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Painted Poems: The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and Literary Painting
Most of us enjoyed reading illustrated books as children. The pictures are beautiful; funny; exciting. They help us imagine the story, understand what the characters are feeling, and involve ourselves in the setting. Of course, pictures that tell stories are not only for children. For ages, people have used pictures to bring their stories to life. We may not know what stories Neolithic people in France were illustrating with their cave paintings but we can follow the bible stories told in the frescoes of the Italian Renaissance or the Greek myths presented in Baroque oil paintings. Like the pictures in children’s books, these works can both entertain our eyes with their beauty and give us insight into the story itself. Sometimes painters seem to choose a tale as inspiration because it lends itself to an enchanting, exotic, or exciting picture. Other times painters choose it because they want to tell the story in their painting and give the viewer a sense of the action, the characters’ psychology, or the moral lesson.

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was a group of young artists who also had a strong interest in reading and writing literature.  These interests intersected naturally in illustration and literary painting; in fact, one of their first collaborative projects was to design illustrations for Keats’s poem “Isabella” (Prettejohn 136).  During the four years that they were a group, the P.R.B. members created many paintings from English literature.  These paintings reveal both the group’s understanding of literature and their ability to translate that understanding into a visual form.  The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’s literary paintings not only demonstrate the brothers’ literary adeptness, they also show the group’s artistic ideas.  The young men who made up the P.R.B. developed a philosophy of art which honored truth to nature, observation, and intense labor.  The P.R.B.’s literary and artistic convictions worked together in their literary paintings to create works which stand apart from their fellows in choice of subject, understanding of plot and character, and artistic handling.      

In this paper I will explain the Pre-Raphaelite philosophy of painting, explore the interrelationship between this philosophy and the literature the group enjoyed, and compare P.R.B. literary paintings with those of their contemporaries.  I will finish with a side by side analysis of Millais’s Mariana and Tennyson’s poem on which it is based, which will specifically show how the P.R.B. handled literary material visually.   

Artistic Philosophy and Practices of the P.R.B. 

Seven young men originally made up the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, which was founded in 1848 and lasted until 1851. The members were Dante Gabriel Rossetti, his brother William Michael (who was almost exclusively a writer) John Everett Millias, William Holman Hunt, Thomas Woolner (a sculptor), James Collinson, and Frederic George Stephens. These seven men, along with their slightly older mentor Ford Madox Brown (who however never became a member), began meeting in 1848 to encourage one another and to criticize one another’s work. Hunt and Millias were students at the English Royal Academy, and they, along with Woolner and Brown, were the most experienced artists of the group (Prettejohn 27). Though the P.R.B. never formed a clear statement of their artistic theories, their writing on art and their artwork itself make it clear that the group had a purpose and an aesthetic which ran counter to the English artistic taste of the mid-19th century. 

The first characteristic of Pre-Raphaelite pictures evident even to the most casual observer is the intense emphasis on detail. This tendency shows two of the Pre-Raphaelite’s main tenets – reaction against the perceived commercialism of English artists and a belief that nature herself was an artist’s best teacher.  As early as 1822, John Constable, the watercolorist, wrote: 

Should there be a National Gallery, which is talked of, there will be an end of the art in poor old England, and she will become in all that relates to painting as much a non-entity as every other country that has one. The reason is plain: the manufacturers of pictures are then made the criterion of perfection, instead of nature (qtd. in Victorian Painting).  

Here Constable explains that his fears that a National Gallery would make artists look to their predecessors and contemporaries as teachers and judges, instead of looking to nature as their standard and guide for creating artworks. 

If the Pre-Raphaelites did not want their contemporaries to dictate the standards of artistic perfection, they also thought that it was a mistake for artists to look solely to the Old Masters for understanding of light, shade, composition, and figure. Instead, they believed, with Constable, that nature should be the prime example and “criterion of perfection.” F.G. Stephens, in his article “The Purpose and Tendency of Early Italian Art,” wrote, “The object we have proposed to ourselves in writing on Art, has been ‘an endeavor to encourage and enforce an entire adherence to the simplicity of nature…’” (45).  In this article, he continued on to express admiration for his contemporary generation of landscape painters who “attempt to lead the taste of the public into a new channel by producing pure transcripts and faithful studies from nature, instead of conventionalities and feeble reminiscences from the Old Masters” (45). Stephens reiterated the Pre-Raphaelite’s disdain for the imitation of previous artists, which they saw as rampant in English Art at the time. Thus, in their artwork, the P.R.B. dispensed with classical ideas about design: they did not organize detail or light and shadow help the eye understand which part of the painting was to be the focal point, nor did they paint with the loose brushwork characteristic of the academic tradition (Prettejohn 30-32).      

The name Pre-Raphaelite itself is based on the group’s belief that Italian Renaissance Art before the time of Raphael and Michelangelo was far more inclined to humbly and originally receive ideas from nature instead of from genius painters. Far from dismissing the art of Raphael and Michelangelo, which the P.R.B. in fact admired, the term Pre-Raphael rejects the work of artists who, instead of trying to paint what they saw, attempt to emulate the style of these two artists. 

The intense, almost overwhelming detail of each inch of Pre-Raphaelite paintings also relates to another Pre-Raphaelite concern: that truth and beauty in English art were being sacrificed to money making. The brotherhood criticized contemporary artistic methods which allowed artists to make more money with less work.  Some of these strategies included heavy handed generalization, quick working methods, and choice of subject that would allow an artist to sell to the deep-pocketed middle class. Whether or not this was true of most English artists in the mid-1800’s is debatable; what is clear, however, is that the Pre-Raphaelites saw it as such. 

