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    ‘But to the Eyes of the Man of Imagination, Nature is Imagination itself. As a man is, So he Sees.’


  




  

    WILLIAM BLAKE


  




  

    ‘You will conclude, and quite rightly, that we are in an age in which nature was poetic, love affairs passionate, while hair, skirts, railways, families and incomes

    extended far and wide.’


  




  

    QUENTIN BELL, Blunderhead (unpublished), 1966
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  Introduction




  A wife is a married woman. A ‘stunner’1 is nineteenth-century slang, coined by Gabriel Rossetti, generally referring to a

  woman of exceptional beauty, glamour and charisma. She might be propriety personified, but she is the kind of woman, from any social class, who turns the heads of complete strangers wherever she

  goes. She is, in fact, a star. A stunner might be a wife, but a wife is not necessarily a stunner.




  The influence of the stunners on Pre-Raphaelite painting was profound. These women informed the paintings they modelled for, were worshipped by the artists for their beauty and charm, and

  introduced a new concept of female beauty to the Victorian public. Women such as Elizabeth (Lizzie) Siddal, Mary (Maria) Zambaco2 and Jane Morris became a

  cult, inspired some of the most important painters of the nineteenth century, and set new trends in fashion and culture.




  While the accepted definition of a wife is correct, the interpretation of what a wife was in English nineteenth-century terms is very different from our twenty-first century understanding of the

  word. Until 1870, when the Married Woman’s Property Act was passed, as soon as a woman signed her marriage certificate, she was signing away not only her worldly goods

  but also herself. From that moment she became the property of her husband and since, in the eyes of the law, a married couple were regarded as one person, she had no legal identity of her own. Her

  money automatically became her husband’s. She had no right to make a will. In the case of separation, or, more rarely, a divorce, a wife had no access to her children by that marriage except

  through the benevolence of her husband. Her husband was entitled to consign her to an institution or asylum even against her will.




  After 1870, a wife, like her unmarried sisters, had the right to own any money she earned independently, to inherit up to £200, and to inherit property bequeathed her by her next of kin,

  although her husband still owned any property she had possessed in her own name before her marriage. This form of female emancipation worked both ways: a woman’s husband remained liable to

  maintain their children, but now she was equally liable to maintain those children with anything she earned. It was not until 1882 that the act was amended so that a married woman was allowed to

  own and control her own property without any reference to her husband. By now, she was regarded as a separate identity, no longer her husband’s property. A wife was also liable for any debts

  she might incur, although how she could have incurred them under previous conditions, as a person who did not exist in her own right, is open to debate. However, even if her legal power was

  limited, the influence of a wife, like that of the stunner, could be immeasurable.




  Wives and Stunners is a group biography, telling stories of related events in the lives of the Pre-Raphaelite artists and the relationships they had with the women who were variously

  their wives, mistresses, models and muses. I have deliberately concentrated on Euphemia Gray and her marriages to John Ruskin and, subsequently, John Everett Millais; Dante Gabriel Rossetti and

  Elizabeth Siddal and Rossetti’s later affair with Jane Morris; the marriage between William and Jane Morris; and the marriage of Edward and Georgiana Burne-Jones,

  allowing the subplot of Annie Miller’s affair with Holman Hunt to emerge as it occurs in the primary narrative. I have also included the impact of the Anglo-Greek Ionides family and the

  influence of their stunning daughters, without which no study of the Pre-Raphaelites and their muses would be complete.




  The year 1848, when my story opens, was a fascinating time to be young, ardent and alive. It was the year of revolution in Europe: various Italian states rose against the Austrian occupation and

  Venice declared itself a republic.3 In Austria, Metternich was overthrown. In France, the Second Empire was established and Louis-Philippe fled to England.

  In England, matters were not so clear. It was a time of both political unrest and intense respectability. The year 1848 was the year of the last Chartist petition in England. Thomas Carlyle had

  meant to go to the protest meeting at Kennington Green, but had got drenched in a thunderstorm on his way to the London Library, lost his brolly in the throng of demonstrators in Piccadilly, and

  then stayed at home in Chelsea. Various young men, John Everett Millais, William Holman Hunt and William Michael Rossetti among them, went as spectators to the demonstration at Kennington Green,

  where the sun was shining, but none of them stayed for long. These three young men were more interested in the aesthetics of the meeting than the politics. The authorities had called in the Duke of

  Wellington to arrange civic protection for the expected hundreds of thousands of protesters. Extra constables, police and other forces had been mobilized and the Royal Family exiled to Osborne on

  the Isle of Wight out of harm’s way. In the event, only an estimated fifteen thousand protesters turned up.




  While ‘the spirit of revolt had run like wildfire from kingdom to kingdom and capital to capital of Europe: Paris, Vienna, Naples, Berlin, Dresden, Milan, Venice,

  Palermo, Frankfurt, and Carlsruhe, all had experienced the revolutionary shock, and none had been able completely to withstand it. Now came the turn of London, the greatest capital of all –

  the greatest prize that the world could afford to revolutionary adventure – the most magnificent prey to the bands of the plunderers who moved about from one point of Europe to another,

  committing robberies under the name of revolution. London withstood the shock, and escaped without the slightest injury.’1 It was not merely a

  triumph for Wellington but also a testimony to the nature of the pragmatism of John Bull. While it was clear that the Chartists had much cause for their grievances, the average Englishman did not

  wish to be robbed or to have his suburban villa vandalized. The English preferred to live in peace and prosperity if they could and, understandably, having been horrified by the Reign of Terror in

  France, thought a revolution more trouble than it was worth. ‘Thus,’ in the words of The Times, ‘the great demonstration was brought to a ridiculous issue by the unity and

  resolution of the metropolis, backed by the judicious measures of the Government, and the masterly military precautions of the Duke of Wellington, though no military display was anywhere to be

  seen’, and the petition fizzled out in the seasonal showers on that Monday, 10 April 1848.2




  The year 1848 was the year which saw the publication of the Marx-Engels Communist Manifesto4 and John Stuart Mill’s Principles of

  Political Economy,5 both of which became standard texts for natural scientists and economists of the period and are still referred to and read widely today. The English moral climate hadn’t been quite so puritanical since the days of Cromwell, demonstrating itself most clearly in the aspirations of the newly

  emerged middle classes. The women in black bonnets and shawls, their gowns of bombazine, and the gentlemen in black frock coats and black silk top hats, lent a new sobriety to the city streets. It

  was hard to believe that some of the older of these earnest folk had once been Regency bucks. The year 1848 was also the year of the formation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, known as the P. R.

  B.




  The English have always been crazy about clubs, sets, groups and circles: the Cannibal Club, the Hellfire Club, Samuel Palmer and the Ancients, to name but a few. All club members appear to be

  under the illusion that they are unique. The Pre-Raphaelites were no exception.




  In some respects, the Pre-Raphaelites were precursors of the Bloomsbury Group: in their sexual imbroglios, their dedication to their art, their bohemian lifestyle and their influence on popular

  culture, dress, interior design, literature and politics. Both sets of friends not only produced work which changed public perception of aesthetics, but also, because of the drama and intricacy of

  their relationships, they have become part of our modern mythology.




