


Women in the Pre-Raphaelite movement and their experiences


The Pre-Raphaelite movement commenced around 1848 as a rebellion of sorts against the ideals of the time, in particular, the artist Raphael and his Renaissance principles.  It is interesting, from a feminist perspective, to consider how the involvement of women depicted in pre-Raphaelite work affected them socially.  For example, did working with the male artists allow them autonomy? Were they themselves also creators, artists or simply objectified muses?  Elizabeth Siddal was portrayed in many Pre-Raphaelite paintings as a subject but was also an artist herself, as was Joanna Boyce-Wells who was also a model and artist. An examination of the women who worked during this era will show that, whilst the movement (and some of the male painters themselves), were not explictly progressive, two interpretations present themselves. Firstly, we might consider these women to have been victims of the artistic business and contemporary social opinions: they were often depicted as "fallen" characters and some of the art represents them as lacking agency in troubling ways. We can, however, also consider them to be savvy women who used the business to elevate themselves through artistic labour. In particular, the narratives of Marie Stillman and Elizabeth Siddal ought to show that these models were trailblazers in several ways, despite the ways in which the industry and society as a whole largely conformed to the status quo.

The Pre-Raphaelites were a collective of Victorian era artists including poets, illustrators, painters and sculptors.  Having lost patience with the more utilitarian ideals that were fashionable at the time, they founded an art movement in 1848 based around the rejection of the high Renaissance artist Raphael (1483-1520) and styles favoured by the Royal Academy. (Beynon, 2020)

Their work lacked the politicism of other Victorian work and they drew their inspiration instead from literature.  They focused on medieval subjects, female beauty and sexuality, and introspective consciousness. They promoted the idea of art being for art’s sake.  Their art is characterised by atmosphere and mood as well as keen observation of the world and attention to detail.  (Roe, 2014) Their work was considered paradoxical as it showed a form of nostalgia for the past, with its medieval themes and natural world focus, but it also showed an enthusiasm for doing things in a new way, rejecting the dominant ideals of the art world of the time. 

The key founders of the movement were William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais, William Michael Rosetti, Dante Gabriel Rosetti, James Collinson, Frederic George Stevens and Thomas Woolner. (Garnett, 2012, p. 3)


They had four main principles:
1) To have genuine ideas to express.
2) To study nature attentively to understand how to express its true reality.
3) To sympathise with what is direct and serious and heartfelt in previous art, to the exclusion of what is conventional and self-parading and learned by rote.
4) To produce thoroughly good pictures. (Art Space, 2019) 

[bookmark: _Hlk57811594]According to Garnett: “they thought the paintings before them were stuffy, dingy and clichéd.”  They contended that art had become corrupted and the only way forward was to revisit the methods of the 14th century painters which they considered “sublime”. (Garnett, 2012, p. 2)

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood wanted to render realistic depictions of their subjects, especially religious figures, in order to humanise people who were considered special and important. Their use of bright colour and paints was modelled after that of earlier art movements, particularly artists like Giotto.  They felt that artists such as the Flemish Masters captured inner passion, which they considered lost in the current style of the academy and their sycophantic obsession with Raphael.  In their journal, ‘The Germ’, they vowed to meticulously study nature and to use the natural world to express true emotions and concepts. (Jamieson, 2019)

The pre-Raphaelite painters all used a set of techniques that give their works common themes.  For instance, they used a layer of white under their pieces to make the colours brighter, because this added a luminosity to their work, and helped them achieve the sought-after realism.  They planned their work in graphite pencil directly on to canvas, and then painted on to the pencil design.  They did not use cross hatching or similar techniques to provide shading, as it would have tainted the white under layer.  They used graphite pencil for stark outline work, which added drama and realism.  (Gray, 2006) 

Any movement or secret society has an aim to be counter-convention and we can argue that the Pre Raphaelites were no different.  At the time, the convention was that art was not for the masses but the privileged few, who were either lucky enough or educated enough to encounter it.  By going against convention, these portraits became more accessible to the general public and also forced the viewer to consider the paintings separately to what they had seen previously. This is especially true as the paintings popular at the time had traditionally used darker, muted tones compared to the bright pigments in the art of the Pre Raphaelites. (Casteras, 1992)
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Christ in the House of his Parents, John Everett Millais 1849-1850