“Slosh” was a favorite Pre-Raphaelite term, one that referred to the quick working methods and corner-cutting mentioned above. In a section from the P.R.B. Journal, W.M. Rossetti mentions a P.R.B. follower: “’Sloshy’ comes now to see [Hunt] frequently, and is beginning to look on himself as quite a P.R.B.,—talking of ‘we’ and saying that Collinson seems quite one of ‘us.’ It seems, however, that he really is laboring to free himself somewhat from the slough of slosh Hunt found him laboring in at first” (61).  ‘Sloshy’ was apparently a friend of Hunt’s whose painting style was full of over-generalizations and broad, inexact brushwork, but who seems to have been reforming himself to better fit in with his Pre-Raphaelite friends. This word, slosh, often occurs in Pre-Raphaelite writing, and their disdain of it underscores the importance they placed on exactness and clarity.  The P.R.B. paintings are the antithesis of “slosh” – they are composed of tiny, controlled brushstrokes and innumerable, closely observed details. A look at some of these paintings further shows this near obsession with detail.    

William Holman Hunt’s famous The Awakening Conscience (see fig. 1) spills over with details, most of which help to tell the painting’s story.  The picture shows us a kept woman in the midst of realizing the sin in which she is caught.  She stands as if to move toward a better future and away from her frivolous-looking lover. The details, which overcrowd the room, give the viewer a sense of the immoral clamor and worldliness from which the woman is escaping and help him understand the painting’s meaning. The newness of all the surfaces, which Hunt delineates exquisitely, shows that the man has recently furnished the house for his mistress (Prettejohn 94). Her glove dropped on the floor and her tangled embroidery hint at the moral disarray in which she now lives. 

Other Pre-Raphaelite paintings include details that reflect the artist’s desire to document each of his observations.  Many of the Pre-Raphaelite landscapes have this quality. It is as if each twig and blade of grass, whether particularly beautiful or not, is worthy of the artist’s, and thus the viewer’s, attention. Ford Madox Brown’s The Pretty Baa-Lambs (fig. 2) shows this kind of celebratory attentiveness to detail. The grass, which quickly catches the viewer’s eye due to the low vantage point Brown chose, is remarkably uneven. It is not a uniform swath of green with a suggestion of grass’s texture; instead, Brown has painted the clover and weeds interspersed with the grass and the bare spots where it is worn away, so clearly that the viewer sees individual leaves and flowers. The grass is so intensely detailed that the viewer can lose himself in looking at it before paying any attention the figures of the mother and child, the country landscape in the background, or the romping lambs.   

Both the idea of truth to nature and of exactness in details relate to a third Pre-Raphaelite principle: both of these standards were morally important, and they as a group had the duty to educate the public taste so that people would appreciate art which was true to nature and had the integrity of hard and earnest labor.  The Pre-Raphaelites took seriously their obligation to paint what their eyes showed them. They also took seriously the admirableness of hard, almost obsessive, labor over their works. Stephens’s article, which we looked at earlier, touches on both of these points in a section describing the determination and holy dedication to their work shown by artists of the Early Italian Renaissance. After a paragraph explaining his system of learning to paint through a close observation of nature, he compares this “patient devotedness” to the work of Early Italian painters whose commitment to observation and painting led them to remove themselves from the world to the quietness of the cloister where they could better focus on intense artistic study (46). Thus, there seems to be an almost religious element in the Pre-Raphaelite emphasis on careful looking. Religious vocabulary is often used by the P.R. Brothers, especially words like purity, integrity, and sincerity. 

The P.R.B. also counted hard work as an attribute of good art. This is shown both by the exacting process the Pre-Raphaelites went through to create their own works and by their clearly stated aims. Again, Stephens’s essay praised the efforts of medieval painters who retired into monasteries to carry on their work of painting. He quoted from Browning’s Pintor Ignotious (the Unknown Painter), “Monotonous to paint/Those endless cloisters and eternal aisles with the same series, Virgin, Babe, and Saint,/With the same cold, calm, beautiful regard” (46). The monk, convinced of his vocation to withdraw from the world and focus all his energy on painting the Saints, the Babe, and the Virgin, went about his work with tireless diligence. Though the monk had even retired from observing the intricacies of nature, he still worked single-mindedly at his art. Thus, though his object was mistaken from a Pre-Raphaelite point of view, he was praiseworthy for the devotion and zeal with which he went about his work. 

The Pre-Raphaelites not only praised this philosophy of unstinting labor but put it in to practice as well. In her book, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites, Elizabeth Prettejohn wrote that during the summer of 1851, Hunt and Millais spent as much as 1500 hours each painting outdoors for the landscape backgrounds of their paintings. She writes, “Conspicuous labor was an essential element not only in the appearance, but in the meaning of a Pre-Raphaelite picture. The accumulation of minute brushstrokes record not only the painters perceptions of the natural scene before him, but also of the labor devoted to making that record – labor that can be counted brushstroke by brushstroke” (155). Not only were these pictures supposed to look stunningly detailed, as if the painter had saturated the painting with every observation he could make, they were supposed to show the amount of labor that had gone in to making them, because hard labor was a hallmark of good art. 