  As much as taste in hemlines varies, so does fashion in literature, politics and art. Just as sartorial fashion changes, so that a female who enjoys wearing a mini-skirt and bobbed hair, may, at

  a later date, delight in a floor-length dress and grow her hair as long as she can, so does the perception of the viewer of a work of art. It comes as a shock to reflect that, across the English

  Channel in 1863, Edouard Manet was painting Olympia in the very year that Rossetti had begun work on the posthumous portrait of Lizzie Siddal in Beata Beatrix. In the beginning, the

  Pre-Raphaelites’ painting was reviled by the public. Their models were considered to be hideous and scraggy and, by the standards of mainstream mid-Victorian taste, they were. Yet, towards

  the end of the nineteenth century, Pre-Raphaelite painting enjoyed an immense popularity and the women who modelled for them were generally esteemed as beauties. The later work

  of Burne-Jones evolved into Symbolism, for which he was much admired in Europe, but as art became more ‘modern’, Cézanne’s still lives of apples superseded portraits of

  stunners, and public enthusiasm for Pre-Raphaelite art slumped. For most art lovers from the early to late twentieth century, who embraced Fauvism, Cubism, Dadaism and all the other isms leading to

  postmodernism, the Pre-Raphaelites would have been anathema and made their toes shrivel in their shoes.




  In the mid-1960s, when the fashion for avant-garde ‘beautiful people’ insisted on long hair and extravagantly long and swirly skirts for women, and velvet suits with the trousers cut

  like jeans for men, who also sported long locks, the tide appeared to have turned. But this taste was more evident in the nightclubs, picnics in Hyde Park and fashionable parties of the time than

  it was in galleries and auction rooms. Of course, there were a few exceptions; there always are. Notable art dealers such as Christopher Gibbs, Jeremy Maas, the late Charlie Thomas and the art

  collector and musical composer Andrew Lloyd Webber were among the perceptive few who could profit from their perception. In recent years, there have been many popular exhibitions of Pre-Raphaelite

  painting, notably at Tate Britain, The Royal Academy, The National Gallery, Manchester City Art Gallery, The Walker Art Gallery, The Victoria and Albert Museum, The Fitzwilliam Museum, Leighton

  House and Nottingham Art Gallery. The Pre-Raphaelites have also been the subjects of many recent studies and biographies, which I have listed in the Select Biography, as well as earlier ones.

  People of sufficient interest and creators of merit always resurface, even if they suffer from periods of obscurity. The re-emergence of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and the wives and stunners

  who inspired them is, quite apart from my own obsession with the nineteenth century, why I have been impelled to write about them.




  

    HENRIETTA GARNETT


  




  London, April 2012




  





  

    Sonnet XVIII


  




  GENIUS IN BEAUTY




  

    

      

                    Beauty like hers is genius. Not the call




                    Of Homer’s or of Dante’s heart sublime, –




                    Not Michael’s hand furrowing the zones of time, –




                    Is more with compassed mysteries musical;




                    Nay, not in Spring’s or Summer’s sweet footfall




                    More gathered gifts exuberant Life bequeaths




                    Than does this sovereign face, whose love-spell breathes




                    Even from its shadowed contour on the wall.




                    

                      As many men are poets in their youth,


                    




                    But for one sweet-strung soul the wires prolong




                    Even through all change the indomitable song;




                    So in likewise the envenomed years, whose tooth




                    Rends shallower grace with ruin void of truth,




                    Upon this beauty’s power shall wreak no wrong.




                    

 					DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI
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  THE FORMATION OF THE P. R. B.




  

    

      ‘The visionary vanities of half a dozen boys’


    


  




  

    D. G. ROSSETTI


  




  They were very young and very poor; a bunch of seven idealistic art students at the Royal Academy, then the only serious art school in England. Johnny ( John Everett) Millais,

  who had just turned nineteen, was the most talented. Having entered the school as a prodigy at the age of eleven, the youngest student ever to have been admitted, he was still the darling of the

  Academy, known by his fellow students as ‘The Child’, a nickname which continued well into his adult life. He was as narcissistic as he was handsome, but his friends forgave him his

  absurd vanity when they recollected that his main preoccupation was, like their own, with aesthetics. Gabriel Dante Rossetti (who signed his work Dante Gabriel), whose own sultry looks were the

  epitome of Romanticism, was the most imaginative and endearing. At this stage, he had no technique, couldn’t apply himself to any discipline and was torn between the persuasions of poetry and

  painting. With his impetuous manners, outrageous demands, sheer charm and irreverent humour, he infuriated and fascinated them all. William Holman Hunt, who, with Millais, had somehow stumbled on

  the lost secret of reproducing the brilliant colours of the quattrocento they all agreed were so divine, was the most earnest and took himself doggedly seriously. He would have been in danger of

  being dull if it hadn’t been for his wild notions and still odder theories, which no amount of poverty or discomfort could prevent him from putting into practice. His

  ardent single-mindedness was often mistaken for eccentricity and led to his friends nicknaming him ‘Mad’. The others were James Collinson, piety personified, who was in love with

  Rossetti’s sister Christina and made them all laugh by his constantly dropping asleep even in the most vivacious situations; the sculptor Thomas Woolner; Frederick George (Fred) Stephens, who

  finally became an art critic; and Gabriel’s younger brother, the prematurely bald William Michael, as solid in his affections as a mahogany sideboard, who worked for the Inland Revenue and

  wasn’t an artist at all. Eventually, William Michael became a good art critic, a bad poet and the chronicler of the Pre-Raphaelite movement.




  None of them were very clear about how they were going to express what they meant, but they all had a healthy appetite for rebelling against the order of the day, which they regarded as

  singularly stuffy, the established artists of the Academy turning out pictures the colour of bitumen, a dingy brown pigment impregnating the canvas; the subjects classical clichés.




  These seven students were borne along by a gust of enthusiasm, reflecting the spirit of revolution in the wind. It didn’t matter that they had little knowledge of the world, were poor and

  proud and somehow reckless at the same time. With the exception of Millais, whose appearance was conventional – apart from the way he had of parting his curly hair, at this period, in the

  centre, the parting running all the way down the back of his head – they dressed in velvet and wore their hair long, hoping to look artistic but not quite achieving the effect they desired.

  Gabriel, who was always running out of ‘tin’, as they called ready cash, camouflaged the holes of his trousers by dabbing black paint on his skin. He and his brother, William Michael,

  shared one evening jacket between them, which they wore in turns to go to the opera. At this point they all loved each other dearly, vowed everlasting friendship and formed what became known as the

  Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.




  Naturally, it was to be a secret society. They published a magazine and called it The Germ. Somehow, they persuaded a good-natured friend, John Tupper, who happened to

  be a printer, to publish it for them. A lively and, in many ways, fascinating journal, it ran to only four issues. It was beautifully printed and illustrated, but was a commercial failure, leaving

  the Brotherhood in debt to Tupper to the tune of thirty-two guineas. Yet underlying their extravagant claims, they were extremely serious and worked immensely hard. They believed that art had

  become corrupted and that the only way forward was to go back to the painters of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, which they considered the sublime moment in the history of art.




  The first meeting of the group was held at Millais’ parents’ house on Gower Street, London W1. Like all their gatherings, it was an informal occasion even though they were serious

  about the issue. Amid teasing, much laughter and generally letting off their rollicking spirits, they declared the Brotherhood to have four definite purposes: 1) to have a genuine idea to express;

  2) to study nature attentively, so as to know how to express it; 3) to sympathize with what was direct and serious and heartfelt in previous art, to the exclusion of what was conventional and

  self-parodying and learned by rote; 4) and, most indispensable of all, to produce thoroughly good pictures and statues.




  Between them, led by Hunt and Millais, they had hit on a method of painting which involved laying colour on a background of lead white mixed to a tacky, malleable consistency with linseed oil.