In addition, the pre-Raphaelites liked to be shocking. Paintings such as Christ in the House of His Parents by John Millais, were felt by leaders to be ‘Tractarianism’, or covertly sympathetic to Catholicism and therefore subversive.  The picture was considered blasphemous, showing Christ in a humble dwelling.  They feared incitement of rebellion in social order at a time of anxiety among the privileged, due to revolutionary uprisings in Europe.  (Roe, 2014)

The Pre-Raphaelites painted mostly women, biblical and mythological figures. Their depictions of the divine stood in stark contrast to what had been produced previously. 
Painters such as Raphael were creating scenes of glory, as can be seen in his Virgin in the Meadow, where the Virgin is depicted in holy light. Millais had sought to create artistic integrity in his painting of Christ in his parents’ house: depicting Christ with visibly dirty feet in a lowly dwelling.  Pre-Raphaelites made this mundaneness a frequent theme in their art. Their views on these grand religious figures indicated their desire to change the narrative surrounding religion and myth. These people as relatable, as a way to rebel against Raphael and his religious depictions shrouded in light and the spectacular.  (Addis, 2016)

The Pre-Raphaelites extended this desire for realism to the women that they depicted.  The women they painted tended to appear in multiple works.  For example, Elizabeth Siddal, who was Rosetti’s wife, appeared in many of his works, as did Fanny Cornforth who was his maid and lover.  Fanny Eaton appeared in so many works she is known as the most recognisable woman of colour from the Victorian era.  Alexa Wilding is the most depicted woman of Rosetti’s work, although little is known about whether she had a romantic connection to him.  (Lee, 2006)  The women were also painted in and amongst nature and sometimes framed as various characters from myths, legends and contemporary literary works. An example is Millais’ Ophelia which put Elizabeth Siddal in the role of Ophelia from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, a character that will be examined later in the essay. 

The role the women involved with and surrounding the Pre-Raphaelite movement extended beyond the art, affecting society as a whole – in particular the beauty standards at the time. 
Historically, women are often not credited sufficiently, and these women were no different.  Many of them were not only artists in their own right but they were working women, of independent financial income. However, it is important that we consider how being involved in this subversive art movement affected these women. Models were considered ‘fallen’ or ‘loose’ by societal standards which is interesting to examine as this is likely to have had real life repercussions for them. (Frey, 2020; Webb 2007)
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Found, Dante Gabriel Rosetti 1854-1855

Ophelia by Millais was a piece that showed the subject as beautiful and tragic and in turn sympathetic to the audience: a positive depiction despite the flaws of the character. This could be due to it being a posthumous memorial painting for Ophelia’s tragic death.  Rosetti painted Found which is a negative but also tragic depiction of women. In this painting a girl is seen being forced into prostitution. Which is a profession a contemporary audience may have pitiful or distasteful, or maybe even scornful; though to a modern audience it may induce sympathy.  The models who sat for the Pre-Raphaelites were themselves seen as little more than whores, but their association with the artists offered them opportunities to explore their own artistic creativity in ways that they would not otherwise have had. (Windling, 1997)
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The Awakening Conscience, William Holman Hunt 1853

The Awakening Conscience is a painting by Holman that shows a woman who has been compromised, leaving her in a vulnerable position. She is depicted experiencing an awakening to the dire nature of her situation as she is forced to accept that she is a mistress or prostitute.  It shows the contrast between a privileged man, comfortable in his surroundings with the trappings of wealth, while the female subject gazes out of the window, presumably contemplating her desire to escape. 

This painting shows a new sensitivity to the vulnerability of women in society and the choices they had to make to survive.  It shows her as a real human with thoughts and feelings and wishes, and not as a passive art object.  In his notes, John Ruskin wrote that “There is not a single object in all that room – common, modern, vulgar, but it becomes tragical if rightly read.” (Ruskin, 1995 p62)  

This is in contrast to Raphael’s depictions of women, centred around women in biblical and mythological tales. He showed them as virgins and almost as supporting characters to the men in the works, as angelic and ordinary, but not realistic, though this is typical for the scenes he is portraying with his paintings. 
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Ophelia, John Everett Millais 1851-1852