The final part of Pre-Raphaelite artistic philosophy is another aspect of truth to nature: truth to the nature of settings and figures. When painting a landscape it is easy to be true to nature – one has only to look very intently at the scene and translate that vision in to paint. The process is not an easy one; certainly, it requires much patience, skill, and determination to do it well. It is easy only in the sense that the landscape exists; when one paints the landscape accurately, one is being true to the nature of the landscape, just as when one paints a portrait, one has the opportunity to know the character and appearance of the sitter and to preserve that in the painting. The situation, however, becomes more complicated if one is, say, painting a scene from history or literature for which one cannot simply observe the nature of faces or places. How does an artist in that situation paint that kind of scene while still attending to the truth of the setting and the figures with Pre-Raphaelite scrupulousness?

The Pre-Raphaelite answer to this question was to find settings and figures as close as possible to the ones they were trying to paint. In an often-repeated anecdote, Millais asked Elizabeth Siddal, a frequent model for the P.R.B. and wife of D.G. Rossetti, to pose in a bathtub full of water for his painting of the drowned Ophelia (fig. 3), so that he could accurately capture the effects of a body submerged in water. One can see that his careful study (not only of Siddal herself but of the stream and stream bank surrounding her) effectively portrays this scene, but it was at a cost to Siddal, who sickened and very nearly died as a result of the protracted submersion. 

This example helps illustrate the twofold aim of the P.R.B. when painting scenes from literature or history: they wanted to capture the essential personality of the scene they were portraying while keeping the individual figures and settings from becoming simply types; they wanted them to be portraits of real people and places. Millais’ Ophelia simultaneously shows the scene from Hamlet in which Ophelia drowns herself and shows Elizabeth Siddal with her head above and her body under water and her hair swirling in the current. The figure clutches flowers prescribed by Shakespeare’s Hamlet, but the flowers, trees, reeds, and the water itself are a portrait of a particular stream. Thus, the image is at once true to the story of Ophelia, an accurate recording of a woman floating in the water, and a portrait of both a landscape and a model. 

This is analogous to what happens in a play. The actor is, of course, a real person with a particular personality and distinct face, but he or she is cast in a role, dressed in all the proper accoutrements, the stage is set, and the action commences. Neither the objects on the stage nor the person herself is really what they claim to be, in the strictest sense. But when a viewer sees the entire scene, he suspends his disbelief and sees the stage as if it were a real world. The actor becomes the character and the stage becomes a castle in Denmark though the objects and people remain fundamentally unchanged. In this similarity to the stage, Millais’s painting is true to the story in another sense, because Ophelia is, of course, a character in a play.       

In the P.R.B. Journal, W.M. Rossetti recorded another of Millais’s attempts to understand the particularities of the subject he was trying to paint. As he worked on Christ in the House of his Parents (fig. 4), a  painting from the childhood of Christ, showing a scene in a carpenter’s shop where the Child has hurt himself on a nail, Millais actually slept in a carpenter’s shop so that he could get up early and paint directly from the shop (38).  This seems to be a peculiar way of getting at the truth of a scene, basing what would have been a Middle Eastern carpenter’s shop from 1800 years ago on a modern, English one. But in lieu of having any real idea of what Joseph’s carpenter’s shop would really have looked like, Millais made do with what he had, detailing his English equivalent down to the minutest wood shaving.  

A final example will finish this discussion of Pre-Raphaelite artistic philosophy.  Ford Maddox Brown, the P.R.B. mentor but never member, wrote an article discussing his painting, Work (fig. 5).  This painting, full of activity, displays different types of work. In the center is a group of manual laborers, ‘navvys,’ as Brown calls them, “in the full swing of activity” (Brown 51). Different types – orphans, intellectuals, gentlemen and women, beggars, thieves, immigrants, and charity workers – surround them. When discussing one of the figures he painted, a modest gentleman, Brown wrote, “…moreover, he looks to me an honest, true-hearted gentleman (he was painted from one I know)” (56). Though Brown later comments that he intentionally painted types, not portraits, he here shows the Pre-Raphaelite tendency to paint from models who not only had the physical look they desired but who also had the character of the role they were to play in the painting (Prettejohn 189-191). 

The early work and theory of the Pre-Raphaelites oriented itself around a general precept of truth and integrity in each aspect of painting. W.B. Scott, a poet and friend of the group, praised this focus when he called them “brethren in Sincerity” (72).  The particular ways that the P.R.B. worked out this call to sincerity and truthfulness in their paintings – through intense detail, individual portraits within paintings, the attempt to make the setting as fitting as possible, and the desire to paint from models that had the characteristics of the character one painted – gave the Pre-Raphaelites their distinctive style. In the next section we will discuss how that particular style relates to trends in English Literature.     

The Intertwining of Pre-Raphaelite Art and Artistic philosophy with English literature

The artists of the P.R.B. were also devoted readers and writers.  They collectively published a periodical called The Germ: Thoughts towards Nature in Poetry, Literature, and Art, which contained poems, reviews, etchings, and essays. The P.R.B. Journal, kept by W.M. Rossetti, often recounts discussions about the poems of Tennyson, Keats, or Browning and mentions the brothers working on poems as often as on paintings.  It is unsurprising, then, that although their artwork and artistic philosophy were different from those of their contemporaries, their work and working methods closely resembled ideas of the artist presented by their favorite poets.        
Pre-Raphaelite painting was startlingly different from other English painting when it was first displayed. Critics often dismissed the paintings’ detail and brilliant color as tasteless and vulgar.  But though the chemical purple typical of Arthur Hughes’s paintings, the magenta leggings in Hunt’s Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (see fig. 11) or the nearly neon green of the spirits in Millais’s Ferdinand Lured by Ariel (fig. 6) are surprising when compared to the tamer colors of contemporary paintings, they fit the image of art and the artist presented in Tennyson’s The Lady of Shallot. 


