throat uncovered.81 

                                                        
79 Anna de Brémont, Oscar Wilde and His Mother (London: Everett, 1911), 91. 
80 Blanchard, “Boundaries,” 24. 
81 “Dresses at the Private View of the Grosvenor,” Queen (8 May 1880): 420. 



 

 

 

204 

 

While some of the gowns described in Queen, and in particular the red velvet dress 

ornamented with a silver buckle as well as the gown falling in folds “with an archaic effect,” 

sound similar to those worn by Jane Morris and other members of artistic circles, others 

highlight the exaggerated forms of artistic dress that became prevalent in select spheres 

under aestheticism. 

 Surviving examples of aesthetic dress indicate that while many women sought to 

style themselves in an alternative manner, some did so without committing to the more 

radical elements of artistic dress. For example, two gowns in the collection of the Gallery of 

Costume in Manchester feature artistic elements, including a draped silhouette, but are 

structured similar to more conventional attire. One of these dresses, a cream silk gown worn 

and possibly made by the artist Louisa Starr (Madame Canziani) includes several artistic 

details: silk braid decorates the cuffs and hem, and the fabric, subtly printed, is softly 

gathered at the sides (Fig. 4.22). The dress also features an overdress or tunic which gives the 

gown the appearance of a loose artistic dress; however, this tunic also conceals a more 

conventionally fitted bodice. Similarly, a yellow-green wool dress from the late 1880s 

features a hand-embroidered yoke and cuffs, as well as a swath of fabric draped from 

shoulder to waist (Figs 4.23-4.24). While the embroidered detailing, colour of the gown, and 

draped panel all suggest artistic influences, the front panel only gives the effect of a looser, 

classical silhouette, obscuring a more conventionally structured, slim-fitting bodice.  

 The diaries of Jeannette Marshall provide further evidence of a more ambiguous 

alignment with the artistic style in dress. While Marshall incorporated Liberty silks, amber 
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beads, and peacock feathers into her wardrobe, her dress remained conventional in other 

ways, as Zuzanna Shonfield has shown: “not one of these dresses described [in Marshall’s 

diary] – nor indeed any of Jeannette Marshall’s other ones – was truly aesthetic in line, the 

plain ‘medieval’ gown which fell straight from the shoulders did not find favour with the 

Marshall ladies. Aesthetic influence showed up chiefly in the cut of the sleeves, in the colour 

combinations and in the accessories.”82 Others, who, like Marshall, were hesitant to adopt 

the more unrestrained styles but admired some of the possibilities of artistic dress, turned to 

Liberty, which opened its dress department in 1884 under the directorship of E. W. Godwin 

with the aim of creating “Costumes, embracing all periods of Historic Dress, together with such 

modifications of really beautiful examples as may be adapted to the conventionalities of 

modern life, without rendering them eccentric or bizarre.”83 A surviving example in the 

collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, provides a perfect illustration of Liberty’s 

marriage of artistic sensibilities with conventional form (Fig. 4.25). Similar to a number of 

dresses in the artistic style, this 1885 tea gown features a belted waist, a softly pleated blouse 

and collar, and is made of Liberty silk in delicate colours. It is also simply decorated with 

sprays of flower embroidery and lace cuffs. However, as with conventional garments of the 

period, for this design Liberty employed light corseting in the bodice, and shaped the skirt in 

order to accommodate a bustle.84 

                                                        
82 Shonfield, “Miss Marshall,” 71. 
83 Liberty, “Liberty” Art (Dress): Fabrics and Personal Specialties (London: Liberty, 1887), 13. 
84 Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Tea Gown, Liberty & Co.,” Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
http://www.metmuseum.org/collections/search-the-collections/158314?img=1 (accessed 
January 9, 2014). Evidence of the popularity of a more restrained engagement with artistic 
attire also appears in Queen, which, recording the dress at one of the Grosvenor private 
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 The creation of moderate artistic garments by Liberty suggests that by the mid-1880s 

artistic fashion was popular enough to become commercially viable.85 Indeed, by 1881, even 

Queen, typically an advocate of the Parisian mode, began to offer a limited number of 

columns with advice on artistic dress, seemingly encouraged that what it had previously 

deemed an unattractive craze was not an entirely fleeting trend.86 And while Liberty’s made-

to-order designs applied a degree of standardization to artistic dress, on the whole the forms 

                                                                                                                                                                     

views, noted, “A closer inspection showed that, if a few figures boldly carried out the creed 
to its utmost limits of eccentricity, the majority, while making concessions to the zeal for 
originality in dress at any cost, yet kept within certain discreet bounds of loyalty to the 
prevailing fashions.” See “Dress,” Queen (7 May 1881): 466. 
85 In Aglaia Walter Crane reflected upon the commercialisation of artistic dress: “Beginning 
in the households of the artists themselves, the type of dress to which I allude, by imitation 
(which is the sincerest form of flattery – or insult as some will have it) it soon became spread 
abroad until in the seventies and early eighties we saw the fashionable world and the stage 
aping, with more or less grotesque vulgarity, what it was fain to think were the fashions of 
the inner and most refined artistic cult. Commerce, every ready to dot the i’s and cross the t’s 
of anything that spells increased profits, was not slow to flood the market with what were 
labelled ‘art colours’ and ‘aesthetic’ fabrics of all kinds; but whatever vulgarity, absurdity, and 
insincerity might have been mixed up by its enemies with what was known as the aesthetic 
movement, it undoubtedly did indicate a general desire for greater beauty in ordinary life, 
and gave us many charming materials and colours which, in combination with genuine taste, 
produced some very beautiful as well as simple dresses.” See Walter Crane, “On the Progress 
of Taste in Dress: I. In Relation to Art Education,” Aglaia 3 (Autumn 1894): 8. 
86 Queen was perhaps also encouraged by the number of letters it received from readers 
requesting advice on artistic designs. See, for instance, “Answers” column in Queen for 7 
June 1879 (p. 526), 21 June 1879 (p. 576), 11 October 1879 (p. 331), 27 March 1880 (p. 275), 
3 April 1880 (p. 299), 22 May 1880 (p. 465), 31 July 1880 (p. 101), 4 December 1880 (p. 512). 
These columns describe gowns of “grass-green silk,” embroidered with “white narcissus 
leaves thrown carelessly round the edge in bouquets,” and fastened with “a dark green and 
gold enamelled buckle,” and a costume of “very dark claret velveteen” as “worn by the wife 
of a well-known artist celebrated for her good taste.” Others proposed the use of Indian 
silks from Liberty’s or the School of Art Needlework, combined with “old Greek lace, or any 
other quaint adornment; but any trimming distinctly modern or fashionable should be 
avoided in combination with the soft eastern fabric.” See “Answers,” Queen (11 October 
1879): 331; “Answers,” Queen (27 March 1880): 275. Kimberly Wahl similarly sees these 
queries as evidence of the rising popularity of artistic dress. See Wahl, 108. 
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of aesthetic fashion remained varied and diverse, reflecting a range of motives, both practical 

and immaterial for adopting the style. 

 

Advantages of Artistic Dress 

Due to their uncomplicated form artistic gowns could be produced at home with greater 

ease than the more elaborate styles of the period, and until the advent of Liberty’s made-to-

order designs, artistic gowns were typically made by their wearer. The result of individual 

design and effort, artistic dresses became an ideal medium for personal expression. 

According to individual taste, women altered and ornamented the simple lines of artistic 

dress through the selection and sometimes hand-dying of fabrics, the addition of slashing or 

shirring, and through the application of embroidered decoration of their own design. 

According to Mary Blanchard, who has analysed artistic dress in the American context, this 

practice of making aligned women with artists working in more traditional media: “[there] 

was a conscious effort by some Victorian American women to create ‘aesthetic’ dress as an 

individual work of art, analogous to painting a picture.”87 In this way, the maker and wearer 

of artistic dress fashioned herself as “both performing public self and individual work of 

art,” altering “traditional concepts of the female as artistic object to the female as artistic 

subject.”88 For instance, while Jeanette Marshall’s diary illustrates her general disapproval of 

aesthetes and aestheticism, it also demonstrates that she took great pleasure in acquiring 

artistic materials, devising aesthetic looks, and “exhibiting” her designs at public venues such 

                                                        
87 Blanchard, “Boundaries,” 23. 
88 Blanchard, “Boundaries,” 22. 
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as the Royal Academy.89 

 Simply designed, and made and decorated by the wearer, artistic dress proved 

accessible to women from a variety of social backgrounds, and due to the rising popularity of 

aestheticism, represented a way to dress fashionably without the costs associated with 

conventional fashionable dress. As Marshall commented in 1883 regarding her own dress 

made on a limited budget, “As we cannot do the ultra-fashionable, we’ll be artistic at any 

rate.”90 However, artistic gowns may have also appealed to members of the middle class, and 

in particular those associated with artistic groups, because unlike the elaborate and 

ostentatious designs associated with conventional fashion, the simple form of artistic dress, 

with its generous sleeves, gathered waist, and pliable skirts, allowed for “a degree of freedom 

unimagined since the Empire period.”91 Those who elected to forego the use of a crinoline 

or a corset would have acquired an even greater ability to move freely. Rachel Weathers has 

suggested that this physical advantage of artistic dress may have been a factor in its adoption 

by women such as Elizabeth Siddall and Jane Morris, noting that “Their work may well have 

steered them from the extremes of fashion regardless of the aesthetic or philosophical 

                                                        
89 See Shonfield, “Miss Marshall.” 
90 Jeannette Marshall, quoted in Shonfield, “Miss Marshall,” 68. Artistic dresses also proved 
popular with some members of the upper classes and aristocracy. For instance, Jane Morris’s 
friend Rosalind Howard, the Countess of Carlisle, was known to wear the style, as were the 
Souls, a group of upper-class and aristocratic individuals who shared an interest in artistic 
and intellectual pursuits, and included Violet Manners (née Lindsay), Duchess of Rutland; 
Millicent Leveson-Gower, Duchess of Sutherland; the Wyndham family; and Frances 
Horner, daughter of Pre-Raphaelite patron William Graham and model to Edward Burne-
Jones. For more on the Souls, see Jane Abdy and Charlotte Gere, The Souls (London: 
Sidgwick and Jackson, 1984). 
91 Charlotte Gere and Geoffrey C. Munn, Pre-Raphaelite to Arts and Crafts Jewellery 
(Woodbridge, UK: Antique Collectors’ Club, 1996), 84. 
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tendencies of the [Pre-Raphaelite] Brotherhood.”92 The unique poses assumed by Burden 

Morris during the Cheyne Walk sitting in 1865, and which would become part of Rossetti’s 

distinctive visual vocabulary, for instance, would not have been possible had Burden Morris 

worn the conventional undergarments of the period. 

 Due to the popular link between artistic dress and the women associated with Pre-

Raphaelite art, the adoption of the artistic style may have also been useful for those who, like 

the Pre-Raphaelite “stunners,” did not conform to traditional standards of physical 

attractiveness. In The Art of Beauty (1878), the artist and fashion journalist Mary Eliza Haweis 

suggested that “plain girls” dress after the Pre-Raphaelite style in order to adapt their 

distinctive appearance to their advantage: 

Those dear and much abused “prae-Raphaelite” painters, whom it is still in some 

circles the fashion to decry, are the plain girls’ best friends. They have taken all the 

neglected ones by the hand. […] Morris, Burne Jones, and others, have made certain 

types of face and figure once literally hated, actually the fashion. Red hair – once to 

say a woman had red hair was social assassination – is the rage. A pallid face with a 

protruding upper lip is highly esteemed. Green eyes, a squint, square eyebrows, 

whitey-brown complexions are not left out in the cold. In fact, the pink-cheeked 

dolls are nowhere; they are said to have “no character” – and a pretty little hand is 

occasionally voted characterless too. Now is the time for plain women. Only dress 

                                                        
92 Weathers, 102. Later in the century, Henry Holiday advised women actively involved in 
artistic pursuits to wear the artistic style: “Any reasonably made dress ought to be perfectly 
suitable for practising the piano or the violin, and the same is true of drawing, painting, 
modelling, embroidery and needlework generally, but it may be worthwhile suggesting that as 
ladies allow themselves a good deal of latitude in what is called the ‘tea-gown,’ they might at 
least give themselves as much liberty in dress intended for the studio. When engaged in 
artistic pursuits, there would be an eminent suitability in the cultivation of especially artistic 
dress.” See Henry Holiday, “The Artistic Aspect of Dress,” Aglaia 1 (1893): 23. 
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after the prae-Raphaelite style, and you will be astonished to find that so far from 

being an “ugly duck” you are a full fledged swan!93 

 

While Haweis’s tone is light and slightly humorous, she alludes to what some may have 

considered a real possibility of artistic dress – that it could be utilized to improve or add 

interest to one’s appearance with the hope of gaining the attention of the opposite sex. 

 

Advantages of Artistic Dress for Jane Morris 

Like many of her contemporaries, Jane Morris may have valued artistic attire for its 

unrestrictive form, simple design, and associations with artistic and personal expression. 

However, Burden Morris’s early adoption and consistent use of the style, even after the 

popular desire for all things artistic had subsided, suggests that her motivations for dressing 

artistically were more complex, and may also have shifted over the course of her lifetime.94 

Thus Burden Morris’s motives for adopting artistic dress during the early days of her 

involvement with the Pre-Raphaelite circle may have differed from those experienced later in 

life, and in particular following her career as one of Rossetti’s most prominent models. 

 When Burden Morris initially adopted artistic attire following her introduction to the 

Oxford group of artists and marriage to William Morris, models of artistic identity were 

uncommon. Unlike those who later espoused the artistic or aesthetic style, and who had a 

                                                        
93 Haweis, Art of Beauty, 273-74. 
94 While evidence suggests that Morris did wear the artistic style regularly throughout her 
lifetime, she was not a slave to her own fashion. Wendy Parkins points out that in 
photographs taken of Morris during her travels in Italy in the 1880s, she wears what “looks 
like sensible travelling dress.” See Wendy Parkins, “That Venturesome Woman: The Italian 
Travels of Jane Morris,” Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 16, no. 2 (2007): 67. 
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variety of sources upon which to draw, Burden Morris could not have looked to aesthetic 

paintings, public gatherings, or ladies’ periodicals for examples of artistic dress. However, 

coming from a working-class background, Burden Morris would have had limited access to 

examples of conventional femininity. As Jennifer Craik has shown, in the nineteenth century 

“techniques of femininity,” including “codes of dress,” intersected with class expectations, 

and thus as Burden Morris made the transition from working-class life to middle-class wife, 

she could not have looked to her mother or other relatives for an indication of how to shape 

her new feminine identity.95 Similarly, the advice contained in ladies’ periodicals and manuals 

on dress would have also been unfamiliar to Burden Morris. It therefore seems probable that 

Burden Morris would have been particularly influenced by those women most available to 

her, notably Elizabeth Siddall and the Pattle sisters of Little Holland House, and that she 

would have followed their sartorial advice and, as the affiliates of artists, recognised their 

attire as a suitable exemplar.96 Furthermore, by dressing in a style so distinctly different from 

that associated with middle-class femininity, Burden Morris would have avoided the 

possibility of being faulted for an ensemble improperly designed or worn, a strategy that may 

have alleviated some of the pressure and tension inherent in her transition to middle-class 

life. 

 From the early days of her involvement with the Firm, Jane Morris became known 

for her extraordinary skill with a needle – her obituary notes her contribution to the field, 

and, referencing the Morris family correspondence, Jan Marsh explains that in this area “Jane 

                                                        
95 Craik, 56. 
96 Squire, 43-44. 
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valued her reputation highly.”97 Surviving examples further illustrate her skill, and Burden 

Morris’s personal correspondence reflects the pleasure she derived from working with a 

needle, and in creating gifts for friends as well as items for personal and family use.98 It is 

possible that the pleasure Burden Morris derived from making also extended to the sewing 

of garments for herself and her children, and to the creation of costumes for Rossetti and 

other artists. However, Burden Morris’s contribution of clothing to Rossetti’s paintings is 

particularly important, as, alongside her work as a model, it represents a substantial 

contribution to Rossetti’s artistic practice. Indeed, considering Rossetti’s reliance upon the 

physical presence of real and material objects in order to complete his works, and the 

importance of drapery in Rossetti’s images, which along with the unique features of his 

models communicated an otherworldly scene, Burden Morris’s artistic relationship with 

Rossetti might be considered a collaborative one.99 As John Singer Sargent reportedly 

remarked to Alice Comyns Carr regarding his well-known painting Ellen Terry as Lady Macbeth 

(1889, Tate), “You and I ought to have signed that together, Alice, for I could not have done 

it if you had not invented the dress.”100 

                                                        
97 “Mrs. William Morris,” Times (London) (28 January 1914): 9; Marsh, Jane and May Morris, 
117. 
98 See, for instance, Jane Morris to Mary Howard, 19 August 1885, in Sharp and Marsh, 141; 
Jane Morris to Theodore Watts-Dunton, October/November 1887, in Sharp and Marsh, 
159; Sydney Carlyle Cockerell to Jane Morris, 17 August 1898, in Add. MS 52738, British 
Library, London; Jane Morris to May Morris, 9 March 1912, in Add. MS 45341, British 
Library, London. 
99 This is further suggested by Rossetti’s deference to Burden Morris’s expertise in 
embroidery and dress design. See Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 5 May 1868, in 
Bryson and Troxell, 2. 
100 John Singer Sargent, recorded in Adam, 300. Comyns Carr designed the magnificent green 
beetle-wing gown worn by Terry for her performance in Macbeth, and which is now in the 
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 While Burden Morris’s artistic attire may have contributed to or even encouraged 

Rossetti’s depictions of her as a medieval or mythical figure, for many, and particularly for 

those who first became familiar with Burden Morris through Rossetti’s work, her dress 

would have worked to more closely approximate her image to that of her painted 

representation: she became a figure “stepped straight out of a Pre-Raphaelite picture.”101 It is 

possible that Burden Morris continued to wear the artistic style throughout and following the 

creation of Rossetti’s series of images as a means of acknowledging her creative role in their 

production, or perhaps she continued to don the style for pragmatic reasons: it was 

comfortable to wear and appealed to her noted sense of thriftiness.102 However, Jane Morris 

must also have been aware of the new meanings that her wearing of artistic dress acquired in 

light of Rossetti’s images and the increased popularity of artistic forms of dress, and her 

continued wearing of the style suggests that Burden Morris perceived possible advantages to 

presenting herself as a living mirror. 

 Similar to other followers of the artistic style in dress, Morris may have used her 

attire to create “herself as both performing public self and individual work of art,” thus 

presenting herself not only as artistic subject but also as the Pre-Raphaelite feminine ideal.103 

This fashioning of a feminine identity can be likened to what Joan Riviere and more 

particularly Mary Ann Doane have termed the female masquerade, where “femininity itself 

                                                                                                                                                                     

collection of Smallhythe Place. Comyns Carr claimed that Sargent’s acknowledgement 
constituted “the proudest moment of my professional life.” See Adam, 300. 
101 Rhys, 53. 
102 William Morris refers to Jane’s frugal sensibilities in his correspondence. See William 
Morris to Jane Morris, 29 November 1877, Add. MS 45338, British Library, London. 
103 Blanchard, “Boundaries,” 22. 
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[…] is constructed as [a] mask.”104 According to Doane, “The effectivity of masquerade lies 

precisely in its potential to manufacture a distance from the image, to generate a problematic 

within which the image is manipulable, producible, and readable by the woman,”105 

suggesting that by constructing herself as Pre-Raphaelite ideal, and “creating herself as 

spectacle,” Morris placed “a distance between herself and her observers, a space within 

which to manoeuvre and to determine the meanings of the show.”106 For Burden Morris the 

performance of Pre-Raphaelite femininity may have been liberating. As suggested above, it 

may have aided Burden Morris’s transition from working-class Oxford to middle-class 

London, disguising attitudes and behaviours foreign to the conventional concept of 

Victorian femininity. However, by dressing like a Pre-Raphaelite painting, Burden Morris 

also created a context for her own unusual appearance, transforming herself from the 

awkward girl in the Oxford theatre, to a model of beauty, “the loveliest woman of her 

time.”107  

                                                        
104 Mary Ann Doane, “Film and the Masquerade: Theorising the Female Spectator,” Screen 
23, no. 3-4 (1982): 81. See also Joan Riviere, “Womanliness as Masquerade,” in Psychoanalysis 
and Female Sexuality, ed. Hendrik M. Ruitenbeek (New Haven, CT: College and University 
Press, 1966), 209-20. 
105 Doane, 87. 
106 Caroline Evans and Minna Thornton, “Fashion, Representation, Femininity,” Feminist 
Review 38 (1991): 55. Evans and Thornton use the concept of masquerade to deconstruct the 
designs of Elsa Schiaparelli. 
107 Clara Watts-Dunton, 185. This transformative power of artistic dress is hinted at by Lily 
Yeats, who, upon meeting Jane Morris at Kelmscott House in the late 1880s, described: 
“One day a tall woman in a drab dressing gown and slippers with her beautiful hair in 
disorder shuffled into the room and smiled vaguely in my direction and shuffled out again. I 
thought her ugly, her skin very sallow and coarse. This was my first sight of Mrs Morris. 
Afterwards when I saw her in the drawing room lying on the settee dressed in rich coloured 
brocade it was a different story.” See Lily Yeats, scrapbook, quoted in Janis Londraville, 
introduction to On Poetry, Painting, and Politics: The Letters of May Morris and John Quinn, ed. 
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Figure 4.1 G. F. Watts, Lady Sophia Dalrymple, 1851-53. 
Oil on canvas, 198 x 78.7 cm. 
Watts Gallery, Compton.  
Reproduced by the Bridgeman Art Library. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Janis Londraville (Selinsgrove, PA: Susquehanna University Press, 1997), 193n16; and 
Gifford Lewis, The Yeats Sisters and the Cuala (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1994), 29. 
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Figure 4.2 James McNeill Whistler, Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl, 1862. 
Oil on canvas, 213 x 107.9 cm. 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. 
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Figure 4.3 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Drawing of Elizabeth Siddall, 1854. 
Pen and ink, 23.8 x 11.2 cm. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
 

 
Figure 4.4 John Robert Parsons, Photograph of Jane Burden Morris, 1865. 
Albumen print. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 4.5 Photograph of Jane Burden Morris with May Morris, c. 1865. 
William Morris Gallery, London. 
 

 
Figure 4.6 Walking dress, 1855-65. 
Silk, mother of pearl. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 4.7 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Veronica Veronese, 1872. 
Oil on canvas, 109.2 x 89 cm. 
Samuel and Mary R. Bancroft Collection, Delaware Art Museum, Wilmington, DE. 
 

 
Figure 4.8 Sandro Botticelli, Portrait of a Lady known as Smeralda Bandinelli, 1470-80. 
Tempera on panel, 65.7 x 41 cm. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 4.9 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Portrait of Jane Morris, 1872. 
Pen and brown ink on paper, 28.3 x 43.7 cm. 
British Museum, London. 
 

