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    “The first role of art is to express truth or to beautify something useful”.




    — Ruskin
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Chronology





    1848:




    Founding of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in Great Britain by three students of the Royal Academy: William Hunt, John Everett Millais, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. According to Millais, the Brotherhood has one aim: “The depiction of nature on canvas.”




    1849:




    First exhibition at the Royal Academy. The displayed works were signed with P.R.B. (Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood), a monogram unknown to the public. The exhibition is received favourably.




    4 May 1850:




    The meaning of the three enigmatic letters P.R.B. is revealed in an article in the Illustrated London News.




    1850:




    Hunt, Millais, and Rossetti found the journal The Germ, in which they divulge the theories of the Pre-Raphaelite movement. From the first issue, they are confronted with embittered critique. The movement is defended by author and critic John Ruskin. Only four issues of the journal are printed. Rossetti leaves the group.




    1851:




    As part of the Exhibition of 1851, Millais displays Mariana, Hunt Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus. The Pre-Raphaelites receive even more criticism for their technique. Millais completes one of his most famous works: Ophelia.




    1852:




    Last exhibition year before the disbandment of the group. Millais displays The Huguenot and Ophelia, Hunt The Scapegoat. Their works are received with success. Contemporary and literary subjects take the place of medieval themes previously found in Pre-Raphaelite paintings.
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    1853:




    Millais is named Member of the Royal Academy. The group separates, and Rossetti writes to his sister: “So now the whole of the Round Table is dissolved.” The second Pre-Raphaelite generation is represented by the works of Edward Burne-Jones and William Morris.




    1854:




    William Hunt travels to Palestine.




    1855:




    At the World Exhibition in Paris, the Pre-Raphaelites are at the peak of their success.




    1856:




    Rossetti, who has not exhibited anything since 1850, presents at an exclusive Pre-Raphaelite exhibition, where he is greeted with enthusiastic applause. He displays the watercolour Dante’s Dream, which remains one of his most significant works.




    1860:




    The influence of Pre-Raphaelites, which extends to the end of the 19th century, is seen in the works of certain painters such as William Dyce, Augustus Egg, and William Powell Frith, as well as for photographers Julia Margaret Cameron or Roger Fenton.




    1882:




    Death of Rossetti. His work and that of his fellow painters are representative of Pre-Raphaelites and will continue to be a source of inspiration for future artists for a long time, especially for Aubrey Beardsley.




    End of the 19th century:




    The Pre-Raphaelite movement gradually fades. Its influence on Art Nouveau and Symbolism is substantial.
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      Chaucer at the Court of Edward III, Ford Madox Brown, 1847-1851


      




      Oil on canvas, 372 x 296 cm. Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney


    




    
English Art in 1844




    Until 1848, one could admire art in England, but would not be surprised by it. Reynolds and Gainsborough were great masters, but they were 18th-century painters rather than 18th-century English painters. It was their models, their ladies and young girls, rather than their brushwork, which gave an English character to their creations. Their aesthetic was similar to that of the rest of Europe at that time. Walking through the halls of London museums, one could see different paintings, but no difference in manner of the painting and drawing, or even in the conception or composition of a subject. Only the landscape painters, led by Turner and Constable, sounded a new and powerful note at the beginning of the century. But one of them remained the only individual of his species, imitated as infrequently in his own country as elsewhere, while the work of the other was so rapidly imitated and developed by the French that he had the glory of creating a new movement in Europe rather than the good chance of providing his native country with a national art. As for the others, they painted, with more or less skill, in the same way as artists of other nationalities. Their dogs, horses, village politicians, which formed little kitchen, interior, and genre scenes were only interesting for a minute, and even then the artists did not handle them as well as the Dutch. Weak, muddy colours layered over bitumen, false and lacking in vitality, with shadows too dark and highlights too intense. Soft, hesitating outlines that were vague and generalising. And as the date of 1850 approached, Constable’s words of 1821 resonated, “In thirty years English art will have ceased to exist.”




