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Preface

The authorities for Rossetti’s life are copious and accessible; of these the most important are: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Letters and Memoir and Ruskin, Rossetti, Pre-Raphaelitism, edited and written by his brother William. (The Ruskin letters which I have quoted in Chapter Three are taken from the second of these works.) Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, by William Holman-Hunt; Recollections of D. G. Rossetti, by Sir Hall Caine, from which I have quoted some extracts of Rossetti’s correspondence quoted in Chapter Six; Autobiographical Notes of William Bell Scott; Recollections of D. G. Rossetti and his Circle by Treffry Dunn, from which I have quoted two substantial extracts in Chapter Four; The Truth about Rossetti, an article by Theodore Watts-Dunton in the Nineteenth Century of March 1883; Ancient Lights, by Ford Madox Hueffer, from which I have quoted some passages from Ford Madox Brown’s Diaries; The Life of William Morris, by J. W. Mackail.

For the dates of Rossetti’s pictures I have followed H. C. Marillier’s excellent iconography, Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Of the books written about Rossetti, by far the best is A. C. Benson’s volume in the English Men of Letters Series; there are also useful little lives of him by Joseph Knight, Mr Frank Rutter and Mr Ford Madox Hueffer. I have quoted extensively from F. G. Stephens’s monograph, in order to show by example the critical chaos amidst which Rossetti worked.

I am deeply grateful to Sir Hall Caine for much valuable information on some of the more obscure passages in Rossetti’s history; and to Mrs Holman-Hunt for permission to reproduce as frontispiece the singularly interesting portrait by her husband.

E. W.
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ONE

Origins

Introduction—The Rossetti family—Childhood of Dante Gabriel Rossetti.


‘Among my earliest recollections none is stronger than that of my father standing before the fire when he came home in the London winter evenings, and singing to us in his sweet, generous tones: sometimes ancient English ditties – such songs as one might translate from the birds, and the brooks might set to music; sometimes those with which foreign travel had familiarised his youth – among them the great tunes that had rung the world’s changes since’89. I used to sit on the hearthrug listening to him, and look between his knees into the fire till it burned my face, while the sights swarming up in it seemed changed and changed with the music, till the music and the fire and my heart burned together and I would take paper and pencil and try in some childish way to fix the shapes that rose within me. For my hope, even then, was to be a painter.’

– D. G. Rossetti, St Agnes of Intercession.

‘I know that real artists, even if they are destined to paint highly imaginative works and to go mad in the end like Van Gogh, generally begin by making an elaborate study of an old pair of boots or something of that kind.’

– Mr Roger Fry, The Artist and Psycho-Analysis.



I

Biography, as books about the dead are capriciously catalogued, is still very much in the mode.

It has usurped the place held in recent years by the novel, and before that by poetry, as the regular métier of all those young men and women who, in every age, concern themselves with providing the light reading of their more cultured friends. Naturally enough, a new manner has resulted, and, to a great extent, a new method; and polite literature is the less polite for it.

No doubt the old-fashioned biography will return, and, with the years, we shall once more learn to assist with our fathers’ decorum at the lying-in-state of our great men; we shall see their catafalques heaped with the wreaths of august mourners, their limbs embalmed, robed, uniformed, and emblazoned with orders, their faces serenely composed and cleansed of all the stains of humanity. Meanwhile we must keep our tongue in our cheek, must we not, for fear it should loll out and reveal the idiot? We have discovered a jollier way of honouring our dead. The corpse has become the marionette. With bells on its fingers and wires on its toes it is jigged about to a ‘period dance’ of our own piping; and who is not amused? Unfortunately, there is singularly little fun to be got out of Rossetti.

Perhaps because he was a foreigner, and so far removed from the life of the Court and the governing class, perhaps because he was, in an odd kind of way, so essentially an artist, he alone of the fabulous paladins of the last century was never, to any serious extent, a humbug. During his lifetime his moral reputation made him the bogey of many Victorian drawing-rooms, so that there is little to be gained by blackguarding him. For twenty years his painting has ceased to command any authoritative admiration. Without hope of scandal, then, all that remains is to write a plain account of his life and work. But there are two reasons why such a book may be interesting.

