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viii
            Preface

         

         My first encounter with Lizzie Siddal was, in the words of my ex-boss, in ‘that painting of the girl in the river with the flowers’.1 Of course he was referring to John Everett Millais’s painting Ophelia, a painting I had seen many times in passing. Although my initial interest was Millais’s depiction of Ophelia’s flowers and their correlation with Shakespeare’s words for an assignment, it was the red-haired model that captured my imagination. Who was she? Did she really pose in the river? What other paintings did she pose for? The obvious solution was to head to the library, so I borrowed the only available book, Lizzie Siddal: The Tragedy of a Pre-Raphaelite Supermodel by Lucinda Hawksley.2 What a life that girl in the river had led – according to Hawksley’s narrative! She was discovered in a bonnet shop, posed not in the river but in a bath of water, committed suicide, then had her coffin exhumed at the dead of night! Was it all true? I was compelled to investigate further, which led me to Jan Marsh’s The Legend of Elizabeth Siddal. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, this book only fuelled my interest as it presented me with more questions.3

         Coincidentally, at the same time the Tate Gallery were holding a blockbuster exhibition, Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde (2012). I headed for London and was not disappointed.4 Although it was William Holman Hunt’s The Two Gentlemen of Verona: Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (1851, Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery) that left me weak at the knees with his skill in depicting shining armour, crunchy fallen leaves, and the sumptuous textures of fabrics including velvet, I was inevitably transfixed by Lizzie Siddal’s Lady Clare (1854-7, private collection) on the opposite wall. This jewel-like watercolour, along with two smaller watercolours and one of her drawings, ensured I visited the exhibition many times.

         My interest grew and Liz Prettejohn’s words kept ringing in my ears:

         
            it is not sufficient merely to add some women to the Pre-Raphaelite canon. Instead it is a matter of writing a wholly new, and different, story about Pre-Raphaelitism - a story in which the activities of women are no longer incidental, but necessary to the plot.5

         

         Thus, my journey began with a quiet curiosity and developed into an all-consuming obsession. I embarked on a PhD to research as much as possible about Lizzie Siddal, the model for Ophelia. In this book, however, I want to tell the new story that Prettejohn calls for. I will pluck poor Lizzie from the muddy depths of Millais’s painting and explore her true artistic legacy. I will present her work as an artist in a totally new light. Her design ideas were inspirational and were ‘borrowed’ by her male counterparts. Without her ideas, Pre-Raphaelitism may have taken a very different course.

         
            Notes

            1 Conversations with Gavin Ferguson, Back Office Manager, Centrica plc, 2011.

            2 Lucinda Hawksley, Lizzie Siddal: The Tragedy of a Pre-Raphaelite Supermodel (London: André Deutsch (Carlton Publishing), 2004). See also the Introduction.

            3 Jan Marsh, The Legend of Elizabeth Siddal (London and New York: Quartet Books, 2010 [1989]). See also the Introduction.

            4 Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde, Tate Gallery, London, 12 September 2012 – 13 January 2013.

            5 Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (London: Tate Publishing, 2000), 69.
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            Author’s Note

         

         In order to create distance from the traditional stories that surround the persona of ‘Lizzie Siddal’ and the controversial question of the spelling of her maiden name, for this book I have elected to use her married name, Elizabeth Eleanor Rossetti, to restore her to her rightful place within this historic literary and artistic family.1 My choice is inspired by the new monogram ‘EER’ that Gabriel created for his wife, embossed on the manuscript copy of her poem ‘O mother open the window wide’, held in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.2 However, where necessary I have referred to her as ‘Lizzie Siddal’, the name in common use today.

         As Griselda Pollock wrote, ‘We are witnessing a paradigm shift which will rewrite all cultural history’.3 My choice therefore reflects this shift and the necessity to change the public perception of the significance of Elizabeth’s oeuvre to the visual development of Pre-Raphaelite art. It also differentiates my work from that of others who have chosen to use ‘Siddal’ or ‘Siddall’ according to their own preference. To avoid confusion, I will refer to each member of the Rossetti family by their given name after first mention, rather than the conventional family name. For her husband, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, I will use Gabriel, the name favoured by his Pre-Raphaelite associates.

         
            Notes

            1 See Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock, “Woman as Sign in Pre-Raphaelite Literature: The representation of Elizabeth Siddall,” in Vision and Difference: Feminism, femininity and the histories of art ed. Griselda Pollock (London and New York: Routledge Classics, 2010 [1984]), 128-62.

            2 Manuscript sheet of poetry: ‘O Mother open the window wide and let the daylight in’, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Accession no. WA1977.182.1. See also Serena Trowbridge, ed., My Ladys Soul: The Poems of Elizabeth Eleanor Siddall (Brighton: Victorian Secrets Ltd, 2018), 70.

            3 Griselda Pollock, “Feminist Interventions in the History of Art,” in Vision and Difference: Feminism, femininity and the histories of art ed. Griselda Pollock (London and New York: Routledge Classics, 2010 [1988]), 24.
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2
            Chapter 1

            The Ophelia Problem

         

         ‘Lizzie Siddal’, the model for John Everett Millais’s painting Ophelia, was to many people the face of the Pre-Raphaelites (Fig. 1.1). One of Britain’s favourite paintings, Ophelia’s popularity centres on the lifelike depiction of Shakespeare’s drowning heroine. Born Elizabeth Eleanor Siddall (originally spelled with two ‘L’s), it is often forgotten that this model was also an artist and poet in her own right and became an active member of the Pre-Raphaelite circle. While posing for Ophelia may have launched her career, it has also created the problem of how she is perceived. The painting has trapped the model herself within its ornate golden frame. The public persona we know as ‘Lizzie Siddal’ is quite a different entity to the real Elizabeth. It is now time for public perception to change, for Elizabeth’s true legacy as an ambitious female artist whose work was critical to the visual development of Pre-Raphaelite art to be fully recognised.

         
            
[image: ]Figure 1.1: John Everett Millais, Ophelia. 1851-2. Oil on canvas. 76.2 × 111.8 cm. Tate Gallery, London.

            

         

         Since its unveiling at the Royal Academy of Art in 1852, Ophelia has captured the attention of all who have seen it. Millais clearly demonstrates his artistic prowess 3and the core Pre-Raphaelite value of truth to nature in his painstaking depiction of each blade of grass, each flower petal, and each ripple of the flowing stream. Ophelia sings as her beautiful brocade dress becomes saturated and she sinks into her watery grave surrounded by flowers. According to Millais’s son and biographer, this painting is so captivating because ‘It is Ophelia’s face that holds the spectator, rivets his attention, and stirs his emotion’.1 It is our natural reaction to engage with another human being by making eye contact, so our eyes gravitate towards Ophelia’s face. Perhaps the words of one ten-year-old visitor sum up our attraction perfectly: ‘it’s because she is beautiful and because she is dead’. It is not surprising that posing for Ophelia sealed Elizabeth’s destiny. Despite the evidence provided by her oeuvre, history simply associates her with the pathetic figure drowning in the stream.