  Colour – rose madder, gamboge yellow, cobalt blue, viridian green – was applied with a minute sable brush, generally used only for watercolours. The painting was to be executed en

  plein air, the painter and the canvas exposed to the vagaries of light and the prevailing wind, as well as midges, nettle patches and other hazards. The painting was to be as true to life as

  was physically possible. No one could have dreamed of a more tortuous or time-consuming method of painting. The result was a brilliancy of colour combined with a startling realism, their

  understanding of truth disarmingly literal and very much in harness with the recent invention of photography, a craze which was not only catching on with surprising swiftness,

  but which was also to change for ever the way in which people perceived things. Nothing could have been more ambitious, more demanding or more exhausting.




  They would abandon shades of bitumen, be true to nature down to the most exacting detail, and paint in the purest and brightest of colours, avoiding strong contrasts of light and shade.

  Curiously, none of them, except for Holman Hunt, had read John Ruskin, who had been propounding views similar to their own in the first volume of his series Modern Painters, and who later

  became their champion. They signed their paintings P. R. B., which might well have puzzled the public, but they didn’t care and it amused them. Some wag said that it might be interpreted as

  ‘Please Ring the Bell’ and somebody else said it could stand for ‘Penis Rather Better’.




  Much later, in 1868, Gabriel wrote to Ernest Chesneau: ‘The idea that Ruskin had by his writings founded the Pre-Raphaelite school is a mistake which seems almost universal, but it is none

  the less completely wrong. In fact I believe that of the painters who produced the school not one had read a single one of the admirable books of Mr Ruskin and certainly none of them knew him

  personally. It was not until after several annual exhibitions of their paintings [at the Royal Academy] that this great writer generously made himself their advocate in the face of the furious

  attacks of the press.’6




  Very much of their generation, they were immensely literary and were inspired by the Bible, Arthurian myth and legend, ballads, Thomas Malory, Geoffrey Chaucer, William Shakespeare, John Keats,

  William Blake, whose poetry was then generally considered the wanderings of someone deranged, Alfred Tennyson, Robert Browning and William Makepeace Thackeray, whose work they read voraciously in

  instalments of Fraser’s Magazine. More outlandishly, the haunting tales of Edgar Allan Poe, Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué’s Undine, Aslauga’s

  Knight and Sintram and His Companions, with Dürer’s engraving of Knight, Death and the Devil as its frontispiece (an illustration which was to have

  ‘catastrophic’ results7 on one of Millais’ subsequent paintings), and later, when it was published in 1854, Charlotte M. Yonge’s

  The Heir of Redclyffe,8 all figured among their favourite reading.




  The Heir of Redclyffe is a highly moral novel which concerns the story of Guy Morville, the heir of a baronetcy, and the family seat and estate of Redclyffe. Passionate and bedevilled

  with a hot temper, Morville is fundamentally good, generous and honourable. His inimical cousin Philip prevents his marriage to Amy by spreading unfounded suspicions about Guy’s honesty while

  he, Philip, carries on a clandestine affair with Amy’s sister, Laura. Guy’s good name is finally redeemed and he and Amy marry. They honeymoon in Italy, where they find Philip seriously

  ill with a fever. Guy nurses Philip back to health, then catches the fever himself. It proves fatal and he dies. By now, Amy is pregnant and when the child proves to be a daughter, Philip, who is

  now repentant, inherits the Redclyffe estate and marries Laura. The widowed Amy and her disinherited daughter, Mary Verena, lead a saintly existence hallowed by Guy’s love, while Philip and

  Laura, though repentant, are soured by their initial disingenuousness.




  The following passage from de la Motte Fouqué’s tale of The Two Captains could have been written with Rossetti expressly in mind: ‘Branches half teasing, half

  caressing, already brushed [Heimbert’s] cheeks, magic birds growing from the bushes sang joyously; over the silky turf of the ground on which Heimbert kept his eyes fixed,

  glided snakes of brilliant gold and green with golden coronets, and jewels blossomed from the carpet of moss; when the snakes touched them, there was a silvery tinkle.’ These were tales of

  fair damsels and brave knights, of courtly love and the power of good over evil. Having imbibed them young, such writings had an immense effect on Rossetti and directly affected both his painting

  and his poetry.




  Gabriel Rossetti and his three siblings were remarkably well read and, a result of their Italian heritage, were bilingual in Italian. All of them, including the much neglected Maria, the elder

  sister who became an Anglican nun,9 were published authors. Their father, Gabriele Rossetti, a political refugee from Italy, was an immensely cultured man,

  a slightly cracked poet and scholar and the first Professor of Italian Language at London University, which had opened ten years previously in 1838. At home, they generally spoke Italian. Visitors

  to the small, relatively spartan house in Charlotte Street were mainly friends of their father’s, Italian political refugees. Their dinners were usually Italian, consisting of, to English

  notions of the day, outlandish farinaceous foods such as polenta, gnocchi and macaroni. With their father, too, they shared a passion for the poet Dante. Gabriel, in particular, became obsessed by

  Dante. Many of his paintings refer to the story of Dante’s own obsession with Beatrice; Gabriel’s translation of La Vita Nuova remains refreshingly vivid. From their

  mother’s side, the young Rossettis may have inherited their ability to write. Their uncle, John Polidori, had been a companion and doctor to Byron on his travels through Switzerland and Italy

  when, inspired by Mary Shelley’s success with Frankenstein, he wrote a short Gothic romance, The Vampyre, the first English story about a vampire.10




  The sculptor Thomas Woolner was also a poet. His most famous poem, My Beautiful Lady, was illustrated by Holman Hunt and originally appeared in the first issue of the

  Pre-Raphaelite magazine, The Germ. Although, like many Victorian poets, his work is largely unread now, his other poems, including Of My Lady in Death, Pygmalion, Silenus and

  Tiresias, enjoyed considerable popularity at the time. Genuinely gifted and with an unusually sensitive ear for language much admired by Tennyson, he was the source of inspiration for

  Tennyson’s Enoch Arden and Aylmer’s Field.




  Given the fact that the average educated Victorian was far more inclined to read poetry and the Classics than his modern counterpart, the Pre-Raphaelites were exceptionally well read, even for

  their time, and clearly this affected the subject matter of their painting. Obsessed by the notion of being true to nature, they were simultaneously impelled to execute genre paintings

  – paintings which told a story, illustrated a scene. As well as their depictions of biblical subjects, Millais’ Ophelia, Ferdinand Lured by Ariel and The Order of Release,

  Hunt’s The Eve of Saint Agnes and The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and Rossetti’s myriad paintings illuminating the works of Dante, are but a few of the examples of how their

  knowledge of and feeling for literature affected the work of the Brotherhood.