One is Rossetti himself. Taking him simply as a character for a story-book, his life is one of intense interest; but it is necessary first to clear away the traces of legend that hang about him.

‘What a supreme man is Rossetti,’ wrote Philip Marston, the blind poet. ‘Why is he not some great exiled king, that we might give our lives in trying to restore him to his kingdom?’

This sort of homage was offered prodigally by the little circle at Cheyne Walk, and genially accepted. It became, in fact, the normal attitude of approach even for people as little given to hero-worship as Whistler. But it is misleading to insist too strongly upon this dominant regality of Rossetti’s.

‘He was master of the moment, of the scene, of the company,’ wrote A. C. Benson, ‘the undisputed sovereign of any group in which he found himself.’

This sort of reputation can be achieved by anyone who is dogmatic, plausible, and vain; it is shared by eminent actors and newspaper proprietors.

It is true that when he was already a young painter of distinction he was able to impress and inspire a group of undergraduates, and – what is more important – that to the end of his life he could always command the deepest affection and respect from a certain number of friends, among them some of the acutest intellects and most vigorous personalities of his age. But he seldom ‘found himself’ in any other group. At the time of Philip Marston’s aspiration, quoted above, he was living a life of almost unbroken seclusion, surrounded by his little court and never seen except in his own impressive surroundings. It was even thought necessary for him to publicly contradict the story that the Princess Louise had been turned away from his door. He was an autocrat in his own household, like many less-known Victorian husbands; but it does not do to think of him as too much hedged by divinity. There were so many kings just at that time; like her Saxon predecessor, Queen Victoria had her ship manned almost exclusively by royalties of one sort or another; and Rossetti has better claims to our attention.

As one follows the story of his life one leaves behind the benign genius of Theodore Watts-Dunton’s Aylwyn and finds the baffled and very tragic figure of an artist born into an age devoid of artistic standards; a man of the South, sensual, indolent, and richly versatile, exiled in the narrow, scrambling, specialised life of a Northern city; a mystic without a creed; a Catholic without the discipline or consolation of the Church; a life between the rocks and the high road, like the scrub of a Southern hillside, sombre, aromatic, and impenetrable.

The second reason is suggested by the two quotations at the head of this chapter – an antithesis typical of the change that has come over the artistic standards of Europe in the last fifty years. Criticism has narrowed and clarified from the time of Ruskin to the time of Mr Roger Fry; there is probably less nonsense talked about art than ever before, but it is impossible sometimes to suppress the suspicion that with it all there has been a good deal of impoverishment, and that only a part of the æsthetic problem has been solved. Æsthetics must inevitably be a deductive study, and it gives a stimulating frisson to one’s æsthetic standards to turn, if only for a few hours, from contemplating the pellucid excellencies of Picasso to the turgid and perverse genius of someone like Rossetti.

II

Gabriel Charles Dante Rossetti, as he was christened – Dante Gabriel, as he afterwards chose to be called – was born on May 12th, 1828, at No. 38 Charlotte Street, Fitzroy Square, the second of four children born in successive years. The family remained in the same house until 1836, when they moved to No. 50 in the same street. It was a curious atmosphere for the upbringing of four highly imaginative children.

First there was their father, Professor Gabriele Rossetti, a venerable and fantastic figure, who would sit long into the night, a vast snuff-box at his elbow, a black shade over his eyes, deep in the forgotten scholarship of gnostics and astrologers; a textual intriguer of indefatigable ingenuity, for whom no passage of Dante was capable of its natural interpretation, but was a vehicle for concealing under symbols and ciphers the ultimate wisdom of the cabalists. ‘The highest praise for a book, in Gabriele Rossetti’s mouth, was that it was a libro sommamente mistico.’ A Catholic who had never recovered his faith from the raw free-thinking of his youth, he had developed a religion of his own from his readings of Swedenborg and the sacred books of the Brahmins, which, however much it may have consoled him in his exile and old age, left his children very little but a mild and muddled awe with which to confront a very difficult world. He was a member of the Italian Freemasons in the days when they were an active political force. Throughout his long life he retained an unaffected enthusiasm for any kind of plot, and he must at one time and another have been connected with every kind of plot there is.