         It was Elizabeth’s auburn hair (unfashionable in Victorian England) and striking looks that initially brought her to the attention of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, formed in 1848. They were a group of ambitious young artists who had grown tired of the constraints of the Royal Academy and vowed to revolutionise British art. Art history has focused on the three main protagonists: John Everett Millais (1829-1896), William Holman Hunt (1827-1910) and Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882), although there were four other founding members: artist James Collinson (1825-1881); sculptor Thomas Woolner (1825-1892); artist and art critic Frederic George Stephens (1828-1907) and Gabriel’s brother, art critic and Pre-Raphaelite chronicler William Michael Rossetti (1829-1919).

         Holman Hunt explains in his memoirs that ‘the first principle of Pre-Raphaelitism was to eschew all that was conventional in contemporary art’.2 He also stresses the need to paint from an ‘exact study of outdoor nature’, as epitomised by Millais in the background of Ophelia, demonstrating a fundamental break from traditional studio-based painting.3 To achieve these aims every detail was painted from life, with members of the Brotherhood posing for each other to ensure individuality. The artists continually sought ‘Stunners’, or models possessing a unique natural beauty, to differentiate their work from the figures painted by the conformist academicians. Elizabeth was initially just one of these ‘Stunners’, but soon became an integral member of the Pre-Raphaelite circle, producing over one hundred drawings and fifteen poems, and eventually marrying Dante Gabriel Rossetti. However, Millais’s painting has become so iconic that Elizabeth’s notable achievements as an artist and poet have been virtually ignored. Yet this painting is only the start of the problem of Ophelia.

         Painting the Picture

         Behind Millais’s depiction of the tragic scene are the words of William Shakespeare, who wrote his famous play Hamlet between 1599 and 1601. Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, has killed Polonius, the father of his lover Ophelia. When she discovers 4this Ophelia is grief-stricken. Hamlet rejects her love and suggests she becomes a nun. Ophelia goes mad and begins to wander aimlessly, gathering flowers growing along the riverbank before falling to her death in its waters. Millais drew his inspiration from two specific scenes in Act IV. In Scene v, Ophelia’s brother, Laertes, encounters her in a state of madness and speaks to her with fondness: ‘O rose of May! Dear maid – kind sister – sweet Ophelia’.4

         Ophelia responds, naming the flowers she has picked:

         
            There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance – pray you, love, remember. And there is pansies, that’s for thoughts.

            […]

            There’s fennel for you, and columbines. There’s rue for you. And here’s some for me.

            […]

            There’s a daisy. I would give you some violets, but they all withered when my father died.

            […]

            For bonny sweet Robin is all my joy.5

         

         The second descriptive passage is found in Scene vii when the Queen tells Laertes of Ophelia’s fate:

         
            
               There is a willow grows askant a brook

               That shows his hoary leaves in the glassy stream.

               Therewith fantastic garlands did she make

               Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples,

               That liberal shepherds give a grosser name,

               But our cold maids do dead men’s fingers call them.

               There on the pendent boughs her crownet weeds

               Clamb’ring to hang, an envious sliver broke,

               When down her weedy trophies and herself

               Fell in the weeping brook. Her clothes spread wide,

               And mermaid-like a while they bore her up,

               Which time she chanted snatches of old lauds,

               As one incapable of her own distress,

               Or like a creature native and indued

               Unto that element. But long it could not be

               Till that her garments, heavy with their drink,

               Pulled the poor wretch from her melodious lay

               To muddy death.6

            

         

         As you can see from the painting, Millais has adhered fairly closely to Shakespeare’s words and executed Ophelia’s background vegetation with the greatest 5beauty and truth to nature, whilst the flowers floating in the water, although more colourful, are comparatively poorly defined yet still identifiable. The pansy, daisy, rose of May (dog rose) and ‘long purples’ growing on the riverbank, and the chain of violets around Ophelia’s neck, are all mentioned in the play. The willow tree graces the top left-hand corner of the painting with the nettle growing among its branches. The ‘sweet Robin’ sings from his perch among the willow twigs. While Shakespeare identifies the traditional meaning of some of the flowers, those of others are omitted, but it is generally accepted that his audience would have understood their significance.

         The rose is generally interpreted as a symbol of love, which in this case could be read as the love of Laertes for his sister. The willow ‘weeps’ beside the stream. Millais also includes meadowsweet, which represents uselessness, pheasant’s eye and fritillary signifying sorrow, and forget-me-nots. These flowers may have been specifically included for their symbolic meanings according to the Victorian language of flowers, but equally his choice of additional flowers may have been governed by what was growing by the Hogsmill river, as he mentioned in a letter to his friend and patron Mrs Combe in July 1851.7 The clarity of the water, however, is unquestionable. Ophelia’s death is certainly not depicted as ‘muddy’, as Shakespeare’s words imply.

         The meaning and identification of certain flowers may have been misunderstood over time. Harold Jenkins, editor of The Arden Shakespeare, suggests that crow-flowers are ragged robins rather than the water crowfoot depicted in the foreground of the painting. There has also been much discussion as to the identity of the ‘long purples’ the Bard referred to, and subsequently to which flowers Millais has painted. Jenkins suggests that Shakespeare probably meant orchis mascula, the early purple orchid, but the flowers in the painting are too large to be these.8 William Holman Hunt, however, who was with Millais in Ewell when the background for Ophelia was painted, suggests ‘the willow herb in flower was to form a conspicuous part of the growth on the further bank’.9 It is possible that Holman Hunt was referring to the rose bay willow herb, which traditionally grows in dryer places rather than along riverbanks, but might have been seen by the pair on their walk through the meadows to the stream. The purple flowers Millais has depicted, however, are most likely to be purple loosestrife, a common plant found in damp habitats such as the Hogsmill riverbank and have been identified as such by Tate Gallery’s Malcolm Warner and Ewell local historian Barbara Webb.10

         As well as representing the flowers mentioned by Shakespeare, Millais has also included flowers of his own choice. The most striking, the red poppy close to Ophelia’s right hand, is associated with death. Its inclusion prefigures Elizabeth’s subsequent death through a laudanum overdose, despite the work having been completed ten years earlier. Gabriel subsequently painted Beata Beatrix, in which Elizabeth is depicted holding a red poppy (in some versions the poppy is 6white), which adds further significance to Millais’s poppy. Curiously, Millais also added cultivated golden daffodils purchased in Covent Garden market, in complete contrast to the wildflowers plucked from the riverbank.

         While the correct identification and significance of the additional flowers in Millais’s Ophelia is not essential to Elizabeth’s story, the mere fact that there is disagreement over the types of flowers depicted, their perceived meaning and the reason for their inclusion simply adds to the intrigue of the painting, and therefore of its enigmatic model. The same public interest in Elizabeth would not have existed if she had not posed for Ophelia. Without Ophelia, Elizabeth would surely have disappeared into oblivion, but with later viewers forming the association between Ophelia’s tragic demise and the model’s own death, the two have become inextricably linked. The curious public demanded more information about the auburn-haired model, and stories began to circulate to satisfy their interest.