  It was their models who exemplified their notion of beauty. At first, however, they couldn’t afford to hire models. Instead, they painted each other, friends, family and

  fellow artists. Rossetti painted his sister Christina as the Virgin Mary in his Ecce Ancilla Domini! Christina also sat for Holman Hunt as Christ in his painting The Light of the

  World. Certainly, Christ’s eyes, as portrayed by Holman Hunt, have a distinct resemblance to Christina’s. Elizabeth (Lizzie) Siddal also posed for Hunt, who painted her abundant

  auburn hair for his Christ figure. A stickler for accurate representation, Hunt nevertheless painted this picture using unusual disciplines. It wouldn’t have been possible for him to have

  painted much of it by actual moonlight, however much rumour spread this myth around; the myths and legends bound up with the Pre-Raphaelites are so intricately braided that it requires immense

  patience to disentangle fact from fiction. Yet, there is a more convincing account by Hunt’s contemporary, the poet and painter William Bell Scott, closely associated with the

  Brotherhood:




  

    

      

        I found him . . . in a small drawing-room . . . with an elaborate arrangement of screens and curtains so as to get the dark effect he wanted. The lay figure held a lighted

        lantern, and Hunt, painting by good daylight in the farther part of the room, peeped into the mysterious gloom by a hole. The arrangement had a bogey effect, and the amount of exercise made

        it the pursuit of difficulties certainly. He was at that time, however, a Hercules, though not a giant, and after an economical dish of savoury fish and ginger beer which my long walk made

        excellent, evening coming on, we crossed the street and jumped into a wherry, the management of which he was quite accustomed to, and he pulled me up to Hammersmith and back again . . . He

        was determined to carry out his accurate method of representation even when the subject was so removed from the realities of life that an abstract treatment, a rendering of ‘the idea in

        his mind,’ as Raphael is reported to have preferred, would have emancipated him from the slavery of painting lamplight in daytime,11 and rendering moonlight by artificial means. The omnibus groom, taking his horses home at one o’clock in the morning, used to see him working at the open window

        from nature when real moonlight was to be had.1


      


    


  




  It is doubtful that Christina ever sat by moonlight. It is more likely that she gave Hunt chaperoned afternoon sittings, probably not changing her dress, for it was her

  beautiful, contemplative gaze which he wished to reproduce on canvas. Lizzie, on the other hand, while straining to be respectable, would not have hesitated to comply with any of Hunt’s

  requests, had the model’s fees been forthcoming; Lizzie could not afford to refuse. Christina’s reputation was priceless; her fees non-existent.




  Public reaction to the Pre-Raphaelites’ early work was mainly one of shock and horror. The critics were violent in their disapproval. The Chartist menace might have evaporated, but the

  vexed question of religion was equally disturbing. The Oxford Movement, led by John Henry Newman (who famously converted to Catholicism), John Keble12

  and Edward Pusey,13 initially aroused profound hostility. High among the movement’s aims was to restore traditional Catholic

  teaching within the frame of the Church of England. This eventually had a profound influence on the Anglican Church, but at the time, the notion of reintroducing ritualistic customs such as burning

  incense, candlelit ceremonials, candles lit upon the altar and the wearing of Eucharist vestments, all smacked of ‘popery’, which the ordinary member of the Church of England found a

  travesty and an affront.14




  For the Victorians, Christian religion was central to their everyday lives, culture and way of thinking. Although most of the middle classes went to church, held family prayers and read the

  Bible assiduously, these were days riddled with anxiety. Thomas Carlyle published Sartor Resartus in 1833 and The French Revolution in 1837. In 1843, Ruskin published his first volume

  of Modern Painters followed by the second volume in 1846. Not only was the reintroduction of Catholic practices alarming, but also, still more awful, was the prospect of a Godless abyss as

  conjured by Alfred Tennyson in In Memoriam and the questions raised by contemporary scientists.15




  The young men who formed the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood may not explicitly have been aware of these tensions, but since such tensions found their expression in the literature and architecture of

  the day and formed the basis of much contemporary public discussion, the Brotherhood could not have been totally unaffected. Indeed, while the two Rossetti brothers, Gabriel and

  William Michael, were professed non-believers, their younger sister Christina was strongly associated with Tractarianism16 while the elder, Maria,

  eventually became an Anglican nun.




  The subject matter of many of the Pre-Raphaelites’ early work was biblical: Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World, Rossetti’s Ecce Ancilla Domini! and The

  Girlhood of Mary Virgin, together with Millais’ Christ in the House of His Parents, all depicted biblical figures in a manner so realistic that the consequential intimacy was

  decidedly shocking. Millais depicts the child Christ in his father Joseph’s carpenter’s shop. Jesus has just pierced his hand with a nail (the blood was painted from a drop of

  Millais’ own to ensure the colour was right). Christ’s cousin, John the Baptist, has brought a basin of water to wash the wound. His mother Mary kneels beside Jesus, apprehensive and

  supplicating. Joseph’s rippling muscles are those of a real workman. In the background, sheep are visible, painted from real sheep’s heads which Millais bought from the local butcher.

  The wood shavings on the floor are almost tangible. Because of the degree of realism with which Millais had depicted Mary, the public perceived Millais’ portrait of her as a blasphemous

  interpretation. Charles Dickens was notoriously outraged:




  

    

      

        In the foreground of that carpenter’s shop [he wrote in his own magazine, Household Words, in the June 1850 issue], is a hideous, wry-necked, blubbering,

        red-headed boy in a bedgown; who appears to have received a poke in the hand, from the stick of another boy with whom he has been playing in an adjacent gutter, and to be holding it up for

        the contemplation of a kneeling woman, so horrible in her ugliness, that (supposing it were possible for any human creature to exist for a moment with that dislocated throat) she would stand

        out from the rest of the company as a Monster in the vilest cabaret in France, or the lowest gin-shop in England.


      


    


  




  Subsequently, Millais avoided painting religious subjects. For the first time in his life, the infant prodigy was deeply shaken.




  Carlyle, whom Hunt much admired, made short shrift of Hunt’s painting The Light of the World. Hunt was as shaken by Carlyle’s objection as Millais had been by

  Dickens’s.17 But, unlike Millais, Hunt did not give up the ghost. The Light of the World, which depicts Jesus in the moonlight, holding a

  lantern and knocking on a door overgrown with ivy, later became one of the paintings most loved and venerated by the Victorians. It is, perhaps, significant that there is no latch on the door so

  that all may enter,18 the kind of symbolic detail which featured so much in Pre-Raphaelite paintings.




  Rossetti suffered torments of self-doubt. Earlier, he had impulsively written to the painter Ford Madox Brown, and begged for lessons. Brown, although older and much less insular than any of the

  Brotherhood (he had been born in Calais in 1823 and had studied art in Bruges and Antwerp), took Rossetti’s request as an impertinent tease from a young whippersnapper. He marched round to

  the Rossettis’ house with a ‘stout cudgel’, with which he intended to teach Rossetti a lesson. On meeting Gabriel face to face, he was so disarmed by Gabriel’s charm and

  evident sincerity that he agreed on the spot to give him lessons. He put Gabriel to painting studies of old glass bottles and empty jam jars. After a short time, Gabriel found this tedious and the

  lessons lapsed, but a friendship was formed that lasted for the rest of Gabriel’s life. Gabriel then turned to Hunt. Hunt, who had a predilection for teaching and was good at it, agreed to

  give him lessons and the two of them shared a studio at 7 Cleveland Street, Fitzroy Square, just around the corner from Rossetti’s parents’ house in Charlotte Street.




  It was not a happy arrangement. Rossetti was in despair over the seeming impossibility of painting The Girlhood of Mary Virgin. He couldn’t afford fresh flowers

  and so the lily held by the Virgin was painted from an imitation one made of wool. At least it wouldn’t fade. He fell into trances, moaned, refused to eat and made himself thoroughly

  objectionable, sometimes creating the most fiendish din. He frightened the child who came to sit for the angel, by revealing ‘his irritation beyond bounds, storming wildly . . . and stamping

  about, until the poor child sobbed and screamed with fright’.19




  Hunt, who was a manic-depressive, was no easier to live with than Gabriel. He, too, was having difficulties with his own painting, Rienzi – for which Millais and his brother, as

  well as Gabriel, posed, though not altogether willing models. They lived in turmoil, often going without meals as work was of the utmost importance. Naturally, they frequently quarrelled but then

  made it up again.