    And yet, if we look closely, two characteristics were there, lying dormant. First, the intellectuality of the subject. The English had always chosen scenes that were interesting, even a bit complicated, where the mind had as much to experience as the eye, where curiosity was stimulated, the memory put into play, and laughter or tears provoked by a silent story. It was rapidly becoming an established idea (visible in Hogarth) that the paintbrush was made for writing, storytelling, and teaching, not simply for showing. However, prior to 1850 it merely spoke of the pettiness of daily life; it expressed faults, errors or rigid conventional feelings; it sought to portray a code of good behaviour. It played the same role as the books of images that were given to children to show them the outcomes of laziness, lying, and greed. The other quality was intensity of expression. Anyone who has seen Landseer’s dogs, or even a few of those animal studies in English illustrated newspapers where the habitus corporis is followed so closely, the expression so well-studied, the look of the animal so intelligent and so different depending on whether it is waiting, feeling fear or desire, questioning its master, or thinking, can easily understand what is meant by “intensity of expression”. But in the same way that intellectuality was only present before 1850 in subjects that were not worth the effort, intensity of expression was only persistently sought and successfully attained in the representation of animal figures. Most human figures had a banal attitude, showing neither expressiveness nor accuracy, nor picturesque precision, and were placed on backgrounds imagined in the studio. They were prepared using academic formulas, according to general principles that were excellent in themselves, but poorly understood and lazily applied.




    Such was English art until Ford Madox Brown came back from Antwerp and Paris, bringing an aesthetic revolution along with him. That is not to say that all the trends that have emerged and all the individuality that has developed since that time originated from this one artist, or that at the moment of his arrival, none of his compatriots were feeling or dreaming the same things that he was. But one must consider that in 1844, when William the Conqueror was exhibited for the first time, no trace of these new things had yet appeared. Rossetti was sixteen years old, Hunt seventeen, Millais fifteen, Watts twenty-six, Leighton fourteen, and Burne-Jones eleven, and consequently not one of these future masters had finished his training. If one considers that the style of composition, outline, and painting ushered in by Madox Brown can be found fifty years after his first works in the paintings of Burne-Jones, having also appeared in those of Burne-Jones’ master Rossetti, one must acknowledge that the exhibitor of 1844 played the decisive role of sower, whereas others only tilled the soil in preparation or harvested once the crop had arrived.
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      The Eve of St Agnes, William Holman Hunt, 1848


      




      Oil on canvas, 77.4 x 113 cm. Guildhall Art Gallery, Corporation of London, London
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      The Girlhood of Mary Virgin, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1848-1849


      




      Oil on canvas, 83.2 x 65.4 cm. Tate Britain, London


    




    

      [image: ]




      The Renunciation of St Elizabeth of Hungary, James Collinson, c. 1848-1850


      




      Oil on canvas, 120 x 182 cm. Johannesburg Art Gallery, Johannesburg
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      Rienzi vowing to obtain justice for the death of his young brother, slain in a skirmish between the Colonna and the Orsini factions, William Holman Hunt, 1849


      




      Private collection


    




    

      [image: ]




      Christ in the House of his Parents (“The Carpenter’s Shop”), John Everett Millais, 1849-1850


      




      Oil on canvas, 86.4 x 139.7 cm. Tate Britain, London
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      Ferdinand Lured by Ariel, John Everett Millais, 1849-1850


      




      Oil on panel, 64.8 x 50.8 cm. The Makins Collection, Washington, D.C.
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      Ecce Ancilla Domini! (The Annunciation), Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1849-1850


      




      Oil on canvas, 72.4 x 41.9 cm. Tate Britain, London
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      Twelfth Night, Act II, Scene III, Walter Howell Deverell, 1850


      




      Oil on canvas, 101.6 x 132.1 cm. Christie’s images, The FORBES Magazine Collection, New York


    




    What, then, was in the hand of this sower? In his head was the idea that art was clearly perishing because of the systematic generalisation of forms, and could only be saved by the opposite, that is, the meticulous pursuit of individual traits. In his heart was the indistinct but burning desire to see art play a great social role in England. Finally, in his hand were a certain elegant awkwardness, a slightly stiff delicacy, and a meticulous attention to detail that he had learned partly from the Gothic school of Baron Wappers in Antwerp, and partly from direct observation of the Primitives. All of this was quite revolutionary, and for that reason must have displeased the conservative spirit of the English. But it was also anti-French, anti-continental, absolutely original and autonomous, so it must have appealed to their patriotism for these reasons. “It was in Paris that I decided to do realistic paintings, because no Frenchman was doing it,” said Madox Brown.