The Lady of Shallot has a particular connection to the Pre-Raphaelite artists – she was painted and drawn dozens of times by members of the group and their successors. Indeed, it is difficult to read the poem, having once seen these images, without calling them to mind and mentally illustrating the poem with Hunt’s jewel tones and his Lady’s wildly unbound hair or J.W. Waterhouse’s anguished, childlike Lady, dressed in white and preparing to cast her boat off toward Camelot (Prettejohn 228).  Connecting Tennyson’s “The Lady of Shallot” to the P.R.B. also makes sense not only because of the group’s well-know images of this poem but also because the idea of the artist in this poem closely resembles the one held by the brotherhood. 


In his poem, Tennyson presented a beautifully complicated, Arthurian vision in which a woman, for an unclear reason, is prisoner in a tower.  She may not look out her window, for “she has heard a whisper say, / a curse is on her if she stay / To look down to Camelot” (27). A mirror hanging in her chamber reflects the goings-on in outside world. In her imprisonment she does have some occupation; she weaves into her web the scenes she sees reflected in her mirror. In the third stanza, the Lady, having seen Sir Lancelot in the mirror, she finally defies the whisper and looks out at both Lancelot and Camelot. The curse comes upon her suddenly, as the mirror cracks and her weaving pulls free of the loom. 


The meaning of the poem is ambiguous; the Lady has been interpreted as an allegory for the artist, as a social commentary on how sexuality often hinders women in their artistic ambitions, or simply as the heroine of a beautiful, mournful fairy tale (Prettejohn 223-231).  If the Lady indeed is an allegory for the artist, her working methods are perhaps more Pre-Raphaelite than those of the artists working when the poem was published (1842). Like the Pre-Raphaelites, the Lady’s pictures rely heavily on observation: “but in her web she still delights, to weave the mirror’s magic sights” (27). Unlike the Pre-Raphaelites, the Lady is constrained by the curse to be separated from direct contact with the world, but her art is still based on observation, and tireless observation at that; “…she weaves by night and day / A magic web with colors gay” (27).  The Lady’s ceaseless labor and isolation call to mind F.G. Stephen’s Early Renaissance artists, who retired from the world to the cloister in order to pursue their art more dilligently.  The Lady’s choice of colors also reminds us of the Pre-Raphaelites, as she fills her “magic web with colors gay.” Words like “sparkling,” “gemmy,” “blue, unclouded weather,” and “purple night” also intensify the colors conjured up by the poem and help the reader imagine what the lady’s art might have looked like; perhaps it was like something like Brown’s Carrying Corn (fig. 7) with its blocks of saturated green crops, yellow hay, and bright blue sky. Despite their difference from other visual artists at the time, the Pre-Raphaelites fit comfortably in a contemporary poet’s view of an artist.


Another facet of Pre-Raphaelite artistic philosophy, the desire to paint individual faces, is comparable a view taken by the narrator in Robert Browning’s Fra Lippo Lippi.  Browning based this poem, published in 1853, on a real figure of the Early Italian Renaissance.  Lippi was an orphan who was taken in by a Carmelite monastery and raised by monks. He eventually became both a monk and a painter, though being a monk suited him ill and after an affair with a nun he was allowed to marry and renounce his vows. He remained a painter and his story is the background for Browning’s dramatic monologue. 


In the poem, whose story is told completely through speech of Fra Lippo Lippi, city watchmen catch the monk climbing out of a window and proceed to question him. Lippi’s answers to their questions result in a monologue about his artistic career. In one section, Lippi tells about an early incident in his career – when he the monks discovered his gift for painting and commissioned him to decorate their walls: “Thank you! my head being crammed, their walls a blank, / Never was such prompt disemburdening” (193).  But after Lippi covered the walls with images of people whose faces were familiar as church attendees and relatives, the brothers were taken aback by Lippi’s realism. Particularly interesting is one of the Prior’s comments: “Oh, that white smallish female with the breasts, / She’s just my niece…Herodias, I would say,— / Who went and danced and got men’s heads cut off— / Have it all out!” (195). The Prior seems nearly to confuse his niece with Herodias, a characterization that insulted the Prior, pushing him to finally order “Have it all out!”  This reminds one of Millais’s Ophelia, who is simultaneously Elizabeth Siddal and the drowning Ophelia.  


It is hardly surprising that the Pre-Raphaelites fit in well with artists imagined by poets, because they were deeply steeped in poetry themselves. It sheds light on the Pre-Raphaelite manner of thinking about art and literature when one sees how they wrote, read, and discussed literature, as well as spent considerable time with the poets who were their friends.  The group’s focus on literature in part accounts for the differences between Pre-Raphaelite literary paintings and those of their contemporaries.  