Ophelia is a painting by John Everett Millais and it shows the titular character in the midst of her death or just after her passing. She is shown lying in a creek surrounded by flowers in a beautiful gown.  Examining this painting in particular is fascinating when we frame it against the attitudes of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and those of the time. The painting was modelled by Elizabeth Siddal and derived from the character from the Shakespeare play Hamlet. In the play, Ophelia is a noblewoman in Denmark who is manipulated by various men around her - not only by Hamlet, but by her Father Polonius and her brother Laertes. Her narrative is one that is not her own, she is rarely seen making her own choices, and eventually develops a state of madness and ends with her tragic drowning in a stream. The choice to show Siddal in this way is an example of the attitudes towards women and models of the time and, in turn, how we as viewers are meant to look at them. Siddal is portraying a ‘mad’ character, someone with very little to no agency or control of her own destiny. 

As mentioned previously, the models were often depicted as fallen or disgraced women. We can argue that this in turn not only affected the way we, but also nineteenth century society viewed them.  A woman spending time alone in a male’s quarters at that time would be considered to be a prostitute and would be looked down upon by the peers of both the man and the woman.  In our modern world, we can in fact see them as retroactively feminist and forging a new path. These women used modelling as a way to establish their own autonomy in a society that didn’t allow for this. The earned their own money and independence at a time during which men (husbands and fathers) controlled women almost entirely.

These models were creating a new pathway, in line with the way of the Pre-Raphaelites, not accepting the antiquated ideals that society had stuck with for so long.  They became famous in their own right, creating careers as artists and muses, transforming their own lives as a result. 

Elizabeth Siddall participated fully in the creation of Ophelia, lying in cold water in a tub for such long periods that she became severely unwell.  Her portrayal of the character gave a realism to the painting that was shocking as well as refreshing. (Frey, 2020).  She became known for her ability to adopt a persona and hold that pose at length for the artist to portray.  Other pre-Raphaelite models became known for their own personas.  Fanny Cornforth was the model of choice for a courtesan or a prostitute, or the ‘femme fatale’.  Annie Miller was likely to be selected for a shy or reserved subject.  Jane Morris was the model of choice for a mythical character such as Guinevere. (Frey, 2020)

In an exhibition, Pre-Raphaelite Sisters, the curator, Jan Marsh, stated that:

“Young women in the nineteenth century were all concerned with shaping their destinies through marriage – in all classes.  Participation in art was one attractive avenue, just as today aspiring actresses and fashion models hope to create more glamorous lives for themselves.  They certainly knew what they were doing and why, but conventionally concealed ambition”. (Frey, 2020)  
Jan Marsh explained further that “their ‘performance’ made them the figureheads of the movement, making their features more memorable than the genius of the male artists and than the character they portrayed.” (Frey, 2019) 
 
Although it is clear that these women were perhaps making ground as far as feminist ideals are concerned, it cannot be said that the male Pre-Raphaelite painters were themselves feminist.  An example of a female artist during the Pre-Raphaelite period is Marie Stillman, whose father was a well-known patron of the arts at the time.  She and her cousins modelled for the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.  Marie went on to study under Madox Brown although she was only permitted to use ladylike materials such as watercolours.  She was never respected as an artist by her contemporaries, even though she was prolific, the only Pre-Raphaelite painter to work in the USA and her paintings funded her and her husband’s travels.  Rosetti is said to have commented on her work that she, “like most of her sex, [was] not gifted with a strong eye for form,” but she did have a “beautiful and picture-like head”. (ArtSpace, 2019)  
	 
Examining these women during this era in particular is interesting due to the retroactively feminist way in which these women acted. While the movement was not on the surface progressive towards these women, they can be seen in two ways; as victims of the artistic business and social views, or savvy working class women able to elevate themselves through work. To model meant that these women had their own money, earned by their own right enabling autonomy and agency at a time during which they did not necessarily have much although they remained under direct control of the men in their lives, and did not enjoy the same respect as artists.  However, their creative passion and ground-breaking engagement in art did forge the way for later artists to enjoy the respect and freedom denied to them.  Future investigations into the topic may want to further consider the art produced by the women themselves; however this lies outside of the scope of this essay. In particular, the contrast between their artistic perspectives and that of the male Pre-Raphaelite painters may be instructive when considering the social and potentially feminist effects of the movement.
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