  In 1849, Rossetti did the unforgivable. They had all agreed that they would show their P. R. B. paintings at the 1849 Royal Academy Exhibition. Without saying a word, Gabriel took his painting

  to the confusingly called Free Exhibition (the artists were required to pay a fee for their paintings to be exhibited, which ensured that they were). Hunt and Millais were outraged. In the end they

  forgave him but, at the time, it caused a distinctly unpleasant rift. Millais never again felt the same towards Rossetti: in his view, although Rossetti was not exactly a scoundrel, he was not to

  be relied on and clearly no gentleman.




  The reception of Rossetti’s work, The Girlhood of Mary Virgin, was mixed. ‘Every allusion gives evidence of maturity of thought’, wrote the critic in The

  Atheneum, who had the expectation that ‘Mr Rossetti will continue to pursue the lofty career which he has here so successfully begun.’ But, the following year, The Atheneum

  was vitriolic in its damnation of Ecce Ancilla Domine!, denouncing Rossetti for ‘ignoring all that has made the art great in the works of the greatest

  masters’. Like Millais and Hunt, Rossetti’s faith in himself was shaken. It may have been this reaction that started his lifelong dread of exhibiting his work. In the event, The

  Girlhood of Mary Virgin was bought by the Marchioness of Bath for eighty guineas. Gabriel’s aunt, Charlotte Polidori, was companion to Lady Bath at Longleat, that magnificent house in

  Wiltshire. It certainly helped to have a well-connected aunt.




  The members of the Brotherhood lived from hand to mouth, careless of propriety, fending for themselves on a daily basis, imprudent, ambitious and rich only in the optimism of youth. Millais

  stayed at his parents’ house and had a studio there. His parents had always been supportive of him, moving to London in order to send him to the Academy when he was a boy, and having every

  faith in his remarkable ability.




  Gabriel, whose bad behaviour became as legendary as his charm, moved out of the studio in Cleveland Street, leaving Hunt starving. At one point, Hunt found half a crown hidden down the back of a

  chair, which literally saved his bacon, though only temporarily. What would have happened to him does not bear thinking about had not the painter Augustus Egg turned up out of the blue, admired

  Rienzi, and found a buyer for it. By now, however, Hunt’s landlord had had enough. He threw Hunt and his few possessions out into the street.




  A reconciliation took place between Hunt and Rossetti. With the money they had both earned by selling their paintings, they decided to go to Paris and, possibly, Belgium to see what their

  continental contemporaries were producing. Until then they had only seen a few monochrome prints, and not particularly good prints at that. They returned with their ardour renewed, an enthusiasm

  for Hans Memling20 and a coffee pot éxtraordinaire which produced the blackest and most bitter of coffees and which was

  regarded as something of a lucky charm at the P. R. B.’s meetings.




  

    *


  




  Walter Deverell was not actually one of the Brotherhood, but a young, talented painter very much in sympathy with and closely associated with them. He had known and been friends

  with Rossetti and Millais since he had first met them at the Academy. For a brief time, Deverell and Rossetti shared lodgings at Red Lion Square in High Holborn. Walter’s father, who was

  Secretary-Assistant to William Dyce at the Government School of Design, strongly disapproved of his son’s career as a painter. The Deverells were not rich and his father may have feared, with

  reason, that Walter would fall on hard times. Walter himself possessed a singular charm as well as beguiling, delicate, good looks. He had such impetuous high spirits that it was difficult to

  believe how perilously balanced his health was. The poet and painter William Bell Scott thought he had a ‘great but impatient ability, and of so lovely yet manly a character of face, with its

  finely formed nose, dark eyes and eyebrows and young silky moustache, that it was said ladies had gone hurriedly round by side streets to catch another sight of him’.21 He lived with his parents and his younger sister and brothers.




  Sometime during the winter of 1849–50, Deverell spotted Lizzie Siddal through the window of a milliner’s shop where she worked in Cranbourne Alley in the then seedy district of

  Leicester Square. Like actresses and artists’ models, bonnetmakers were considered, not altogether justly, to be of questionable virtue. Anxious not to offend her, Deverell persuaded his

  mother to act for him, to see her parents and to lend respectability to the notion that he should paint her. Mrs Deverell found the Siddals absurdly genteel with ideas which, at the time, would

  have been considered above their station, and pretensions to being descended from landed gentry. They clung to vague notions of being disinherited of property they believed to

  be rightly theirs, including a title certainly never found in Debrett’s. Lizzie’s father, a cutler who lived over his shop in Southwark, was sufficiently optimistic to take the

  matter to court. However, the suit was expensive and cost the family money they could ill afford. In reality, they were a family of respectable working-class Dissenters.




  Lizzie, who was just nineteen, was the embodiment of the Pre-Raphaelites’ conception of a stunner. She was unfashionably tall, unnervingly thin, with a long, pillar of a neck, heavily

  lidded eyes the colour of agate, sensual lips and bundles of glorious copper-coloured hair. While Lizzie may have been the antithesis of the general mid-Victorian idea of female beauty, she

  exemplified the Pre-Raphaelite concept of it.




  Deverell began to paint her as Viola in Twelfth Night, using a small shed in his parents’ garden as a studio. In the final version of the painting, Lizzie is seated on the left,

  gazing adoringly at Count Orsino, a self-portrait of Deverell. Rossetti was the model for the melancholy fool, Feste – ironically so, as it later turned out. The public, apart from their

  disapproval of the new school of painting, may well have been shocked by the extensive amount of leg shown by Lizzie in the guise of Viola. For although the naked model exposed her entire body, a

  scantily cross-dressed female figure wearing a doublet, hose and jerkin was considered more erotic. The fact that the subject was inspired by Shakespeare, commonly read by Victorian women and

  children in Bowdlerized form, lent the painting a spurious respectability.




  In July 1850, the reviewer in The Critic wrote:




  

    

      

        The head of Viola is beautifully intended, but not physically beautiful enough, owing, as we fancy, to inadequate execution; and her position is in perfect accordance and

        subordination to the pervading idea . . . Mr Deverell has here, for the first time in a form at all conspicuous, entered on art boldly and with credit to himself; his

        faults are those of youth and his beauties will doubtless mature into the resources of a true artist.


      


    


  




  Clearly attracted to Lizzie (and she, from her own account, to him), Deverell queered his own pitch by rushing round to Holman Hunt’s studio, where Rossetti was also

  working. He ‘bounded up, marching, or rather dancing to and fro about the room, and, stopping emphatically, he whispered, “You fellows can’t tell what a stupendously beautiful

  creature I have found. By Jove! She’s like a queen, magnificently tall, with a lovely figure, a stately neck, and a face of the most delicate and finished modelling . . . I got my mother to

  persuade the miraculous creature to sit for me for my Viola in Twelfth Night, and to-day I have been trying to paint her; but I have made a mess of my beginning. To-morrow she’s coming

  again; you two should come down and see her; she’s really a wonder; for while her friends, of course, are quite humble, she behaves like a real lady, by clear commonsense, and without any

  affectation, knowing perfectly, too, how to keep people respectful at a distance.” ’




  When he met her, Rossetti asked her to pose for him on the spot. Hunt was equally taken by her and later painted her as Sylvia. Like many other girls in her position, Lizzie had daydreams about

  becoming a lady. She was taking a huge gamble by modelling. At first she enjoyed the carefree atmosphere of the studio, soaked up Gabriel’s immense knowledge of literature, and basked in the

  homage of the artists. She also started to write poetry in the manner of border ballads and took up painting. Ruskin affirmed that she was a genius, but then Ruskin frequently got things muddled

  where pretty girls – notably Kate Greenaway22 – were concerned. Lizzie was suddenly in demand and when, two years later, Millais painted her

  as Ophelia, the obscure shop girl found she had become the embodiment of a cult. Algernon Swinburne worshipped her; the feminist and landscape painter Barbara Bodichon made the

  astute comment, ‘Although she isn’t a lady, her mind is poetic.’ Like most of the Brotherhood’s subsequent muses, Lizzie was to find that the very men who had put her on a

  pedestal, which made her seem more unobtainable than she was, were so closely bound together that the fraternity was tantamount to being impenetrable.