                     Pre-Raphaelite Literary Painting in Context

William Makepeace Thackeray, discussing the subjects chosen by his artistic contemporaries, wrote:

They do not aim at such great subjects as heretofore, or at subjects which the world is pleased to call great, viz. tales from Hume or Gibbon or royal personages under various circumstances of battle, murder, and sudden death. Lempière is justly neglected, and Milton has quite give place to Gil Blas and the The Vicar of Wakefield. The heroic, and peace be with it! has been deposed; and our artists, in its place, cultivate the pathetic and the familiar. The younger painters are content to exercise their talents on subjects far less exalted: a gentle sentiment, an agreeable, quiet incident, a tea-table tragedy, or a bread and butter idyll, suffices for the most part their gentle powers (qtd. Victorian Painting 129).

Thackeray admired his fellows’ choice of “a gentle sentiment” over soaring heroics or desperate tragedy.  As Thackeray noted, many English artists of the 1840’s chose subjects from literature. The most popular authors were Shakespeare, Goldsmith, Sterne, Scott, Pepys, and Burns (Lambourne 129). Like their contemporaries, the Pre-Raphaelite brothers also drew many of their subjects from literature. The P.R.B., however, preferred to use poems and plays which they personally read, discussed, and enjoyed. They handled their subject matter in a manner consistent with their philosophy of earnestness and truth to nature. The P.R.B. pictures, while not of “battle, murder, or sudden death” do convey something more intense than the “gentle sentiment” of their contemporaries’ paintings.  A comparison between the Pre-Raphaelite paintings from literary subjects and those of their contemporaries will show how the P.R.B. differed in their portrayal and understanding of literature. It will also show how their artistic philosophy and their interest in literature determined which literary subjects they chose.

We will begin our discussion with William Mulready’s Choosing the Wedding Gown (fig. 8) based on Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield.  Mulready’s technique of painting on a pure white ground was admired by the P.R.B., but his choice of subject matter and his insight into literature were more conventional.  Like many English artists of the 1840’s, Mulready chose a scene which would be well-know and well-liked by his audience. Goldsmith was an especially popular author for families to read aloud in the evenings, and the lines from The Vicar of Wakefield, as well as its atmosphere and character, would have been familiar by the visitors who came to view works at the Royal Academy (Lambourne 131).  

Mulready did not directly illustrate a scene from the novel but instead based his painting on its first lines: “I…chose my wife, as she did her wedding gown, not for a fine glossy surface, but for such qualities as would wear well.” (qtd. Victorian Art 131). The painting shows the bride-to-be examining a bolt of white fabric. The gray-haired store-owner gestures as if explaining the merits of this particular fabric. A young man, presumably the lady’s fiancé, stands to the side with his hands crossed, looking at his future wife and the fabric with an expression of rueful humor and tiredness, which might suggest both his love for the lady and his boredom with spending an afternoon looking at fabric. The little fabric shop is crowded with people and wares, and packed with detail, which creates a simultaneously hectic and cozy feeling. A comfortable-looking dog sleeps in the foreground, giving an air of afternoon sleepiness to the picture as well as acting as a sign of marriage and fidelity for the couple. The colors are rich – deep reds, greens and golds – and harmonious. The lady’s sumptuous gold gown and feathered hat (echoed by the curving feathers of the background curtain) add to the warm and calming atmosphere. 

The figures engage the viewer’s interest and the details, while not distracting from the overall theme, offer added interest. This painting is appropriate to the mood in The Vicar of Wakefield, which is affectionately familial, humorous, and melancholy.  Thackeray’s observation about theme certainly is true for this painting – it is a gentle rather than a grand scene, taken from an equally quiet and domestic novel.  Millais portrays another pair of literary lovers in his 1848 image Isabella (fig. 9) to far less comforting effect. An analysis of this painting shows Millais’s desire to portray the characters and central conflict of Keats’s poem. It also demonstrates the Pre-Raphaelite preference to paint from poems which they read and discussed in detail, in which they themselves had an interest rather than subjects which would be well received by the public.     

The story for Isabella comes from a poem by Keats also titled “Isabella, or The Pot of Basil.”  This poem was certainly well understood by and important to the P.R.B.  One of their earliest projects, as mentioned before, was a joint effort to illustrate this work.  W.M. Rossetti also records how the brothers “went carefully thro’ Keats’s ‘Isabella’ to discuss every fault or detail of expression any of us might find” (10).  They not only read the works from which they painted, but studied and even read them critically. It follows, therefore, that their understanding of the poem’s conflicts and characters would be evident in their work, which indeed it is.  

Keats’s poem tells the story of Isabella and Lorenzo, who love one another but who cannot marry because Isabella’s family is wealthy and her brothers are terribly proud. Lorenzo is a house servant, and as such is not worthy of Isabella. Despite their efforts to keep their love secret, the brothers discover them and plot to kill Lorenzo. This picture, like the last, does not illustrate a particular instance in the poem. Instead, Millais uses an imagined dinner party to bring together the principal figures and portray the story and the characters through their interactions. 

The twelve diners sit in profile at a long table covered with an ornate white tablecloth. Each face is minutely detailed and each person is intent on his or her meal. The main characters sit towards the front; Isabella and Lorenzo sit towards the front on the right side of the table while Isabella’s brothers face them on the left. One of the brothers sits with a leg outstretched towards Isabella, kicking at the dog which Isabella touches protectively. Millais painted the dinner guests all in profile, and their lack of conversation and frozen movement are underscored by Millais’s use of strong outlines which seem to immobilize and further isolate them. Only Lorenzo appears with his face to the front, and it is turned to look at Isabella. Lorenzo’s intense stare, when contrasted to the seeming self-absorption of the other guests, is striking and draws the viewer’s attention to the lovers.