He was born in 1783 of very humble parentage. His father, Nicolo, was blacksmith at Vasto, in the Abruzzi (or, as one of Rossetti’s biographers prefers, ‘connected with the iron trade of that city’). He and his wife were both wholly illiterate, but Gabriele soon gave promise of exceptional ability, drew quite creditably, took an interest in antiquities, and wrote songs for opera. When he was twenty-five years old, Napoleon handed over the old Bourbon kingdom of Naples to Joachim Murat. The new Court had to make friends where it could, and Gabriele rose rapidly into favour. He became secretary in the Department of Public Instruction at Rome and curator of the bronzes at the Museo Borbonico at Naples. He was a warm supporter of the Napoleonic regime.

In 1815 all the dispossessed princes crept out of hiding, and ‘Bomba’ with them. During the years that followed, Gabriele plotted heartily and wrote inflammatory verses. In 1820 he was in the thick of a highly successful little revolution; in 1821 ‘Bomba’ came back with an Austrian army, revoked the constitution, and made out a list proscribing all the more eminent liberals, Gabriele among them.

Sir Graham More, an English admiral, was cruising in the bay at the time when Gabriele’s plight became known. At Lady More’s suggestion, a party of blue-jackets was marched up the street where he lay in hiding. He had already been supplied with a pair of bell-bottomed trousers, and, while the sailors marked time outside the house, he slipped in among them and marched off, an incongruous figure, to Sir Graham’s ship – an escapade in the true tradition of British seamanship.

After that he spent three years at Malta teaching Italian, and then moved to London, where in 1826 he married Frances Mary Lavinia Polidori.

By birth Mrs Rossetti was half Italian and wholly pedagogic. Her father, Gaetano Polidori, was a teacher of Italian, and her mother, a Miss Pierce, was an English governess. Until her marriage Mrs Rossetti was governess to the family of a Sir Patrick Macgregor; her sister was governess to the Marquess of Bath; her brother, resolved on a more exciting career, travelled with Byron as his physician, and committed suicide in 1821. Gaetano Polidori made a certain amount of money, and settled down near Great Missenden with a printing press, from which, at irregular intervals, he produced clumsy little editions of cautionary tales for children.

The mothers of important people seem, as a rule, to give evidence of many generic similarities. Mrs Rossetti was practical, sympathetic, devoted, an excellent housewife, pious, possessed of great rectitude and considerable learning, of ample and matronly appearance. How many great men have left the same sort of description of their mothers? She outlived Dante Gabriel by three years.

The eldest of the children was Maria Francesca, born in 1827. She was the least famous of the four, though by no means inconsiderable. She took her duties as eldest daughter very seriously, was inevitably quite learned about Dante, wrote a little with real delicacy, and entered an Anglican convent at the age of forty-six. William Michael was born in 1829; Christina Georgina in 1830.

It was a nursery teeming with temperament, and downstairs in the dining-room things were even more exciting. Practically every Italian who came to London found himself at some time or another in the Rossetti circle; scholars, organ grinders, refugee aristocrats met in Charlotte Street to lament the state of their country and plot feverishly in four languages – Mazzini, proposing an invasion of the Papal States in balloons so that Mrs Carlyle should not be sea-sick; Benedetto Sangiovanni, a modeller in clay who, it was said, had once stabbed somebody in Calabria; Filippo Piotrucci, endlessly engaged in making water-colour drawings of the children because he had no other means of subsistence; on one occasion Louis Napoleon. When dinner was served, all would be invited to dine. Some would do so; others would slip away to eat farinacious dishes in shabby restaurants; others would continue the argument over the fire, declaring stubbornly that they had already dined.