  
Figure 4.10-4.11 House of Worth, Afternoon dress, c.1875. 
Silk. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 4.12 Liberty, Nagpore silk in Catalogue of Liberty’s Art Fabrics, 1883. 
National Art Library, Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
 

  
Figure 4.13 Frederick Hollyer, Photograph of the Burne-Jones and Morris families, 1874. 
Albumen print. 
National Portrait Gallery, London. 
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Figure 4.14 William Powell Frith, The Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881, 1883. 
Oil on canvas, 102 x 193 cm. 
Pope Family Trust. Reproduced by the Bridgeman Art Library. 
 

 
Figure 4.15 William Henry Grove, Ellen Terry as Camma in “The Cup” (wearing a dress 
designed by E. W. Godwin), 1881. 
Platinum print, 13.5 x 9.9 cm. 
National Portrait Gallery, London. 
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Figure 4.16 William Blake Richmond, Mrs. Luke Ionides, 1882. 
Oil on canvas, 102.2 x 115.2 cm. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
 

 
Figure 4.17 Frederick Hollyer, Mary Frances (Mrs. Walter Crane), 1886 (made). 
Platinotype, 15 x 10.3 cm. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 4.18 Elliott and Fry, Edith Holman Hunt, n.d. 
Photograph (carte de visite), 10.1 x 6.4 cm. 
Watts Gallery, Compton. 
 

 
Figure 4.19 Walter Crane, “Types of Artistic Dress,” Aglaia 3 (Autumn 1894). 
National Art Library, Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 4.20 Liberty, “Greek Dress Adapted to Modern Requirements Made from Liberty’s 
Fabrics,” Catalogue of Liberty’s Art Fabrics, 1883. 
National Art Library, Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
 

 
Figure 4.21 Mlle Jensen Robes and Confections (New York), Tea gown, c. 1880. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 4.22 Louisa Starr (Madame Canziani), Aesthetic dress, 1879-80.  
Silk, trimmed with silk braid. 
Gallery of Costume, Manchester City Galleries, Manchester. 
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Figures 4.23-4.24 Aesthetic dress, 1888-89. 
Wool, lined with satin, hand embroidered with silk thread. 
Gallery of Costume, Manchester City Galleries, Manchester. 
 

 
Figure 4.25 Liberty & Co., Tea gown, c. 1885. 
Silk. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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 Chapter 5

Jane Burden Morris as Monster 

In his review of the London memorial exhibition of Rossetti’s work for Gazette des Beaux-

Arts, the French critic Théodore Duret described the contradictory responses of admiration 

and unease inspired by the Rossetti type of femininity: 

The woman imagined by Rossetti is a colossal being, having, on a great neck, a 

strongly accentuated face, with salient lips and an enormous, luxuriant head of hair. 

This creature, a kind of sibyl, or siren, or melusine, has none of the delicate aspects 

of woman; she is nonetheless very much alive and, when one has gazed at her for a 

long time, she becomes unforgettable; she exercises a kind of fascination, but one 

mixed with disquiet; one would be afraid to draw too near to her, one senses that she 

would seize you in her arms, she would crack your bones.”1 

 

Similarly, and yet more recently, David G. Riede has argued that the qualities of desire and 

disquiet commonly associated with the femme fatale are present in the majority of Rossetti’s 

later images of women:  

Virtually all of Rossetti’s late studies of women […] are both voluptuous and sad, 

suggesting both the desire for life and the bitterness of death. They are characterised 

by melancholy, lassitude, and perhaps most important, satiety. Not only do they 

seem dangerous, inviting the viewer to a sexual experience that ends in death, but 

                                                        
1 Théodore Duret, “Les Expositions de Londres: Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” Gazette des Beaux-
Arts 18, 2nd series (1 July 1883): 49-58, quoted in Julian Treuherz, Elizabeth Prettejohn, and 
Edwin Becker, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: Thames and Hudson, 2003), 106. 



 

 

 

229 

their own satiety suggests a condition outside of the desires that characterise time, a 

complete fulfillment often considered possible […] only in death.2  

 

Nevertheless, few of Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris have regularly been characterised as 

paintings of the femme fatale; scholars have preferred to interpret images such as La Pia de’ 

Tolomei, Mariana, and Proserpine as evidence that Rossetti saw Burden Morris as the victim of a 

loveless marriage. However, two images which often fall within this classification, and which 

more closely align Burden Morris with a form of fearful femininity are Pandora (1869-79) and 

Astarte Syriaca (1875-77). Susan Casteras, for example, categorizes the latter as one of 

Rossetti’s images of the “active evil of women as destroyers.”3 

 Beginning with an examination of Pandora and Astarte Syriaca, this chapter considers 

the use of Burden Morris’s image to represent monstrous forms of femininity. While 

contemporary scholars have frequently characterised these depictions of Burden Morris, and 

in particular Astarte Syriaca, as representations of the femme fatale, through an examination of 

the nineteenth-century response to these paintings, this chapter explores whether these 

images were perceived as such at the time of making. Considering the close relationship 

between Burden Morris’s appearance and Rossetti’s paintings, this chapter further examines 

whether Burden Morris herself was associated with monstrous femininity, by looking at the 

                                                        
2 David G. Riede, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Limits of Victorian Vision (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1983), 252. David Sonstroem has also argued the most heightened period 
of Rossetti’s emotional and artistic involvement with Jane Morris, the theme of the femme 
fatale dominated his work. See David Sonstroem, “Jane Morris and the Femme Fatale,” in 
Rossetti and the Fair Lady (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1970), 155-73. 
3 Susan P. Casteras, The Substance of the Shadow: Images of Victorian Womanhood (New Haven, 
CT: Yale Centre for British Art, 1982), 42-43. 
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representation of Burden Morris in a different series of images – the caricatures of George 

du Maurier. Through an investigation of physiognomic texts and responses to the artistic 

style of dress this chapter ultimately asks whether du Maurier’s use of Burden Morris’s image 

can be interpreted as a response to the threat inherent in constructing Jane Morris as a 

feminine ideal at the end of the nineteenth century. 

 

“Her fatal face:” Jane Morris as Femme Fatale? 

In the decade between 1869 and 1879, Rossetti completed a series of works depicting Jane 

Morris as Pandora, the mythical figure who, given a casket by Jupiter, disobeys his 

instructions not to open it and subsequently unleashes a slew of ills into the world. 

Numerous studies of this subject exist; however, these works can be divided into two 

distinct interpretations of the classical figure. The earlier of these, produced in the late 1860s 

and early 1870s, includes a large work in chalk and another in oil, and depicts Jane Morris in 

three-quarter length, holding the casket familiar from legend (Figs 5.1 and 3.15).4 Burden 

Morris as Pandora gazes frankly out of the canvas at the viewer, seemingly unaware of the 

object in her hands. From the casket there emerges a cloud of reddish smoke containing a 

series of tiny faces and wings (presumably Rossetti’s interpretation of the myriad evils being 

released), and which frames the figure in a ruddy halo. The colour of the smoke emanating 

from the casket is echoed by Pandora’s shift-like gown, a rust-coloured drapery which hangs 

in long folds emphasizing the height and slender form of the figure. Examining the 

                                                        
4 The 1871 oil painting of Burden Morris as Pandora was commissioned by John Graham, 
the uncle of Rossetti’s more regular patron William Graham who purchased the chalk 
version of the work. 
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chalk/1869 version of the composition, Alastair Grieve suggests that the palette of the work 

indicates Pandora’s possible status as femme fatale: “the colour of the chalks is predominantly 

red, symbolising warning.”5 However, Grieve links this interpretation to a biographical 

reading of the subject, concluding, “No doubt the subject, with Mrs. Morris as the sitter, had 

a personal meaning to Rossetti as he appears to have fallen in love with her at the time this 

drawing was made.”6 Further evidence that Pandora can be interpreted as an image of 

troubling femininity lies in the inscription printed across the surface of the casket. Julian 

Treuherz, Elizabeth Prettejohn, and Edwin Becker have suggested that this rather obscure 

inscription, Nescitur ignescitur, can loosely be translated as “it is not known, but is kindled,” 

and propose a connection between the inscription and the spirit of Hope, which Pandora 

has inadvertently trapped within the casket.7 However, the Latin is ambiguous – perhaps 

intentionally so – and the text may also be a reference to Pandora herself, unaware of the 

extent of her actions, but awakened by her new knowledge, or possibly, aware of her actions 

though not their repercussions.8 This interpretation, along with Pandora’s unwavering gaze, 

suggests a potentially defiant figure, aware of her actions and unmoved by their disastrous 

consequences. 

 Though similar in subject and composition, the chalk versions of Pandora produced 

by Rossetti at the end of the 1870s are quite different in their overall appearance from the 

ruddy images discussed above (Figs 5.2 and 3.16). Perhaps most notable is the shift in 

                                                        
5 Alastair Grieve, “Pandora 1869,” in The Pre-Raphaelites (London: Tate Gallery, 1984), 306. 
6 Grieve, “Pandora,” 306. 
7 Treuherz, Prettejohn, Becker, 209. 
8 Thanks to Dr. Allison Fisher for her help with this translation. 
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palette, from fiery oranges and reds to cooler grays, whites, and blues. Here the figure, 

though still a study of Jane Morris in three-quarter length, is clothed in crisp white drapery, 

similar to that worn by classical sculptures. Pandora’s slender fingers still clasp a casket; 

however, in these later images the inscription on the casket has been altered to read Ultima 

manet spes, or “Only hope remains,” which, along with the choice of lighter, softer colours, 

may suggest a more positive reading of the Pandora legend. Those interested in biographical 

interpretations of Rossetti’s works have suggested, for instance, that this version may be a 

reference to Rossetti’s feelings for Burden Morris at the time: “Jane Morris as Pandora holds 

out a last hope to Rossetti.”9 However, just as the fiery tones of Rossetti’s earlier 

compositions may allude to Pandora’s dangerous nature, there are elements of these works 

which suggest a threatening form of femininity.10 In the later chalks, the figure of Pandora 

maintains the direct and disconcerting gaze of the original work. Her robes have drifted 

lower on her frame, revealing her bare arms and shoulders, and exposing a broader and 

heavier form than the lithe Pandora of the decade’s earlier iterations. Noting the massive 

form of the figure, Virginia Surtees points out that here “the features of Mrs. Morris are 

exaggerated and almost grotesque.”11 Smoke still emerges from the casket to surround the 

                                                        
9 Treuherz, Prettejohn, and Becker, 209. 
10 Dora and Erwin Panofsky regarded all of Rossetti’s versions of Pandora as suggestive of 
the femme fatale: “Voluptuously sentimental and sentimentally voluptuous, embellished by that 
superabundance of hair which is the very signature of the Pre-Raphaelite conception of 
beauty, she transfixes the beholder with a deep look from shadowed eyes while 
spasmodically holding down the lid of a precious box from which the evil spirits escape in a 
smoky cloud.” See Dora Panofsky and Erwin Panofsky, Pandora’s Box: The Changing Aspects of 
a Mythical Symbol (New York: Pantheon, 1956), 108-09. 
11 Virginia Surtees, The Paintings and Drawings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882): A Catalogue  
Raisonné (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 1:126. 
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figure’s head; however, here the vapour has been more carefully articulated, and the series of 

tiny winged heads which Rossetti referred to as bogies are more apparent.12 Indeed, the 

entire composition seems more clearly and cleanly defined than its predecessors. As Alastair 

Grieve suggests, “Menace and frenzied movement have replaced the lethargic gloom of the 

earlier version.”13 Though lacking the heat of his first version, the Pandora produced by 

Rossetti at the end of the 1870s is much more menacing in its physicality. And while 

Treuherz, Prettejohn, and Becker suggest that Pandora “can be given either a misogynist or a 

feminist interpretation: is Pandora a femme fatale who ruins men by her own disobedience? Or 

is she a heroic woman who defies her husband and the gods, to take control of her own 

fate?”14 both interpretations are troubling, suggesting a form of the feminine that is difficult 

if not impossible to control. 

 One of the largest works Rossetti ever produced, and certainly his largest single-

figure subject, Astarte Syriaca (1875-77), contains a female figure similar in form and size to 

that depicted in Rossetti’s later Pandora, and has sometimes been implicated in discussions of 

the femme fatale (Fig. 3.12). Commissioned by the photographer Clarence E. Fry, Astarte was 

regarded by Rossetti as “nearly or quite the best” of his works, and again features a depiction 

of Jane Morris in three-quarter length.15 Though flanked by two torch bearers, the figure of 

                                                        
12 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 18 March 1878, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Jane 
Morris: Their Correspondence, ed. John Bryson and Janet Camp Troxell (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1976), 59. 
13 Alastair Grieve, “Pandora c. 1874-8,” in The Pre-Raphaelites, 309. 
14 Treuherz, Prettejohn, and Becker, 209. 
15 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His Family Letters with a Memoir (London: 
Ellis and Elvey, 1895), 1:363. Rossetti’s assessment of his own work should be considered 
cautiously. As Francis L. Fennell has pointed out, Rossetti was wont to regard or describe his 
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Burden Morris, here represented as the Assyrian goddess of love, looms large in the centre 

of the vertical canvas. Draped in a green gown which emphasizes her height and reveals her 

shoulders and arms, she stands in the traditional Venus Pudica pose, and clasps a silver belt 

around her bust and hips. Her head, outlined by her rippled brown hair, seems too small for 

the figure, and her belt too seems to be unable to contain her form, emphasizing her body’s 

monumental size. Perhaps underlining her role as an ancient goddess, a more powerful and 

less forgiving manifestation of love, the figure of Astarte Syriaca bears numerous allusions to 

the femme fatale. As David G. Riede suggests, like many of Rossetti’s late studies of women, 

Astarte has qualities which are both attractive and threatening: 

Her eyes, wide open, stare straight out of the picture, her lips are exaggeratedly full, 

and the flesh of her shoulders and arms is at least as alarming as appealing – alarming 

because her body is simply so large – too large, in fact, for her head. Her immense 

arms and shoulders give an impression of physical power that represents quite the 

reverse of Rossetti’s early demure maids, and even the full, flowing robe which, 

beneath its contours, both reveals a massive physique and conceals its limits, adds to 

the sense of superhuman size.”16 

 

Others have further emphasised these threatening characteristics: Reina Lewis describes her 

as “devouring,” J. B. Bullen as a “‘deadlier Venus incarnate,’” while Julian Treuherz 

concludes that “Astarte Syriaca shows love as cruel and frightening,” and though an 

                                                                                                                                                                     

most recent picture, regardless of what it was, as “the best” he had ever done. See Francis L. 
Fennell Jr., ed., The Rossetti-Leyland Letters: The Correspondence of an Artist and his Patron (Athens, 
OH: Ohio University Press, 1978), xxxi-xxxii. 
16 Riede, Limits, 256. 
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“overscaled and exaggerated version of Jane Morris, the painting is nevertheless a powerfully 

haunting image of woman, tall, dominant, impassive and quite merciless.”17 

 The women in Rossetti’s Astarte Syriaca and Pandora (particularly the later version) 

share a number of characteristics with the figure of Venus in Edward Burne-Jones’s work 

Laus Veneris (1873-75; Fig. 5.3). Similar to Pandora, and more particularly Astarte, Burne-

Jones’s Venus represents an alluring yet monumental version of womanhood. Though 

depicted in a reclining posture and draped in a red gown, Venus’s massive size and solid 

physique are readily apparent, and here further suggest a somewhat androgynous form. As 

Lynne Pearce writes, “Venus’s body may be long and languid, but it is also hard and 

muscular. Beneath the semi-transparency of her gown, the sharp leanness of her outline is 

revealed. Against this muscularity, her breasts are virtually insignificant. The things which 

signal Venus to be a woman are the trappings; her glowing dress, her flowing hair.”18 Pearce 

notes that for a contemporary audience, the threat produced by the figure of Venus in Laus 

Veneris is obvious: Burne-Jones has depicted an androgynous woman who violates the norms 

of accepted femininity and who does not rely upon, and indeed has no need for men. 

However, according to Pearce, the nineteenth-century response to the painting contains little 

suggestion of this threat, a circumstance she attributes to the abstract setting of the 

composition and to the decorative patterning which envelopes the figure of Venus and is 

                                                        
17 Reina Lewis, Rethinking Orientalism: Women, Travel and the Ottoman Harem (London: Tauris, 
2004), 162; J. B. Bullen, Rossetti: Painter and Poet (London: Frances Lincoln, 2011), 246; Julian 
Treuherz, Pre-Raphaelite Paintings from the Manchester City Art Gallery (London: Lund 
Humphries, 1980), 108-09. 
18 Lynne Pearce, Woman/Image/Text: Readings in Pre-Raphaelite Art and Literature (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1991), 135. 
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typical of late Pre-Raphaelite works.19 These features lead to an interpretation of the work as 

a visually pleasing, decorative object, rather than a portrait of a live subject.20 Pearce writes: 

By this set of particular formalistic devices [colour, texture, pattern], then, which is 

typical of Burne-Jones’s oeuvres and late Pre-Raphaelite art in general, any challenge 

Laus Veneris might have presented to its male audience, contemporary or otherwise, 

is effectively neutralised. Cold, bloodless, stylised – suspended out of historical time 

and three-dimensional space – the mighty Venus and her hand-maidens may live out 

whatever strange fantasies they choose in a place that is remoter than Lesbos. 

Framed and positioned behind glass they can interest, even perhaps titillate, without 

ever threatening the viewer who looks up at them. These are mythical women; 

goddesses who tantalised the bewildered sexual psyche of men but never challenged 

their manhood. These are legendary women; women who belonged to a history that 

never really happened.21 

 

Like their counterpart in Laus Veneris, Rossetti’s Venus and later Pandora are massive, cold, 

and situated in remote or indeterminate temporal and spatial locations. Similarly, the viewer 

is immediately aware that Rossetti’s works depict mythical women, figures which have never 

actually existed, but instead exist in all times and all places as allegorical representations of 

female sexuality. However, there are also several elements of Pearce’s characterisation of 

Laus Veneris which do not suit Rossetti’s compositions, particularly Astarte Syriaca. Unlike 

                                                        
19 J. B. Bullen interprets the contemporary criticism of Burne-Jones’s Laus Veneris differently, 
arguing that the “androgynous figure of Venus […] generated a profound unease in an 
audience accustomed to a strong and determined representation of gender differences in 
corporeal representation.” J. B. Bullen, The Pre-Raphaelite Body: Fear and Desire in Painting, 
Poetry, and Criticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 218. See also Bullen, Pre-Raphaelite 
Body, chap. 4, “Burne-Jones and the Aesthetic Body.” 
20 Pearce, 137. 
21 Pearce, 138. 
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Burne-Jones’s weary and listless goddess, Astarte stands tall, looking down upon her viewer 

with startling intensity. As Griselda Pollock notes, “It appears as if Astarte looks down upon 

a spectator/subject/worshipper who is positioned in subordination to this towering and 

monumental figure.”22 Like Venus, Astarte too is pictured with her attendants, yet here, the 

figure of the goddess dominates the canvas. While the two torchbearers are depicted in full-

length and Astarte only from the knees up – a compositional structure which would typically 

suggest that Astarte resides in the foreground of the image – as in many of Rossetti’s single-

figure pictures, this effect is distorted by the tightly-packed, flat pictorial space, and instead 

suggests that Astarte is larger than life, a superhuman female figure. Astarte’s gown and the 

belt which she clasps around her hips and bust do not fully contain her form, and by 

extension (particularly considering the placement of the girdle) cannot contain the awesome 

force of female sexuality, further suggest that while Astarte dominates her space and controls 

her surroundings, she too may not be entirely in control of her own sexual desires. Astarte 

Syriaca also does not contain the intense variety of colours which is a distinct feature of Laus 

Veneris, and, in comparison, the decorative patterning of the work is minimal. And while 

Julian Treuherz suggests that Rossetti’s gilt and ornamented frame contributes to the 

experience of the painting as a decorative object, the sheer scale of Astarte Syriaca allows the 

viewer, depending on the context of display, to become immersed in the composition.23 

Transfixed by Venus’s steady gaze, the viewer is consumed as the frame falls away by the 

subject and the process of looking and being looked at. 

                                                        
22 Griselda Pollock, “Woman as Sign: Psychoanalytic Readings,” in Vision and Difference:  
Femininity, Feminism and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 151. 
23 Treuherz, 104. 
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 Though Astarte Syriaca and even Pandora contain representations of femininity that 

are conspicuously more menacing than that portrayed in Laus Veneris, the nineteenth-century 

response to these images remains largely benign. Writing in the Athenaeum, one of the few 

venues to publish reviews of Rossetti’s work during his lifetime, F. G. Stephens offered this 

description of Astarte:  

A life-size figure standing in front of us, fully clothed in a sea-green robe, and with 

glowing, mysterious and steadfast eyes looking from under the shadows of her ample 

brows and abundant masses of bronze-black hair, shadows which add to the mystery 

and wonder of a face in which the pale rose-tints can hardly be said to emerge – a 

face of which the contours are not voluptuously full, but severe in their outline, thus 

suggesting something of the older cultus of Venus, and losing neither beauty or 

dignity thereby; with straight, dark brows, set close above the brooding, inscrutable 

brown orbs; an ample, rather than large chin; and an upper lip of bow-like form 

overhanging the fuller lower lip, in both lips something of yearning; the features 

modelled in a square, large style, which is very grand in itself, and aids powerfully 

what may be called the gravity of the passion latent in the face of this awe-inspiring, 

amorous goddess of the Syrians. […] She is doubly girt, one girdle, like a chain of 

silver, being at her bosom, where one hand rests on it; another binds her hips and 

sustains the other hand. Within these chains the sea-green garment flows in large 

folds, here indicating, here concealing, there revealing one or the other portion of the 

great bosom and the massive limbs of the Queen of Love.24 

 

                                                        
24 [F. G. Stephens], “Mr. Rossetti’s New Pictures,” Athenaeum 2581 (14 April 1877): 486-87. 
Stephens’s text is not an unmediated account of the image. Written with Rossetti’s 
permission, the final text was approved by the artist before publication in the Athenaeum. 
This may be why Stephens is careful to specify that the figure of Astarte is “fully-clothed,” 
warding off the type of criticism Rossetti suffered earlier in the decade following Robert 
Buchanan’s attack of his “fleshly” poetry. See Chapter 3, 147n107. 
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While Stephens’s description conveys the scale and severity of Rossetti’s Astarte, it also 

suggests that the artist’s style combines with the figure to create an image that is awe-

inspiring, though not necessarily frightening. Other commentators demonstrated a similar 

degree of ambivalence toward Astarte Syriaca. For instance, F. W. H. Myers, writing at the 

time of the Rossetti retrospective at the Burlington Fine Arts Club, located Astarte on a 

spectrum between demon (as represented by Lilith) and angel (as represented by the Blessed 

Damozel), and describes Astarte as “throned between the Sun and the Moon in her sinister 

splendour.”25 H. C. Marillier, one of Rossetti’s first critic-biographers, noted both her 

magnificence and her dominance over a rather vague yet ominous landscape: “The Syrian 

Venus, a massive figure, with face and hair strongly reminiscent of Mrs. Morris, gazes 

majestically from the canvas. Her eyes are vague and dreamy, mysterious as her rites. Her 

swarthy form, larger than life-size, stands out impressively against a blood-red sunset sky, 

and behind her the moon rises auspiciously for her worship.”26 Perhaps the most direct 

response to the dreadful qualities of Rossetti’s work appears in the memoirs of Graham 

Robertson, who, in his description of the Rossetti retrospective, recalled “a terrible work 

which, to my shocked and instantly averted gaze, announced itself as an unusually bad 

                                                        
25 F. W. H. Myers, “Rossetti and the Religion of Beauty,” in Essays Modern (London: 
Macmillan, 1883), 326. 
26 H. C. Marillier, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: An Illustrated Memorial of His Art and Life, 3rd ed. 
(London: Bell, 1904), 136. Stephens’s later assessment of the work remains similarly 
ambivalent. He describes “the brooding, inscrutable brown eyes, in both lips something of 
yearning, the pure outlines of the face, of the awe-inspiring, amorous goddess of the Syrians, 
whose passion is intense and calm in her steadfast regard, and enriched by the tenderness of 
an ineffable dream, while the whole is set in shadows and enshrined in solid waves of the 
blackest hair.” See F. G. Stephens, “Venus Astarte, Otherwise Astarte Syriaca by Dante G. 
Rossetti,” Portfolio 23 (January 1892): 46. 
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Rossetti.”27 Although Robertson does not explicitly identify the work as Astarte Syriaca, his 

description of “a lilac face with purple lips, huge lilac arms sprawling over lumpy fulvous 

folds, distorted drawing, tortured, ‘gormy’ paint,” suggests that this is likely the work which 

produced his horrified reaction.28 However, even Robertson attributes his sense of disquiet 

to the quality of the work, not to the threatening nature of the painting’s central figure.  