  

    *


  




  It was an era of intensely close male love and companionship, which the modern reader might be forgiven for mistaking for homosexuality. The mistake would be a perfect one. The

  nature of Tennyson’s exalted feelings for Arthur Hallam and the unconscionable grief he felt at Hallam’s death, which found expression in In Memoriam, one of the most remarkable

  laments ever written, might be considered excessive, even self-indulgent today. It is very much a measure of the sentiment of the time and is a reflection of what Tennyson actually felt. The poem

  is a model example of what men of similar circles felt for each other and how they expressed their feelings, without fear of being misinterpreted. In Memoriam mirrors very closely the

  feelings felt by members of the Brotherhood at that period of their lives.




  Paradoxically, in spite of being the innovators of a new school, these seven young men were also very much of their time in adhering to the notion that art represented the highest ideals of

  civilization. What bound them together so strongly and lent their affections the semblance of the Knights of the Round Table was a mutual pledge, a crusade to further the cause of their art.




  Initially, it was precisely because of this allegiance that the women who inspired them, some of whom became their wives, nearly all of whom were stunners, were so important to the movement,

  whatever their origins. ‘All the members of the P. R. B. belonged to the middle or lower classes of society,’ William Michael Rossetti later recorded. Most of the women came from

  even humbler backgrounds, with the exception of Effie Gray, the Greek Pre-Raphaelite painter Marie Spartali, and her cousin Mary Zambaco, the medallist and sculptor. Their role

  as muses to the artists was the key which could open the door to a different, more elevated way of life. It was not without its hazards, since artists’ models, like actresses and shop girls,

  were closely associated in the public imagination with loose living and prostitution. If, as in the case of Lizzie Siddal, the wish for respectability was of paramount importance, then marriage was

  the only solution. This understandable desire of the women to better themselves appealed to one of the strangest traits not only of the P. R. B. but also of a certain strata of mid-Victorian

  society – namely, to reform, improve and transform the so-called ‘ugly duckling’ into a swan. These girls of humble origins must be refined out of recognition, taught to aspirate

  their H’s, wear clean linen, be articulate, and be socially presentable. If this now seems unacceptably arrogant, it should be borne in mind that this was what these women wanted. Such a

  degree of reform requires a measure of complicity and a corresponding degree of intimacy between the reformer and the person to be reformed. The very nature of the relationship between artist and

  model creates a singular intimacy involving comparative degrees of collaboration and mystery – mystery being an essential component of both the inspired and the inspirer. Those women who

  belonged to the higher echelons of society, who were ‘ladies’ and not in need of social reform, shared this distinctive bond with their socially inferior, equally inspiring sisters.




  As Vernon Lee put it in her controversial roman-à-clef, Miss Brown:23




  

    

      

        There is no doubt that to certain temperaments not given to respect for social distinctions or Religious institutions, or even the kind of moral characteristics held to be

        worthy of respect by ordinary folk, there is something actually venerable in some kinds of beauty: the man respects the unknown woman as a goddess and respects himself for

        having discovered her divinity.


      


    


  




  Vernon Lee is equally interesting about the relations between artists and muses:




  

    

      

        The situations seemed changed: instead of his being a mere possible, but by no means probable, instrument of a change in her life, she was the predestined instrument for

        the consummation of his life. Anne Brown should live for the world and for fame; and Walter Hamlin’s life should be crowned by gradually endowing with vitality, and then wooing,

        awakening the love of this beautiful Galatea whose soul he had moulded, even as Pygmalion had moulded the limbs of the image which he had made to live and to love.


      


    


  




  It should, on the other hand, be remembered that, according to Ovid, the Cypriot sculptor Pygmalion satisfied his sexual desires, to a point, in creating images of the women who inspired his

  art. These were only sublimated when he reached perfection in his chiselling away at the image of the most beautiful woman his mind’s eye could invent. He fell in love with his creation,

  Galatea, as cold as the marble he had carved her in, kissed her repeatedly and took her to bed. It was only after an ardent prayer to Venus, which she granted, that his ideal form of Galatea could

  come to life. Kissing her again, he had the strangely erotic sensation of her cold stone body being warmed by the breath of life, and then made love to her. What happened to Galatea afterwards is

  lost in the mists of time, rendered a mystery by the vagaries of the gods.




  





  
2




  [image: ]




  EFFIE AND THE RUSKINS




  Born in the Highlands in 1828, the eldest of fifteen children of whom only seven survived, Euphemia Chalmers Gray was an exceptionally pretty child with auburn hair, grey eyes

  and a clear complexion. Her liveliness and sense of humour, combined with an eagerness to please, made her immediately attractive. Moderately well off, her father, George Gray, was a Writer to the

  Signet – a member of an old established Scottish society of solicitors with the sole right to prepare warrants and crown writs. He adored his daughter. Euphemia, known as Effie, shared an

  uncommonly close bond with her mother, Sophia. After an idyllic early childhood which persuaded Effie ever afterwards that her parental home, Bowerswell, near Perth, was an unparalleled earthly

  paradise, it was decided that she should be sent to boarding school. There she would acquire those accomplishments considered fitting for a young lady and make suitable friends, which would qualify

  her to help with the instruction of her younger siblings. Fortunately, her parents didn’t send her to one of the numerous fashionable seminaries which turned out paper-pattern misses with

  pretensions to gentility but scant education. She was sent to Avonbank, an exceptionally good school in Stratford-on-Avon.




  In the summer of 1840, Mrs Gray took Effie south as far as London, where she left her with the Ruskins, friends and distant cousins of her husband’s, at their suburban, semi-detached villa

  in Herne Hill until Effie could continue her journey under an escort provided by Avonbank. Meanwhile, Mrs Gray continued on to Germany where she joined her husband for a short

  holiday. It was the first time Effie had been away from home and it was the first time she had been separated from her mother. She was just twelve years old.




  The connection between the Grays and the Ruskins was fraught with unlucky associations. John James Ruskin and his wife Margaret were first cousins. Coming from a less prosperous branch of the

  family (her mother was the landlady of the King’s Head Inn at Croydon), Margaret Cox, four years older than John James, found a position as housekeeper to her uncle, John Thomas Ruskin, who

  lived at Bowerswell. An excellent manager, Margaret was ‘a tall, handsome, finely made girl’,1 a singularly determined character with scarcely

  one vestige of humour. John James Ruskin, if not romantically in love with her, grew to value her shrewd pragmatism and proposed. Their engagement was a long one. Reputedly a manic-depressive (some

  said he was mad), John Thomas Ruskin had lost his fortune, and, horrified by the prospect of his son’s marriage, he slit his own throat with a razor in September 1817.




  It was Margaret who discovered him lying on the floor and bleeding to death. She tried to staunch the flow of blood with her bare hands and sent for the doctor, who stitched up the fearful

  injury, Margaret assisting as best she could. Two days later, however, he was dead. Margaret never overcame the traumatic circumstances of his death. She refused to visit Bowerswell ever again and

  developed a violent antipathy to Scotland and to all things Scottish. Shortly after John Thomas’s death, Mr Gray bought Bowerswell. Eleven years later, on 7 May 1828, Effie Gray was born in

  the very same room as the one in which John Thomas Ruskin had died.