         The Bathtub Incident

         One of the stories that emerged pertains to the way in which Millais achieved such a natural-looking pose for his model. The answer to whether she posed in the river is supplied by Arthur Hughes, a member of the Pre-Raphaelite circle from around 1854. Hughes explains that after completing the background to his satisfaction on the banks of the Hogsmill River in Surrey, Millais later added the figure of Ophelia in his London studio.11 Millais had purchased an antique dress for Elizabeth to wear for authenticity, and she was asked to pose in a large Victorian bathtub filled with water to enable him to capture the effect of the water on her clothing and hair. Lamps were lit and placed under the bath to keep the water warm. However, Millais was more interested in applying the paint to his canvas than caring for his model, and according to Hughes, when the painting was almost finished ‘the lamps went out unnoticed by the artist […] and the poor lady was kept floating in the cold water till she was quite benumbed’.12

         Elizabeth was obviously a very conscientious model and presumably proud of her work, so she did not complain about shivering or feeling cold. Unfortunately, she became unwell after this event and Millais was forced to settle the doctor’s fee.13 Although Millais inferred that Elizabeth, ‘quickly recovering, was none the worse for her cold bath’, her health, which had not been mentioned before this incident, never appears to have fully recovered.14 Some two years after Ophelia was exhibited, Gabriel wrote to his friend and mentor Ford Madox Brown that she had been ‘unwell lately’, giving the first of many references to Elizabeth’s poor health in his correspondence.15 It was inevitable that parallels would be drawn between Ophelia’s watery grave, Elizabeth’s bathtub incident and her subsequent early death. This in turn shaped the specific public persona of the pathetic model, ‘Lizzie Siddal’, and thus created the Ophelia problem.7

         Elizabeth’s ‘fame’ has continued to grow due to the success of Millais’s painting, securing her continuing place in public consciousness. Other stories have added to the intrigue, involving her discovery in a milliner’s shop, her death from a laudanum overdose and the exhumation of her coffin. But like Chinese whispers, one story spawns another, and an assumed narrative of Elizabeth’s life and death has been created, embroidered, and is accepted as fact. Each subsequent retelling simply adds to the mystique, to the enigma, and to the Ophelia problem.

         The Bonnet Shop

         According to popular history, it was the Brotherhood’s friend and associate Walter Deverell who discovered Elizabeth and introduced her to the group towards the end of 1849. His search for a red-haired model to pose for the figure of Viola in his painting of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night led to his first encounter with Elizabeth. This now familiar tale of her discovery in a ‘bonnet shop’ has simply become part of her accepted backstory. Since no surviving first-hand accounts by either Elizabeth or Deverell exist, numerous versions of the discovery story have emerged, each creating a different layer of intrigue. All accounts are subject to the vagaries of oral history as all were written retrospectively and based on hearsay, since none of the writers were present at the time. During the 1850s Elizabeth’s discovery was not deemed important enough to warrant contemporary comment.

         Gabriel’s brother William gives a somewhat restrained account of Elizabeth’s discovery, but was the first to use the term ‘bonnet-shop’, which has become synonymous with the event:

         
            [Deverell] accompanied his mother to a bonnet-shop in Cranbourne Alley. Looking from the shop through an open door into a back room, he saw a very young woman working with the needle: it was Elizabeth Siddal.16

         

         A livelier narration of this ‘discovery myth’ originates from Holman Hunt’s memoirs. He asserts that one day Deverell bounced into a PRB meeting and exclaimed to all present that he had found a ‘stupendously beautiful creature […] in a milliner’s back workroom when I went out with my mother shopping’. His praise for Elizabeth includes mention of her tall stature and admirable features, with hair of ‘dazzling copper’ which ‘shimmers with lustre as she waves it down’.17

         Although writing over fifty years after the event, Holman Hunt uses speech marks to indicate he is recalling and quoting Deverell’s actual words. These words have subsequently been taken at face value to create the accepted ‘historical account’ of Elizabeth’s discovery. It is difficult to accept that a twenty-one-year-old young Victorian man would actually go hat shopping with his mother.

         Fellow member of the Brotherhood, Frederic George Stephens, perhaps provides an answer. He claims Deverell was there under sufferance, ‘being dreadfully bored 8while the lady discussed a new purchase with the principal’.18 While waiting for his mother to complete her purchase, his gaze drifted to the back room of the shop to where the assistants were busy making hats. His eyes chanced upon Elizabeth and he ‘was on fire to paint this strangely-found beauty as Viola in a picture of Twelfth Night’.19 Stephens suggests Deverell then enlisted the help of his mother to persuade both the proprietor and Elizabeth’s parents to allow her to model for him.

         Many other versions of the ‘bonnet shop’ story have followed, including in Lucinda Hawksley’s Lizzie Siddal: The Tragedy of a Pre-Raphaelite Supermodel, where it is Deverell’s friend William Allingham who originally spots Elizabeth and her colleague Jeanette walking home from work and rushes to pass on the news.20 In complete contrast to Stephens’s rendering, in the first full-length publication featuring Elizabeth, The Wife of Rossetti: Her Life and Death, the author Violet Hunt places the motivation for the shopping trip firmly with Deverell, who encouraged his mother to visit the milliner’s establishment so that he could eye up the pretty girls in the back room.21 It is abundantly clear that over time, Elizabeth’s discovery has become a fundamental requirement to her story, with future chroniclers, biographers and novelists all taking the bonnet shop as their starting point for further embellishment. Without the Ophelia problem keeping Elizabeth in the limelight, it would not have been necessary to validate her discovery, which was of little importance at the time.

         Death by Laudanum

         About ten years after Millais painted Ophelia, Elizabeth herself died under tragic circumstances. Her health had deteriorated significantly following the bathtub incident. The true nature of her illness is unknown, but William indicates she was suffering from phthisis, or tuberculosis, accompanied by neuralgia, for which she was prescribed laudanum, the Victorian cure-all medication.22 Later medical experts have suggested she was a victim of anorexia nervosa, something unknown at the time but diagnosed more often in young females today. However, William also confirms that her illness did not stop her leading a sociable life, dining with friends on many occasions.23

         Elizabeth died on 11 February 1862 from an overdose of the opiate. The stories surrounding her death continue to build on the Ophelia problem. The official enquiry determined that Elizabeth’s death was accidental, but many sources claim she had committed suicide, suggesting that Gabriel had found a note attached to her clothing which was immediately burned. Speculation grew and continues to do so to this day.

         Several different sources give details of the contents of the purported suicide note, the first of these being published in Violet Hunt’s biography. Violet Hunt claimed an authoritative ‘family’ voice. She had tenuous links to the Rossetti family, being the one-time common-law wife of Ford Madox Hueffer (later Ford Madox 9Ford), the grandson of Elizabeth’s brother-in-law William. Her recollections are based on hearsay, since she was not born until after Elizabeth had died, and she did not move in with Hueffer until 1909. It appears she simply assimilated all the gossip circulating about Elizabeth, adding her own embellishments using literary skills which were no doubt learned from her novelist mother.