 Nineteenth-century responses to Rossetti’s Pandora are similarly vague, and indeed, 

few of Rossetti’s contemporaries or near contemporaries discussed the work in any detail.29 

Myers described Pandora’s “remorseful gaze,”30 while Marillier characterised the same look 

as one of “distant brooding melancholy rather than of surprise or grief.”31 Robertson, again 

responding to the work’s execution, characterises Pandora as “very mannered and really 

almost ugly.”32 However, of the two works, it is also Pandora which garners a review that 

most closely likens Rossetti’s mythical representation of Jane Morris to the figure of the 

femme fatale. In his essay on Rossetti’s poetry, the poet A. C. Swinburne wrote of the work, 

“the design is among his mightiest in its godlike terror and imperial trouble of beauty, 

                                                        
27 W. Graham Robertson, Time Was: The Reminiscences of W. Graham Robertson (London:  
Hamilton, 1931), 86-87. 
28 Robertson, Time Was, 87. David G. Riede also links this description to Astarte Syriaca. See 
Riede, Limits, 255-56. 
29 Reviews of the exhibitions of Rossetti’s works following his death, for instance, only 
describe the work in passing, i.e. “Mr. Graham’s Pandora, a figure clad in red, and bearing a 
casket from which issues fire. The face seems to us the sole example of manner in the 
numerous class to which it belongs.” See “The Royal Academy – Winter Exhibition (Third 
Notice),” Athenaeum 2882 (20 January 1883): 94. See also, “The New Gallery,” Speaker: The 
Liberal Review 17 (8 January 1898): 44. 
30 Myers, 325. 
31 Marillier, Rossetti, 113. 
32 Graham Robertson to Kerrison Preston, 24 March 1939, in Letters from Graham Robertson, 
ed. Kerrison Preston (London: Hamilton, 1953), 418. Robertson was likely responding to the 
later version of Rossetti’s Pandora.  
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shadowed by the smoke and fiery vapours of winged and fleshless passions crowded from 

the casket in spires of flame-lit and curling cloud round her fatal face and mourning veil of 

hair.”33 And, it is Swinburne’s association of the Burden Morris figure with terror and death 

in his account of Pandora which makes the absence of such associations in other descriptions 

all the more apparent.  

 Although Rossetti’s works are ultimately quite different from Burne-Jones’s, and his 

women appear to be inherently more threatening than the listless and inert Venus of Laus 

Veneris, it seems that nineteenth-century audiences received Pandora and Astarte Syriaca in a 

manner similar to the way in which Pearce suggests viewers responded to Laus Veneris. As 

Graham Robertson’s responses to both works indicate, Rossetti’s images were inseparable 

from the brushstrokes which created them, and may have been regarded first and foremost 

as decorative objects, a reading heightened by Rossetti’s use of ornamental frames.34 Thus, 

just as Rossetti and William Morris used historically and geographically remote settings and 

subjects to engage with contemporary debates without directly commenting upon 

contemporary circumstances, by creating images of intensely powerful women that were 

couched in mythical settings, decoratively framed, and painted in the newly popular aesthetic 

                                                        
33 Algernon Charles Swinburne, Essays and Studies (London: Chatto and Windus, 1875), 90. 
34 Alastair Grieve argues that the tendency to reproduce Rossetti’s works without their 
frames as illustrations has led to a misinterpretation of Rossetti’s work: “Painting and frame 
must always be seen as a unity; when reproduced without their frames his late works tend to 
emanate an air of gloom and menace but this is a false impression for it ignores the 
decorative aspect of his art.” Grieve further notes that the Pre-Raphaelite painters were 
criticized at the time for framing their works in a manner which disrupted the “illusory 
effect” of their paintings. See Alastair Grieve, “The Applied Art of D. G. Rossetti – I. His 
Picture-Frames,” Burlington Magazine 115, no. 838 (1973): 23.  
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style, Rossetti may have neutralised the content of his works and avoided the censure of the 

Victorian public.35 

 Alternatively, or perhaps simultaneously, viewers may not have responded negatively 

to Rossetti’s forceful women because, as works of art, these images offered a space where 

fantasies could be safely indulged and enacted. Griselda Pollock posits that unlike many of 

Rossetti’s works, Astarte Syriaca offers “in its scale, active posture and empowered glance an 

image which transcends the stalemated, fetishistic quality” typical of Rossetti’s intimate and 

voyeuristic studies of women.36 She therefore concludes that Astarte Syriaca belongs to a rare 

category of works which “transcend the repetitious obsessive fetishization and image a figure 

before which the masculine viewer can comfortably stand subjected.”37 This is similar to the 

conclusion Pearce reaches regarding Laus Veneris: “She is the site on which a male 

reader/viewer can indulge his fantasies of domination without ever risking their actuality.”38 

This experience of the work, however, may have further been supported by the perception 

of these paintings as decorative objects, and more critically as potential commodities. In 

purchasing and possessing these paintings, Rossetti’s patrons retained ultimate control over 

the images, however much they may have been humbled in standing before them.39 This 

sentiment is reflected in a letter from Clarence Fry, the photographer who commissioned 

Astarte Syriaca, and who wrote to Rossetti in order to obtain one of the initial designs for the 

                                                        
35 For a discussion of Rossetti and W. Morris’s use of legendary subject matter as a tool to 
explore contemporary debates at a distance, see Chapter 2, 62-64. 
36 Pollock, 153. 
37 Pollock, 153. 
38 Pearce, 139. 
39 This may have particularly been the case with Rossetti’s work which was produced for 
individual patrons rather than for public exhibition. 
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composition: “Give me the little pen and ink drawing of Venus that stole my heart at the 

first and made me her slave.”40 

 Nineteenth-century audiences, then, may have regarded Pandora and Astarte Syriaca 

neutrally or with some ambivalence, despite the monstrous representation of femininity they 

contained, because they depicted mythical figures removed from contemporary life in both 

status and setting, and because, as works of art ornamentally framed, they were themselves 

(in a sense) removed from contemporary existence. However, this understanding of the 

forceful figure in Rossetti’s art may have been complicated by the images’ relationship to 

their model, particularly as Jane Morris came to be understood in terms of her artistic 

representation.41 The second half of this chapter examines the caricatures of the artist 

George du Maurier as a possible visual response to the Rossettian type of femininity 

exemplified by Jane Morris, and considers the potential threat posed, not by the women of 

Rossetti’s images, but by their living counterpart.  

 

 

 

                                                        
40 Clarence E. Fry to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, quoted in William E. Fredeman, ed., The 
Correspondence of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell and Brewer, 2002-10), 
7:225n5. 
41 Graham Robertson and John Glasier, for instance, both describe Burden Morris in relation 
to Astarte Syriaca. See Robertson, Time Was, 94: “She was Venus Astarte;” and John Bruce 
Glasier, “First Visit to Kelmscott,” in William Morris in the Early Days of the Socialist Movement 
(London: Longmans, 1921), 45: “She looked a veritable Astarte – a being, as I thought, who 
did not quite belong to our common mortal mould.” 
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From Harmonious Proportions to Grotesque Distortions: Jane Morris in the 

Caricatures of George du Maurier 

In the early 1880s, the graphic artist George du Maurier (1834-96) produced a series of 

images for the British satirical paper Punch which used a likeness of Jane Morris to represent 

the female aesthete. These images, which include Nincompoopiana – The Mutual Admiration 

Society (14 February 1880), The Six-Mark Teapot (30 October 1880), Aesthetic Love in a Cottage 

(19 February 1881; Fig. 5.4), An Impartial Statement in Black and White (9 April 1881), and 

Frustrated Social Ambition (21 May 1881; Fig. 5.5), were part of du Maurier’s larger series of 

illustrations on aestheticism which ran in Punch from 1873 until 1882, and which mocked the 

aesthetes’ sense of style and manner of speech, as well as their interest in art, interior 

decoration, and the collection of objects such as blue and white china.42 While the series did 

                                                        
42 George du Maurier was in a particularly unique position to offer criticism of London’s 
artistic circles. As an art student in Paris, du Maurier had become friendly with the painters 
James McNeill Whistler and Edward Poynter, and following his relocation to London in the 
1860s, he became familiar with the Burne-Jones and Morris families. However, according to 
his biographer, du Maurier became increasingly wary of the circle developing around 
Whistler and what he perceived to be the affected attitude of an artistic lifestyle: “Whistler 
had remained loyal to the bohemian and unconventional precepts of his youth, which du 
Maurier had abandoned for middle-class life and social standing.” This appeal to 
respectability and social standing may have been rooted in du Maurier’s belief that he 
descended from French and English aristocratic families. Though his claims were later 
discredited, during his lifetime du Maurier maintained that he was the descendent of 
Frederick, Duke of York (1763-1827), as well as aristocratic exiles of the French Revolution. 
See Leonée Ormond, George du Maurier (London: Routledge, 1969), 208-09 and 248; Leonée 
Ormond, “Du Maurier, George Louis Palmella Busson (1834–1896),” in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004; online ed., October 2008), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.queensu.ca/view/article/8194 (accessed April 11, 2013). 
In her husband’s memorials, Georgiana Burne-Jones recalls giving lessons in wood 
engraving to du Maurier’s wife, though the project did not have positive results. See 
Georgiana Burne-Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (1904-06; repr., London: Macmillan, 
1909-12), 1:218. 
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not have a single coherent plot, du Maurier devised a number of characters which appear 

regularly throughout the cycle, including the poet Jellaby Postlethwaite, the painter, Mr. 

Maudle, the critic Mr. Prigsby, and the fulcrum of an artistic social circle, Mrs. Cimabue 

Brown. A keen observer of life, du Maurier is often believed to have based his characters 

upon acquaintances and well-known personalities, and many have attempted to identify the 

real-life counterparts of the figures in his illustrations.43 Postlethwaite, for instance, has 

frequently been linked to Oscar Wilde, though it remains unclear whether Wilde inspired du 

Maurier or Postlethwaite influenced Wilde’s self-presentation, itself almost a parody of 

aestheticism. As Whistler is said to have remarked while in the company of Wilde and du 

Maurier, “Which one of you invented the other?”44 Similarly, Alice Comyns Carr, costume 

designer for Ellen Terry and wife of the Grosvenor Gallery director Joseph Comyns Carr, 

believed that she had been the model for Mrs. Cimabue Brown:  

                                                        
43 Du Maurier’s interest in observing London society is memorialized in an article on dress at 
the Grosvenor Gallery featured in Queen (“a childe among us taking notes”), and was also 
noted by Beatrix Potter. In her journal she writes, “Du Maurier had been to the Ball the 
week before, and Carrie Millais said they thought they had seen him taking sketches on the 
sly.” See “Dress at the Private View of the Grosvenor Gallery,” Queen (7 May 1881): 466; 
Beatrix Potter, 12 July 1884, in The Journal of Beatrix Potter from 1881 to 1897, trans. Leslie 
Linder (London: Warne, 1966), 97. Du Maurier is also one of the figures depicted in William 
Powell Frith’s A Private View at the Royal Academy, 1881 (1883), and was remembered by 
Henry James as “a much deeper observer” than other caricaturists of the period. See Henry 
James, “George du Maurier,” in Partial Portraits (1883; repr., Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
1970), 340. 
44 J. M. Whistler, quoted in Ormond, George du Maurier, 254. In her memoirs, Alice Comyns 
Carr also noted the relationship between Wilde and Postlethwaite: “it was in reality rather the 
movement than the man that du Maurier caricatured when he drew Wilde as Mr. 
Postlethwaite.” See Eve Adam, ed., Mrs. J. Comyns Carr’s Reminiscences (London: Hutchinson, 
n.d.), 85. 
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When George du Maurier’s Mrs. Cimabue Brown appeared in Punch as the 

companion-figure to Postlethwaite its origin was commonly attributed to the wife of 

the director of the Grosvenor. I had long been accustomed to supporting a certain 

amount of ridicule in the matter of clothes, because in the days when bustles and 

skin-tight dresses were the fashion, and a twenty-inch waist the aim of every self-

respecting woman, my frocks followed the simple, straight line as waistless as those 

of to-day.45 

 

In contrast, Anne Anderson has argued that du Maurier’s stereotypes “were clearly 

composites,”46 and du Maurier himself maintained that his characters did not have any 

specific precedent in reality.47 However, the temptation to name the real-life inspiration for 

these figures demonstrates how keenly du Maurier captured the appearances and attitudes of 

the aesthetes, and the relationship between the appearance of one of du Maurier’s occasional 

female aesthetes and Jane Morris remains difficult to ignore. As Susan Casteras notes 

regarding Jane Morris, “The qualities of her face and physique became elements which 

reappeared in Rossetti’s poems and art of the 1870s, and they also serve as the apparent 

prototype for numerous Punch cartoons by George du Maurier lampooning aestheticism.”48 

                                                        
45 Adam, 84-85. 
46 Anne Anderson, “The Mutual Admiration Society, or Mr. Punch Against the Aesthetes,” 
Popular Narrative Media 2, no. 1 (2009): 81. 
47 For example, regarding Postlethwaite du Maurier claimed, “Postlethwaite was said to be 
Mr. Oscar Wilde, but the character was founded not on one person at all, but a whole 
school.” See George du Maurier, quoted in Ormond, George du Maurier, 252-53. 
48 Susan P. Casteras, Images of Victorian Womanhood in English Art (Rutherford, NJ: Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 1987), 161. Leonée Ormond also makes the connection between 
the features of du Maurier’s aesthetic woman and Jane Morris, suggesting that “the Rossetti 
face, modeled on Mrs. Jane Morris […], other-worldly, with a characteristic columnar neck, 
long bushy hair, and large curved lips” presented an imitable aesthetic ideal. See Ormond, 
George du Maurier, 258. See also Debra N. Mancoff, Jane Morris: The Pre-Raphaelite Model of 
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 Similar to Rossetti, in representing Jane Morris du Maurier capitalized upon Burden 

Morris’s unusual appearance, producing a figure recognisable throughout a series of images 

for her strong jaw, angular nose, and mass of crimped and frizzy dark hair, as well as her 

long, loose artistic gowns and drooping posture.49 In Nincompoopiana – The Mutual Admiration 

Society, for instance, an image which criticises what du Maurier perceived as the aesthetes’ 

self-satisfied nature, the central “fawning” female bears the long neck and distinct profile 

familiar from Rossetti’s paintings of Burden Morris, and further wears the type of loosely 

draped gown with full sleeves so typical of Rossetti’s art (Fig. 5.6). Similarly, in The Six-Mark 

Teapot (Fig. 5.7), the “Intense Bride” recalls the intensity of expression (here directed at a 

piece of blue and white) characteristic of Rossetti’s depictions of Burden Morris, and also 

sports the mass of dark frizzy hair and gown with ample Venetian sleeves, while the first 

aesthetic maiden in An Impartial Statement in Black and White (Fig. 5.8) stands with the relaxed, 

drooping posture familiar from Proserpine and La Pia de’ Tolomei. However, in du Maurier’s 

images the features that Rossetti admired are exaggerated and distorted, an abbreviated 

impression of their original. 

In their study of the psychology behind the art of caricature, the art historian Ernst 

Gombrich and the psychoanalyst Ernst Kris posited that caricature, as an art form which 

abbreviates a figure, reducing it to its most representative parts, fragments the personality 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Beauty (San Francisco: Pomegranate, 2000), 91-92; and Wendy Parkins, Jane Morris: The Burden 
of History (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 135-37. 
49 This distinct figure is sometimes identified with the character of Mrs. Cimabue Brown. 
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and individuality of its target.50 In creating a caricature, they argue, the cartoonist endeavours 

to unmask, or undermine the authority of their victim – “[it is] as if the artist were to say to 

us: ‘see, this great man is nothing but a lot of lines; I can grasp his personality in a few 

strokes.’”51 – and it is through this process, as Kris later suggested, that the comic “attempts 

in a small way” to equalize “tensions which constitute a menace to existence.”52 Regarded in 

this light, du Maurier’s distortion of Burden Morris’s features in the pages of Punch can be 

understood as a response to the female aesthete, and a means to neutralise the threat 

presented by a woman who looked distinctly like the Pre-Raphaelite ideal. But what exactly 

troubled du Maurier? The next section of this chapter explores the aspects of Burden 

Morris’s appearance which may have constituted a challenge to contemporary ideals of 

femininity, and in particular focuses on the elements which were most prominently parodied 

in du Maurier’s art: Burden Morris’s features and her artistic dress. 

 

About Face: Beauty and the Pre-Raphaelite Ideal 

Aside from those within the accounts of friends and acquaintances of the Morris family, 

there are few contemporary descriptions of Burden Morris’s appearance, and it remains 

unclear exactly how Burden Morris’s features were read and understood in a Victorian 

                                                        
50 Ernst Kris and Ernst Gombrich, “The Principles of Caricature,” British Journal of Medical 
Psychology 17 (1938): 321n1. 
51 Kris and Gombrich, 324. 
52 Ernst Kris, “The Psychology of Caricature,” in Psychoanalytic Explorations in Art (New York: 
International Universities Press, 1952), 187. 
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context.53 However, although they do not specifically address the Burden Morris type, 

contemporary texts on beauty and physiognomy provide evidence of the ideal physical form 

of Victorian womanhood. Reading Burden Morris’s appearance against these texts, then, 

may help to elucidate how Burden Morris’s features fared in relation to the ideal, and how 

they were understood by a late nineteenth-century audience. These texts further provide an 

understanding of the social implications of idealising the Burden Morris type.  

 First popularised in the late eighteenth century by Johann Caspar Lavater, 

physiognomy, the art of reading a person’s character from his or her physical attributes, had 

become a wide-spread practice by the mid-nineteenth century.54 Appealing to individuals of 

all social classes and used to read as well as to construct appearances, physiognomy was 

particularly popular in urban centres where observation could be used to counter the anxiety 

caused by the increasing fluidity of communities in light of industrialisation, urbanisation, 

and colonial expansion. 55 Enabling quick judgements of one’s surroundings, physiognomy 

allowed people to make instant assessments of others and to determine their “essential 

                                                        
53 See Chapters 2 and 3 for discussions of the nineteenth-century perception of Burden 
Morris. An understanding of the nineteenth-century interpretation of Burden Morris’s 
features is further complicated by the fact that many read her appearance in relation to 
Rossetti’s images of her.  
54 Lavater’s multi-volume work on the subject, Essays on Physiognomy, was published in 
English in 1789-93. 
55 Mary Cowling connects physiognomy to broader ethnographic practices of the nineteenth 
century: “The encoding of human types through physiognomy […] was a means of bringing 
order into an ever increasing, even bewildering variety of human types and social classes: a 
localized variation of what was being performed on a global scale by anthropologists.” See 
Mary Cowling, The Artist as Anthropologist: The Representation of Type and Character in Victorian 
Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), xix. 



 

 

 

250 

though hidden value.”56 It was also broadly accessible – “All one really needed was the ability 

to see and then judge” – and brought a sense of validation to individual experiences.57 

However, although physiognomy was employed primarily on an individual basis, it was also a 

communal activity. As Sharrona Pearl argues, “Physiognomy served to disrupt precisely the 

idea that the conclusions drawn from seeing were meaningful only for the individual; instead, 

it provided a way to make observational information communal.”58 One of the ways in 

which this observational information was shared was through the publication of 

physiognomic texts, and works such as George Jabet’s Notes on Noses (1852), Alfred T. 