‘The tragic passions of the group about the fire did not in the slightest degree involve either the mother, the daughters, or the sons … The guests took it in turn to discourse, and no one had delivered many phrases ere the excitement of speaking made him rise from his chair, advance to the centre of the group, and there gesticulate as I had never seen people do except on the stage,’ wrote Holman-Hunt. ‘Each orator evidently found difficulty in expressing his full anger, but, when passion had done its measure in work and gesture, so that I as a stranger felt pained at not being able to join in practical sympathy, the declaimer went back to his chair and, while another was taking up his words of mourning and appeal to the too tardy heavens, the predecessor kept up the refrain of sighs and groans. When it was impossible for me to ignore the distress of the alien company, Gabriel and William shrugged their shoulders, the latter with a languid sign of commiseration, saying “it was generally so”.’

It is no wonder that, with this background, Rossetti found an English day school intolerably colourless. He was sent to a small private school in Portland Place in 1836, and next year to King’s College School, where he spent five years, without making any particular mark. He was dreamy, timid, and bored. With his imagination captured by the richer education of his home, he regarded his work and play as a tiresome interruption. He learned some Latin and a little Greek. Italian, French, and German he already knew. Mathematics and science were abhorrent to him. He made no friends. His life was lived in and for his home; listening wide-eyed to his father’s friends, reading undirected among his father’s books – Melmoth the Wanderer, Hamlet, Keats – writing verse, fiction, and drama, drawing, competing with William and Christina in bouts-rimés sonnets. It was a household in which artistic expression was not a freak or a hobby but a normal activity of man.

In 1842 he left school. At this time his father’s health was beginning to fail, and money was short, for Italian was beginning to give place to German in English education. During the next ten years the situation became more acute. It would have been very easy for his parents to have urged him into some profession or trade; but neither now nor ten years later, when Mrs Rossetti was obliged to take up teaching again to keep her home together, did they ask or expect any such sacrifice.

There was once a talk of his becoming a telegraph operator. The story was told by Holman-Hunt at the unveiling of the Rossetti memorial on Chelsea Embankment.

‘Without waste of time he asked to be shown the work that would be expected of him. He was assured that it would be the simplest in the world, and this was demonstrated by sight of the instrument at work. There were two dials like clock faces, and to each there was an index. The operator took hold of a handle. Rossetti laughed to hear the thing going “clock, click, click” and to see the needle going about in fits. “There, you see,” said the gentleman, “that’s all.” “Nothing else?” commented Gabriel. “I am extremely obliged to you. It is really amusing. I won’t tax your kindness more. It would be absolutely useless for me to undertake the work. I could not do it.”’

As soon as he left school he went to Cary’s Academy, an institution in Bedford Square known as ‘Sass’s.’ Here he spent four years of irregular application, often wasting days in fits of idleness, writing a great deal of verse, reading and translating the Italian poets, picking up old prints cheap, visiting art exhibitions, scheming to buy an easel, and between times working hard at the probationary drawing necessary to secure admission to the Academy Schools.

In 1846 his drawing was approved, and he began his career as a serious student of art in the Antique School at the British Museum.
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TWO

The Pre-Raphaelites

The condition of English painting—Haydon—The new patrons—The Academy—Madox Brown—The origins of Pre-Raphaelitism—Millais and Hunt—The Brotherhood—The Academy, 1850—Water-colours—Elizabeth Siddal—Ruskin rescues the P.R.B.

I

It was a particularly difficult time in which to take up painting. There were no masters. Landseer was the favourite of the public, Dyce of the connoisseurs, Maclise and the kindly Egg were respectable but scarcely inspiring figures; Constable had died in 1837; Wilkie in 1841; Turner was seventy-one years old, sinking like one of his own tremendous sunsets in clouds of obscured glory; Etty, an infirm old man, sometimes toiled up with infinite labour to the life school in Trafalgar Square, but had for many years now allowed his late-won success to seduce him from the superb technique which alone excused his essential vulgarity of taste, and with an unsteady hand he debauched his incomparable flesh tints with greens and violets and ultramarine.

The tragic death in 1846 of the last of the great classical painters seemed to epitomise the barrenness and brutality of the age. On June 22nd Benjamin Haydon was found dead, a pistol by his side, and the last entry in his diary:

‘God forgive me! Amen. Finis. – B. R. HAYDON.

‘“Stretch me no longer on the rack of this tough world.” – Lear.’

It was a catastrophe to shock and discourage many young painters, for Haydon had, in his time, been a great figure.