         Violet Hunt’s account of Elizabeth’s death claims she was pregnant again and believed that Gabriel had gone to see his lover, Fanny Cornforth.24 In total, Elizabeth’s final hours and burial cover nearly twenty pages, including dramatic details of a flaming row between Gabriel and Elizabeth on that fateful night:

         
            Half undressed she followed him to the landing and stayed hanging over the banisters; any of the other lodgers might have heard the frantic partner of his bed shriek out as he passed down the stone stairs with his head bowed as under a storm – “Go then, and you’ll kill this baby as you killed the last!”25

         

         Having set the scene, Violet Hunt then describes the discovery and content of the supposed suicide note, which reads: ‘My life is so miserable I wish for no more of it’.26

         Violet Hunt’s narrative is often questionable as she includes minute irrelevant details which are clearly pure fabrication. Yet perhaps it is because of her over-zealous embroidery of the basic story that her contribution towards the public perception of Elizabeth and the development of the Ophelia problem has been so significant. Violet Hunt has generously provided subsequent novelists with the ammunition needed to forge their own imagination-filled journey through the pages of Elizabeth’s life.27

         The suicide note makes further appearances in other narrations of Elizabeth’s story, including from members of the Rossetti family. Helen Rossetti Angeli, the daughter of Gabriel’s brother William and Ford Madox Brown’s daughter Lucy, believed Elizabeth had taken the overdose ‘intentionally, so far as intention and responsibility can be attributed to one already at the moment under the influence of drugs’ (her italics).28 One hundred years after Elizabeth’s death, when all who had known her and Gabriel personally were long dead, Rossetti Angeli took it upon herself to reveal this ‘long-hidden family secret’, apparently handed down from Brown to Lucy, and from Lucy to their eldest daughter, Rossetti Angeli’s sister Olivia, who subsequently passed the information to her.

         Rossetti Angeli’s version of the story is quite different to Violet Hunt’s. She claims that when Gabriel found Elizabeth there was ‘pinned to his wife’s nightgown a briefly scribbled message with the words to this effect: “Take care of Harry”’.29 Gabriel apparently rushed straight round to Brown’s house in the early hours of the morning and showed him the note, which Brown immediately burned.

         Harry was Elizabeth’s younger brother, described as ‘weak-minded’.30 Rossetti Angeli confirms that Elizabeth’s dying wish was indeed carried out, as both Gabriel and William gave financial assistance to one of Elizabeth’s brothers, since she had 10been introduced to an elderly man whom William identified as such. This could have been Harry, but Elizabeth also had another younger brother James, and both lived into old age. Rossetti Angeli dismisses Violet Hunt’s story as fabrication since she was not in contact with Hueffer at the time of writing. She claims that all Violet Hunt knew was that some rumour was circulating about Brown’s role, and the possibility of a note. With her background in fiction writing, Rossetti Angeli believed Violet Hunt had simply decided to invent the content ‘in terms consonant with her own story of infidelity and bitter jealousy’.31

         Unexpectedly, Rossetti Angeli does not simply deny the existence of any suicide note. At the end of her biography, she publishes the relevant sections of a number of letters to Time and Tide, written following the publication of Violet Hunt’s book in 1932.32 These reveal her full-blown attack on Violet Hunt’s ‘sordid imaginings’ regarding the suicide note, suggesting that the ‘whole story is as worthless as the preposterous tale that the alleged lethal paper was preserved (by whom?) and actually displayed to Miss Hunt’.33 Perhaps denial was not an option after such a public outburst. It is possible that a story of some sorts may have been passed through the generations to preserve the family reputation following Violet Hunt’s ‘revelation’. The words ‘Take care of Harry’ evoke a much more sympathetic response from us as readers, which coming from a Rossetti descendent would have been more acceptable to set the record straight.

         There is yet another version of the suicide note text in Rosalie Glynn Grylls’s biography, Portrait of Rossetti, again purporting to originate from rumours in circulation. Although Glynn Grylls often refers to Violet Hunt’s words, she is known to have made personal acquaintance with the Rossetti family when compiling her book. Without revealing her source, she suggests the suicide note read ‘Perhaps you’ll be sorry now’. She also repeats Violet Hunt’s version of the note. However, Glynn Grylls’s conclusion is crystal clear: ‘That there was a note at all proves deliberate suicide’.34

         It is possible that there never was a suicide note. All three stories appear to be based on nothing more than hearsay, passed through subsequent generations of the Brown/Rossetti families. Of course, any potential suicide note would have been burned – but that in itself also provides a great storyline for any fiction writer. By keeping the idea of a suicide note alive, subsequent generations have also maintained the intrigue. It simply adds another layer to the Ophelia problem, adding to the perceived public persona of Ophelia’s model, ‘Lizzie Siddal’.

         Firelight Exhumation

         When Elizabeth died, Gabriel was beside himself with grief. William mentions witnessing ‘a moment of great agitation, when my brother, standing by the corpse, was crying out, “Oh Lizzie, Lizzie, come back to me!”’.35 In his distress, Gabriel refused 11to believe Elizabeth was never going to awaken from her laudanum stupor. In a sudden impulsive move, he presented Elizabeth with a final parting gift: he placed the only manuscript copy of his poems in her coffin to be buried with her.

         William recounts the incident in a very rational manner. He suggests that Gabriel slipped away from the group of friends who were gathered at Chatham Place for Elizabeth’s funeral, and when no one was watching, carefully laid the manuscript in her coffin as a parting gift.36

         William’s words describe a very private act of love. Gabriel’s biographer, Thomas Hall Caine, who was not actually present at the time, provides a much more theatrical description:

         
            [O]n the day of the funeral he walked into the room where the body lay, and, unmindful of the presence of friends, he spoke to his dead wife as though she heard, saying, as he held the book, that the words it contained were written to her and for her, and she must take them with her, for they could not remain when she had gone. Then he put the volume into the coffin between her cheek and beautiful hair, and it was that day buried with her in Highgate Cemetery.37

         

         Hall Caine appears to have taken William’s brief description of Gabriel’s gift of love and embellished the scene to the extreme using his unmistakable powers of imagination, adding to the Ophelia problem by recalling Elizabeth’s ‘beautiful hair’, which Millais had so carefully depicted.

         After her burial, Elizabeth was not permitted to rest in peace for long. Gabriel had always harboured ‘a rather marked propensity and willing credence’ in spiritualism, including ‘table-turning and spirit-rapping’ as William notes.38 It is therefore unsurprising that he attended seances in an attempt to contact Elizabeth in the spirit world. William kept a séance diary over the period 1865-8 which identifies Elizabeth’s ‘appearance’ in eight of the twenty séances recorded. Responses were received by table-tilting and spelling out with letters. William was always careful to note the participants, the condition and stability of the table used, and the lighting for each event.39 The most meaningful ‘conversations’ with Elizabeth occurred when both Gabriel and William were present, with Fanny Cornforth acting as the medium (séances 6, 9 and 20).40

         Séance 20 contains the most detail, with Gabriel asking many questions. ‘Are you now happy?’ receives the answer ‘Yes’.41 Gabriel then turned the conversation to more personal questions, asking whether Elizabeth now liked Cornforth, and whether she was responsible for pulling Cornforth’s hair on a previous occasion. Elizabeth answered ‘Yes’ and was asked to repeat the hair-pulling. Although Elizabeth replied ‘Yes’ again, William notes that ‘no such thing was actually done’.42

         This naturally brings Cornforth’s significance in these three séances into question. At this time, she was living in Cheyne Walk as Gabriel’s housekeeper and 12lover and saw at first-hand his distress after Elizabeth’s death. As her biographer, Kirsty Stonell Walker confirms, there is no evidence of Cornforth’s spiritual powers before the séances in 1865.43 It is possible that Gabriel drew her into the realms of spiritualism and she discovered she possessed natural powers, but it appears that ‘whether fake or real, Fanny’s mission was to soothe and comfort her lover’.44 The public fascination with the spirit world and the occult remains strong today, perhaps fuelling interest in the life of the model who posed for the drowning Ophelia.