Story’s A Chapter on the Mouth and Lips (1881), and William McDowall’s The Mind in the Face: 

An Introduction to the Study of Physiognomy (1882) all of which helped to define the field and 

offer possible readings of common facial features or types. While the majority of these 

works dealt primarily with the male form, a sub-set of the literature developed which drew 

upon physiognomic convention to explicate the ideal female form, and to clarify the 

relationship between feminine beauty and mental and moral faculty.59 Key among these 

works was Scottish physiologist Alexander Walker’s Beauty: Illustrated Chiefly by an Analysis and 

                                                        
56 Lucy Hartley, Physiognomy and the Meaning of Expression in Nineteenth-Century Culture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 1. See also, Cowling, 31. 
57 Sharrona Pearl, About Faces: Physiognomy in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2010), 5. 
58 Pearl, 5. 
59 See Lucy Hartley, “A Science of Beauty? Femininity, Fitness and the Nineteenth-century 
Physiognomic Tradition,” Women: A Cultural Review 12, no. 1 (2001): 19-34. Hartley notes 
that though beauty was “not aligned explicitly with the feminine,” the nineteenth-century 
discussion of beauty tended to be gendered. Similarly, Robyn Cooper suggests that “Beauty 
may be ascribed to both men and women but in Victorian England there was a very clear 
differentiation between male and female beauty, corresponding to the gender polarization of 
the period.” See Hartley, “A Science of Beauty?,” 20; Robyn Cooper, “Victorian Discourses 
on Women and Beauty: The Alexander Walker Texts,” Gender and History 5, no. 1 (1993): 34. 
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Classification of Beauty in Woman, published in five editions between 1836 and 1892, which 

sought to describe the ideal female form, and to emphasise the importance of recognising 

beauty in women.60 

 Walker’s text details three types of beauty: locomotive, vital, and mental, and Walker 

associated each type with a particular region of the body. According to Walker, the 

locomotive type was dominated by the lower limbs and organs and was typically associated 

with women of the lower classes, as “Women who greatly occupy the locomotive organs, 

acquire a coarse and masculine appearance.”61 Mental or intellectual beauty was associated 

with the senses, nervous system, and the power of thought, and was a classification primarily 

reserved for men: “This species of beauty is less proper to woman, less feminine.”62 In 

contrast, vital beauty, the species of beauty most closely aligned with the reproductive 

system, was considered the highest ideal of beauty in woman. As Walker states, “The vital 

system is peculiarly the system of woman; and so truly is this the case, that any great 

employment, either of the locomotive or mental organs, deranges the peculiar functions of 

woman, and destroys the characteristics of her sex.”63 This species of beauty, according to 

                                                        
60 Beauty was one in a series of texts by Walker which investigated the role and status of 
“woman” in Victorian society. Other works included Intermarriage; or The Mode in Which, and 
the Causes Why, Beauty, Health, and Intellect Result from Certain Unions, and Deformity, Disease, and 
Insanity from Others (1838) and Woman Physiologically Considered as to Mind, Morals, Marriage, 
Matrimonial Slavery, Infidelity, and Divorce (1839). For more on these texts see Robyn Cooper, 
“Definition and Control: Alexander Walker’s Trilogy on Woman,” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 2, no. 3 (1992): 341-64. 
61 Alexander Walker, Beauty: Illustrated Chiefly by an Analysis and Classification of Beauty in Woman, 
2nd ed. (London: Bohn, 1846), 206; http://books.google.ca/books?id=-
Gizc7OOgmIC&pg=PR1#v=onepage&q&f=false (accessed January 9, 2014). 
62 Walker, 226. 
63 Walker, 206. 
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Walker, was characterised by a softly rounded face and shoulders, eyes of the “softest azure,” 

a short neck, small hands, and a “rose and lily” complexion.64 Though “voluptuous in the 

extreme,” the woman of vital beauty also demonstrated fitness and good health, qualities 

suited to her intended role.65  

 Walker’s elevation of the form of beauty he felt was most closely associated with the 

reproductive system corresponds with the larger function of Beauty as a text. Aside from 

outlining the ideal female form, Walker also sought to educate his middle-class readership on 

the discernment of beauty and its importance. Beauty, for Walker, was not only linked to 

reproductive fitness, but to virtue and goodness, as stated in the introduction: “Goodness 

and beauty in woman will accordingly be found to bear a strict relation to each other; and the 

latter will be seen always to be the external sign of the former.”66 Thus the ability to 

recognise beauty was essential to the biological improvement and moral development of 

humanity as a whole. “While the knowledge of the meaning of beauty in woman [was] of 

supreme importance for the happiness of both sexes and the progress of the species,”67 it 

seems that Walker’s text was more particularly addressed to men, for “it is the men who, 

exercising the power of selection, have alone the ability thus to insure individual happiness 

and to ameliorate the species.”68 

 One section of Beauty dealt exclusively with the face, and here Walker enumerated 

the facial characteristics of beautiful women, feature by feature. These included fair, white 

                                                        
64 Walker, 205-06. 
65 Walker, 206. 
66 Walker, 13. 
67 Robyn Cooper, “Victorian Discourses,” 37. 
68 Walker, 21. 
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skin, a nose in line with the forehead, and clear blue eyes that are neither too round nor too 

angled. According to Walker, “The mouth ought to be small, and not to extend much 

beyond the nostrils: a large mouth and thick lips are contrary to beauty.”69 He suggested that 

“The eye-brows ought to be furnished with fine hairs, arched and separated: if they are too 

thin, they do not sufficiently protect the organ of sight: if they unite, they render the 

physiognomy sombre; their too-marked approximation, and their extreme separation, are 

real deformities.”70 A woman’s hair should be fair, golden, and “long, fine, and flexible.”71 

Regarding the shape of the face, Walker claimed that “The cheek-bones [should] display 

beautiful curves,” and, “When fully formed, [the chin] is full, united, and generally without a 

dimple; and it passes gently and almost insensibly into the neighbouring parts.”72 Even in his 

description of the ideal face, Walker reminded readers of the alignment between appearance 

and hidden qualities. For instance, in his discussion of the chin Walker contends that “In 

woman especially, the chin ought to be finely rounded; for when projecting, it expresses, 

owing to its connexion with muscular action and power, a firmness and a determination 

which we do not wish to discover in her character.”73 

 When considered in the light of Victorian practices of physiognomy and, more 

                                                        
69 Walker, 241. 
70 Walker, 245. 
71 Walker, 217. 
72 Walker, 246. A number of Walker’s prescriptions were repeated in the work of William 
McDowall, who similarly characterized the ideal female face as rounded, the mouth 
moderate in size, and “introducing a chin that slopes down gently from the cheeks.” See 
William McDowall, The Mind in the Face: An Introduction to the Study of Physiognomy, 2nd ed. 
(London: Fowler, 1882), 69. While the majority of McDowall’s text uses the practice of 
physiognomy to consider masculine attributes, a brief section of the work discussed the 
standards of beauty in women. 
73 Walker, 246. 
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particularly, in relation to Walker’s text on female beauty, it becomes apparent that Jane 

Morris, with her dark, wiry hair, large mouth, strong features, and dark, heavy eyebrows, did 

not conform to contemporary standards of ideal womanhood. Her height, long neck, and 

long fingers may have been more readily associated with Walker’s coarse locomotive species 

of beauty, while other elements of her appearance, particularly her straight-edged nose, 

might have been interpreted as signs of an intellectual character, “the reverse of feminine.”74 

Burden Morris’s saturnine complexion combined with her drooping posture further 

distinguished her from the healthy, vital type which Walker praised. And, at the extreme, 

Burden Morris’s appearance may have been associated with the degenerate type in woman: 

by the end of the century, the Italian criminologist Caesar Lombroso had defined the 

criminal type in woman as one resembling Messalina, whose likeness “offers many of the 

features of the criminal and born prostitute – having a low forehead, very thick, wavy hair, 

and a heavy jaw.”75 Thus for a Victorian audience, Jane Morris represented an inferior form 

of femininity, and it is this that may have made her idealisation in Rossetti’s art all the more 

troubling. 

 In selecting Burden Morris as a model for his works of mythical and legendary 

                                                        
74 Walker, 231. 
75 Caesar Lombroso, The Female Offender (1895; repr., New York: Philosophical Press, 1958), 
98. Lombroso’s work was first published in Italian in 1893 and appeared in English in 1895. 
According to Daniel Pick Lombroso’s ideas were not widely circulated in England, though 
they did draw attention from those interested in theories of atavism and degeneration. 
However, Herbert Spencer also termed the protruding jaw a “defect in a face” and claimed it 
was a common feature of the “lower human races.” He further noted that “there exists a 
necessary relationship between that protuberance of jaws, which we consider ugly, and a 
certain inferiority of nature.” See Daniel Pick, Faces of Degeneration: A European Disorder, c. 
1848-c.1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 179; Herbert Spencer, “The 
Haythorne Papers, No. VIII: Personal Beauty,” The Leader 5, no. 212 (15 April 1854): 356-57. 
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subjects, Rossetti was motivated in part by Burden Morris’s unique appearance.76 By drawing 

upon the features of a figure which varied considerably from the contemporary feminine 

ideal, Rossetti was able to create works which suggested narratives outside Victorian time 

and place. However, the sustained and frequent use of Burden Morris as a model also 

worked to establish Burden Morris as a new and alternative type of female beauty, as was 

noted by a reviewer of the 1883 Royal Academy retrospective of Rossetti’s works:  

From a dramatic painter the artist became a painter of beauty. He abandoned 

elaborate designs and concentrated all his energy on the development of a type of 

female loveliness which in the history of art will remain identified with his name. […] 

Admirers of the “Keepsake” style of beauty object to the melancholy cast of 

features, darkened by wavy masses of hair, the fully-developed lips, the gray eyes, 

“deeper than the depth of water stilled at even,” the long, slender throat, affected by 

Rossetti; others see in these attributes the very embodiment of ideal womanhood.77 

 

Though the reviewer notes the diverging responses to Rossetti’s vision of beauty, it is clear 

nonetheless that for some viewers this type of beauty was becoming an ideal to be admired 

and desired. However, in Walker’s view, to set Burden Morris up as an ideal female form 

would have been a perversion. Her mass of dark hair, strong jaw, long neck, and large hands 

emphasised a form which directly opposed his delicate prescription of female beauty, and the 

potential consequences of revering such a type (in physiognomic understanding) were dire. 

Just as Walker suggested that vital beauty should be pursued because it hinted at a woman’s 

health and virtue, qualities essential to familial happiness, it was also accepted that, if 

                                                        
76 See Chapters 1 and 2 for a further discussion of Rossetti’s selection of Jane Morris as a 
model. 
77 “The Royal Academy. IV,” Times (London) (13 January 1883): 4. 
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permitted, a woman’s defects could be passed onto her family. As a writer for Queen noted in 

the fall of 1880, “It is proved that mental and moral peculiarities are transmitted from father 

to son, from parent to offspring, with as great a degree of certainty as bodily structure and 

physical peculiarities.”78 And it was not simply the low, coarse forms of womanhood which 

Walker characterised as locomotive that raised anxiety, but also the intellectual species of 

beauty. William McDowall, for instance, posited that if intelligent men were to reproduce 

with women of the mental or thinking type,  

A race of Amazons would rise up […] who instead of being meek, mild, “ministering 

angels” to man, would endeavour to wrest from him the lordship of creation. I 

tremble to think of the changes that would occur in the course of three or four 

generations if women with pronounced Roman or Graeco-Roman noses were, as a 

rule, to be run after, wooed, and won by men of high intellectual mould.79 

 

Nineteenth-century texts on beauty and physiognomy, then, not only demonstrate the extent 

to which Burden Morris’s appearance diverged from the dominant concept of beauty, but 

also the dangers inherent in elevating the Burden Morris type to a female ideal. As an 

alternative and viable form of femininity, Burden Morris, or the Pre-Raphaelite beauty more 

                                                        
78 “Hereditary Defects,” Queen (11 September 1880): 225. Queen further suggested that 
England was at a disadvantage compared to France where the legal age of consent for 
marriage was twenty-five (without parental approval). The French system, the author argued, 
was more effective at preventing imprudent matches than the British in which “personal 
liberty is so entirely unrestricted that those who suffer from the most lamentable defects, 
known to be transmissible with certainty, are – provided they can find others who are willing 
to become their partners for life – allowed to marry without any restriction.” See “Hereditary 
Defects,” 225. These ideas would find their strongest expression in the work of Caesar 
Lombroso at the end of the nineteenth century. Drawing upon the physiognomic tradition, 
Lombroso sought to directly link appearance and criminality, and further to establish 
criminal behaviour as an inherited characteristic. See Lombroso, The Female Offender. 
79 McDowall, 78. 
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generally, presented a challenge to a classification system which relied upon an intelligible 

relationship between signifier and signified in order to maintain and improve the moral and 

social order of the middle class. It is thus the anxiety of the disruption caused by the Pre-

Raphaelite maiden which may be at the heart of du Maurier’s critique.  

 However, Burden Morris’s features were not the only attribute of her appearance 

that du Maurier targeted, and his caricatures also contain a parody of the loose style of gown 

in which Burden Morris was typically depicted in Rossetti’s art and which she adopted and 

wore consistently in daily life. And just as du Maurier’s images suggest an underlying issue 

with the acceptance of the Pre-Raphaelite form of beauty, his inclusion of artistic dress in 

these illustrations can also be read as a response to the problematic aspects of the artistic 

style.  

 

Dressing Up: Critiquing the Artistic Style in Dress 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Thorstein Veblen theorised that in the nineteenth 

century clothing, particularly women’s dress, served as a powerful signifier of wealth and 

social status.80 Through its style, cut, and material, it also made other aspects of a person’s 

identity legible, and could be used to quickly categorize individuals by gender, occupation, 

and even character. In an 1883 article on dress, for instance, W. Paget reminded readers, “we 

ought to remember how constantly the world judges by appearances, and that a harmonious 

                                                        
80 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions (New York: 
Macmillan, 1915), 167-87. 
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and pleasing exterior inclines us to presume a refined and well-balanced mind.”81 Thus, just 

as an individual’s facial characteristics and expressions were read in order to determine the 

nature of their character, so too was dress scrutinised for clues regarding an individual’s 

identity. However, as an alternative style, artistic dress did not adhere to the same 

conventions as fashionable attire, interfering with practices of social discernment in several 

ways. 

 It is likely that many women adopted artistic clothing for practical reasons – its loose 

fit would have offered greater freedom of movement and would have allowed women to 

participate in a greater range of activities – however, others found this feature of the style 

unsettling. Unlike conventional fashion, which obscured the “natural” female form through 

the use of undergarments and layers (petticoats, crinoline, corset), artistic dress had the 

potential to make parts of the body visible, as is suggested by the description of an artistic 

ensemble in the ladies’ periodical Queen. Reporting on the attire at the opening of a theatre 

performance in the spring of 1881, the author observed, “We noticed a dress of white 

tussore silk, the Greek bodice of which was fastened by two large silver clasps. Another, of 

the same soft material, was covered with a running pattern of roses […]; in both cases the 

Watteau plait was left out, and the dress hung in clinging folds, revealing, it seemed to our 

orthodox notions, too clearly all the curves of the limbs and figure.”82 While the description 

in Queen only offers a suggestion of how this “revealing” attire might have reflected upon the 

woman who wore it, Rachel Weathers has explored the possible interpretations of this aspect 

                                                        
81 W. Paget, “Common Sense in Dress and Fashion,” Nineteenth Century (March 1883): 464. 
82 “Dress on the First Night of ‘The Belle’s Stratagem,’” Queen (3 April 1881): 411. 
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of artistic dress in her analysis of dress in Rossetti’s unfinished painting Found (begun 1854, 

Delaware Art Museum). One of Rossetti’s few works to feature a modern narrative scene, 

Found depicts a young farm labourer’s attempt to recover a young woman from the London 

streets. Unsuccessful and ashamed of her attempts at life in the city, the woman shies away 

from the offer of assistance, and sits crumpled in the corner of the painting. Although the 

painting was begun in the 1850s when the crinoline was becoming fashionable, the dress of 

the woman depicted in Found does not conform to the fashionable style, and instead drapes 

loosely over her form. Weathers argues that Rossetti’s use of a gown similar in style to those 

depicted in his later images of solitary women in his illustration of a scene from 

contemporary life undermines any suggestion of ideal femininity, and the dress instead marks 

the female figure’s degraded status:  

In his quest to paint a modern subject, he clothed his faded country flower in a 

modified and body-revealing dress which resembled Aesthetic Dress in spirit if not 

precisely in form. However, a woman wearing such clothing outside of the Pre-

Raphaelite mythological context seemed illegitimate. Because this was a scene from 

modern life, Rossetti could not transform her sexualised presence into a 

transcendent state as in other paintings.83 

 

Like the woman in Found, those who adopted artistic dress did so outside the confines of 

one of Rossetti’s lush aesthetic paintings, and thus opened themselves up to the criticisms of 

character associated with revealing attire and the body’s greater physical availability. As Mary 

                                                        
83 Rachel Weathers, “The Pre-Raphaelite Movement and Nineteenth-Century Ladies’ Dress: 
A Study in Victorian Views of the Female Body,” in Collecting the Pre-Raphaelites: The Anglo-
American Enchantment, ed. Margaretta Frederick Watson (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1997), 103. 
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Blanchard has noted in her study of artistic styles in the United States, women were 

sometimes arrested for wearing artistic attire outside the home.84 She explains that “Aesthetic 

dress veered dangerously near a public display of intimate wear,” and consequently its 

proponents were sometimes associated with prostitution.85 However, the abandonment of 

fashionable attire for looser, simpler styles was also disruptive of a broader category of 

identity, albeit one to which respectability and virtue were intimately tied. Jennifer Craik has 

argued that “Gender – especially femininity – is worn through clothes,”86 and, as Rebecca 

Mitchell points out, artistic dress enabled women “to forgo the most confining (which were 

ostensibly the most feminine) aspects of nineteenth-century women’s dress.”87 Thus in 

wearing the alternative style, women not only skirted the bounds of respectability, but of 

femininity itself.  

 More affordable than conventional styles and easily made at home by the wearer, 

artistic dress permitted a broader range of women to participate in fashionable dressing, 

including those working within a limited budget.88 However, to those who espoused the 

middle-class ideal of femininity, this aspect of artistic dress was troubling. Unlike 

conventional dress which was held to demonstrate the wealth and prosperity of a woman’s 

                                                        
84 Mary W. Blanchard, “Boundaries and the Victorian Body: Aesthetic Fashion in Gilded Age 
America,” American Historical Review 100, no. 1 (1995): 29. 
85 Blanchard, “Boundaries,” 25-26. 
86 Jennifer Craik, The Face of Fashion: Cultural Studies in Fashion (London: Routledge, 1993), 56. 
87 Rebecca N. Mitchell, “Acute Chinamania: Pathologizing Aesthetic Dress,” Fashion Theory 
14, no. 1 (2010): 53. 
88 See, for instance, Jeannette Marshall’s assertion regarding her own artistic wardrobe made 
on a limited budget: “As we cannot do the ultra-fashionable, we’ll be artistic at any rate.” 
Jeannette Marshall, quoted in Zuzanna Shonfield, “Miss Marshall and the Cimabue Browns,” 
Costume 13 (1979): 68. See Chapter 4, 207.  
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family, artistic attire, simply made and styled, did not make wealth visible in the same ways. 

A letter from the novelist Vernon Lee, describing her experiences at the 1881 private view at 

the Royal Academy, relates the confusion such attire could cause:  

All the exhibition rooms were thrown open and crammed with people more or less 

artistic or fashionable. I never saw so many shabby or insane dresses, and so few 

pretty women in my life. I was quite astounded, coming out, to see so many grand 

carriages. The dresses didn’t look on par with them. There were some most crazy 

looking creatures: one with crinkled gauze all tied loose about her and visibly no 

under-clothing (and a gold laurel wreath); another with ivy leaves tied by each others’ 

stalks, on short red hair; another with a trimming and necklace of marigolds and 

parsley fern on thread, a lot of insane slashings and stomachings.89 

 

As Lee’s comment suggests, to many artistic dress looked informal (“visibly no 

underclothing”) and sloppy, and thus inappropriate for respectable women of the middle 

and upper classes – a sentiment further reflected in the correspondence of the American 

Marian Adams. Summarizing her meeting with Jane Morris’s friend Rosalind Howard, 

Adams described “A very radical loquacious Mrs. George Howard who is soon to be 

Countess of Carlisle, when, let us hope, she will change her dirty collars and sleeves 

weekly.”90 Together, Adams and Lee’s remarks indicate the sense of disbelief experienced 

                                                        
89 Vernon Lee to [her mother], 7 July 1881, in Vernon Lee’s Letters, ed. Irene Cooper Willis 
(London: privately printed, 1937), 73. 
90 Marian Adams to Robert William Hooper, 29 June 1879, in The Letters of Mrs. Henry Adams, 
1865-1883, ed. Ward Thoron (Boston: Little, Brown, 1936), 148. In her diaries, Jeannette 
Marshall also emphasised the sloppy appearance of artistic dress. Following a garden party in 
1889, she described the appearance of Edith Holman Hunt, the artist’s wife: “in an awful 
embroidered garment of dubious cleanliness, looks untidy and gaunt.” See Jeannette 
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when appearance and social status were misaligned. They also hint at the possibility for 

artistic dress to be used to blur class distinctions. While the “dominant style was designed to 

maintain existing social class boundaries, being relatively inaccessible to the lower middle and 

working class,” artistic dress provided no clear indication of a woman’s social position or 

background.91 

 For some the appeal of artistic dress lay in its potential for personal expression. 

Through the inclusion of details such as smocking or hand embroidery wearers conveyed 

their individual sense of artistry and enacted the aesthetic belief that beauty should be part of 

every aspect of life.92 However, under the rising popularity of the aesthetic movement, the 

forms of artistic dress became increasingly varied and theatrical in their presentation. While 

“there were those among the leaders of the élite who chose to wear garments following the 

simpler and more graceful patterns of some bygone era,” as Alice Comyns Carr noted, 

reflecting upon the initial years of the Grosvenor Gallery’s opening, “the vagaries in dress 

assumed by some of the women of the ‘Artistic’ and Theatrical Set were, and I fear often 

justly, matters for merriment to those of the fashionable world who fitly displayed the latest 

modes of Paris.”93 Marian Adams, for instance, playfully recounted her experience of the 

artistic style in a number of letters to her father during her London visit of 1879. Following 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Marshall, quoted in Zuzanna Shonfield, The Precariously Privileged: A Professional Family in 
Victorian London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 118. 
91 Diana Crane, “Clothing Behaviour as Non-Verbal Resistance: Marginal Women and  
Alternative Dress in the Nineteenth Century,” Fashion Theory 3, no. 2 (1999): 261. Crane’s 
study examines the incorporation of items traditionally associated with men’s attire of 
clothing into women’s dress, such as neck ties and suit jackets; however, her conclusions 
regarding this form of dress have implications for alternative styles more generally. 
92 Mancoff, 90. 
93 Alice Comyns Carr, J. Comyns Carr: Stray Memories (London: Macmillan, 1920), 78. 
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an evening party she explained that the assembled women were “mostly frights, and now 

that ‘high art’ dressing has entered into them like demons, they are fearful and wonderful to 

behold. Harmonies in yellow; discords in pea-green; heads blooming with sunflowers and 

crowned with rag-bags; one can only think of ‘dandy crabs’ festooned with seaweed and 

barnacles and snail shells.”94 Adams similarly recalled the dress of the women gathered at an 

evening reception at the Royal Academy: “every art rag-bag seems to have been ransacked to 

adorn the women. They look like illustrations to Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market – fat 

fugues in pea-green; lean symphonies in chewing-gum colour; all in a rusty minor key.”95 The 

general sense of disorder caused by artistic forms of dress and reflected in Adams’s 

descriptions of London society also recalls Vernon Lee’s criticism of the “insane dresses” 

she witnessed at the Royal Academy in 1881.96 While neither Adams nor Lee comment 

directly on the personalities of the women they describe, their use of terms such as “frights” 

and “crazy-looking creatures,” suggests that to some the irregularity of artistic dress was also 

suggestive of an unstable or unsettled mind. 

 Despite the negative associations of artistic dress, its popularity among certain circles 

increased throughout the late 1870s and into the early 1880s. The critic Henry Quilter, for 

instance, noted that the fashion for Pre-Raphaelite art had altered “the dresses of our 

                                                        
94 Marian Adams to Robert William Hooper, 29 June 1879, in Thoron, 147. 
95 Marian Adams to Robert William Hooper, 6 July 1879, in Thoron, 151. Adams’s 
descriptions of artistic dress playfully recall the musical titles of Whistler’s paintings, such as 
Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl (1862) and Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling 
Rocket (1875). 
96 Vernon Lee to [her mother], 7 July 1881, in Willis, 73. 
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women.”97 Similarly, in his analysis of Pre-Raphaelitism for the American periodical Galaxy, 

the critic Justin McCarthy explained the movement of the artistic style from canvas into life. 