  Despite Mrs Ruskin’s abhorrence of Scotland, relations between the Ruskins and the Grays continued on affable terms. They corresponded regularly. Mr Ruskin became an exceptionally

  well-to-do sherry merchant; Mr Gray administered a trust fund left for Mr Ruskin’s nephews; Mrs Gray sent Mrs Ruskin plants for her garden and, when Effie was two years

  old, Mrs Ruskin sent her a doll.




  Margaret Ruskin was thirty-eight by the time she gave birth to her only child, John, in 1819. Deeply religious, she determined to dedicate him to God and vowed he would become a bishop. He was

  supervised by his doting mother with a vigilance considered extraordinary even by nineteenth-century standards: ‘Mrs Ruskin, with all her passionate devotion to her son, seems to have had no

  idea of making a little child happy. The baby’s education was terribly consistent, he was steadily whipped when he was troublesome or when he tumbled downstairs.’2 On one occasion, when he was a very small child, entranced by the glitter of the tea kettle, he begged to be allowed to touch it. Mrs Ruskin indulged him. The kettle was

  boiling hot. His hands were scalded. She thought it would teach him a lesson. But it would be a mistake to think that his mother did not love him: her love was terrible, both obsessive and

  possessive. She taught him the Bible rigorously, with daily readings which she made him memorize and then, when they eventually came to the end of that great Book, he was made to go back to the

  beginning and repeat the process all over again. This early familiarity with the Bible left a distinctive mark on Ruskin’s subsequent resonant prose. A precocious and observant boy, his early

  years were not so much unhappy as solitary. Nearly fifty years later, he summed up his situation when he wrote, ‘I had nothing to love.’3




  Nothing could have been more different from the young John Ruskin’s disciplinarian upbringing than Effie’s carefree childhood in the Highlands. But while she romped with her younger

  brothers and sisters and raced breathless up the wild hills of Kinnoull, she had been brought up to have excellent ‘drawing-room’ manners. Staying with the Ruskins at Herne Hill, Effie

  appeared to be more demure, more docile than she actually was. During the few days between her mother’s departure and Effie leaving for Avonbank, she evidently endeared herself to all the

  family. ‘After you left me in London,’ she wrote to her mother, ‘I enjoyed myself very much indeed. Mr Ruskin took me to see all the sights. I was very much

  pleased with the Zoological Gardens and with Westminster Abbey.’4




  Effie did well at school. She made friends, was liked by her teachers, the three Misses Ainsworth,24 and won prizes. ‘My dear Mamma . . . I got

  the general attention, the history, and the French . . . The general attention is Lamb’s tales from Shakespeare, the History is a card of Honour as I was not lucky enough to draw the prize;

  and the French is, “Contes à ma Fille”.’25 In the same letter, she expressed delight about going up to London at the

  beginning of her holidays, but concern over her clothes. ‘What am I to do about a bonnet for London – my size I have is so small I can scarcely get it on . . .’ The bonnet may

  have been too small, but her frocks would last until she could have new ones made in London and luckily she had ‘a light fawn-coloured Mousseline de laine nearly

  new.’5




  The matter of dress was to occupy Effie all her life. She was deeply concerned with fashion; with the question of frills, fichus, flounces and the all-important shawl.26 Pink was her favourite colour for a gown, especially when made of glace silk with an overskirt of black lace. Lace was a consuming passion which she

  continued to nurture long after it had gone out of fashion. In 1840, when she was only twelve, Effie’s bonnet was likely to have had a deep, close-fitting brim which would have concealed her

  face from the side view, and to have been fastened with coloured ribbons tied beneath the chin. By the 1840s, girls’ frocks had regained their natural waist line, and were cut with full,

  fairly short skirts, often with several tucks used for both decorative and practical purposes on the hemlines, the frilled white pantalettes showing beneath.




  Effie spent a brief holiday again with the Ruskins at Herne Hill in the summer of 1841. A prosperous London suburb south of the Thames, Herne Hill was still a rural district, pleasantly wooded.

  The Wandle and Effra streams ran openly through what was then a not overly populated stretch of the Norwood hills. The Ruskin house, 26 Herne Hill, was a substantial semi-detached three-storey

  villa with a large garden and an orchard of pears, apples and plum trees. Inside, the rooms were well appointed, the library was extensive since Mr Ruskin was inordinately fond of poetry, and the

  walls were hung with an eclectic collection of paintings including Samuel Prout and J. M. W. Turner. It was all very fine and comfortable. The household consisted of Mr and Mrs Ruskin, who went out

  of their way to be kind to Effie, and their adopted niece, Mary. It was a predominantly female establishment. Effie had already met John on her previous visit, but it was only now that she

  attracted his attention.




  He was a tall young man of twenty-two with a nervous yet penetrating gaze. His hair was a pale russet, his eyes blue, his eyebrows unusually shaggy. His thin lips were scarred where a dog had

  bitten him in early childhood. He was conservative in his dress and habitually wore a blue neckerchief up to his chin, a high-buttoned waistcoat and a tapered frock-coat with a

  brown velvet collar. His bearing was self-consciously deliberate, his manners fastidious, his charm undeniable and his enthusiasm for the subject in hand contagious.




  Effie could not know then what agonies he had suffered from an unrequited love for Adèle Domecq, the second daughter of Pedro Domecq, Mr Ruskin’s Spanish partner in the sherry

  business. The Domecqs lived in Paris, where John had met Adèle and her four sisters for the first time in 1833 when he was fourteen and Adèle was a year older. Adèle

  couldn’t take him seriously and her mocking rejection was a constant torture to him during the four years he remained in love with her. In 1837, when John was eighteen, he went up to Christ

  Church, Oxford, accompanied by his mother. Mrs Ruskin took up residence on the High Street, his father joining them at weekends while, as was required of an undergraduate, John lived in rooms at

  college. Throughout his time at Oxford, the young Ruskin spent the evenings in the company of his mother. This bizarre arrangement, ostensibly to guard Ruskin from the evils of the Oxford Movement

  and the influence of Newman, in whom Ruskin showed little interest, did not prevent him from making lasting friendships, notably with Henry Acland and Henry Liddell. Acland became an influential

  medical practitioner who was to play a significant role in diagnosing Lizzie Siddal’s mysterious malaise; Liddell became Dean of Christ Church and the father of Alice, for whom Lewis Caroll

  famously wrote Alice in Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking-Glass, and to whom both Caroll and Ruskin were attracted when she was still a child. But none of the distractions at

  Oxford, not even his carrying off the prestigious Newdigate Prize for poetry, deflected John’s passion for Adèle. When, in 1840, he learned that Adèle was engaged to Baron

  Duquesne, he collapsed. He coughed blood, was diagnosed as tubercular, and his doctors believed him to be dying. Ruskin believed his doctors. His only hope, they said, was to go to the mountains.

  In October, he went to Switzerland with his parents. They stayed abroad for ten months, returning in June 1841, shortly before Effie made her second visit to Herne Hill. The

  sojourn in Switzerland and Italy may have effected a cure for Ruskin’s tuberculosis, but his heart remained broken.




  Effie also had every reason to be unhappy. Shortly before her arrival at Herne Hill, she had been staying with friends at Shottery, near Stratford-on-Avon when she learned of the death of her

  six-year-old sister, Sophia Margaret, from scarlet fever.27 ‘My dearest Papa,’ she wrote on 5 July, ‘you cannot think how sorry I am at

  hearing the news – Miss Ainsworth told me in the kindest manner possible – I suppose Mamma is in great distress. Give her my very kindest love & all the children and my hand is

  shaking so I cannot write any more.’ It is likely that her parents didn’t want Effie to risk infection and so were relieved to send her on to the Ruskins. Nor would Mr or Mrs Gray have

  wanted to leave home so soon after their bereavement. Effie could not have returned to Bowerswell without a companion. The journey was long and made by sea, the voyage generally rough and

  disagreeable.