Millais captures the character and the tension of the early part of Keats’s poem, and suggests its tragic ending through the ominous atmosphere. The quiet but fervent Lorenzo and the calm Isabella perfectly depict the couple who, in the poem, loved one another from afar long before they became lovers in fact.  The poem’s narrator asks how the brothers eventually discovered their love, asking, “How could they find in Lorenzo’s eye / A straying from his toil?” (20). Millais’s painting answers the poet’s question with Lorenzo’s face as he looks at Isabella.

Millais also effectively and insightfully shows the viewer the brothers’ pride and vulgarity.  Keats suggests their meanness with words like “covetous” “sly” and “money-bags” and describes the pride they took in their wealth (20). Millais, on the other hand, shows these same traits through the brothers’ actions: the brother nearest the viewer cracks nuts and grimaces while the other sits stiffly and proudly in his chair, looking unimpressed with his glass of wine. The near brother’s snarling expression, hunched-over back, and leg kicking at Isabella’s dog do an excellent job of characterizing him as ill-mannered man quite capable of cruelty.         

This picture so typifies the early philosophy of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood that Elizabeth Prettejohn calls it a visual manifesto of the group’s ideals (33).  Indeed, Millais included all the hallmarks of this philosophy. He stayed true to historical detail through by researching early Italian dinnerware suitable to the story’s setting; he obviously observed and painted each section patiently and carefully; he painted each face as an individual likeness (Prettejohn 32). The faces are so individualized, in fact, as to distract the viewer’s attention away from the main plot. This too could be seen as a typical Pre-Raphaelitism – Millais was moving away from the academically and historically sanctioned manner of organizing a painting.  

Another difference between the subjects chosen by the P.R.B. and by their contemporaries is the increased intensity and seriousness of the scenes chosen by the brotherhood. When seen in comparison to Mulready’s lovely Choosing the Wedding Gown, Millais Isabella appears psychologically tense and perhaps even harsh. Mulready’s figures are generously proportioned and their features are rounded rather than sharp. The edges soften and the figures extend back into the space of the room, filling it. Despite the abundance of detail, the organization is clear and the story easy to follow.  In Millais’s picture, on the other hand, the figures are much sharper and bonier. They are all quite thin (Millais had a predilection for painting thin people) and all hold themselves stiffly. The clearly delineated contour lines add to the feeling of tension.  If one feels that nothing wicked or frightening could exist in Mulready’s fabric shop, one cannot help but sense that this tension in Millais’s work must soon be alleviated by catastrophe. 

Though Isabella is hardly a battle scene or some other bloody adventure, the painting and its source material are tragedies. They are not “tea table tragedies” either, but stories of wickedness, deceit, and pride. Not only was Millais’s source material a tragedy; he intentionally represented a tension-laden moment within the story. He could have chosen a more peaceful moment – perhaps when the lovers met in secret or even when Isabella fell ill from unrequited love of Lorenzo. Instead, he shows the viewer the brothers’ ugliness, the guests’ indifference, and the lovers’ ill-fated attempts at secrecy.  Mulready, on the other hand, gives the viewer an early, happy moment from a generally comic and cheerful story.  The Pre-Raphaelites’ choice of graver subject matter reflects both their reading and their early desire to influence public tastes rather than sell paintings.

Many literature paintings from the 1840’s were clearly intended to be crowd-pleasers. They, like Mulready’s piece, are light-hearted or even comic scenes from popular novels and plays. Charles Robert Leslie often painted entertaining, comic scenes from literature. His Le Bourgeois Gentillhomme (fig. 10) from Molière’s play of the same title, shows a scene in which the main character, Jourdain, attempts to show off his fencing skills to his maid, only to be easily beaten. His wife looks on from the corner, laughing at the scene. In the play, Monsieur Jourdain is a newly wealthy cloth merchant who bumblingly attempts to become a member of the upper class by, among other things, learning to fence and dress well (Lambourne 131). Leslie uses rapid, visible brushstrokes to capture motion and add liveliness to the scene. Monsieur Jourdain appears completely overdressed when compared to his wife, and his lack of fencing skill is shown humorously through a raised hand protecting his bewildered face.

The inexact brushwork in this picture is the very sort which would have drawn Pre-Raphaelite criticism of the artist’s “sloshiness.” Its subject too is hardly Pre-Raphaelite fare, though Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme was a popular literary subject in the 1840’s (Lambourne 131).  The P.R.B. literary paintings never deal with themes so overtly comic or popular, instead, they are earnest paintings often based on less prominent poems or plays with a personal connection to the artists themselves. A good example of this is the Millais’s The Woodman’s Daughter, based on a poem by Coventry Patmore.  Patmore was a friend of the Rossetti brothers, who, in turn, introduced Millais.  The members of the group would visit with Patmore to discuss, among other things, writing and reading poetry (Rossetti 27).  Millais chose to paint this subject because of his admiration for Patmore (and his poetry) which developed through a personal acquaintance with the poet.