Describing a typical feature of Pre-Raphaelite art, “a tall, lank lady” with “high cheekbones, 

and a gaunt and rather hungry face, […] dressed in a long robe of tawny green or brown,” 

McCarthy suggested that this “ideal, and […] embodied spirit of Pre-Raphaelitism,” 

originally a feature of numerous works of art, had become increasingly visible in the homes 

and galleries of London: 

The strangest thing is that this gaunt, lank, and long-limbed damosel has actually 

stepped from the canvas into life and is to be found everywhere in certain circles of 

London society. How did all these pre-Raphaelite girls manage to come to life so 

suddenly? Were they all born with that red hair, those high cheekbones, those 

straight lank shapes, which shape have none, and which you are compelled to see, 

outlined as they are so sharply in the close and clinging drapery?98 

 

As McCarthy’s explanation suggests, dress was a critical aspect of this transformation, 

outlining elements of the body previously hidden or disguised, and visually associating 

women with the fashionable “high art” style. It is this aspect of artistic dress that may be at 

the heart of du Maurier’s criticism of the style.  

 Known more generally for his attention to the vagaries of fashion, du Maurier’s 

critique of artistic dress was particularly incisive, and a number of cartoons record his keen 

                                                        
97 Henry Quilter, “The New Renaissance; Or, The Gospel of Intensity,” Macmillan’s Magazine 
42, no. 251 (September 1880): 399. 
98 Justin McCarthy, “The Pre-Raphaelites in England,” Galaxy 21, no. 6 (1876): 727. 
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observations of the style.99 However, perhaps his most considered and pointed study of 

artistic fashion appears in the illustration An Impartial Statement in Black and White. Published 

in April 1881 (one month in advance of the private view at the Grosvenor Gallery), this 

caricature depicts two women, one dark, the other fair, and presents them in two scenarios. 

In the first, the dark-haired lady, a figure whose appearance recalls that of Jane Morris, is 

clothed in artistic dress, the fair woman in a fashionable gown. In the second, their costumes 

have been reversed, yet it is not only their dress that du Maurier has changed. While the fair 

lady appears pretty and well-kept in both scenarios, the other figure transforms from a gaunt, 

stooped, and dishevelled aesthetic lady in the first image to a somewhat buxom if slightly 

unattractive woman of fashion in the second. Leonée Ormond explains that the fair woman 

“reveals the attractive possibilities of aesthete [sic] dress,” while the formerly aesthetic lady, 

now in fashionable attire, “still looks ugly.”100 In this way, An Impartial Statement in Black and 

White appears to directly refute Mary Eliza Haweis’s claim that dressing “after the prae-

                                                        
99 For instance, Nincompoopiana – The Mutual Admiration Society features an assortment of loose 
gowns with puffed and slashed sleeves and tunics reminiscent of classical dress (sometimes 
trimmed with Greek geometric designs), and gently mocks the willingness of the aesthetes, 
and in particular the movement’s female followers, to draw upon a variety of historical and 
other styles to create a picturesque ensemble. Dress also forms part of the critique of 
aestheticism in The Six-Mark Teapot, in which du Maurier derides the aesthetes’ fascination 
with decorative objects and the notion that the aesthetes allowed their lifestyles to be 
dictated by objects and works of art. Mimicking a Wildean aphorism (“I find it harder and 
harder every day to live up to my blue china.”), the “Intense Bride” remarks to her betrothed 
regarding the teapot in her hands, “Let us live up to it!,” while her dress and the overall 
patterning of the illustration suggest she is already enacting this desire. As Kathy Alexis 
Psomiades notes, “the pattern of her aesthetic gown ties her visually to the teapot she holds 
in her hand and to the screen and vase in the room behind her.” See Kathy Alexis 
Psomiades, Beauty’s Body: Femininity and Representation in British Aestheticism (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), 155. 
100 Ormond, George du Maurier, 273. 
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Raphaelite style” could transform the appearance of plain women and increase their 

attractiveness with the opposite sex.101 Instead du Maurier’s illustration warns the viewer that 

while a pretty woman could look well in either fashionable or artistic dress, for those lacking 

a pleasing appearance, artistic dress only served to highlight the defects of a woman’s 

physical form. As Kathy Alexis Psomiades states:  

Taken together, these two drawings suggest that injudicious adoption of the aesthetic 

look can reduce women’s circulability as potential erotic objects. This is because the 

aesthetic look, which women think makes them look sexy, really makes them look 

unhealthy, since the sexuality it advocates is perverse. […] The woman who adopts 

aestheticist garb in such a way as to make herself look like a painting runs the risk of 

looking haggard, old, masculine, and unattractive.102 

 

 According to Leonée Ormond, du Maurier was particularly “interested in the way in 

which aestheticism was being used in the ‘climbing’ game,” and his caricatures routinely 

ridicule the elements of aestheticism most likely to be used as cultural capital, including the 

aesthetes’ affected speech, tastes, and attire.103 Because artistic dress could be easily adopted 

it represented one of the most obvious ways for women to imitate the aesthetic model of 

beauty as established through the paintings of Rossetti and Burne-Jones, and to associate 

                                                        
101 Mary Eliza Haweis, The Art of Beauty (New York: Harper, 1878), 274. For a further 
discussion of this passage in Haweis’s work see Chapter 4, 209. 
102 Psomiades, 155-56. 
103 Ormond, George du Maurier, 307. In his essay “The Forms of Capital,” Pierre Bourdieu 
identified cultural capital as a symbolic form of capital which could lend its possessor social 
distinction (in a way similar to economic capital) through a demonstration of cultural 
competence. See Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research 
for the Sociology of Education, ed. John G. Richardson, (New York: Greenwood, 1986), 241-58. 
By gesturing to the fashionable aesthetic movement, artistic dress may have demonstrated 
the wearer’s cultural knowledge and awareness of artistic styles. 
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themselves with the artistic set. The resemblance of the aesthetic lady in du Maurier’s An 

Impartial Statement in Black and White further alludes to the potential for artistic dress to 

disguise and to make an appearance otherwise indicative of qualities outside the middle-class 

ideal of femininity fashionable. Thus, for du Maurier, artistic dress may have represented a 

way for women to manipulate their appearance in order to gain social advantages. As 

Rebecca N. Mitchell has argued in relation to artistic dress, “Clothing thus becomes not 

merely a sign but the sign of a threatening ideology.”104  

 

Du Maurier’s Defeat: From Object to Subject to Icon 

In addition to his acute observation of artistic dress, du Maurier’s illustrations offer a minute 

examination of the aesthetic interior. Several of the caricatures contain Japanese screens, 

illustrations of china (likely blue and white), Morris & Co. wallpaper, as well as examples of 

slim-legged furniture similar to that designed by E. W. Godwin in the 1860s and 1870s. This 

careful articulation of interior space in du Maurier’s caricatures highlights the aesthetes’ 

interest in and enjoyment of decorative objects; however, it also, along with du Maurier’s 

realistic description of artistic attire, signifies the space in which art becomes life. Thus while 

the female figures of du Maurier’s illustration may look like the women depicted in aesthetic 

and Pre-Raphaelite paintings, these images do not mock the paintings of Rossetti and Burne-

Jones, but rather critique the ideals of their art as enacted in contemporary urban life. 

Regarded in this light, du Maurier’s use of Jane Morris, the living form of the Pre-Raphaelite 

ideal, as a means to critique the female aesthete is particularly apt. 

                                                        
104 Mitchell, 57. 
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 The contemporary response to Rossetti’s paintings of Jane Morris as an image of 

threatening femininity, including Pandora and Astarte Syriaca, suggests that viewers did not 

regard these images with any particular alarm, and rather preferred to read these paintings 

first and foremost as decorative objects. However, as du Maurier’s caricatures indicate, while 

the aesthetic female in art offered a beautiful object for contemplation, the real life artistic 

maiden represented a challenge to the contemporary ideal of middle-class femininity. Thus, if 

the figure of Astarte Syriaca did not pose an imminent threat in art, what of the living woman 

who looked like her? 

 Many of the contemporary accounts of Jane Morris’s appearance are tempered by a 

familiarity with Rossetti’s admiration for Burden Morris’s features, and few accounts provide 

an indication of what Burden Morris’s features looked like to outsiders of the artistic circle. 

However, a few comments recorded by those on the periphery of the Morris circle describe 

a figure far from the Pre-Raphaelite ideal. Lily Yeats, for instance, described Jane Morris as 

ugly with skin “the texture of an orange,” and further noted that the “Morris’s slick, slim 

clothes made them objects of derision when they came out.”105 In her diaries, Jeannette 

Marshall was even more critical. Following a series of artistic gatherings, she remarked on 

the appearance of Jane Morris and sometimes her daughters, variously describing them as 

“horrid frights,” “witchlike,” and looking “like a maniac.”106 Perhaps unsurprisingly, du 

                                                        
105 Lily Yeats, scrapbook, quoted in Gifford Lewis, The Yeats Sisters and the Cuala (Dublin: 
Irish Academic Press, 1994), 29-30 and 112. 
106 Marshall described Jane and Jenny Morris as “such horrid frights” after a tennis party at 
the Coronios’ in 1886; following a garden party at the Holman Hunts’ in 1889 she claimed 
that “The 3 Morris women looked more witchlike than ever;” and following a similar garden 
party at the Grange (home of the Burne-Jones family) in 1886 she noted: “a ghastly and 
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Maurier himself was unimpressed with Burden Morris’s physical appearance, writing to his 

daughter following a dinner party at the home of the painter William Blake Richmond, “I 

was depressed by Mrs. Morris, Rossetti’s famous model, sitting opposite in an old Florentine 

costume and her old Florentine face above it.”107 Although they do not diminish the 

harshness of these reactions, nineteenth-century texts on beauty and physiognomy, as well as 

the contemporary discourse on artistic dress, provide a context for understanding these 

responses. Similarly they provide a lens through which to interpret du Maurier’s scathing use 

of Burden Morris’s features and attire in his caricatures. Together these texts suggest that 

while Burden Morris’s appearance was certainly unusual, it was the elevation of her aberrant 

appearance to an imitable ideal which was truly troubling. To frame Jane Morris as a model 

of beauty disrupted the established view that there was “unity between appearance and a 

hidden reality.”108 

 By depicting Jane Morris in his caricatures, du Maurier was not only able to distort 

and to ridicule the aspects of Burden Morris’s figure which he perceived as most threatening, 

but also the movement which had supported her elevation to an ideal of beauty. In further 

publishing these illustrations in a popular magazine such as Punch, he sought to demonstrate 

                                                                                                                                                                     

aesthetic company was assembled,” including “Mrs. Morris (who looks like a maniac) and 
her eldest daughter (who is out and out the ugliest person I ever saw).” See Jeannette 
Marshall, quoted in Shonfield, Precariously Privileged, 118. 
107 George du Maurier to Beatrix du Maurier, 1885, quoted in Ormond, George du Maurier, 209 
and Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic: Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: Frederick Muller, 
1949), 372. Du Maurier’s displeasure at seeing Burden Morris may be related to his dislike of 
Rossetti, as he describes her in relation to the artist rather than to her well-known husband, 
despite Rossetti’s death three years previously, and in terms (“old Florentine”) reminiscent of 
Rossetti’s works in the Venetian mode. 
108 Ken Montague, “The Aesthetics of Hygiene: Aesthetic Dress, Modernity, and the Body as 
Sign,” Journal of Design History 7, no. 2 (1994): 99. 
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the failings of aestheticism, and perhaps most critically, to dissuade others from following 

Burden Morris’s example of living the artistic ideal in daily life. It is therefore ironic that it 

was du Maurier’s cartoons, as well as other satires of the movement that contributed to the 

lasting fame of aestheticism: “Punch became the public memory of the movement.”109 And 

this may be in part because the same mechanism that made caricature so effective as a form 

of ridicule, its abbreviation of a form, also worked to create condensed, memorable, and 

even imitable images. As Anne Anderson argues, “it was the caricatures of Mrs. Cimabue 

Brown and Bunthorne, rather than the original paintings of Rossetti and Burne-Jones, that 

spawned the simulacra on the streets of London, which inevitably lacked the substance or 

qualities of the original.”110 Thus in using her likeness for his caricatures in Punch, du Maurier 

established Burden Morris as a symbol of aestheticism, as Rossetti had done through paint. 

And though distorted, du Maurier’s caricatures helped to fix Burden Morris’s image in the 

public consciousness, reinforcing the lasting impression her face made on many of her 

contemporaries. As W. Graham Robertson wrote in his memorials, “Hers is one of the few 

World Faces, unique, yet each representative of a great type of which it is the supreme 

summary: for the moment I can only recall the Sphinx, Lisa Gherardini [the Mona Lisa] and 

Napoleon, but to the list, however short, must certainly be added the name of Jane 

Morris.”111  

                                                        
109 Talia Schaffer, “Fashioning Aestheticism by Aestheticizing Fashion: Wilde, Beerbohm, 
and the Male Aesthetes’ Sartorial Codes,” Victorian Literature and Culture 28, no. 1 (2000): 51. 
110 Anderson, “Mutual Admiration,” 84. 
111 Robertson, Time Was, 95. 
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Figure 5.1 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Pandora, 1869. 
Red and blue chalks on paper, 100.3 x 72.4 cm. 
Faringdon Collection, Buscot Park, Faringdon. 
 

 
Figure 5.2 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Pandora, 1878. 
Coloured chalks, 110.8 x 66.7 cm. 
Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight. 
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Figure 5.3 Edward Burne-Jones, Laus Veneris, 1873-75. 
Oil on canvas, 122.5 x 183.3 cm. 
Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne. 
 

 
Figure 5.4 George du Maurier, “Aesthetic Love in a Cottage,” Punch, 19 February 1881. 
Reproduced in Debra N. Mancoff, Jane Morris: The Pre-Raphaelite Model of Beauty (2000), 91. 
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Figure 5.5 George du Maurier, “Frustrated Social Ambition,” Punch, 21 May 1881. 
Queen’s University Library, Kingston, ON. 
 

 
Figure 5.6 George du Maurier, “Nincompoopiana – The Mutual Admiration Society,” Punch, 
14 February 1880. 
Reproduced in Leonée Ormond, George du Maurier (1969), 271. 



 

 

 

274 

 
Figure 5.7 George du Maurier, “The Six-Mark Teapot,” Punch, 30 October 1880. 
Reproduced in Leonée Ormond, George du Maurier (1969), 294. 
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Figure 5.8 George du Maurier, “An Impartial Statement in Black and White,” Punch, 9 April 
1881. 
Reproduced in Leonée Ormond, George du Maurier (1969), 275. 



 

 

 

276 

 Chapter 6

Jane Burden Morris and the Aesthetic Interior 

Reprising his role as commentator on the domestic life of the Morris family, in 1949 George 

Bernard Shaw contributed an article to the Observer in which he described Jane Morris’s role: 

“[Morris’s] wife was beautiful and knew that to be so was part of her household business.”1 

Nearly fifty years later, Fiona MacCarthy confirmed this perception in her biography of 

William Morris, suggesting that “In acquiring Janey [William] Morris was perfecting an 

artistic mise-en-scène.”2 Like many women of the aesthetic movement who styled themselves 

after Pre-Raphaelite paintings and presented themselves in a manner sympathetic to their 

interior surroundings and collections of objects d’art, Jane Morris has often been understood 

to occupy the place of the art object in the aesthetic interior. However, while Roger B. Stein 

has argued that the positioning of women as “beautiful objects in elegant displays,” at a time 

when women were otherwise making gains in the public sphere, can be seen as an ultimate 

form of objectification, as it worked to “deny publicly the control that women were 

exercising over their own lives,” such a characterisation overlooks the possibility that 

                                                        
1 George Bernard Shaw, “More About Morris,” Observer (6 November 1949): 7. 
2 Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time (1994; repr., London: Faber and 
Faber, 2010), 137. 
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women’s self-styling in Pre-Raphaelite mode can also be viewed as a conscious and creative 

act.3 

 Beginning with an analysis of the relationship between the image of Jane Morris and 

particular types of aesthetic arrangements, this chapter considers the attributes of Burden 

Morris’s identity, including those acquired through her association with Rossetti’s art, which 

made her an ideal element for display in the artistic home. It further considers whether this 

use of Burden Morris’s image within the artistic home encouraged viewers to see Burden 

Morris herself as part of the harmonious display. Turning to an examination of Jane Morris’s 

appearance within Kelmscott House, this chapter questions whether the acceptance of 

Burden Morris as a design feature extended to the experience of seeing Jane Morris within 

her own home. Ultimately this chapter asks whether established ideas of aesthetic space 

worked to frame Burden Morris as an object within the artistic home, or whether Burden 

Morris’s participation in the making of Rossetti’s images and active performance of a Pre-

Raphaelite identity can be used to disrupt such a reading. 

 

Objectification: Positioning Jane Morris in the Artistic Interior 

In her study of the importance of art in middle-class identity formation in the nineteenth 

century, Dianne Sachko Macleod argues that the aesthetic interior can be understood as a 

sanctuarial or therapeutic space into which the owner/occupant could retreat from the 

                                                        
3 Roger L. Stein, “Artifact as Ideology: The Aesthetic Movement in Its American Cultural 
Context,” in In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement, ed. Doreen Bolger (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1986), 42. 
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pressures of modern life.4 While the home was considered to be the “basis of moral and 

social order” in Victorian culture more generally,5 providing a refuge from public life and a 

space of comfort and stability in an otherwise rapidly changing world, in the aesthetic 

interior these qualities took on a particular significance, leading to the arrangement of 

paintings and other aesthetic objects into what Macleod terms “artful sanctuaries.”6 

Immersed in carefully curated collections, occupants could be soothed by displays which 

were visually and haptically pleasing, or focus on individual objects to inspire reverie and 

contemplation. “Among aesthetic patrons,” Macleod suggests, this practice “led to an eroto-

religious worship of art centred around the display of sensuous paintings in sanctuary-like 

rooms.”7 

 Visually analogous in many ways to more traditional objects of devotion, images of 

Jane Morris, and in particular those produced by Rossetti, were particularly suited to this 

place of worship in the aesthetic home. As discussed in Chapter 3, in Rossetti’s paintings, the 

remote and non-contemporary qualities of Burden Morris’s appearance became attributes of 

mythological and literary figures, including the goddesses of ancient religions, such as 

                                                        
4 In her study of the aesthetic interior in the American context, Mary Blanchard also 
characterises the space as therapeutic. See Mary W. Blanchard, “The Aesthetic Parlor, the 
Object d’Art, and the Sedated Self,” in Oscar Wilde’s America: Counterculture in the Gilded Age 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), 85-136. 
5 Lynda Nead, “The Magdalen in Modern Times: The Mythology of the Fallen Woman in 
Pre-Raphaelite Painting,” in Looking On: Images of Femininity in the Visual Arts and Media, ed. 
Rosemary Betterton (London: Pandora, 1987), 76. Thad Logan suggests that it is the process 
of decorating the home, not necessarily the home itself, which generated this sense of 
comfort. See Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlor: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 97. 
6 Dianne Sachko Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class: Money and the Making of Cultural 
Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 282. 
7 Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class, 282. 
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Proserpine and Astarte Syriaca. By draping his figures in richly coloured robes, depicting them 

in three-quarter length, and framing them with gilt frames of his own design, Rossetti 

created a series of further visual allusions between his figures and religious icons, particularly 

those with Marian subject matter. Indeed, at the time of the Rossetti retrospective in 1883, it 

was argued that Rossetti’s images of solitary female sitters had replaced older images of 

worship. Describing Rossetti’s works as “the sacred pictures of a new religion,” the essayist 

F. W. H. Myers claimed that these “forms and faces […] bear the same relation to that 

mystical worship of Beauty on which we have dwelt so long, as the forms and faces of a 

Francia or Leonardo bear to the medieval mysteries of the worship of Mary or Christ.”8 

While several of Rossetti’s patrons organised their collections to reflect this reverent form of 

display, the presentation of Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris as objects in a temple of beauty 

is perhaps best exemplified by the arrangement at 49 Prince’s Gate, the home of Frederick 

R. Leyland (1831-92).9  

 Probably Rossetti’s most important patron, in the mid-nineteenth century Leyland 

amassed a fortune in the Liverpool shipping industry despite his working-class beginnings.10 

Imagining himself a “great merchant prince, a kind of Victorian Cosimo de’ Medici,” 

                                                        
8 F. W. H. Myers, “Rossetti and the Religion of Beauty,” in Essays Modern (London: 
Macmillan, 1883), 325. 
9 According to Macleod, William Graham and George Rae also created sanctuary-like spaces 
for the display of their art, particularly their Rossettis. See Macleod, Art and the Victorian 
Middle Class, 273-84. 
10 Born into a working-class family in Liverpool, Leyland was raised primarily by his mother. 
At the age of thirteen he apprenticed with the Liverpool shipping firm John Bibby & Sons, 
where his father had once been an employee. Leyland gradually worked his way up the ranks, 
making partner in 1861, and just over a decade later bought out the company, renaming it 
the Leyland Line. 
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Leyland invested heavily in art, assembling a collection of oriental carpets, bronzes, 

European woodwork, blue and white china, Flemish tapestries, early Italian pictures, and 

contemporary British works in the new aesthetic style, such as those by Edward Burne-

Jones, Albert Moore, and Rossetti.11 Much of this sprawling collection was displayed in 

Leyland’s London home at 49 Prince’s Gate, which Leyland remodelled in the mid-1870s to 

complement the growing array of objects. Coordinated by the art dealer Murray Marks, 

aspects of the house were alternately (and sometimes collaboratively) designed by the 

architect Norman Shaw, the designer Thomas Jeckyll, and the painter James McNeill 

Whistler. While Marks was aware of the aesthetic bent of Leyland’s collection, he also 

“astutely realised,” as Dianne Sachko Macleod has pointed out, that “Leyland would not be 

flattered by a series of cozy Arts-and-Crafts style rooms,” and planned instead a series of 

luxurious spaces.12 The hall, for instance, featured a richly patterned mosaic floor, walls of 

pale willow green, and a dado which contained a series of panels decorated by Whistler with 

“delicate sprigs of pale rose and white flowers in the Japanese taste” (Fig. 6.1).13 Above the 

dado in the hall hung Rossetti’s La Pia de’ Tolomei, its placement echoed by the number of 

works by Rossetti and Burne-Jones which enhanced the sweeping expanse of the main 

                                                        
11 Francis L. Fennell Jr., ed., The Rossetti-Leyland Letters: The Correspondence of an Artist and his  
Patron (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1978), xvi. 
12 Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class, 313. Macleod has further argued that although 
Leyland’s house was in part an advertisement for his new status, his collection also provided 
a haven and a form of compensation for disappointments in his personal life, including the 
separation from his wife in 1879 and the death of a child. See Macleod, Art and the Victorian 
Middle Class, 288. 
13 Theodore Child, “A Pre-Raphaelite Mansion,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 82 (1890-91): 
82. 
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stair.14 This arrangement of the ground floor, and in particular the display of works of 

beautiful women in meditative poses may have prepared the occupant or visitor for the 

splendour of Leyland’s upstairs drawing room.   