‘There are various tempers or habits of egotism. Benjamin Haydon’s was simple vanity, intellectual and personal, which made it impossible for him to regard any other man as of the same species as himself.’fn1

An invitation to dinner with Lord Mulgrave and the normal courtesies he met with inflamed him in his later years against an aristocracy which ‘flattered and fawned on him’ during his brief prosperity; he raved against the Academy with maniacal fury when it would not accept him immediately at his own stupendous valuation; he squandered the large sums he frequently received – as much as £1,760 for one picture – with futile prodigality.

‘He was unconsciously like a comic hero in a farce as he ascended to a well-filled drawing-room, waiting for dinner. Approaching the door, he turned back his coat collar on either shoulder, inflated his chest, even beat his bosom to raise his spirits, and lifted his head high in the air.’

A vain, turbulent, thriftless braggart whom everyone tried to help and none could save; in the years that followed his death there were many uneasy consciences that had to be consoled with the truth of this picture.

‘At this Westminster Hall Exhibition, I saw all my acquaintances and among them one to whom it carried the warrant of death.fn2 I mean Haydon … He walked about like a man in a dream, now and then waking up, affecting an amused manner, then again collapsing. He, the father and master in this country of high art – not only master indeed, but apostle and martyr – found himself surrounded by works more “scholastic”, “academic”, and so forth than his own, executed by dozens of young men who had grown up unknown to him, and to whom he was apparently unknown. The inflation was gone: he was suddenly changed into an aged man … Youth can stand much, it takes a great deal to kill at twenty-five, but this veteran, on that day, was one of the most melancholy of spectacles.’

Poor Mr Toad, deserted by Rat, Badger, and even Mole, with the stoats and the weasels permanently established in his inheritance!

But this was the man who had defended the Elgin Marbles, when Payne Knight and all the fashionable experts denounced them as the work of provincial masons and Roman copyists. Who


When men stared at what was most divine

With brainless idiotism and o’erwise phlegm



had


Beheld the full Hesperian shine

Of their star in the East, and gone to worship them.



He had been the last to preserve the broken tradition of pupil-apprenticeship; the first to urge on the Government the employment of English artists in the decoration of the new Houses of Parliament; the last champion of the Grand Manner, cramped into studios scarcely big enough to hold his canvases, unable to afford paint enough for his vast surfaces, or models enough for his massive compositions, living on potatoes for weeks at a time, the sheets from his bed taken for draperies, wearing himself out from dawn to dusk and then by lamplight to another dawn.

There was something wrong with a generation which flocked, 12,000 strong a week, to giggle at General Tom Thumb, while Haydon was dying of neglected vanity. Indeed the transition from aristocracy to industrialism came very near to crushing out English Art altogether; the present generation is confronted by the incalculable consequences of the transition from industrialism to democracy. Rossetti was fortunate as far as finance is concerned in growing up with a generation between the two processes. By the time that he came to maturity, he found a whole class of wealthy patrons ready to support him – Peter Millar of Liverpool, George Rae of Birkenhead, Leathart of Gateshead, Plint of Birmingham; men of simple life, great business acumen, and a mystical respect for the Arts.

‘I may notice that Mr Millar’s hospitality is somewhat peculiar in its kind,’ wrote Ford Madox Brown. ‘His dinner, which is at six, is one of joint and vegetables without pudding. Bottled beer for only drink – I never saw any wine. His wife dines at another table with his daughters … The chief things I saw were chain cables forged, and Hilton’s Crucifixion, which is jolly fine … His house is full of pictures even to the kitchen, which is covered with them. Many he has at all his friends’ houses in Liverpool, and his house in Bute is filled with his inferior ones.’

Nowadays of course this class does not exist. Admitted to the pleasures of the aristocracy, our merchant princes no longer emulate their tastes. Lord Wavertree need not pretend to the æsthetic enthusiasms of the Walkers, nor to the humility with which these good men approached artists of genius, even when they could not fully understand them.

To the young artists beginning their careers in the late ’forties, the artistic world was thus rich in opportunity and poor in leadership.