         Inevitably, Gabriel later regretted the tender gesture of burying the only copy of his poetry with his beloved wife, leading to Elizabeth’s coffin being exhumed and providing yet another story ripe for embellishment. Although absent from the graveside, Gabriel justified the exhumation by suggesting that Elizabeth would have returned the manuscript to him herself if it were physically possible.45 Once again, Hall Caine provides a dramatic narrative, explaining how Gabriel ‘began to hanker after poetic reputation, and to reflect with pain and regret upon the hidden fruits of his best effort’.46 He explains how the approval of the Home Secretary was needed and that eventually, when everything was in place, ‘one night, seven and a half years after the burial, a fire was built by the side of the grave, and then the coffin was raised and opened’. He then goes on to claim that Elizabeth’s body was ‘perfect upon coming to light’.47

         William’s more objective version of the exhumation was published in 1895, some years after Hall Caine’s biography had publicised the event. Gabriel’s brother’s recollection is clinical and without judgement. He merely suggests that Gabriel began to express regret at his hasty decision to bury his poems, and that his friends apparently persuaded him to consider recovering the manuscript, which he eventually agreed to. Perhaps William was attempting to absolve his beloved brother Gabriel from any wrongdoing and quash any gossip. His words seem to suggest that was his purpose: ‘I will only say that, when my brother finally wrote to me explaining what had been done, I replied expressing the opinion — to which I adhere — that he had acted aright’.48 William simply explains that the exhumation took place in October 1869. Gabriel’s close associates, Henry Virtue Tebbs and Charles Augustus Howell, both attended the raising of the coffin, assisted by some additional labourers and a Dr Llewellyn Williams, who was responsible for the aftercare of the manuscript. William obviously felt the need to justify his brother’s actions once the exhumation had become public knowledge. However, the dramatic nature of the event has become inseparable from the persona of ‘Lizzie Siddal’, adding yet another strand to the Ophelia problem.

         Hall Caine’s description of Elizabeth’s body, ‘perfect upon coming to light’, begins a further transformation of ‘Lizzie Siddal’, raising her ‘from the watery grave’ of Ophelia and elevating her to the realm of the saints, as it is a widely held belief that saints’ bodies do not decay after death.49 Earlier in the same year that Elizabeth’s 13exhumation occurred, the National Gallery had purchased The Exhumation of Saint Hubert from the workshop of Rogier van der Weyden.50 The publicity following the painting’s purchase may offer a source for this story, but equally Hall Caine may have been offering words of comfort to Gabriel. Yet with these words, ‘Lizzie Siddal’ has metamorphosed from the pathetic figure drowning in the river into a beautiful apparition from beyond the grave.

         Alternative Narratives

         Let us leave the realms of fantasy behind and take another look at some of the stories that have created the persona known as ‘Lizzie Siddal’. Naturally, there are other less publicised, but more plausible alternative narratives. For example, the bonnet shop story may be dispelled by a previously unknown obituary which author and curator Jan Marsh unearthed in the Sheffield library archives. The obituary suggests that Elizabeth first became acquainted with the Deverell family in the capacity of a dressmaker. Often dismissed because it contains several critical errors, including the misspelling of Rossetti as ‘Rossetta’ and the confusion of Millais with Maclise, the obituary contains other details which are accurate, including Elizabeth’s age, a point on which William himself was mistaken. This suggests that the author, ‘W.I.’, identified as Elizabeth’s cousin William Ibbitt, learned her backstory from conversations with her while she was in Sheffield. William Ibbitt was an artist and silversmith, son of William Ibbitt Senior, the second husband of Ann Siddall. Ann was the sister of Elizabeth’s grandfather Christopher, and therefore Elizabeth’s great aunt. William Ibbitt, author of the obituary, was therefore Elizabeth’s first cousin once removed and would probably have been referred to as her cousin. The misspelling of Rossetti may simply be accounted for by the issues of recollection associated with oral history.

         The obituary text reads:

         
            [Elizabeth] was a dressmaker and as such was introduced to the family of an artist who held some office at the Royal Academy. This artist had a son, a most promising student, the friend of Rosetta, Maclise, Holman Hunt and others – the nucleus, the founders of the Pre-Raphaelite school. Miss Siddall showed some outlines, designs of her own leisure hours to the elder artist Mr D[everell] and he, much pleased with them, introduced them to Mr D[everell] Jnr and the other young artists. She was encouraged to practise by them and did so at her leisure.51

         

         As a dressmaker Elizabeth would have been accustomed to sketching and discussing designs with her clients, which suggests this version of her first encounter with Deverell is more realistic. In addition, further documentary evidence exists of her dressmaking skills, as in August 1852, Gabriel writes to his sister Christina: 14‘That love has lately made herself a grey dress, also a black silk one’.52 On the contrary, there is a distinct absence of mention of any hat she wore or created.

         The inconsistency between the accepted story and the probable truth may have a simple explanation. Historian Helen Rogers asserts that ‘the figures of the needle-woman and the prostitute were bound together in the Victorian imagination’.53 In other words, in order to earn a living, a needleworker would need to supplement her income by any other means, including prostitution. Thus, by associating Elizabeth with millinery, purchased by women of the higher classes for social events, Elizabeth may have been strategically elevated to a social class more acceptable to the Rossetti family. Since the story originates with Gabriel’s brother, it is natural that it has become the accepted truth.

         The circumstances surrounding Elizabeth’s death are also questionable and may indicate a mental health issue such as severe depression. About a year after her marriage to Gabriel, Elizabeth gave birth to a still-born daughter. This affected her mental health quite considerably, for which she took laudanum in ever increasing quantities. First-hand information is available from both the Coroner’s Report and family sources. William notes in his diary that on the previous evening, 10 February, Elizabeth and Gabriel had dined with Algernon Charles Swinburne at the Hotel de la Sablonière in Leicester Square, a rather up-market establishment serving French cuisine. After the meal they returned to Chatham Place, then Gabriel left to teach his art class at the Working Man’s Club. On returning home at around 11.30 pm he found Elizabeth in bed, ‘snoring loudly and utterly unconscious’.54

         The details of the inquest were published in a report in the London Daily News on 14 February 1862, the day after the event and three days after her death, under the headline: ‘Death of a Lady from an Overdose of Laudanum’.55 The report states that Elizabeth was accustomed to taking large quantities of laudanum, regularly in the region of a hundred drops at a time. When Gabriel returned home, he found the comatose figure of Elizabeth in bed with an empty laudanum bottle on the bedside table beside her. Dr Marshall and several other physicians attended and ‘tried to rouse her but could not, and then tried the stomach pump without avail.’56 Elizabeth died at 7.20 am on the morning of 11 February 1862. The jury returned a verdict of Accidental Death, ensuring Elizabeth received a proper Christian burial in the Rossetti family grave in Highgate Cemetery, something which would not have been possible if suicide had been involved.