 Carefully divided into three distinct yet linked salons by elaborately carved wood and 

metal screens designed after the rood screen of the Cathedral of Bois-le-Duc, the drawing 

room at Prince’s Gate contained a number of works from Leyland’s collection of aesthetic 

paintings, and one salon in particular was dominated by Rossetti’s work.15 Described by 

Theodore Child as “the shrine of some of the most completely beautiful productions of 

modern English art,” this salon featured Rossetti’s Lady Lilith (1868, Delaware Art Museum), 

Veronica Veronese (1872), Monna Rosa (1867, private collection), The Blessed Damozel (1875-79, 

Fogg Museum, Harvard), and two works taken from Jane Morris, Mnemosyne (1881) and a 

version of Proserpine (1874).16 Mounted in Rossetti’s gilt frames, these vertical compositions 

of solitary female figures were complemented by the drawing room’s gilt ceiling with its 

unusual globe lanterns, and by “curtains of cherry red Genoa velvet on cloth of gold;” 

however, it was the positioning of Rossetti’s images within the space which cemented their 

status as objects of worship.17 Arranged in an inner corner of the drawing room, Mnemosyne 

and Proserpine were hung on either side of The Blessed Damozel, echoing the positioning of a 

                                                        
14 The paintings on the Leyland staircase included Burne-Jones’s Wine of Circe (1868) and 
Rossetti’s Loving Cup (1867, National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo). Rossetti’s Sea Spell 
(1875-77, Fogg Museum) and Roman Widow (1874, Museo de Arte de Ponce, Puerto Rico) 
were also displayed in the hall. See Child, 82. 
15 Caroline Dakers, The Holland Park Circle: Artists and Victorian Society (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1999), 143. According to Dakers, Shaw designed these screens after the 
original which could be observed at the South Kensington Museum.  
16 Child, 84. 
17 Child, 85. 
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religious triptych, and creating a visual symmetry with the arrangement of Lady Lilith and 

Veronica Veronese on the adjacent wall around an enormous gilt-edged mirror (Fig. 6.2).18 As 

Macleod explains, “The placement and design of the paintings produced a sanctuarial 

atmosphere: the stillness of the single female figures featured on each canvas creates an 

iconic intensity, while the arched frame and predella of Rossetti’s Blessed Damozel, which 

hangs in the centre of the left wall, resemble Renaissance altarpieces.”19 Thus while Griselda 

Pollock has argued that it was the format of Rossetti’s images of Burden Morris, and in 

particular Astarte Syriaca, which encouraged a relationship with the viewer similar to that of a 

worshipper kneeling before a sacred image, the arrangement at 49 Prince’s Gate indicates 

that this association may have also been heightened through the mode of their display.20 That 

this type of effect was consciously sought is further evident in the correspondence 

surrounding another of Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris, The Day Dream (1880; Fig. 6.3). 

 Although not a commission for 49 Prince’s Gate, The Day Dream is mentioned 

several times in Rossetti’s correspondence and these letters indicate an interest in creating a 

space for this work equally as reverential as that of Leyland’s drawing room. Commissioned 

                                                        
18 This was the arrangement of the images in 1892, as recorded in the photographs of Henry 
Bedford Lemere, and is also the arrangement described in the 1890 account of Theodore 
Child. See Figure 6.2 and Child, 85. However, letters between Leyland and Rossetti suggest 
that this was not always the positioning of the pictures. For instance, in the summer of 1881 
Leyland wrote to Rossetti, “The Blessed Damoiselle [sic] is placed and looks superb. The 
light suits it admirably and if you could only see it you would be pleased. […] The Blessed 
Damoiselle occupies one wall of the portico room; the Eve of St Agnes another and the 
remaining one is waiting for La Pia.” See Frederick R. Leyland to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 12 
July 1881, in Fennell, 89. 
19 Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class, 285. 
20 Griselda Pollock, “Woman as Sign: Psychoanalytic Readings,” in Vision and Difference:  
Femininity, Feminism and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 151. See also Chapter 3, 
156. 
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by the Greek stockbroker Constantine Ionides after viewing a preliminary drawing in 

Rossetti’s studio, and intended for display at the Ionides’ home in Holland Park Villas Road, 

The Day Dream depicts Jane Morris draped in a loose-fitting green gown and seated in the 

branches of a sycamore tree. While the painting does not depict Burden Morris as a 

particular mythical goddess, the work does retain some of the devotional qualities that are 

more explicit in paintings such as Astarte Syriaca. Julian Treuherz, Elizabeth Prettejohn, and 

Edwin Becker, for instance, have suggested that the woman of The Day Dream “might recall 

any of the women in ancient myths who are metamorphosed into trees, or Eve and the Tree 

of Knowledge,”21 while Alex Noble has described the work as “the culmination of his 

[Rossetti’s] sense of fantasy and the way in which he wished to elevate and deify women he 

admired.”22 In a letter to Jane Morris, Rossetti described how he had advised C. Ionides’ 

sister Aglaia Coronio, who was instrumental in the painting’s commission, on a suitable 

arrangement for the work. He writes, “Aglaia […] really seemed bent on getting the picture 

hung to advantage which it seems she will have to see to. There is a white dado – a horrid 

thing of course for pictures, so I told her the best thing would be to hang a piece of the silk 

with which the walls are covered below the base of the picture somewhat like an altar-cloth, 

and this she said she would do.”23 Rossetti later added in a letter to Ionides that “The picture 

itself need not stand more than a foot at very utmost from the ground, to be seen to 

                                                        
21 Julian Treuherz, Elizabeth Prettejohn, and Edwin Becker, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2003), 216. 
22 Alex Noble, “The Daydream,” in 100 Great Paintings in the Victoria & Albert Museum (London: 
V&A, 1985), 178. 
23 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris, 13 September 1880, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Jane 
Morris: Their Correspondence, ed. John Bryson and Janet Camp Troxell (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1976), 160. 
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advantage by a seated person. […] The picture should slope forward […]. It should be as far 

away from the white dado, and the stand not made light but dark. […] It ought to stand with 

the light from the left of spectator, as here, otherwise it will lose its effect.”24 While it is 

unclear if either of Rossetti’s schemes for the display of The Day Dream were followed, both 

proposed arrangements suggest an interest in displaying the picture in a manner that recalls 

the display of devotional images. In the first, Rossetti proposes that the area below the 

picture be draped like an altar, and in the second he describes how the picture can appear at 

best advantage to a seated person, in a sense to one who is kneeling before the image. In 

either arrangement, just as in the Leyland drawing room, the image of Jane Morris would 

have formed part of the “artful sanctuary” of the aesthetic home. 

 Perhaps best characterised as harmoniously eclectic, the decoration of the aesthetic 

interior was not based upon the acquisition and display of specific objects d’art, but rather 

upon creating a “distinctive effect.”25 As Mary Eliza Haweis, the journalist and self-

appointed authority on interior design and decoration, indicated in her book Beautiful Houses 

(1882), “It is not sufficient to buy a number of beautiful antiques and foreign goods – you 

must know how to combine them well, or the result may be most distressing.”26 

Nevertheless, as Haweis’s description suggests, there were particular types of objects and 

styles that came to be associated with the decoration of the aesthetic home. Rossetti’s 

                                                        
24 Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Constantine Alexander Ionides, 20 December 1880, in The 
Correspondence of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. William E. Fredeman (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell 
and Brewer, 2002-10), 9:338. 
25 Deborah Cohen, Household Gods: The British and Their Possessions (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2006), 68. 
26 Mary Eliza Haweis, Beautiful Houses; Being a Description of Certain Well-known Artistic Houses 
(London: Sampson, Low, Marston, Searle, and Rivington, 1882), 23-24. 
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paintings, for instance, had a particular connection to the artistic interior. Unlike other 

aesthetic painters who exhibited regularly at the Grosvenor Gallery, Rossetti spurned public 

exhibition, instead cultivating a small circle of regular patrons, and the home thus became 

the only consistent site of display of Rossetti’s art during his lifetime. Other artists were also 

popular, however, including Edward Burne-Jones, Albert Moore, and James McNeill 

Whistler, as were the products of Morris & Co., antique furnishings, and objects with foreign 

associations. 

 Thad Logan has demonstrated that the practice of using objects with foreign 

associations as design elements was not unique to the aesthetic home, and was, in fact, 

widespread in Victorian culture.27 The popularity of foreign items was rooted, in part, in the 

increasing availability of goods in the nineteenth century. The rise of individual travel 

combined with the expansion of markets and the willingness of curio shops and department 

stores such as Liberty to offer imported goods increased both the range of goods available 

and their accessibility to the British public. However, regardless of their origin, all foreign 

objects served the same fundamental purpose within the interior: to “gesture toward a world 

outside the home.”28  

 The display of foreign elements within the home ranged from the exhibition of 

individual objects which served as points of interest, to the more elaborate arrangement of 

                                                        
27 Thad Logan, “Foreign Objects: Souvenirs and Exotica in the Victorian Parlor,” in Borders 
of Culture: Margins of Identity, ed. by Michele Frucht-Levy and Richard Edward Johnson (New 
Orleans: Xavier Review Press, 1994), 35-50. 
28 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 35. Logan clarifies that objects did not necessarily need to 
originate in a distant place to be considered foreign; they could also allude to the exotic 
through their design or “outright narrative elements.” 
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objects into discrete spaces, such as the Turkish cozy corner, which allowed occupants to 

“enter an exotic realm without leaving the security of the home.”29 On the one hand, this 

type of display served to “de-familiarize domestic space,”30 rendering the commonplace 

parlour novel and exciting; however, on the other, the framing of “the alien sights of Asia 

[…] in a sympathetic and comforting form in private interior sanctuaries,”31 also rendered 

exotic objects as “both homogenized and familiar.”32 The use of such elements within the 

home was further contradictory in that while the display of exotic objects provided a 

“critique of Anglo-American sensibility,” it also worked to (re)assert the superiority of the 

home culture.33 As Logan states: 

To aestheticize a culture is to subsume its political, moral, and economic complexity 

into a style, to reduce that complexity to an appearance open to (and possessed by) 

the gaze of the European. To import the styles of foreign cultures as interior 

decoration for the home is literally to domesticate those cultures, to assimilate them 

into the comforting normalcy of “ordinary” life.34 

  

 The incorporation of foreign objects into the decorative program of the interior 

ultimately served as evidence of the taste and aesthetic sensibilities of the home’s occupants, 

                                                        
29 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 41. 
30 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 41. 
31 Beverly Lemire, “Domesticating the Exotic: Floral Culture and the East India Calico Trade 
with England, c. 1600-1800,” Textile 1, no. 1 (2003): 72. Similar to Logan’s discussion of 
foreign objects in the Victorian home, Lemire’s analysis of the British importation of the 
Indian textile chintz in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries suggests that the fabric was 
prized for its exotic properties, yet its use within the home made it familiar. She 
demonstrates that this is one step in a process through which exotic goods are domesticated. 
32 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 38. 
33 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 45. 
34 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 44. 
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and Logan argues that this was particularly important for members of the middle classes. 

Unlike the aristocracy who had long been collecting foreign objects through travel, and 

particularly through the Grand Tour, those from the middling ranks of society were only 

beginning to cultivate an appreciation for a wide range of goods.35 By collecting and 

displaying “new” and intriguing items within their homes, members of the expanding 

merchant and professional classes were able to explore expressions of individual taste suited 

to their new social position. 

 For those wishing to decorate their home in the aesthetic style, the use of foreign 

objects was particularly important. Not only did exotic goods open up “new models of 

design,” they also provided followers of aestheticism with an opportunity to construct “new 

standards of taste.”36 By adopting elements of a cultural heritage that was not their own, 

aesthetes were able to attach themselves to the sense of prestige associated with a long 

cultural lineage, and further, to become participants in a system which was elitist in its 

requirement of inside knowledge and taste. While a variety of foreign objects, including 

Japanese fans, oriental rugs, and Eastern metalwork, have come to be associated with the 

design program of the aesthetic interior, it is perhaps the aesthetic fascination with blue and 

white china which best illustrates the appeal of foreign objects within the context of 

aestheticism.  

                                                        
35 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 40. 
36 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 41. 
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 Sometimes referred to as “Old Blue,” a term which encompasses various forms of 

ceramic ware, including Chinese porcelain and Delft earthenware,37 blue and white china was 

sought after by a number of aesthetes, and perhaps most famously by Whistler and Rossetti, 

for its “oddness, its antiquity, and its ‘otherness.’”38 A combination of the antique and the 

foreign, and accessible to a broad market, Old Blue came to symbolise a new type of 

discerning collector: often middle class, but with “expert knowledge, [and] the ability to 

recognize designs and marks, […] nuances not always immediately apparent to the untrained 

eye.”39 For the aesthete, then, blue and white china provided a link to the past and to a 

tradition of connoisseurship, not unlike the marbles and masterworks collected by the 

aristocracy a century earlier on the Grand Tour.40 However, in its incorporation into the 

artistic interior, it was also a means through which the aesthete displayed a finely cultivated 

and aesthetic sensibility. 

                                                        
37 Anne Anderson, “‘Fearful Consequences… of Living up to One’s Teapot:’ Men, Women, 
and ‘Cultchah’ in the English Aesthetic Movement, c. 1870-1900,” Victorian Literature and 
Culture 37 (2009): 223. 
38 Anne Anderson, “‘Chinamania:’ Collecting Old Blue for the House Beautiful, c. 1860-
1900,” in Material Cultures, 1740-1920: The Meanings and Pleasures of Collecting, ed. John Potvin 
and Alla Myzelev (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2009), 110. A. M. W. Stirling, for instance, 
recounts an evening in which Rossetti, a guest at a dinner party, overturned the main dish in 
order to examine the markings on the bottom of the blue and white plate on which it was 
served: “so intent was he in the study of the china, and so enchanted was his hostess at his 
appreciation of her taste, that neither troubled about the mishap!” See A. M. W. Stirling, 
Life’s Little Day: Some Tales and Other Reminiscences (London: Thornton Butterworth, 1924), 
215. Frederick Leyland also possessed an impressive collection of blue and white china. This 
was displayed in the dining room (or Peacock Room) at Prince’s Gate, offset by Whistler’s 
elaborate decorative scheme of blue, green, and gold.  
39 Anderson, “Chinamania,” 116. 
40 Anderson, “Chinamania,” 112-13. 



 

 

 

289 

 Although not foreign in origin, Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris may have shared a 

similar function to that of exotic objects within the aesthetic home. As previously noted 

Burden Morris did not conform to established ideals of feminine beauty during the 

nineteenth century, and her saturnine complexion, dark hair, and unusual features often led 

contemporaries to characterise her appearance as foreign.41 This quality of Burden Morris’s 

appearance made her an ideal candidate for replication in Rossetti’s works, which frequently 

portrayed subjects from distant times and places. As Reina Lewis notes, “the monumental 

siren of [Rossetti’s] later works, such as Lady Lilith (1864-) and Astarte Syriaca (1877)” was 

“coded as variously otherworldly, be it ancient, medieval, allegorical or Eastern.”42 Similar to 

the Japanese fans or the oriental rugs which ornamented the artistic home, Rossetti’s images 

of Jane Morris, with their indeterminate and remote settings and unusual model, would have 

brought a distinctly exotic quality to the interior. And because Burden Morris’s appearance 

did not follow accepted standards of beauty, appreciation of her figure, like the appreciation 

of blue and white china, required a cultivated understanding of aesthetic taste. 

 Like many foreign objects, Rossetti’s images of Burden Morris were incorporated 

into the decorative program of the interior alongside objects of domestic origin. Such an 

arrangement is recorded in a small watercolour painting by Anna Alma-Tadema which offers 

an intimate view of the drawing room of the Coronio family at Holland Park (Fig. 6.4). Here, 

                                                        
41 See Chapter 2, 51. Thad Logan has argued that Victorian women more generally could be 
perceived as foreign objects within the home: “Despite a clear, consistent, and coercive 
linkage of femininity and domesticity, women nonetheless retained a disturbing trace of 
exoticism simply by virtue of being women.” See Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 46. 
42 Reina Lewis, Rethinking Orientalism: Women, Travel and the Ottoman Harem (London: Tauris, 
2004), 155. 
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one of Rossetti’s portraits of Burden Morris, a chalk study for the figure in Mariana (1870; 

Fig. 6.5), is featured among many objects with foreign associations. For instance, the ledge 

above the doorway contains an assortment of blue and white china, and both the inlaid chest 

and the selection of metalwork it holds appear to have Eastern origins. These items are 

complemented by the floral wallpaper, the pattern of which recalls the intertwining designs 

developed by Morris & Co., and an embroidered portiere, the design of which resembles the 

crewel-work patterns popular with women such as May Morris and Aglaia Coronio herself. 

Within Alma-Tadema’s work, the image of Burden Morris appears as yet another object d’art 

within the rich interior of the Coronio home, its gilt frame further tying it more closely to 

the other decorative items displayed. This form of eclectic arrangement also served to render 

Rossetti’s images of Burden Morris familiar – the study for Mariana does not stand out any 

more so than any other object in the arrangement, a quality considered essential in 

generating the overall harmonious or “distinctive effect” of the aesthetic home.43 This quality 

is visually conveyed by the Alma-Tadema watercolour itself, which, although a detailed 

depiction of individual objects, also appears harmoniously unified, a richly patterned 

decorative object in its own right, and a representation of the “room as a work of art.”44 

 Several scholars have argued that paintings such as Rossetti’s which offered beautiful 

studies of women, often in repose, contributed to an understanding of the female figure as a 

design element during the aesthetic movement. For instance, regarding Pre-Raphaelite 

painting, Susan Casteras has argued that in these images “women were generally distorted as 

                                                        
43 Cohen, 68.  
44 Mary W. Blanchard, “Aesthetic Parlor,” 86. 
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passive visual objects, dominated by the gaze of the men who made and stared at them in 

real life and on canvas,” and the display of Rossetti’s images of Jane Morris within an artistic 

arrangement in the drawing room of the Coronio family, and particularly in the home of 

Frederick Leyland reflects this form of objectification.45 However, it was not only the 

painted representations of women which were implicated in this understanding of women as 

decorative objects; as the nineteenth century progressed, the home’s female occupants were 

increasingly seen as design elements in carefully articulated interior displays. 

 Beverly Gordon has suggested that the conflation of women’s bodies with the 

interior developed following industrialisation, as women came to be increasingly associated 

with the home. She notes that through their apparel, women were often visually linked with 

other objects in the home, particularly items of furniture, and that the language used to 

discuss the decoration of the interior echoed that used to describe the processes of dressing 

the body (both women and furniture could be draped, for example).46 Gordon suggests that 

these activities (decorating and dressing) were perceived as similar because, though women 

were often responsible for the decoration of the home, the presentation of the interior, like 

that of the female body, reflected directly upon the wealth, stability, and orderliness of the 

family, and in particular upon the male head of the household.47 Women were accordingly 

advised to dress in a manner that would emphasise the harmony of the female figure and her 

                                                        
45 Susan P. Casteras, “Pre-Raphaelite Portraiture: A Strangely Disordered Vision,” in Collecting 
the Pre-Raphaelites: The Anglo American Enchantment, ed. Margaretta Frederick Watson 
(Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1997), 146. 
46 Beverly Gordon, “Woman’s Domestic Body: The Conceptual Conflation of Women and 
Interiors in the Industrial Age,” Winterthur Portfolio 31, no. 4 (1996): 281-301. 
47 Gordon, “Woman’s Domestic Body,” 285. 
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surroundings.48 Henry Holiday, for instance, reminded readers of the journal of the Healthy 

and Artistic Dress Union that the “deadly dullness of form and colour” in women’s dress 

could “go far to cancel the charm of the dwelling-rooms.”49 In the aesthetic home, women 

harmonised with their surroundings by incorporating similar patterns, colours, and fabrics 

into their wardrobes as those used for interior design, “breaking the boundaries between 

interior and person, and creating an abstract artistic space.”50 As Anne Anderson explains, 

“Aesthetic woman wafts in diaphanous toga-like robes or reclines, resplendent in Eastern 

silks or medieval embroidery; she will be absorbed into the decorative interior and become 

yet another beautiful object on which to feast our senses.”51 

 While women’s “sympathetic self-display in Pre-Raphaelite mode” may have 

contributed to the perception of women as part of the aesthetic interior, for women like Jane 

Morris who appeared visually similar to and dressed distinctly like her image in aesthetic 

paintings, the relationship between woman and her surroundings would have been more 

extreme.52 A familiarity with Rossetti’s images of Burden Morris, for example, may have 

primed the viewer for an interpretation of their real-life counterpart, ensuring that Burden 

Morris was perceived as a decorative object within an artistic display. This may be why 

contemporaries sometimes responded to Burden Morris’s presence in ways that recall the 

                                                        
48 Gordon, “Woman’s Domestic Body,” 283. 
49 Henry Holiday, “The Artistic Aspect of Dress,” Aglaia 1 (1893): 17. 
50 Blanchard, “Aesthetic Parlor,” 94-95. 
51 Anne Anderson, “‘She weaves by night and day, a magic web with colours gay:’ Trapped in  
the Gesamtkunstwerk or the Dangers of Unifying Dress and Interiors,” in Fashion, Interior 
Design, and the Contours of Modern Identity, ed. Alla Myzelev and John Potvin, (Farnham, UK: 
Ashgate, 2010), 44. 
52 Lewis, Rethinking Orientalism, 161. 
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forms of display typical to the aesthetic home. Edmund Gosse, for instance, described seeing 

Burden Morris and Rossetti at a studio party at Ford Madox Brown’s in the winter of 1870-

71: “I had the privilege of meeting for the first time several persons now celebrated. Mrs. 

William Morris, in her ripest beauty, and dressed in a long unfashionable gown of ivory 

velvet, occupied the painting throne, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti […] squatted – for some 

part of the evening at least – on a hassock at her feet.”53 The gatherings at Madox Brown’s 

studio receptions were similarly recounted by Whistler, who described seeing “in an inner 

room Rossetti and Mrs. Morris sitting side by side, in state, being worshipped.”54 In both 

accounts Burden Morris is encountered and described in terms which connect her with a 

devotional figure or object – she sits in state or on a throne, venerated by the supplicant who 

kneels at her feet – descriptions which recall the arrangement of Rossetti’s paintings at 

Prince’s Gate, or the proposed arrangement for the display of The Day Dream in the home of 

Constantine Ionides. 

 The interpretation of Jane Morris as one of the “passive visual objects” of Pre-

Raphaelite painting more generally appears in the diary of Jeanette Marshall.55 Following a 

dance at the home of Aglaia Coronio in 1883, Marshall recalled, “Mrs Morris and her 2nd 

daughter May were there, and the former looked very well, I thought, though very sloppy 

[…]. Her hair was fuzzy, and she had a white Indian shawl over her shoulders. When her 

                                                        
53 Edmund Gosse, The Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne (London: Macmillan, 1917), 200. 
54 James McNeill Whistler, recounted 5 August 1900, in The Whistler Journal, by E. R. Pennell 
and J. Pennell (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1921), 170. In Whistler’s account it is unclear 
whether he is recalling an isolated evening, or whether he is relating an amalgamation of 
several receptions. 
55 Casteras, “Pre-Raphaelite Portraiture,” 146. 
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face is quiet, it is fine and fascinating, but when she speaks it is spoilt.”56 Marshall’s 

suggestion that speech spoiled the effect of Burden Morris’s appearance indicates that she 

would have preferred to view Burden Morris as she would a painting, as a static object 

available for aesthetic contemplation, and not as an active participant in the activity of the 

dance. 