The Academy held a unique position. Even now, after seventy years of assault and ridicule by every critic of repute, it still retains great prominence in the public attention; ambitious artists still secretly submit their works to that austere tribunal and conceal their rebuffs. In the ’forties it was still practically unchallenged except by the jealous and the disappointed and the personally quarrelsome. It had all the position that an academy should have and none of the discretion. It had inherited a code of conventions from its founders, and academic recognition was dependent on submission to this code; unfortunately it allowed submission to become the only requisite for recognition. There were fewer competitors in those days and more spaces. If one followed the rules laid down with sufficient industry, success was fairly easily attainable. One might have one’s work hung so near the floor that only those who stooped low could see it, or it might be ‘skied’ inaccessibly at the ceiling, but one could be tolerably sure of having it hung. The result was a series of the dreariest exhibitions ever presented at Burlington House. It only needed a decade of prominent nonentities to show up the inadequacy of the Academic Code.

This code, peculiarly inapplicable to the trivial subject pictures then in vogue, was derived mainly from the Caracci interpreted by Sir Joshua Reynolds, ‘Sir Sloshua’ as the Pre-Raphaelites called him.

The canvas was painted like a door in three smooth, solid layers. First the tone values were laid in, then the half light, then the deep shadows and high lights; ‘chiaroscuro’ meant that the relation of light to darkness must be constant in any picture, darkness preponderating by the ratio of three to one. The bituminous surface was then ‘toned’ with varnish. Viewed obliquely the design was usually invisible in a sheen of reflected light. At the right angle it achieved a certain mellow harmony that went well with dining-room mahogany and roast mutton.

The composition was entirely two-dimensional and took the form of an S or a triangle. Certain types of beauty and dignity were expected in the models portrayed. Within these limits the painters could indulge their fancy to the full in prettiness and pathos, and it was by means of these qualities that they attempted to attract attention.

II

It was into this world that Rossetti came in search of a master.

‘A young man of decidedly foreign aspect, about 5 feet 7¼ inches in height, with long brown hair touching his shoulders, not taking care to walk erect, but rolling carelessly as he slouched along, pouting with parted lips, staring with dreaming eyes – the pupils not reaching the bottom lids – grey eyes, not looking directly at any point, but gazing listlessly; the openings large and oval, the lower orbits dark coloured. His nose was aquiline but delicate, with a depression from the frontal sinus shading the bridge, the nostrils full, the brow rounded and prominent, and the line of the jaw angular and marked, while still uncovered with beard. His shoulders were not square, but yet fairly masculine in shape. The singularity of gait depended upon the width of hip, which was unusual. Altogether he was a lightly built man, with delicate hands and feet; although neither weak nor fragile in constitution, he was nevertheless altogether unaffected by any athletic exercises. He was careless in his dress, which then was, as usual with professional men, black and of evening cut. So superior was he to the ordinary vanities of young men that he would allow the spots of mud to remain dry on his legs for several days. His overcoat was brown, and not put on with ordinary attention; and, with his pushing stride and loud voice, a special scrutiny would have been needed to discern the reserved tenderness that dwelt in the breast of the apparently careless and defiant youth. But anyone who approached and addressed him was struck with sudden surprise to find all his critical impressions dissipated in a moment; for the language of the painter was refined and polished, and he proved to be courteous, gentle, and winsome, generous in compliment, rich in interest in the pursuit of others, and in every respect, so far as could be shown by manner, a cultivated gentleman.’fn3

He did not find what he wanted in the Academy Antique School. Very little attention was paid to the students there beyond occasional fragments of sententious counsel dropped by some great man on his way through the building. The students were left for hours at a time to work away on highly elaborate studies of the broken surfaces of the Parthenon frieze, cross-hatched with the regularity of engine-turned metal, a dot precisely in the centre of each interstice. Rossetti for the most part contented himself with scribbling little drawings of palfreys and dragons and damozels; he soon collected a small court of idlers to whom he presented these sketches as he did them. All the time he hungered for paint.