         Despite the stories, there is little evidence to substantiate any suicide claim. The 10 February 1862 was indeed a Monday, the day on which Gabriel normally taught at the Working Men’s College. He had resumed teaching there in June 1861,57 therefore it seems likely that William’s recollection of the evening is correct. Gabriel’s statement says he left Chatham Place at 9.00 pm and returned at 11.30 pm, approximately the expected duration for an evening class.58 Elizabeth was a confirmed laudanum addict, therefore required increasingly large doses of the opiate to gain 15any effect. There is no evidence of another pregnancy recorded by anyone in correspondence or contemporary memoir. Apart from Violet Hunt, Glynn Grylls is the only person to mention this, recording (without source) that Bessie Rayner Parkes visited Elizabeth on 9 February, just two days before her death, and found her sewing baby clothes.59

         Elizabeth’s younger brother Harry was commonly believed to be ‘simple-minded’ or otherwise disabled. However, census records prove that Harry remained employed in the family business with his elder brother James and reached an age well above the average life expectancy for the period. Harry was obviously not severely incapacitated, but there is a strong possibility that he could not read or write. He may have suffered from dyslexia, which was unrecognised in Victorian times, and was therefore considered ‘simple-minded’. Harry died in 1908 aged sixty-six, while James died four years later aged seventy-four. Either one could have been the elderly brother that William had introduced to his daughter in passing. It may simply have been a gesture of goodwill that Gabriel and William offered support to Elizabeth’s family, as Harry was apparently able to take care of himself.

         The preparation of laudanum is another area which throws the idea of suicide into doubt. Laudanum was an over-the-counter remedy prescribed much as paracetamol is today. There were no controls over its sale until the late nineteenth century, and the preparation of the tincture was the responsibility of each individual vendor. The percentage concentration of opiate varied depending on the vendor’s integrity, rather like street drugs in the twenty-first century. There were no restrictions on quantities sold to individuals either. In a letter to the editor of a medical journal in 1851, one doctor describes his horror when a neighbour showed him ‘a pint of laudanum, with the name of the chemist from whom it had been purchased, […] for two shillings and eightpence’.60 Laudanum was sold in bottles with ‘poison’ marked on the label but ‘this frightful quantity was sold to a single individual, non-medical, and to whom the vendor was a stranger’.61 It was obviously easy to purchase large quantities of the opiate. In addition, the measuring equipment was susceptible to contamination from other substances, producing a potentially lethal cocktail to which brandy or other alcohol was then added. It is not known how or where Elizabeth purchased her laudanum, therefore no judgement can be made as to the quantity or quality of the ‘medication’ she took on that fateful night.

         From the evidence, therefore, it seems equally possible that the findings of the inquest were correct and that Elizabeth’s laudanum overdose was accidental. Elizabeth had just bought a new ‘mantle’ and had been planning to go away from London for a few days. In his statement to the inquest Gabriel said: ‘My impression is that she did not do it to injure herself but to quiet her nerves’.62 It seems probable, therefore, that Rossetti Angeli does provide the true answer with her comment that someone under the influence of drugs is never totally responsible for their own actions.63 Since Elizabeth was accustomed to taking large quantities of laudanum at 16a time, with over one hundred drops as a single dose, it is entirely possible that she exceeded her normal dose accidentally, leading to her unfortunate death.

         Despite these alternative narratives, which seem far more plausible than the widely accepted stories, the Ophelia problem persists and will never completely disappear. The popularity of Millais’s painting will ensure its longevity. There will always be those who accept these ‘myths’ as Elizabeth’s true backstory. Sensational films will continue to be made, new novels will appear every year, and the traditionally accepted stories will continue to be reproduced and embellished.
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            Chapter 2

            Literary Afterlife

         

         Clearly, as well as posing for Ophelia, it is the stories of Elizabeth’s discovery in a millinery establishment, her death from an overdose of laudanum, and the firelit exhumation of her grave which have kept Elizabeth in the public eye. Yet they are also responsible for the creation of the persona of ‘Lizzie Siddal’. It must be remembered, however, that during Elizabeth’s lifetime none of these events were considered significant enough to be documented. All known ‘factual’ accounts of Elizabeth’s life were written after Gabriel’s death some twenty years later, and by his biographers. Very few monographs have focused on Elizabeth. As previously mentioned, Violet Hunt’s narrative has inspired many recent publications, with each new book or dramatisation embroidering the stories with more detail than its predecessor. It is only by examining a selection of these literary masterpieces of deception that we can understand the extent of the problem.

         Twentieth-Century Fiction

         Fiction authors were initially slow to seek inspiration from Elizabeth’s story, but about ten years after Violet Hunt’s chronicle appeared, other writers began penning their responses. A steady stream followed with more novels appearing each decade, starting from the mid-twentieth century.

         The Pre-Raphaelite Tragedy

         William Gaunt’s The Pre-Raphaelite Tragedy first appeared at an inopportune time when Britain was in the throes of the Second World War. It was briefly reissued in 1943 under the new title of The Pre-Raphaelite Dream to avoid any offence to those suffering the real tragedy of the conflict. While it is not strictly a novel, purporting to narrate the author’s personal view of Pre-Raphaelitism in general, it very much expands on Violet Hunt’s previous work. Elizabeth’s story plays a significant role in the early chapters but fades towards the end. The back-cover description of the reprint of 1988 likens the narrative style to that of a novel, ‘full of incident and vividly recreated scenes’, and indeed Gaunt’s language is wildly theatrical. Like so many writers both before and after, Gaunt refers to Elizabeth with the familiar name ‘Lizzie’. Introducing her as the ‘dream-woman’ of the Brotherhood, he adds that ‘If Miss Siddal had not existed it would have been necessary to invent her’, which allows him to delve into his imagination.1 19

         The familiar ‘bonnet shop’ story makes an early appearance, with an erotic twist, as Gaunt tells how young men would visit the shop to ‘pause before its windows, smitten by the casual glance of a pair of sparkling eyes, the turn of a shapely arm, tantalisingly perceived through the glass’.2 Gaunt’s language makes the story more enticing, luring his readers to gaze into the back room of the shop with Deverell. His language reinforces the pathetic figure of ‘Lizzie Siddal’ as Ophelia’s model, suggesting that ‘the “poor wretch” lay in that bath in her embroidered dress, without protest, while the lamp that had been put underneath went out and the water grew icily cold’.3 Gaunt’s water is not just chilly, it is ‘icily cold’, and Elizabeth is described as a ‘poor wretch’, not a patient and considerate model.

         Later in the book he revisits the scene of Elizabeth’s death, suggesting that Gabriel had not gone to the Working Men’s College on the evening of 10 February 1862, but had indeed ‘spent the time with some other woman; that Lizzie, left alone, suspected this and, being in an abnormal condition, committed suicide through jealousy’, repeating Violet Hunt’s version of the suicide note.4 In addition, he recounts the exhumation of Elizabeth’s coffin as ‘one of the most famous events in literary history.’5 Clearly Gaunt has developed and embellished the original stories he read in Violet Hunt’s narrative.

         Gaunt does, however, mention Elizabeth’s art, albeit in a most derogatory manner. He suggests that she was merely an admirer of Gabriel the great artist, and that ‘young women’ such as Elizabeth ‘bedabbled themselves with pigment in the charming and pathetic belief that this would endear them the more to the men’.6 Thus, the figure now known as ‘Lizzie Siddal’ begins to emerge from Elizabeth’s grave with a new force, aligning her position in the public consciousness with the pathetic figure of the drowning Ophelia. Yet Gaunt’s own obituary in The Times maintains that this was the book that established him as a successful author and ‘turned the attention of a whole generation to the then neglected, if not derided, Pre-Raphaelites’.7 Despite its shortcomings, the popularity of Gaunt’s book continues to play its part in shaping the public perception of Elizabeth.