 This understanding of Burden Morris as a painted or Pre-Raphaelite object extended 

to observation of Burden Morris in her own home. In Henry James’s recounting of his visit 

to Queen Square in 1869, for instance, Burden Morris is situated within the context of “an 

antiquated ex-fashionable region, smelling strongly of the last century,” and an eclectic 

interior, part home, part workshop, and the origin of “everything quaint, archaic, pre-

Raphaelite.”57 James described the “fearful and wonderful” qualities of Burden Morris’s 

appearance at length, further noting how William Morris’s Pre-Raphaelite wife harmonised 

with the uncharacteristic interior:58 

After dinner […] Morris read to us one of his unpublished poems, from the second 

series of his un-“Earthly Paradise,” and his wife having a bad toothache, lay on the 

sofa, with her handkerchief to her face. There was something very quaint and remote 

from our actual life, it seemed to me, in the whole scene: Morris reading in his 

flowing antique numbers a legend of prodigies and terrors […], around us all the 

picturesque bric-a-brac of the apartment (every article of furniture literally a 

“specimen” of something or other,) and in the corner this dark silent medieval 

                                                        
56 Jeannette Marshall, 1883, quoted in Zuzanna Shonfield, The Precariously Privileged: A 
Professional Family in Victorian London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 117. 
57 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Henry James Letters, ed. Leon Edel 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1974-84), 1:93. 
58 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Edel, 1:93 For James’s complete 
description of Morris, see Chapter 3, 125-26. 
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woman with her medieval toothache. Morris himself is extremely pleasant and quite 

different from his wife.59 

 

In James’s description Burden Morris, silent, with her “medieval” illness and countenance, 

becomes another rare specimen in the antique and eccentric space. A piece of picturesque 

bric-a-brac in the Morris home, she is admired for her visual properties, but seemingly for 

little else. However, perhaps nowhere was the relationship between the aesthetic interior and 

Jane’s appearance more pronounced than in Kelmscott House, the family’s London 

residence from 1878 to 1897, where the interior spaces were described as having “P. R. B. 

[Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood] flavour.”60 

 

Object or Subject? Jane Morris at Kelmscott House 

The Morrises relocated to Kelmscott House in Hammersmith in 1878.61 Compared to 

Queen Square, which housed both the Morris family and the Firm, Kelmscott House was 

primarily a private residence. However, as the Firm continued to grow and William Morris’s 

socialist activities increased in the 1880s, Kelmscott House also became the semi-public face 

of the Morris family, and it was here that the Morrises entertained the Firm’s clients and met 

with their collaborators, as well as members of the Hammersmith Socialist League.62 It is 

                                                        
59 Henry James to Alice James, 10 March 1869, in Edel, 1:94. 
60 Ernest Rhys, Everyman Remembers (New York: Cosmopolitan, 1931), 53. 
61 Previously known as “The Retreat,” Kelmscott House was renamed by the Morrises to 
reflect their attachment to their country home Kelmscott Manor also situated along the 
Thames.  
62 Imogen Hart points out that Kelmscott House may have also occasionally been the site of 
a Firm open-house day, and Lily Yeats recalls that she worked on embroidery under May’s 
supervision in the Kelmscott dining room. See Imogen Hart, “An ‘Enchanted Interior:’ 
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perhaps because of the home’s public role that the interior came to communicate many of 

the ideals which are associated with William Morris and his design work. As May Morris 

noted in her introductions to her father’s Collected Works, Kelmscott House, with its 

Georgian façade and artistic interior, could be regarded as a demonstration of how  

His ideas of “making the best of it” in modern town-life and with modern town-

architecture could be carried out without over emphasis either of simplicity or 

luxury. The maxim “Have nothing in your houses that you do not know to be useful 

or believe to be beautiful” was carried out here, and I think there can scarcely have 

been a house in London more unconsciously simple in general effect, in spite of the 

precious things that graced it.63 

 

Indeed, while described as a “typical Georgian house” not unlike its solid brick neighbours 

situated along the river Thames, Kelmscott House was often remarked upon by 

contemporaries who noted the disparity between the home’s exterior and its interior 

decoration.64 A reporter for the Pall Mall Gazette, for example, noted, “There is nothing 

remarkable about the outside of Kelmscott House. […] But as soon as you open the front 

door you are in another world.”65 Similarly, Quinbus Flestrin, a writer for the socialist 

newspaper, the Clarion, claimed that the home’s exterior looked like that of a “respectable 

                                                                                                                                                                     

William Morris at Kelmscott House,” in Rethinking the Interior, c. 1867-1896: Aestheticism and 
Arts and Crafts, ed. Jason Edwards and Imogen Hart (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2010), 69; and 
Lily Yeats, scrapbook, quoted in Gifford Lewis, The Yeats Sisters and the Cuala (Dublin: Irish 
Academic Press, 1994), 29.  
63 May Morris, The Introductions to “The Collected Works of William Morris.” (New York: Oriole, 
1973), 1:368. 
64 Morris, Introductions, 1:359. 
65 “The Poet as Printer: An Interview with Mr. William Morris,” Pall Mall Gazette (12 
November 1891): 1-2, reprinted in We Met Morris: Interviews with William Morris, 1885-96, ed. 
Tony Pinkney (Reading, UK: Spire, 2005), 54. 
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and opulent British merchant,” yet upon entering the house, Flestrin recalled, “I was 

immediately transported to the fifteenth century. Everything was medieval, and of sensible 

solidity.”66 And Helena Swanwick (née Sickert), a childhood friend of Jenny and May Morris, 

compared the experience of entering Kelmscott with that of visiting the Grange (home of 

the Burne-Joneses), explaining that both homes provided the sensation of “entering a land of 

faery.”67 

 While the interiors of Kelmscott House are no longer intact, several of the rooms 

were documented during the family’s residence. Numerous descriptions of the space exist in 

the accounts of friends and contemporaries, and a series of photographs taken by Emery 

Walker in 1896, along with the handful of watercolours depicting home life painted by May 

Morris, offer a visual record of the house. Aside from William Morris’s study, the two rooms 

that were most conspicuously documented both verbally and visually are the dining room 

and drawing room (presumably because of their more public character). And despite the 

unique context of each account, as well as the unavoidable alterations sustained by the 

property during the Morrises’ nineteen-year tenancy, these rooms have been described and 

depicted with relative consistency.68 

                                                        
66 Quinbus Flestrin, “Interview with William Morris,” Clarion (19 November 1892): 8, 
reprinted in Pinkney, We Met Morris, 62. 
67 H. M. Swanwick, I Have Been Young (London: Gollancz, 1935), 101. 
68 Imogen Hart speculates that the Walker photographs may have been taken as a form of 
memorial following William Morris’s death in 1896, and may therefore represent a very 
particular presentation of W. Morris’s home. See Hart, “Enchanted Interior,” 68. Similarly, 
May Morris’s descriptions of the house are drawn from her introductions to Morris’s Collected 
Works (1910-15), a series of volumes which honoured her father’s work and memory. Based 
upon May’s own recollections, they too present a very particular, and likely favourable, view 
of the house. 
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 The Kelmscott dining room was located at the back of the house and was papered 

with Morris & Co. Pimpernel (1876) paper (though J. Bruce Glasier recalled it as the Acanthus 

design).69 The walls were complemented with floors of polished wood, “here and there 

covered with an oriental rug,” which likely also featured patterns of undulating flowers.70 At 

one end of the room, near a large window overlooking the garden, was a long oak table at 

which the Morris family ate their meals and the women of the Firm’s embroidery division 

sometimes worked.71 Several visitors remarked upon the table’s massive size as well as its 

unornamented grey surface.72 Swanwick, for example, noted, “I delighted in the trestle-table, 

a long oak-board, scoured grey-white with sand.”73 The wall across from this great table 

displayed a selection of the Morrises’ collection of blue and white china (Fig. 6.6), while the 

adjoining wall was adorned with a Persian carpet “so lovely that it would have been a sin to 

                                                        
69 J. Bruce Glasier, “First Visit to Kelmscott,” in William Morris in the Early Days of the Socialist 
Movement (London: Longmans, 1921), 48. 
70 “Representative Men at Home: Mr. William Morris at Hammersmith,” Cassell’s Saturday 
Journal (18 October 1890): 80-82, reprinted in Pinkney, We Met Morris, 45. 
71 Lily Yeats, who began to work for Morris & Co. in the late 1880s, noted: “Across the 
window was a plain oak unpolished and unstained table at which I worked. May very seldom 
did any work, just used to look at mine.” See Yeats, quoted in Lewis, Yeats Sisters, 29. 
72 This end of the room was not captured in the photographs of Kelmscott House by Walker 
– likely because light from the window would have prevented a decent exposure. 
73 Swanwick, 101. The oak table at Kelmscott House seems to have been one of the most 
remarkable objects in the house. A reporter for Cassell’s Saturday Journal recalled “the deal-
topped table [that] resolves itself into a massive piece of workmanship, all in solid oak, the 
underpart being varnished, but the top merely bound round with a band of iron at its edge, 
and left to be scoured with the scrubbing brush,” while George Bernard Shaw quipped on 
the bareness of the piece, perhaps revealing its most outstanding quality: “On the supper 
table there was no table cloth: a thing common enough now among people who see that a 
table should be itself an ornament and not a clothes horse, but an innovation so staggering 
that it costs years of domestic conflict to induce it.” See “Representative Men at Home,” 45; 
and George Bernard Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” in William Morris: Artist, Writer, Socialist, 
ed. May Morris (Oxford: Blackwell, 1936), 2:xx. 
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walk on it; consequently it was not on the floor but on the wall and half way across the 

ceiling” (Fig. 6.7).74 Imogen Hart has commented upon the disjunction between these two 

walls. She suggests that the south wall embodies “Classical discipline,”75 as here blue and 

white plates of equal size were evenly divided between bays of a shelving unit (though 

according to one visitor, each dish had its “own pattern and individual merits”76), and were 

further framed by doors with rounded arches and crowned with a display of pewter or 

bronze chargers, “roughly describing the triangular shape of a Classical tympanum.”77 In 

contrast, the east wall displayed a variety of foreign objects, including an “Italian cypress-

wood chest,” examples of oriental metalwork, and two brass peacocks with jewelled necks in 

a more eclectic arrangement.78 According to May Morris this wall’s unique and unmeasured 

qualities created “a grave splendour […] of which the eye and the imagination could not 

tire.”79 In the corner of these two surfaces, above a doorway, hung one of Rossetti’s 

“portraits” of Jane Morris, a version of Reverie (1868), and this was balanced by Rossetti’s 

portrait of Jane Morris in her blue silk gown (1868) which hung opposite, above the 

fireplace. The dining room also housed several of Rossetti’s other images of the Morris 

family, including his chalk studies of Jenny and May (1871, Kelmscott Manor). 

                                                        
74 Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xx. 
75 Hart, “Enchanted Interior,” 77. 
76 “Representative Men at Home,” 45. 
77 Hart, “Enchanted Interior,” 77. According to May Morris the chargers were made of 
pewter, but the Cassell’s reporter describes them as “exquisite specimens of bronze work.” 
See Morris, Introductions, 1:366; “Representative Men at Home,” 45. 
78 Morris, Introductions, 1:367; Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xx. 
79 Morris, Introductions, 1:367. 
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 The drawing room of Kelmscott House also appears frequently in the accounts and 

images of the home. Situated on the second floor of the house, the room featured a series of 

long windows and overlooked the Thames. A number of the drawing room’s furnishings had 

been brought from the Morrises’ previous residences, Red House and Queen Square, 

including the canopied, painted settle from Red House, the fire grate designed by Webb for 

Queen Square, and the Prioress’s Tale Wardrobe designed by Philip Webb and painted by 

Edward Burne-Jones for the Morrises’ wedding and which depicts Jane Morris as the Virgin 

Mary (Fig. 6.8). These were complemented by the products of the Morris family and friends’ 

more recent efforts in design, such as the adjustable back chairs designed by Webb for 

Morris & Co. after a vernacular example (c. 1869), the revivalist “Sussex” rush chairs also 

produced by the Firm, and a series of lusterware plates, possibly by William de Morgan, 

which crowned the room’s main fireplace (Fig. 6.9). Despite the different periods of 

production, William Morris’s biographer J. W. Mackail notes that “the furniture and 

decoration was all in the same spirit, and had all the effect of making the room a mass of 

subdued yet glowing colour, into which the eye sank with a sort of active sense of rest.”80 

The drawing room interior was further unified through the use of a single fabric for the 

tapestries that covered the walls. Identified by May Morris as the Firm’s Bird (c. 1878) design, 

the tapestries, “A perfect blue with pale gleams of colour in the birds and foliage,”81 were 

complemented by the floor of blue carpet, “overlaid here and there with some flower-like 

                                                        
80 J. W. Mackail, The Life of William Morris (London: Longman, 1899), 1:372-73. 
81 Morris, Introductions, 1:365. 
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Eastern rugs.”82 Unlike the dining room, the Kelmscott drawing room did not feature 

pictures and figurative studies (apart from the painted wardrobe) as part of its decorative 

program, and May’s description suggests that this was because “the simple scheme of the 

room did not allow of such broken wall-surface.”83 However, J. Bruce Glasier indicates that 

this type of display was typical of the house more generally. Describing the Rossetti works in 

the dining room, Glasier adds, “There were one or two other Rossetti crayon drawings on 

the wall. These, I think, were the only pictures in the room, and indeed there were few 

pictures on the walls, so far as I observed, anywhere in the house, […] for Morris did not 

‘believe in’ making houses look like art galleries.”84 

 A watercolour of the east wall of the drawing room painted by May Morris gives 

some suggestion of how the room may have looked in the 1880s, including the colours 

employed in the interior design (Fig. 6.10). Depicting a figure (probably Jane Morris) seated 

at the piano, it also provides a rare visual depiction of one of the rooms at Kelmscott House 

in use.85 With its suggestion of music, May’s watercolour of the drawing room is also a 

                                                        
82 Morris, Introductions, 1:365. 
83 Morris, Introductions, 1:366. 
84 Glasier, 48. 
85 A feature in May’s watercolour, the piano is conspicuously absent from Emery Walker’s 
1896 photograph of the same scene; however, it does appear in the photographs which 
document Jane’s bedroom. The removal of the piano from the drawing room may possibly 
be explained by comments made by both George Bernard Shaw and William Morris. 
Recalling his visit to the home, Shaw was clear to note, “There was no grand piano: such a 
horror would have been impossible.” Commenting upon the contents of a well-appointed 
sitting room more generally (i.e., one that balances usefulness and beauty), in his 1880 lecture 
“The Beauty of Life,” William Morris stated, “Now unless we are musical, and need a piano 
(in which case, as far as beauty is concerned, we are in a bad way), that is quite all we want” – 
suggesting that Morris himself viewed the overall appearance of the piano as unsatisfactory. 
Regardless of the reason for its removal, the presence of the piano in May’s watercolour, and 
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reminder of the transient influences upon the interior, influences which are difficult to 

document, but which were crucial to the overall atmosphere at Kelmscott House. May 

further documented these influences in her written descriptions of the Kelmscott interiors 

and was particularly attentive to capturing the effects of the changing seasons or alterations 

in the quality of light upon the house and its surroundings. As Imogen Hart argues, May’s 

acknowledgement of “the potential of decorative objects to represent in an abstract way 

under certain conditions,” presents a novel approach to arts and crafts objects, examining 

them “in terms of their context, as parts of a whole that work together to create an overall 

effect, and as triggers for the imagination.”86 For instance, in her description of the 

Kelmscott drawing room, May writes, “the Red House settle caught the gleams of the fire on 

its tawny gold panels in winter evenings, and in summer the dancing reflections of the river, 

while the lustre plates above the chimneypiece suggested flushed sunsets and dim moonlight 

nights above the elms.”87 May’s descriptions do not “try to isolate the room from the outside 

world; instead she acknowledges that it is a dynamic space in which environmental 

conditions are never constant.”88 

 According to Dianne Sachko Macleod the artist’s home had a dual role in the 

aesthetic movement: “On the surface, artists’ homes appeared to be shrines to beauty, but 

                                                                                                                                                                     

its subsequent absence in Walker’s photograph, serves as a reminder of the unstable nature 
of the interior – even one as seemingly well planned and articulated as that at Kelmscott 
House. See Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xx; William Morris, “The Beauty of Life,” in 
The Collected Works of William Morris, ed. May Morris (1910-15; repr., New York: Russell and 
Russell, 1966), 22:77. 
86 Imogen Hart, Arts and Crafts Objects (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2010), 91. 
87 Morris, Introductions, 1:366. 
88 Hart, “Enchanted Interior,” 72. 



 

 

 

303 

they were actually artfully crafted salesrooms where prospective buyers were induced to 

lower their guard and become lost in the contemplation of ethereal objects.”89 The home of 

the Morris family also walked this line between private sanctuary and public display, and this 

may be why, despite its sequence of markedly different spaces, the overall arrangement of 

the interior of Kelmscott House seems to have conveyed the presence of a distinct and 

discriminating hand (or hands). However, Kelmscott was also regarded as unique among 

artistic houses. As Vernon Lee remarked, writing to her brother, “The house is beautiful and 

quite different, homely, artistic, and rare from an aesthetic house.”90 Lee’s suggestion that 

Kelmscott House was unusual for its time, even by aesthetic standards, is reflected in other 

accounts, which characterise the home as simply decorated despite the number of objects on 

display.91 For instance, May Morris notes that at Kelmscott there were “no occasional tables, 

no chairs like feather-beds, no litter of any sort,”92 and in his interview with William Morris, 

Quinbus Flestrin similarly declares there were “No modern gew-gaws or gimcracks here; no 

                                                        
89 Macleod, Art and the Victorian Middle Class, 296-97. 
90 Vernon Lee to Eugene Lee-Hamilton, 3 July 1882, in Vernon Lee’s Letters, ed. Irene Cooper 
Willis (London: privately printed, 1937), 95-96. 
91 For a discussion of the association between the Morris interior and the concept of 
simplicity, see Imogen Hart, Arts and Crafts Objects, especially pages 78-102; and Imogen Hart, 
“Enchanted Interior,” 78-81. 
92 Morris, Introductions, 1:366. May’s comment on the lack of “chairs like feather-beds” at 
Kelmscott suggests a similar lack of comfort to that described by Angela Thirkell (née 
Mackail) in her recollections of the Grange and Rottingdean. Thirkell writes, “As I look back 
on the furniture of my grandparents’ two houses I marvel chiefly at the entire lack of 
comfort which the pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood succeeded in creating for itself. It was not, I 
think, so much that they actively despised comfort, as that the word conveyed absolutely 
nothing to them whatever. I can truthfully say that neither at North End Road or at North 
End House was there a single chair that invited to repose, and the only piece of comfortable 
furniture that my grandparents ever possessed was their drawing-room sofa in London, a 
perfectly ordinary sofa with good springs, only disguised by Morris chintzes. See Angela 
Thirkell, Three Houses (London: Oxford University Press, 1931), 64. 
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veneer or unprofitable ornaments; everything wrought to the highest point of the usefully-

artistic. No pretentious shams, nor morbid decadent fancy – everything welcome, pleasing, 

and serviceable.”93 George Bernard Shaw also recognised the absence of conventional or 

expected furnishings, and perhaps deliberately recalling Morris’s well-known aphorism, 

claimed:  

There was an extraordinary discrimination at work in this magical house. Nothing in 

it was there because it was interesting or quaint or rare or hereditary, like 

grandmother’s or uncle’s portrait. Everything that was necessary was clean and 

handsome: everything else was beautiful and beautifully presented. […] I must not 

inflict an inventory; but throughout it all there had reigned an artistic taste of 

extraordinary integrity: not once had its owner been seduced by another interest or 

association.94 

 

However, despite Shaw’s surprise at not finding the sentimental or the conventional, his 

description also makes it clear that the interior of Kelmscott was visually pleasing: a point 

that has led Imogen Hart to conclude that the notion of simplicity at Kelmscott House 

should be regarded as “a ‘reduction to essentials’ that limited provision for the body but not 

for the eye.”95 Indeed, despite its difference, the majority of Kelmscott’s visitors do not 

remark upon its interiors negatively, and instead describe the space as “magical,” “a land of 

                                                        
93 Flestrin, 62-63. 
94 Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xx. 
95 Hart, “Enchanted Interior,” 81. 
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faery,” and inspiring a “sense of garden-like freshness and bloom.”96 May Morris, ever loyal, 

felt it was “a haven of peace and sweet colour, […] just the most beautiful.”97 

 In their exploration of the role of craft in architectural space, Sandra Alfoldy and 

Janice Helland have suggested that within the interior, craft “assists viewers or inhabitants 

(be they transient participants or permanent residents) to negotiate their physical movements 

as well as their conceptual expectations.”98 At Kelmscott House, craft, particularly in the 

form of Morris & Co. wares, was a key tool in transforming the “typical Georgian house” 

into a “land of faery.” In turn, the crafted space of the Morris interior also had an effect 

upon its occupants and seems to have particularly affected the way Jane Morris was 

perceived and interpreted. Dressed in the garments associated with Pre-Raphaelite art, her 

hair loosely styled, Burden Morris would have suited perfectly the “P. R. B. flavour” of the 

home.99 This was recognised by Graham Robertson who, in describing the striking nature of 

Burden Morris’s beauty, suggested that  

She required appropriate setting and was perhaps at her wonderful best in her own 

house, standing in one of the tall windows against the grey river or lying on a low 

couch with beyond her the dim splendours of a great cabinet painted by Burne-Jones 

with the Legend of Little Saint Hugh of Lincoln. There she seemed to melt from one 

picture to another, all by Rossetti and all incredibly beautiful.100 

 

                                                        
96 Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xx; Swanwick, 101; Glasier, 46. 
97 Morris, Introductions, 1:365. 
98 Sandra Alfoldy and Janice Helland, introduction to Craft, Space and Interior Design, 1855-
2005, ed. Sandra Alfoldy and Janice Helland (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2008), 8. 
99 Rhys, 53. 
100 W. Graham Robertson, Time Was: The Reminiscences of W. Graham Robertson (London: 
Hamilton, 1931), 94-95. 
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While Robertson blurs the experience of viewing Burden Morris in the drawing room with 

the Burne-Jones cabinet with that of seeing Burden Morris in the dining room with 

Rossetti’s pictures, his description also illustrates how well her features were complemented 

by the interior elements of the home as well as the transient external influences (“the grey 

river”) which May alludes to in her recollections. Significantly, in observing Burden Morris in 

the Kelmscott interior, Robertson is reminded of Rossetti’s images of her, and describes her 

in poses which echo the paintings: “lying on a low couch,” or “standing in one of the tall 

windows against the grey river” – a pose which immediately recalls the vertical composition 

and bleak background of Rossetti’s Proserpine. As Robertson explains, in Kelmscott House 

Jane Morris melted into the other artful objects of the home. 