A comparison which shows the Pre-Raphaelite preference for obscure subjects over fashionable ones is the comparison between P.R.B. Shakespearean paintings and those of their contemporaries.  As was mentioned before, Shakespeare’s plays were the most common subjects for Victorian literary paintings.  Of Shakespeare’s plays, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Tempest were strongly favored because of the Victorians’ taste for fairy paintings.  Fairy painting was a popular genre throughout the English 19th Century.  It allowed artists to experiment with scale; they could paint fairies tiny enough to ride on rabbits’ backs, sleep in bird’s nests, or do battle with snails.  The genre also gave an excuse for artists to paint lavish and fanciful scenes (Lambourne 194-197).  The P.R.B. paintings from Shakespeare seldom contain the pleasant appeals to fancy which those of their artistic fellows do. Rarely are the P.R.B. Shakespeare paintings at all related to the fairy realm; more often they focus on the characters’ interactions and conflicts.

William Holman Hunt’s Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (fig. 11) both illustrates the truth to nature and character inherent in P.R.B. paintings of this period and emphatically underscores the this-worldliness of P.R.B. Shakespearean painting. Valentine is based on Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona, and depicts the scene in which Valentine rescues his beloved Sylvia from the forced attentions of his best friend, Proteus. Proteus, in turn, is loved by Julia, who has come along disguised as a page. In this scene, Valentine stands between Proteus and Sylvia, who both kneel. Valentine half embraces Sylvia, who looks content and relieved to be reunited with him. Proteus also kneels beside Valentine. His head is uncovered, which seems to show submission and regret, as does his downcast, reflective face. Julia stands to the viewer’s left and leans against a tree. She too looks down at Proteus with an indeterminate expression. Perhaps she has hope that Proteus will return to his good sense, repent, and love her again. Hunt uses both the placement and the expressions of the main figures to help the viewer understand their situation and character.  In this way, Hunt does what we have already seen in Millais’s Isabella – he visually portrays the moral conflicts and characterizations presented in his source literature.    

Hunt also includes the detail and scrupulous observation common to Pre-Raphaelite painting. The folding, wrinkling, and many-textured garments are particularly remarkable. Valentine’s chain mail also has the natural, not quite uniform look which we also saw in the grass of Brown’s The Pretty Baa-Lambs.  The background landscape also bears the hallmarks of truth to nature. Hunt successfully captured the look of a trail covered in leaves with light filtering down through the trees. He also went to the trouble of being true to his text in that he made Julia’s and Sylvia’s hair the colors which Shakespeare specified: in Act IV, scene iv, Julia reports that, “her hair is auburn, mine is perfect yellow” which Hunt reproduces in his painting (73).  Hunt’s consistent attention to detail, texture, and light produces a canvas full of interest for the viewer.  The hyper-realistic landscape and strong sunlight create a feeling of immediacy and reality. Hunt’s scene seems to exist in a world not outside of our experience, a place we too might visit.   

The difference between Hunt’s painting and those Shakespearean paintings produced by other English artists of the same time is a difference both in subject choice and presentation. For the most part, Shakespearean paintings from the 1840’s were far more fantastic than Hunt’s wonderfully colorful and detailed Valentine.  Unlike Hunt’s sunlit painting, many of these pictures are set in the befuddling shadows of evening or night and present fanciful, lush scenes of fairies and animals. A work such as Edwin Landseer’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (fig. 12), which portrays the scene from Shakespeare’s play in which Titania drinks a love potion and falls in love with Bottom, shows this tendency towards fantasy painting. 

Landseer sets Titania and Bottom in an indefinite forest setting. He suggests trees and perhaps rocks in the background with a few brushstrokes highlighting the otherwise dark background. Spirits, which melt into the darkness, surround the main figures. Several tiny fairies look curiously at the couple from the backs of the rabbits which they ride. Titania, far larger than any of the spirits, leans on Bottom’s arm. Bottom looks back at the fairies on the ground with interest. Nothing in this painting is sharply delineated; rather, Landseer’s figures softly emerge from the shadows. Unlike Hunt’s painting, in which every square inch was illuminated with strong, natural sunlight, Landseer’s painting is lit by a strong light from one source. This choice is in keeping with the traditional academic manner of lighting a scene, which presupposes a single light source rather than trying to reproduce every accident of light and reflection from multiple light sources. Landseer’s picture is lushly painted as well: the fabrics of Titania’s robes are smooth and flowing, as is her hair. The painted surface is rich as well, due to Landseer’s technical facility with the paint and his assured, skilled touch.  

Landseer’s painting is not alone in its imaginative and lush portrayal of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In fact, this work was the basis of many Victorian literary paintings, some of them far more sensual than Landseer’s. A good example of this is Robert Huskinsson’s The Midsummer Night’s Fairies (fig. 13) in which various nude and draped fairies lie languorously on the ground.  The fairies are shown to be tiny in relationship to the flowers which surround them, and which appear as large as trees. In the foreground, the artist has imagined a duel between some unlucky fairies and a guardian snail. This painting, like Landseer’s, is a nighttime scene, which adds to its atmosphere of fantasy.  It is clearly a work intended to entertain and indulge the viewer, rather than portray any kind of story or moral lesson. It is, in fact, the opposite of Pre-Raphaelite sensibilities. 