         White Rose and the Red

         Interest in Elizabeth was flourishing, and another manuscript was written around the same time as Gaunt’s book. Described as the ‘fictional biography of Elizabeth Siddall’, the dated typed drafts of White Rose and the Red, curiously authored by H.D. (Hilda Doolittle) writing as Delia Alton, remained sequestered away in the Yale Collection of American Literature at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library for over seventy years until 2009, when editor Alison Halsall ultimately fulfilled H.D.’s wish that her story should be published.8 H.D. originally envisaged White Rose and the Red as a play, casting Greta Garbo as Elizabeth alongside Laurence Olivier as Gabriel.

         As Halsall states, it was H.D.’s intention to redefine ‘a partially erased story, namely that of Elizabeth Siddall – woman and artist’.9 Therefore, several decades before 20feminism really took hold, H.D. apparently pursued a feminist course in her rendering of Elizabeth’s story. Halsall maintains that Violet Hunt’s narrative was the main source of information for H.D., to which the author added her own embellishments.

         H.D.’s style is very stilted, flitting forward and backward in time and place. There is much confusion as she refers to Elizabeth by various diminutive forms of her name: Lizzie, Lizzy, and Liz, as well as incorporating dialogue with Elizabeth speaking. H.D.’s narrative begins with Elizabeth reflecting on her first meeting with Deverell, who apparently had persuaded his mother to visit the bonnet shop.10 H.D.’s Elizabeth was not the young model eager to please Millais but was reluctant to pose in the bath of water for Ophelia as she did not see the artist’s need.11 Elizabeth’s death is an anticlimax. While waiting for Algernon Charles Swinburne to arrive and take her to the Morris’s home, the Red House, Elizabeth simply takes a little extra laudanum for a pain in her side. On finding the bottle empty, she resolves to buy a fresh supply of laudanum the next day – and the book ends there abruptly in a final scene with Allingham at the funeral in a snowy Highgate Cemetery.

         Curiously, in her narrative H.D. makes Elizabeth reflect on her life: ‘Without Gabriel, she would have remained unrecognised – or would she?’12 According to H.D., Elizabeth was ‘just a girl from a shop until Gabriel began to paint her’.13 This is an interesting question which rather turns the tables on the Ophelia problem, since it is Ophelia that brought Elizabeth to the attention of the world long before any of Gabriel’s paintings of her.

         Angel with Bright Hair

         Ten years later, and with the memorable title Angel with Bright Hair, Paula Batchelor’s novel of 1957 claims to feature Elizabeth as its protagonist. True, the novel begins with Elizabeth meeting Gabriel for the first time. Deverell and the bonnet shop are mentioned, but only in passing, as the focus is on Gabriel. Deverell reappears when Elizabeth is posing for Ophelia in the bathtub. Instead of lamps, Batchelor introduces a stove to keep the water warm. ‘Did you simmer? […] Or did they bring you to the boil?’ Deverell joked. 14 Elizabeth replied that she had ‘congealed’ instead.

         Despite the title, Elizabeth soon fades into the background and the novel focuses on Gabriel’s life and antics with other women, although in keeping with the spirit of the late 1950s, his sexual promiscuity is hinted at rather than acknowledged. There are gaping chasms in the biographical narrative in areas where a novelist would have carte blanche to invent dialogue. The wedding, honeymoon, stillbirth, and Elizabeth’s death all happen ‘off stage’ towards the end of the novel, leaving its readers frustrated at the lack of narrative completion.

         Willowwood

         Interest in Elizabeth was also stirring in the fiction world in America and Canada. Elizabeth Savage’s Willowwood appeared in 1979, still drawing on Violet Hunt’s 21colourful details. Savage augments the now familiar story with the fictitious character of Will Little, changing small details and adding priceless gems to bolster her narrative. Such gems include Gabriel’s mother and sisters sending Elizabeth a ‘wastebasket’ as a wedding gift!15 Far more memorable is the way in which Elizabeth’s life comes to a dramatic conclusion when she and Gabriel have a massive argument over drug-taking and he invites her to drink the whole bottle of laudanum.16 Violet Hunt’s version of the suicide note is then repeated, reinforcing how each new novel builds on its predecessors. Savage’s Elizabeth is a pathetic, sickly, and depressed figure, and her narrative embeds this image in the public perception, demonstrating the influence of the Ophelia problem.

         Twenty-First-Century Revolution

         The twenty-first century has spawned a collection of new novels, either featuring Elizabeth as a protagonist, or including her as a supplementary character. Rather than simply regurgitating the original story in the format of a fictional biography, many of these new novels forge a new, imaginative storyline.

         Pale as the Dead

         Of all the books inspired by Elizabeth’s story, Fiona Mountain’s Pale as the Dead (2002) has perhaps the most distinctive narrative. Naturally it includes the traditional myths, such as the exhumation of Elizabeth’s coffin, with essential added embellishment. However, in a marked change from the traditional tales, this novel acknowledges Elizabeth as an artist, and even mentions one of her watercolours, Clerk Saunders, being exhibited. There is also a reference to the Ophelia problem:

         
            It struck me that she was the only woman represented in the entire show. I read about her in the catalogue and looked her up in a couple of books, and it intrigued me because she was drawn as such an enigma. No one seemed to agree about even the basics. If she was to be recognised as an important female Victorian artist, a recognition her pictures obviously merited, it’s only right that someone should attempt to shade in the landscape of her life. Don’t you think?17

         

         Certain aspects of the novel can be validated; Elizabeth’s work had been on display in London in an exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 2000, and Clerk Saunders was indeed one of the two works on display.18 Mountain’s storyline, however, is totally fictional. Her protagonist is an ancestor detective who is hired to investigate a missing girl, Bethany, among whose possessions is a diary belonging to a John Marshall. Bethany’s story and disappearance have a remarkable synergy with Elizabeth’s life, and the two stories are narrated side-by-side throughout the novel. It is not until the end that the reader learns the truth: John Marshall was the doctor who 22attended Elizabeth’s stillbirth, and supposedly took the baby away for burial. The child survived and the Marshalls brought her up. Bethany, the missing girl, turns out to be Elizabeth’s great-great-great-granddaughter.

         While there is documentary evidence to confirm that Dr John Marshall was indeed present at the stillbirth, the rest is entirely drawn from the realms of Mountain’s imagination. This book demonstrates how many fiction authors are still fascinated by Elizabeth’s story, creating their own narratives to fill the gaps in knowledge. These fictional ‘fillers’ often become indistinguishable from the truth over time. It is probable that the survival of the stillborn child will form part of Elizabeth’s accepted backstory fifty years from now.