 However, while Robertson’s description gives the impression that at the 

Hammersmith residence Burden Morris was part of a harmonious display, for others the 

Kelmscott interior seems to have rendered Burden Morris’s figure more impressive and 

outstanding, and some of the most extreme reactions to her appearance stem from accounts 

of those who observed Burden Morris within the context of her own home. As noted earlier,  

in recounting his visit to Kelmscott House sometime in the 1880s, the Scottish socialist John 

Bruce Glasier described how Burden Morris, “seated on the famous settle which stood out 

from the fireplace, doing some embroidery work,” rose to greet him:101 

I had, of course, heard of her great beauty, and had seen her portrait in some of the 

reproductions of Rossetti’s pictures, but I confess I felt rather awed as she stood up 

tall before me, draped in one simple white gown which fell from her shoulders down 

                                                        
101 Glasier, 45. 
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to her feet. She looked a veritable Astarte – a being, as I thought, who did not quite 

belong to our common mortal mould.102 

 

Similarly, describing his first meeting with Burden Morris at Kelmscott House, George 

Bernard Shaw recalled: 

Mrs. Morris made a startling impression on me. It was in the evening; and I had 

never been upstairs to her drawingroom before. I had time to take in all the lovely 

things that were in the room before she came in. Rossetti’s pictures, of which I had 

seen a collection at the Burlington Fine Arts Club, had driven her into my 

consciousness as an imaginary figure. When she came into the room in her strangely 

beautiful garments, looking at least eight feet high, the effect was as if she had walked 

out of an Egyptian tomb at Luxor. […] I always felt apologetic with Mrs Morris. I 

knew that the sudden eruption into her temple of beauty, with its pre-Raphaelite 

priests, of the proletarian comrades who began to infest the premises as Morris’s 

fellow-Socialists, must be horribly disagreeable to her.103 

 

Glasier’s and Shaw’s descriptions link Burden Morris’s appearance to objects common in the 

decoration of aesthetic interiors. For both she is an otherworldly figure, immortal and 

presiding over a “temple of beauty,” yet also exotic, tied to the Syrian Venus and to the 

divine rulers of Egypt. However, while Glasier and Shaw note their prior exposure to 

Burden Morris’s figure through the images of Rossetti, both are at least temporarily unable 

to reconcile the impulse to understand Burden Morris as a painted object with the surreal 

experience of seeing her in real life. Even so, Glasier’s and Shaw’s impressions of Burden 

Morris seem to have altered as she became settled into the interior of Kelmscott House. 

                                                        
102 Glasier, 45. See also Chapter 3, 157. 
103 Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xxiii-xxiv. 
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Glasier notes that “After greeting me she resumed her embroidery and listened with 

amusement to Morris’ playful chaff,”104 activities typical of a Victorian wife, while Shaw 

recalls that it was “Not until she had disposed herself very comfortably on the long couch 

opposite the settle did I compose myself into an acceptance of her as a real woman, and note 

that the wonderful curtain of hair was touched with grey, and the Rossetti face ten years 

older than it was in his pictures,” suggesting that the incorporation of Burden Morris into 

the domestic setting rendered her more familiar.105 The accounts of Glasier and Shaw, then, 

while highlighting Burden Morris’s difference, also recall the process of naturalisation which 

occurs in the home and through which foreign objects become “both homogenized and 

familiar.”106  

 Nevertheless, the suggestion that the Kelmscott House interior had an effect upon 

Burden Morris’s appearance is present in several of the accounts of those who visited the 

Morris family at home. For instance, after visiting Burden Morris at the house in 

Hammersmith, in a “room furnished rather like an extremely dingy sacristy,” Vernon Lee 

remarked upon the difference in Morris’s appearance from their previous meeting in Italy: 

“Mrs. M had on the usual crinkled white garb with a gold string round her waist or absence 

of waist; more beautiful and grand perhaps than in Florence.”107 Lee is careful to note that 

Burden Morris’s attire, while unique, is typical of her figure, suggesting that the alteration in 

                                                        
104 Glasier, 45. 
105 Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” 2:xxiv. 
106 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 38. 
107 Vernon Lee to [her mother], 5 July 1881, in Willis, 70. Lee first met Burden Morris in the 
winter of 1880-81 while Jane was in Italy with the Howard family and Marie Spartali 
Stillman. For a consideration of Lee’s comment in relation to Jane Morris’s dress, see 
Chapter 4, 192. 
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Burden Morris’s appearance may be the result of her artistic surroundings.108 Moreover, 

Lee’s description indicates that this alteration in setting has improved Burden Morris’s 

appearance – among the objects of Kelmscott House, she is “more beautiful and grand.” 

This enhancement of Burden Morris’s appearance by the Kelmscott interiors is also alluded 

to by Graham Robertson, who, after describing the appropriateness of the Morris interior to 

Jane’s particular form of beauty, notes the strikingly different reaction her appearance 

generated when observed outside the aesthetic context: “I can well understand that her type 

was too grand, too sombre to appeal to every eye. When she travelled in France, our light-

hearted and often beauty-blind neighbours found her appearance frankly amusing and would 

giggle audibly when she passed by.”109 

 In her study of foreign objects in Victorian interiors, Thad Logan suggests that 

within the home women were “themselves objectified, in ways ranging from the crudely 

sexist (woman as chattel) to the elegant and aesthetic (Jane Morris as Pre-Raphaelite icon),” 

and several scholars have suggested that this objectification and aestheticisation of woman 

coincided with increasingly progressive developments in the social sphere.110 As Susan 

Casteras explains, “just as English women were striving to gain new rights, more just 

treatment, and liberalised divorce laws, they were the targets of protracted artistic voyeurism 

by the Pre-Raphaelites and other artists, who frequently cast them into rigid if beautiful 

                                                        
108 This alteration may be related to geography more generally – Burden Morris’s dark looks 
may have been more conventional in Italy than at home in England. For a discussion of the 
advantages that travelling in Italy offered Burden Morris, including the opportunity to step 
“out of the [Pre-Raphaelite] frame,” see Wendy Parkins, “That Venturesome Woman: The 
Italian Travels of Jane Morris,” Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 16, no. 2 (2007): 66-87, 83. 
109 Robertson, Time Was, 95. 
110 Logan, “Foreign Objects,” 46. 
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stereotypes.”111 However, while in some ways the aesthetic interior, and particularly the 

interior of Kelmscott House, may have rendered Jane Morris as “just another ornament in a 

claustrophobic setting,” simultaneously limiting her agency, the decision to appear in Pre-

Raphaelite mode within the artistic home can also be viewed as a more deliberate act on 

Burden Morris’s part.112  

 Graham Robertson’s account of Burden Morris’s movements in France 

demonstrates that despite Rossetti’s images, and the growing Pre-Raphaelite following in 

London, to many in the nineteenth century, Burden Morris’s appearance remained strikingly 

unusual. Her features, combined with her fuzzy hair and limp gowns, would have led many 

to interpret her appearance as comical or perhaps slightly disturbed. However, within the 

confines of Kelmscott House, Jane Morris’s appearance and the artistic interior would have 

worked together to create a harmonious whole. Similar to her dress, then, the interior space 

of Burden Morris’s home can be read as part of a masque, a performance of the Pre-

Raphaelite ideal.  

 As noted previously, in their analysis of the role of fashion in masquerade, Caroline 

Evans and Minna Thornton have suggested that in “creating herself as spectacle, […] a 

woman puts a distance between herself and her observers, a space within which to 

manoeuvre and to determine the meanings of the show.”113 And Jane Morris’s adoption of a 

Pre-Raphaelite identity within the home can be similarly understood. By employing an 

                                                        
111 Casteras, “Pre-Raphaelite Portraiture,” 146. 
112 Anderson, “Trapped in the Gesamtkunstwerk,” 63. 
113 Caroline Evans and Minna Thornton, “Fashion, Representation, Femininity,” Feminist 
Review 38 (1991): 55. See also Chapter 4, 213. 
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aesthetic identity, Burden Morris may have gained a sense of ease within her own home. No 

longer the homely, working-class Oxford girl, Jane Morris as Pre-Raphaelite legend was not 

only beautiful, but also suited to her position as wife and collaborator of the successful arts 

and crafts designer.114 Moreover, while Jenni Calder has argued that the Victorian home was 

not an arena of women’s personal expression, nor were women “expected to gain from 

contributing to its creation,”115 and Amy Bingaman has similarly suggested that there were 

few creative opportunities for women within the Morris home, the crafting of Jane Morris’s 

appearance to suit her surroundings can indeed be regarded as a creative act.116  

 Thad Logan indicates that “given the constant undermining of female autonomy 

through Victorian legal, medical, and religious discourse, the opportunity to exercise 

authority through the acquisition [and display] of commodities must have had considerable 

appeal to many women,”117 and although it is unclear who was responsible for the overall 

decorative scheme at Kelmscott House, Imogen Hart notes that “the collaborative spirit of 

many of the Morris circle’s endeavours” suggests that many of the family’s close friends and 

members would have had a hand in the design.118 Burden Morris, then, may have been 

                                                        
114 Wendy Parkins has similarly argued that the “Pictures of Jane in medieval or regal mode 
adorning the walls and furniture of Red House could […] have served a didactic purpose – 
reassuring Morris and others that his wife was qualified to reside in his ‘palace of art.’” See 
Wendy Parkins, Jane Morris: The Burden of History (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2013), 148. 
115 Jenni Calder, The Victorian Home (London: Batsford, 1977), 108. 
116 Amy Bingaman, “The Business of Brotherhood: Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Company  
and the Pre-Raphaelite Culture of Youth,” in Artistic Brotherhoods in the Nineteenth Century, ed. 
Laura Morowitz and William Vaughan (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2000), 99. See also Chapter 
2, 88. 
117 Logan, Victorian Parlor, 96. 
118 Imogen Hart, “Enchanted Interior,” 70. 
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partially responsible for the decoration of Kelmscott House, and, as has been demonstrated 

throughout these pages, was significantly involved in creating and defining the female Pre-

Raphaelite ideal through her dress, activities in embroidery, and collaboration with Rossetti. 

Thus while these processes of self-fashioning may have worked to objectify Burden Morris 

within her own home, they may also have been a source of creative agency and of pleasure.  
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Figure 6.1 Henry Bedford Lemere, Hall and staircase of 49 Prince’s Gate, London, 1892. 
English Heritage. 
 

 
Figure 6.2 Henry Bedford Lemere, Drawing room at 49 Prince’s Gate, London, 1892. 
English Heritage. 
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Figure 6.3 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Day Dream, 1880. 
Oil on canvas, 158.7 x 92.7 cm. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 6.4 Anna Alma-Tadema, Drawing Room at 1a Holland Park, 1887. 
Watercolour, 27 x 18 cm. 
Russell-Cotes Art Gallery and Museum, Bournemouth. 
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Figure 6.5 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Mrs. William Morris (Study for Mariana), 1868. 
Coloured chalks, 91 x 78 cm. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
 

 
Figure 6.6 Emery Walker, Photograph of the dining room at Kelmscott House (south wall), 
c. 1896. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
Reproduced in Imogen Hart, Arts and Crafts Objects (2010), 98. 
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Figure 6.7 Emery Walker, Photograph of the dining room at Kelmscott House (east wall), c. 
1896. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
 

 
Figure 6.8 Emery Walker, Photograph of the drawing room at Kelmscott House (west end), 
c. 1896. 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 6.9 Emery Walker, Photograph of the drawing room at Kelmscott House (north 
wall), c. 1896. 
William Morris Gallery, London. 
 

 
Figure 6.10 May Morris, Drawing Room at Kelmscott House (east end), c. 1880. 
Watercolour. 
William Morris Gallery, London.
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 Chapter 7

Conclusion: The Burden of the Image? 

Throughout “The Burden of the Image:” Jane Morris in Art and Life, I have suggested that Jane 

Morris actively contributed to the making of Pre-Raphaelite art, and that her physical 

attributes, skill with a needle, and talent as a model were critical to the creation of numerous 

works. I have also argued that Jane Morris cultivated her relationship to her painted 

representation, often presenting herself as the Pre-Raphaelite female ideal in daily life, and I 

propose that masquerade theory can be used to demonstrate the ways in which a Pre-

Raphaelite identity was enabling for Jane Morris. It may, for instance, have altered the way 

her contemporaries perceived her unusual looks, eased her transition from the working to 

the middle class, or permitted her to live outside the expectations typically associated with 

middle-class femininity. I argue that Jane Morris used her contributions to an artistic 

movement to redefine her identity. And while such a redefinition had its repercussions, as 

the caricatures by George du Maurier which emphasise the dangers of collapsing the 

boundary between art and life demonstrate, the proliferation of Jane Morris’s image today 

remains evidence of her success in claiming a space for that identity. 

However, a masque is not always liberating, and several accounts indicate that the image 

of the Pre-Raphaelite ideal did not always align with the character of the flesh and blood 

woman who was its inspiration. In contrast to the image of the sombre, languid figure 

familiar from Rossetti’s paintings, some of Jane Morris’s contemporaries offered a portrait of 
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a clever woman with a “delicious chuckling laugh,”1 “interested in a thousand things,”2 with 

simple tastes and a profound affection for home.3 As noted earlier, Graham Robertson was 

one of the few to suggest that Jane Morris may have tired of her role as an otherworldly 

figure: “I fancy that her mystic beauty must sometimes have weighed rather heavily upon 

her. Her mind was not formed upon the same tragic lines as her face; she was very simple 

and could have enjoyed simple pleasures with simple people, but such delights were not for 

her. She looked like the Delphic Sybil and had to behave as such.”4 Jane’s long-time friend 

Marie Spartali Stillman more perceptively recalled the difficulties Burden Morris encountered 

living alongside her famous image. Following the publication of Vernon Lee’s roman à clef 

                                                        
1 H. M. Swanwick, I Have Been Young (London: Gollancz, 1935), 100. 
2 William Rothenstein, Men and Memories: Recollections of William Rothenstein, 1872-1900. 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1931), 288. 
3 In a letter to George Bernard Shaw, Hall Caine considers one of Bernard Shaw’s anecdotes 
regarding Jane Morris, noting, “That story which you have so courageously told against 
yourself is proof enough that she could think. And only a clever woman could think and act 
like that.” See Hall Caine to George Bernard Shaw, 24 September 1928, in Add. MS 50531, 
British Library, London. Shaw himself described Jane Morris as possessing “a certain plain 
good sense which had preserved her sanity perfectly under treatment that would have 
spoiled most women,” and Jane Morris described her own tastes as “simple and 
inexpensive.” See George Bernard Shaw, “Morris as I Knew Him,” in William Morris: Artist, 
Writer, Socialist, ed. May Morris (Oxford: Blackwell, 1936), 2:xxv; and Jane Morris to Sydney 
Carlyle Cockerell, 3 October 1898, in MSL/1958/692, National Art Library, London. 
Remembering her parents in the introductions to her father’s Collected Works, May Morris 
noted “Home life meant so much to them and it was a positive penance to be away.” See 
May Morris, The Introductions to “The Collected Works of William Morris” (New York: Oriole, 
1973), 1:115. 
4 W. Graham Robertson, Time Was: The Reminiscences of W. Graham Robertson (London: 
Hamilton, 1931), 94. A letter from Christina Rossetti to her brother reflects the discrepancy 
between Jane Morris’s appearance and some of her activities. Regarding one of the Morrises’ 
boating adventures on the Thames, C. Rossetti wrote, “I also might gasp a moment at the 
vision of beautiful Mrs. Morris with her family boating on river Thames for a week.” See 
Christina Rossetti to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 9 August 1880, in The Family Letters of Christina 
Georgiana Rossetti, ed. William Michael Rossetti (New York: Scribner’s, 1908), 88. 
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Miss Brown in 1884, in which Lee based the title character on Burden Morris, Spartali Stillman 

wrote to Lee, scolding her for her portrayal of her friend: “I was so very sorry you had so 

accurately described Mrs Morris because I am sure she will feel much pain in being in 

evidence for every one must recognize her and she has suffered so much from being stared 

at and remarked and now she is so sensitive and suffering that she will feel it all the more.”5 

Indeed, even Jane Morris herself alluded to the possibility that her image had been a burden 

in her life. Describing her visit to Christie’s to see the works of art in the collection sale of 

one of Rossetti’s former patrons (“A Collection of Modern Paintings of Charles Waring and 

W. A. Turner of Manchester,” 28 April 1888), she noted, “My old abomination, the study for 

Venus Astarte was there, hanging in a dark corner of the passage,” suggesting that she did 

not necessarily identify with Rossetti’s famous depictions of her.6  

 The sense of frustration and weariness Jane Morris experienced as a result of the 

close relationship between her figure and her image appears to take visual form in the last 

major composition for which she posed, Evelyn Pickering de Morgan’s The Hour Glass 

(1904-05; Fig. 7.1).7 In this work Burden Morris, now in her mid-sixties, is once again 

                                                        
5 Marie Spartali Stillman to Vernon Lee, 12 December 1884, quoted in David B. Elliott, A 
Pre-Raphaelite Marriage: The Lives and Works of Marie Spartali Stillman and William James Stillman 
([Woodbridge, UK]: Antique Collectors’ Club, 2006), 133. 
6 Jane Morris to Theodore Watts-Dunton, 26 April 1888, in The Collected Letters of Jane Morris, 
ed. Frank C. Sharp and Jan Marsh (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2012), 166. 
7 Both Evelyn Pickering de Morgan and her husband William de Morgan were close with the 
Morris family. W. de Morgan, a celebrated ceramicist, worked regularly with the Firm. 
Pickering de Morgan is typically regarded as one of the later Pre-Raphaelites. Trained at the 
Slade School, Pickering de Morgan exhibited regularly at the Grosvenor Gallery, and later 
the New Gallery, and her figurative paintings of mythological or literary subject matter have 
often been compared to the work of Edward Burne-Jones. Staff at the De Morgan Centre 
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depicted as a medieval figure. Seated in an ornately decorated chair, and draped in a gown of 

rust and gold “thickly sewn with pearls,” the figure lightly rests her hand on an hour glass 

through which the sands have partially passed.8 On the floor by her feet lies a white rose, 

seemingly forgotten, and a book, the cover of which is printed with the words Mors Janua 

Vitae (or, “death is the portal of life”). On the wall behind the figure, Pickering de Morgan 

included an elaborate wall painting or tapestry which depicts a procession of several men and 

women in medieval attire. The artist’s sister, A. M. W. Stirling, described the background as 

an arras upon which “are portrayed the past happy events of life drifting by in her 

memory.”9 The Burden Morris figure further looks out of the canvas and away from the 

door in the background of the painting, within which stands “a radiant figure of Eternal 

Spring piping glad music to which she is deaf.”10 Unlike several of the other compositions 

for which Burden Morris modelled, The Hour Glass does not appear to have a direct literary 

or mythological source, and its symbolism most likely references Pickering de Morgan’s 

profound interest in Spiritualism. However, similar to numerous Pre-Raphaelite images it 

capitalises upon Burden Morris’s unusual features – as Stirling noted, “her handsome, 

sombre face, with its haunting air of melancholy, was well adapted to the subject depicted” – 

and a language familiar from images of Jane Morris – the curved posture and tilted angle of 

                                                                                                                                                                     

believe that Jane Morris was also likely the model for Evelyn de Morgan’s The Love Potion 
(1903). 
8 A. M. W. Stirling, Life’s Little Day: Some Tales and Other Reminiscences (London: Thornton 
Butterworth, 1924), 215. 
9 A. M. W. Stirling, The Merry Wives of Battersea and Gossip of Three Centuries (London: Robert 
Hale, 1956), 138. 
10 Stirling, Merry Wives, 138. 
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the head – to achieve its effect.11 While a Spiritualist interpretation of the work might suggest 

that the opulent interior and lassitude of the Pre-Raphaelite maiden are here used to suggest 

the weight of physical existence and the weariness caused by worldly goods, a consideration 

of the painting’s relationship to Rossetti’s images of Burden Morris – and also its distance 

from them – indicates that the work might also be read as a powerful reminder of the weight 

of time. As Emily J. Orlando explains: 

Far from the doomed damozel captured in Rossetti’s paintings, this woman strikes 

one as a wise old soul. De Morgan’s picture, produced toward the end of the 

subject’s life effectively revises Rossetti’s images, representing the model not as she 

fills the Pre-Raphaelite artist’s dream, but rather more like the flesh-and-blood 

woman that she was. […] While de Morgan’s Jane appears admittedly world-weary, 

her weariness is presented as neither glamorous nor sexy.12  

 

Nevertheless, the very existence of Pickering de Morgan’s work not only demonstrates that 

Jane Morris maintained her skill for modelling until late in life, but that her desire to 

participate in the Pre-Raphaelite project remained constant. As Jan Marsh has written 

regarding a series of photographic portraits Burden Morris commissioned around the same 

time (Fig. 7.2), and which also bear some of the attributes of Pre-Raphaelite painting, the aim 

of these pictures is “to fix the image of Janey as Pre-Raphaelite icon. They suggest that, right 

to the end, Jane and those around her regarded this as the definition of her life.”13 

                                                        
11 Stirling, Life’s Little Day, 215. 
12 Emily J. Orlando, “‘That I May Not Faint, or Die, or Swoon:’ Reviving Pre-Raphaelite 
Women,” Women’s Studies 38 (2009): 641-42. 
13 Jan Marsh, Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story, 1839-1938 (London: Pandora, 1986), 
266. 
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 Hilary Mantel recently remarked, “Often, if you want to write about women in 

history, you have to distort history to do it, or substitute fantasy for facts; you have to 

pretend that individual women were more important than they were or that we know more 

about them than we do.”14 And writing about Jane Morris exposes similar problems. She 

kept no diary or journal, did not publish a collection of memoirs, and as she was the widow 

of a famous artist few endeavoured or saw value in recording her life and experiences, or 

preserving the fragments of her labour. Except through speculation and imagination we will 

probably never know what Jane Morris’s childhood or romantic relationship with Rossetti 

was really like. However, Mantel’s remark also suggests that in order to write about women, 

it is the subject of study which must be altered and not the way in which we study it. In 

examining the work and life of Jane Morris, I have sought to show that the opposite is true. 

As long as we continue to divide individual lives into spheres of activity – Pre-

Raphaelite/arts and crafts, artist/model, wife/lover – we will miss the richness and 

complexity which makes Jane Morris a fascinating figure. Moreover, as long as we insist 

upon viewing images of women as forms of objectification, we will limit consideration of the 

opportunities such images provide, that is, opportunities for self-fashioning, creativity, and 

collaboration.  

                                                        
14 Hilary Mantel, “Royal Bodies,” London Review of Books 35, no. 4 (21 February 2013): 7. 
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Figure 7.1 Evelyn de Morgan, The Hour Glass, 1904-05. 
Oil on canvas, 92.7 x 78.7 cm. 
De Morgan Foundation, London. 
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Figure 7.2 Harry F. Phillips, Jane Morris, c. 1900. 
Platinum print on card mount, 13.9 x 10 cm. 
National Portrait Gallery, London. 
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