    When Madox Brown arrived in London, the great competition begun in 1843 for the decoration of the new Palace of Westminster was underway and had produced no less than 140 works signed by the best artists of the day. This aesthetic tournament is an important date in English art history, because it helped then unknown leaders to stand out from the crowd. Watts, a young artist who had learned independently, became noticed there. Madox Brown had sent five large compositions. The principal one was an episode from the Norman Conquest: The Body of Harold brought to William the Conqueror. These were his first forays down a new path, his protest against old and official art. His failure and the contempt of the public were so obvious that the day when the young master received a letter signed with an Italian name — Dante Gabriel Rossetti — in which the writer praised his work and asked to become his student, he had no doubt that this unknown man was mocking him. A few days later, he presented himself at Rossetti’s home. “I was told,” recalls the poet, “that a man was asking to see me. This man wanted neither to come in nor to give his name, and was waiting in the corridor. So I went down to see him, and when I arrived at the bottom of the stairs I found Brown holding a large stick in one hand and waving my letter about in the other. Instead of greeting me, he cried out: ‘Is your name Rossetti and was it you who wrote this?’ I responded in the affirmative, but I was shaking in my boots. ‘What is the meaning of this letter?’ he asked, and when I replied that I meant exactly what I had said, that I wanted to be a painter and had no idea what I should do to become one, Brown began to realise that the letter was not a mockery but a sincere homage, and he immediately changed from a mortal enemy into the gentlest of friends.” This young man, who appeared so unexpectedly to join ranks with Madox Brown, was only twenty years old. He was the son of an Italian exile, born in the little town of Vastod’Ammone perched in the mountains of the Abruzzo region. It was because his father, a highlander curious about civilisation, had gone down to Naples and worked for many years as a museum curator that the ideas of art and of great art had entered into his family. It was because this protector of the ancient gods was also a destroyer of modern monarchies, a poet known for his impetuous songs who so incriminated himself that in 1820 the return of the Bourbons saw him thrown onto English soil. And finally, it was because he married the sister of one of Byron’s friends, the doctor Polidori, that his children could gather from the memories, passions, and grief of the family an echo of all the great patriotic pains that had unsettled the youth of that century. All of these events were perhaps necessary so that, in March 1848, the Gothic art of Madox Brown left some impression other than that of scandal or outmoded charm on an inhabitant of London. Madox Brown, thinking that the first priority was to force this fiery spirit to conform to the rigid discipline of reality, had the future creator of Dante’s Dream work at copying tobacco boxes. Rossetti, who had gone through his academic courses without learning much, resigned himself to follow the advice that he had requested, for better or for worse. He worked impatiently, passionately, carelessly, and in disorder, cleaning his palette with bits of paper that he threw on the ground and that later stuck to the boots of visitors, starting twelve paintings at once, then falling into complete prostration, weary, disgusted with everything and with himself, finishing nothing, no longer wanting to listen to anyone, and rolling on the ground letting out awful moans. Then he disappeared for a month. Madox Brown was not angered, thinking that his student had heard some voices from the heavens calling him to other work. These voices were those of the “trecentists” (13th-century Italian poets) that he listened to in the libraries, as he was trying to create sonnets and poems. Gaunt and dark, with a foreign accent and appearance, a rounded forehead and gleaming eyes, his hair falling down to his shoulders, his beard cut in the style of a Neapolitan fisherman, careless in his dress, and covered with stains, he seemed infinitely superior to the young people studying painting at the Royal Academy. His passion for the picturesque side of things, his disdain for the discoveries of science, the continuous motion of his mind, and his mysticism crossed with a desire to sell his paintings at very high prices must have completely disconcerted even his close friends.
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