After two years at the Academy, he wrote:

‘Every time I attempt to express my ideas in colour’ – the phrase is worth noting: it is not his ‘ideas about colour’ that he wishes to express – ‘I find myself baffled, not by want of ability – I feel this, and why should I not say it? – but by ignorance of certain apparently insignificant technicalities which, with the guidance of an experienced artist, might soon be acquired … I have got two men in my eye who, possessing abilities equal to the most celebrated, have by some unaccountable accident not obtained, except among brother artists, that renown which they merited. These therefore would, I should think, be the persons to apply to.’

The two painters referred to are Ford Madox Brown and – probably – G. F. Watts.

A month later – in March 1848 – he addressed the following letter to Madox Brownfn4:


‘Sir, – I am a student in the Antique School of the Royal Academy. Since the first time I ever went to an exhibition (which was several years ago, and when I saw a picture of yours from Byron’s ‘Giaour’) I have always listened with avidity if your name happened to be mentioned, and rushed first of all to your number in the catalogue. The Parisina, the Study in the manner of the early masters, Our Lady of Saturday Night, and the other glorious works you have exhibited, have successively raised my admiration, and kept me standing on the same spot for fabulous lengths of time. The outline from your Abstract Representations of Justice, which appeared in one of the illustrated papers, constitutes, together with an engraving after that great painter, Von Holst, the sole pictorial adornment of my room. And as for the Mary Queen of Scots, if ever I do anything in the art, it will certainly be attributable in a great degree to the constant study of that work.

‘It is not therefore to be wondered at if, wishing to obtain some knowledge of colour (which I have as yet scarcely attempted), the hope suggests itself that you may possibly admit pupils to profit by your invaluable assistance. If, such being the case, you would do me the honour to inform me what your terms would be for six months’ instruction, I feel convinced that I should then have some chance in the
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‘ABSURD, AFFECTED, ILL-DRAWN, INSIPID, CROTCHETY, PUERILE’—
The Antheneaum (Ecce Ancilla Domini, 1850)
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EPISTLE TO FORD MADOX BROWN
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Footnotes

2 The Pre-Raphaelites

fn1 William Bell Scott: Autobiographical Notes.

fn2 Ibid.

fn3 W. Holman-Hunt: Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn4 Some time before this he wrote a letter of the same kind to William Bell Scott which also resulted in a lasting friendship.

fn5 Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn6 Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn7 Ibid.

fn8 Preface to The Germ.

fn9 Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn10 Ibid.

fn11 Ibid.

fn12 ‘The process may be described thus. Select a prepared ground originally for its brightness and renovate it, if necessary, with fresh white when first it comes into the studio, white to be mixed with a very little amber or copal varnish … Upon this surface, complete with exactness the outline of the part in hand. On the morning for the painting … with fresh white, spread a fresh coat very evenly with a palette knife … of such density that the drawing should faintly show through … Over this wet ground, the colour (transparent and semi-transparent) should be laid with light sable brushes … Painting of this kind cannot be retouched except with an entire loss of luminosity.’ – Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn13 Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn14 Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

fn15 The Church was by this time a little suspicious of its æsthetic converts, and set him to work cleaning boots. This was not what he had learned to expect of the tranquillity of monastic life; he decided that, after all, his true vocation lay in art.

fn16 Punch. An allusion, no doubt, to the boar’s head chosen for a crest by Ruskin’s father.


3 The Æsthetes

fn1 ‘Who could read it, or anything about such bosh?’ was Rossetti’s comment on Unto this Last.

fn2 Ancient Lights (Chapman & Hall). A most delightful account of the artistic life of this period.

fn3 One of Rossetti’s slang words; it means face.

fn4 It must be remembered, in cases of this sort, that it is often impossible to assign an exact day to some of Rossetti’s works. Until they were actually out of his hands they were always in a state of flux. He worked on them off and on, adding and taking out bits, often with unfortunate results, until they were sold.

fn5 The whole commission caused endless worry, particularly to Moxon, the publisher. Rossetti was never up to time with drawings or proofs. Moxon kept writing, but Rossetti was not good at answering letters; he kept calling, but Rossetti was never up. Rossetti said it nearly killed him; Moxon actually did die.