It is clear now how Pre-Raphaelite literary painting, in subject matter, technique, and portrayal of literature, differed from that of their contemporaries. While their contemporaries favored works that were popular with their audiences, the Pre-Raphaelite’s chose to paint from poems which they personally enjoyed, as in Millais’s Isabella, or which provided a pretext for indulging in close observation, as in Hunt’s Valentine.  While their contemporaries tended to favor comic, sweet, or sensual scenes from literature, the Pre-Raphaelites more often chose scenes of moral conflict or even tragedy, such as Millais’s representation of the drowning Ophelia. Technically, true to their artistic philosophy, the P.R.B. focused on painting detail, color, and light in a manner consistent with their observations of nature.  Their interest in literature also allowed them to understand the works they used as source material and be concerned with representing the story’s major conflict or characters.  A more complete analysis of a P.R.B. literary painting will clearly show how these artists transformed literary material into visual art.                                             

Mariana

In 1851, John Everett Millais created Mariana (fig. 14) based on several of Tennyson’s early poems: “Mariana”, “Mariana in the South”, and “St. Agnes’ Eve”. The three poems and the painting share the theme of yearning, of a woman’s yearning for marriage and union with her love, a union which she believes impossible.  The way the painting synthesizes the three poems and uses imagery from each to present this theme demonstrates the way in which the Pre-Raphaelites understood and digested contemporary literature; they did not simply illustrate an entertaining story, but delved into the poem’s mood, symbolism, and theme and then brought their own synthesis and ideas to the work. This assertion makes sense because of the way the group read and dissected this literature together.           

Millais exhibited his version of Mariana at the Royal Academy in 1851, and used the refrain from Tennyson’s poem in lieu of a title: “She only said, ‘My life is dreary, / He cometh not,’ she said; / She said ‘I am aweary, aweary, / I would that I were dead!’” (8). Like Tennyson before him, whose poem “Mariana” cannot be wholly explained by its source material (Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure) Millais created a painting which stands alone as a poetic picture while remaining in keeping with the theme of the poem. Including “St. Agnes’ Eve” and “Mariana in the South” in the mix helps to explain more of the painting’s imagery, comparing Millais’s painting to Tennyson’s poems will show the interplay of the original poem and the artist’s picture, and perhaps shed some light on the meanings of both. 


In Millais’s painting, Mariana stands by a window, with her hands on the small of her back and her head turned upward, looking towards the window but not out it; rather, she gazes contemplatively either inward or at the stained glass annunciation before her. She appears to have stood up from working on a piece of embroidery, which is covered with purple, red, and white flowers intertwined with leaves. Light blue embroidery floss, threaded through a tapestry needle, sticks out of the work and the thread hangs over the side. The embroidery echoes what lies outside Mariana’s window, a muted green landscape and a gray stone gutter, magnificently detailed but relegated to the background by the windows’ black leading. The black lines in the windows and the stained glass itself, which takes up more than half of the near window, give the viewer a sense of Mariana’s imprisonment and a feeling that is nearly claustrophobic, especially when taken together with the room’s tiny-ness and the manner in which Millais has overcrowded it with detail. 

At the same time as the viewer is about to be overcome by detail, however, relief appears in the way the green and gold wall behind Mariana, the landscape outside the window, and the weaving itself all blend together into a background of twining, curving greens, golds, and yellows. Mariana’s figure, which in its stretching pose gracefully dominates the picture, leaps forward from these subdued autumn colors. Her dress, its blue both darker and more intense than the colors behind it, carves its own space out of the picture. The curves created by her dress break up the strong vertical lines of the wall, embroidery frame, and windows. The background colors are similar in hue and blend together; however, Mariana’s blue dress contrasts both with the background and with her work stool. The vibrant orange work stool is especially a striking contrast to Mariana’s deep blue gown. 

Millais’s inspiration for Mariana’s surroundings was clearly drawn from “Mariana” itself, which describes her “within the dreamy house” (8), and not from “Mariana in the South,” which places her out-of-doors, or “St. Agnes’ Eve”, which is not about Mariana at all but simply contains the symbol of the snowdrop Millais places in the painting. Millais preserves several setting descriptions from “Mariana”; he includes the mouse, who “from the crevice peer’d about” scampering out of the picture.  He also recreates the feeling of the aging house with its “old voices” and “mouldering wainscot” by the autumn leaves which have blown into the room.

Millais did not, however, put every detail in the picture that Tennyson described. Part of the reason for this is the limitations of painting as opposed to poetry.  Tennyson’s poem begins by describing the outside appearance of Mariana’s prison. He proceeds inside with the second stanza and goes on to describe actions and feelings of the heroine and changes from day to night. Obviously all this would be impossible to do in a painting; a painting must use one moment, one set of details, one movement to suggest both plot and theme. On the other hand, Millais added many interior details completely absent from the poem and changed the view out of the window from a solitary tree on a “level waste” to several trees, vegetation, and even the suggestion of a neighboring field. These changed details, as well as his blending of three poems into this one painting transform Millais’s work into something of his own, showing that he was not enslaved to his source material. Rather, he understood the basic themes of longing and the feeling of imprisonment which occur in all three poems, and presents the viewer with a visually compelling representation of these themes.

Conclusion
 The Pre-Raphaelite brothers, with their joint loves of literature and art, were able to successfully portray the conflicts, moods, and characters from works of literature they personally enjoyed. Rather than choosing to paint more popular subjects such as Shakespearian fairies or scenes from The Vicar of Wakefield, they picked poems or plays which they had discussed, admired, or which allowed them to practice their philosophy of exquisite detail and truth to nature.  Their literary paintings are both visually arresting and mentally absorbing – they fascinate our eyes with their intricacy and strong color while the figures’ interactions and facial expressions communicate the story.  Like the illustrated books we enjoy, the P.R.B. literary paintings give us both insights into literature and into visual beauty.             
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