         Ophelia’s Muse

         Despite any appearance of a ‘new’ Elizabeth, the pathetic figure trapped in Millais’s painting still manages to keep her head above the water. In 2015 another biographical novel, Ophelia’s Muse by Rita Cameron, takes Violet Hunt’s basic story but adds her own twists, seamlessly blending the known ‘facts’ with fiction. Her retelling of Gabriel’s first encounter with Elizabeth is a prime example. Hurrying towards the first meeting of the newly formed PRB, Gabriel spots a young, red-haired girl on Blackfriars Bridge. Initially he thought she was about to jump, but then saw her throw something into the water, so continued on his way. Suddenly she was accosted by a drunkard, so Gabriel rushed to her aid. Once free of the man’s grasp, Elizabeth ran off, but Gabriel longed to paint her as his literary hero Dante’s Beatrice.19 Deverell then discovers Elizabeth in the bonnet shop while his mother is selecting a new hat. She is subsequently introduced to Gabriel and the group.

         Another interesting invention tells how Elizabeth overcame her modesty to pose for Gabriel in the nude, as Ford Madox Brown’s wife, Emma, had often posed for her husband.20 Elizabeth and Gabriel were not married, allowing Cameron to launch into a pre-marital sex scene a few pages later. She even relates how John Ruskin lost his temper with Gabriel, shouting that he should have married Elizabeth before bedding her, culminating with the words ‘Is she your muse, or your whore?’21

         Cameron, however, firmly places Elizabeth as a Victorian woman who simply desires to be a wife and mother. Visiting the Madox Browns, Elizabeth spent many happy hours playing with little Catherine, their young daughter, wishing that Gabriel would marry her and that ‘she too could have a little babe of her own’.22 Later in the book Cameron’s Elizabeth achieves her heart’s desire, is married and has a baby daughter. But life is not the bliss that she expected, and the continuous cries of the child drove her to take an excessive dose of laudanum, leaving a suicide note asking Gabriel to take care of the baby. Cameron’s pathetic figure of Elizabeth dies picturing herself floating away in the stream Millais’s Ophelia drowned in. Unfortunately, since many readers conflate fiction with reality, the truth is difficult to separate, and the enigma of ‘Lizzie Siddal’ persists.23

         The Doll Factory

         Elizabeth Macneal’s The Doll Factory (2019) is one of the more recent novels to be inspired by Elizabeth’s story.23 The author says she had always been fascinated by the Pre-Raphaelites, and originally considered writing a fictional biography about Elizabeth, but felt that she would ‘not be able to have as much fun with the plot as she would have liked’, so The Doll Factory was born.24 It retells the essence of Elizabeth’s story using completely fictional characters. The protagonist is Iris, a young doll-maker who yearns to be an artist and sees modelling for artist Louis Frost as a way of achieving her ambition. However, the story has many twists, not least the appearance of Silas Reed, a collector of curiosities and taxidermist who provides the Pre-Raphaelite artists with the stuffed animals they need for accuracy in their paintings, ranging from the mouse in Millais’s Mariana to the sheep in Holman Hunt’s The Hireling Shepherd.

         Silas has a dark side to his character and turns out to be a murderer, creating stuffed mouse likenesses of his intended victims. Having already stuffed an ‘Iris’ mouse, he pursues Iris, eventually incarcerating her in a cellar. The story has a weak but happy ending as Iris escapes and achieves her artistic dream. The parallels with Elizabeth’s story are clear, but despite the huge publicity surrounding Macneal’s debut novel, and its subsequent dramatisation for TV, the book appears to have had little effect on the public perception of Elizabeth since it is so far removed from reality.

         The Rossetti Diaries

         The Rossetti Diaries by Kathleen Williams Renk adds yet another twist to Elizabeth’s story. Her protagonist, Maggie Winegarden, visits St Clement’s Church in Hastings, the church in which Elizabeth and Gabriel were married, as research for an article she is writing on the bombing of the Second World War. The church caretaker happens to mention a chest in the vaults which was placed there by the Rossetti family. It has been locked away for over a hundred years and opened by no one but the vicar. Maggie’s curiosity gets the better of her and she persuades the caretaker to let her take a look. The chest contains the lost diaries of Christina and Elizabeth Rossetti, which Maggie believes may contain potentially damaging secrets.

         The narrative interleaves the pages from both women’s diaries chronologically. However, the entries read more like short narrative chapters than the reflective thoughts written in the journals of young Victorian women. The language is very much of the twenty-first century, employing words such as ‘curse’ for period, ‘tart’ for prostitute – and Fanny Cornforth is labelled a ‘pornographic pinup’.25 Premarital sex means Elizabeth becomes pregnant and seeks an abortion, carried out with horrific ‘rusty hooks and spikes’.26 The secret, when it arrives, reveals a lesbian relationship between Christina and Elizabeth, which blossoms in a commune they 24set up at Elizabeth’s old ancestral home, Hope Hall.27 Williams Renk uses the poetry of both women to enhance her narrative, specifically citing Christina’s ‘Goblin Market’ as her inspiration.

         Undoubtedly, this new revelation will be absorbed into public consciousness as fact, like so many other tales that have gone before and become part of Elizabeth’s accepted backstory. As Marsh writes in her postscript to The Legend of Elizabeth Siddal:

         
            biography is not reincarnation but a form of exhumation. From the contents of her coffin, so to speak, each age remakes the image of Elizabeth Siddal to its own specification.28

         

         In Elizabeth’s case, biography and fiction have become almost indistinguishable. Williams Renk is simply responding to the society norms of the third decade of the twenty-first century. Society itself will decide what to uphold as the truth.

         Poetic Licence

         Not all fictional writing is in the form of narrative novels. Like her husband Gabriel, Elizabeth also wrote poetry, telling stories of medieval knights and courtly love. Although Elizabeth’s work had been published piecemeal by Gabriel’s brother William in various volumes of correspondence and memoirs, Roger C. Lewis and Mark Samuels Lasner were the first to present her known poems, along with a selection of her drawings, in Poems and Drawings of Elizabeth Siddal, where fifteen poems and two fragments were included with only a brief commentary.29 In 2019 Serena Trowbridge published My Ladys Soul, a detailed study of all Elizabeth’s poetic manuscripts together with analysis and interpretation. This provides the most comprehensive record of Elizabeth’s poetry to date, with sixteen full poems and six fragments discussed.30 A further study of Elizabeth’s poetry was published in March 2021. The Poems of Elizabeth Siddal in Context by Anne Woolley, is a product of her doctoral thesis at Keele University.31 Heralded as a significant volume, Woolley analyses Elizabeth’s poetry in relation to that of her contemporaries, including Tennyson, Swinburne, Christina Rossetti and of course Gabriel, in an attempt to recover Elizabeth’s ‘lost voice’.32

         There have only been a select few poetic responses to Elizabeth’s story. In 1985 Gillian Allnutt wrote ‘Lizzie Siddall: Her Journal (1862)’ which has since been republished in a modern anthology.33 Rather than presenting the reader with the diary entries suggested by the title, the poem jumps around events in Elizabeth’s life in eight sections of varying length and expands on her possible thoughts. Allnutt suggests that her words form pictures on the page, and section 6 of the ‘Journal’ perhaps demonstrates the unusual way in which words and space are used effectively: 25

         
            
               Laudanum

               is half

               a honeymoon – and by my little window blows laburnum,

               morning brief

            

            
               euphoria, the hour of butter

               milk. But then the windblown

               waterlight withdraws. The long dour

               afternoon

            

            
               grows over me, a hood, a close brown pod

               and I –

               my soul, my sun, my seed –

               am poisoned inly.34
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