fn6 A very suggestive description of it is found in one of the letters of James Smetham, a remarkable but forgotten character, torn between Methodism, mysticism, and painting: ‘One of the grandest things, like a golden, dim dream. Love “credulous all gold”, gold armour, a sense of secret enclosure in “palace chambers far apart”; but quaint chambers in quaint palaces, where angels creep in through sliding panel doors, and stand behind rows of flowers, drumming on golden bells, with wings crimson and green. There was also a queer remnant of a dragon’s head which he had brought up in a box.’

fn7 ‘I extend my notions of my deservings to such a conceited extent as to plead not only for myself but for my friends. That is to say, Miss Heaton and other people, when they put themselves into my hands and say, “What pictures shall I buy?” ought, I think, not to be treated as strangers, but as, in a sort, my clients and protégés.’ – Ruskin to Rossetti, 1855.

fn8 It is sad to note that when his collection came to be sold in 1865, it only fetched a very small fraction of what he had paid for it.

fn9 Pre-Raphaelite slang, meaning ‘recourse to the pawnshop’.

fn10 ‘Several truths were stated in a mild tone, not because I wished to force them upon public attention, but because they had previously been stated by others in an acrid tone.’ William Rossetti, preface to Ruskin: Rossetti: Pre-Raphaelitism.

fn11 Hall Caine: Recollections of D. G. Rossetti.


4 The Good Years, 1862–1867

fn1 It is now called Queen’s House, presumably for the same reason.

fn2 When Rossetti renewed the lease ten years later he was deprived of his garden and the rent was doubled.

fn3 Rossetti and Whistler were the first collectors in London; actually the fashion was begun in Paris by Tissot, the painter.

fn4 It is odd that, unlike Whistler, his work seems to have been entirely unaffected by this hobby. I can discern no Japanese or even Oriental tendencies in his painting.

fn5 Recollections of D. G. Rossetti and his Circle, by Treffry Dunn (Elkin Mathews).

fn6 I am unable to give a date for this incident, which is recorded at some length by Treffry Dunn. I imagine that it was somewhere about 1868–70.

fn7 After prolonged scrutiny, one boy wrote down ‘Woman’ and left it at that.

fn8 Later in 1873, when Rossetti was consumed with what usually proved to be a mischievous itch to retouch all his work, the head of Lilith was repainted from another model. But Fanny shines through it all.


5 Shadows

fn1 Scott caused great offence by recording this incident. It seems to me worthy of repetition as typical of Rossetti, and not particularly discreditable. William Rossetti mentioned £100 as the probable amount. Scott obviously thinks it was more. Rossetti’s IOU was destroyed by the old lady’s executors.

fn2 Conversation with Burne-Jones; see under 1857.

fn3 There was also an intermediate state in which it appeared in The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine.

fn4 Hall Caine: Recollections of D. G. Rossetti.


6 ‘The Fleshly School’

fn1 A fairly vivid description of what, I understand, was Rossetti’s amatory practice.

fn2 There is considerable uncertainty in the records whether or not Madox Brown was present on this occasion.

fn3 Hall Caine: Recollections of D. G. Rossetti. The story is here given without name or date, but there is no doubt, I think, that it refers to Scott and to the period of their residence at Stobhall.


7 Kelmscott, 1872–1874

fn1 Mackail: Life of Morris. This quotation from one of Morris’s letters actually refers to his second journey.

fn2 William Morris: News from Nowhere.

fn3 Ibid.

fn4 Mackail. This is part of the letter quoted above.

fn5 A. M. W. Stirling: The Richmond Papers.

fn6 Mackail.

fn7 This tapestry was not, as some people have supposed, a piece of Morris’s own work from Merton Abbey, but some old tapestry found in the house when he took it.


8 The Last Phase, 1874–1882

fn1 This is the view taken by Marillier and most commentators. It seems to me equally probable that Rossetti intended him to have been slain by the answer.

fn2 No doubt the anatomical exaggerations of his later work are largely attributable to this habit.

fn3 Marillier.

fn4 Marillier.

fn5 Ibid.

fn6 Eight of them had appeared in various magazines.


9 What is Wrong with Rossetti?

fn1 Hogarth Essays.

fn2 Anonymity.
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