  Effie was an observant child and could not help noticing John’s despondency. One day, she suggested he should write her a fairy story. He didn’t finish it until the following

  September, but the result was a delightful tale, The King of the Golden River, a fable that demonstrates the victory of good over evil. It was published in 1851 with illustrations by Dicky

  Doyle and immediately became a bestseller and a Victorian children’s classic. It is the story of the two wicked elder brothers, Hans and Schwartz, who insult Southwest Wind, Esquire, with

  disastrous results and cruelly mistreat their younger brother, Gluck. The kind-hearted Gluck wins the day with the connivance of the King of the Golden River while his two brothers are turned into

  ‘TWO BLACK STONES, round which the waters howl mournfully every day at sunset; and these stones are still called by the people of the valley, The Black Brothers.’

  Unlike any of his other work, The King of the Golden River was written purely for entertainment.28 With hindsight, there is a poignant irony that

  it should have been the thirteen-year-old Effie who was instrumental in inspiring it.




  By the end of July 1842, Effie left the Ruskins to stay with friends before returning to Avonbank. Within a fortnight she learned that her two surviving younger sisters, Jane and Mary, had also

  died of scarlet fever. This time there was no question that Effie must return home. She went back to Bowerswell in the company of Miss Thomas, a friend of the Miss Byerlys.




  Effie spent the next two and a half years at Bowerswell. She helped her mother run the house and became an excellent housekeeper. She continued her education with lessons from a Miss Thomson,

  who had originally been engaged to teach Effie’s younger sisters. Effie’s brother George, a year her junior, was spending a year in Wiesbaden studying German.




  The family home had always thronged with Effie’s younger brothers and sisters. Now there was only her eighteen-month-old brother Andrew and the new baby, Sophy, and Bowerswell was a

  subdued household. It is indicative of Effie’s character that her father, in his misery, made her his close companion and confidant.




  

    *


  




  In September 1841, Ruskin stayed at Leamington in the care of Dr Jephson. His health was still delicate. Jephson, who was a great believer in the benefits of iron, was generally

  considered rather a quack, which appealed to the Ruskins’ quirkiness. It was while Ruskin was at Leamington that he wrote The King of the Golden River. ‘Not

  much done today,’ he wrote in his diary on 15 September 1841 ‘. . . a little of Phemy29 Gray’s fairy tale. Poor thing – she wants

  something to amuse her just now.’




  In the autumn of 1845, the Ruskins moved from Herne Hill to a much larger house in nearby Denmark Hill. It stood in seven acres of ground, with an extensive flower garden, a large kitchen garden

  where ‘the trailings and climbings of deep purple convolvulus . . . bloomed full every autumn morning round the trunks of the apple trees’,6

  an orchard and two paddocks. They kept cows, chickens and pigs. Mrs Ruskin delighted in supervising the gardens and smallholding, particularly the pigs, which she not only reared but also served

  roasted with apple sauce made with apples from the orchard, to her husband’s frequent dinner guests. Of course, there were servants. In their newly acquired affluence, for Mr Ruskin had

  prospered in the sherry trade, they employed men servants as well as the female staff they had employed at Herne Hill. The Ruskins were good employers and their servants were very much part of the

  family. George Hobbs (whose real name was John, but who was called George as there were already two Johns in the household) was employed as John’s personal manservant.




  John became inordinately attached to his parents’ new house: ‘. . . the breakfast-room, opening on the lawn and farther field, was extremely pretty when its walls were mostly covered

  with lakes by Turner and doves by Hunt; the dining and drawing rooms were spacious enough for our grandest receptions . . .’7 His own workroom,

  above the breakfast room, was mainly occupied by an enormous long writing table, bookshelves, globes and fossils and carefully displayed work in progress – for John was always anxious for his work to be appreciated even before it had been completed. The room was well lit with views overlooking the paddock and the trees beyond. It was perfect in every way for the

  avid reader, writer, artist and draughtsman John had become. For as long as the house at Denmark Hill remained the family home, this room remained John’s chief workplace, a shrine to the

  testimony of his beliefs in the importance of art and his passionate views on architecture and social reform. That John was passionate in his views cannot be denied and it was partly this passion

  which made this complex man so attractive. He also possessed considerable charm. Certainly, the young Effie Gray found him compelling.




  By the time Effie left Avonbank, in 1844, she was thoroughly accomplished, being proficient in French and history, for which she had won school prizes. She was a graceful dancer, an excellent

  pianist and had a very clear and beautiful-toned voice. She was extremely pretty, intelligent and had engaging manners. It was small wonder that, when she was seventeen and visited Denmark Hill

  with her father in 1846, John Ruskin fell in love with her. Mr and Mrs Ruskin were appalled. Ruskin’s earlier affair with Adèle Domecq had had disastrous consequences and his parents

  were understandably anxious that history might repeat itself. More importantly, they were ambitious for their son and wanted him to make an advantageous marriage; Effie simply wasn’t good

  enough. Charming she might be, but she wasn’t rich enough or sufficiently well connected and, worse still, she came from Bowerswell where Mrs Ruskin had suffered so much and which she

  consequently loathed. The visit was not a happy one. The Ruskins were distinctly inhospitable to Effie and her father, who left precipitously, Mr Gray piqued and out of sorts; Effie acutely

  embarrassed.




  Her pride might have taken a drubbing, but she was young, spirited and her sense of self-esteem was not easily quenched. After all, she was generally popular with both sexes and had already

  turned several heads both in Scotland and at Ewell, where her father’s friends, the Gadesdens, lived at Ewell Castle by the banks of the Hogsmill River. Vivacious and witty, Effie was

  becoming quite a flirt. Later, it was said of her that by the time she was nineteen she had had twenty-seven proposals but had turned them all down. Shortly after her return to

  Scotland that spring, she became very attracted to Willie MacLeod, an officer in the 74th Highlanders and a close neighbour. He was dashing and a terrific dancer. There was even talk of an

  unofficial engagement. Another contender for her affections was an eligible young man with the splendid name of Prizie Tasker. Effie, in high spirits and good health, riding over her beloved hills

  of Kinnoull, was bent on having fun.




  John’s parents had underestimated him. They knew him to be an uncommonly obedient, doting son, but they hadn’t banked on his indomitable will. When Adèle had spurned him,

  Ruskin became ill. Now he was determined to win Effie. He was not to be thwarted. Mrs Ruskin, who was every bit as obstinate as her son, somehow managed matters so that it appeared to Effie that

  Ruskin had become engaged to Charlotte Lockhart, the granddaughter of Sir Walter Scott and his heiress, who stood to inherit Scott’s baronial folly, Abbotsford. Charlotte was in every way a

  far better catch for Ruskin than Effie ever could be from his parents’ point of view. There is no doubt that Ruskin was, for a time, under Charlotte’s spell. He referred to her as

  ‘a Scottish fairy, White Lady, and witch of the fatalist sort . . .’ Believing that since Charlotte was ‘on the tapis’, Effie was no longer a threat, Mrs Ruskin invited

  Effie back to Denmark Hill in April 1847. She wasted no time in making it clear to Effie that Ruskin was committed to Charlotte. But Effie wasn’t easily fooled. She didn’t entirely

  believe in Mrs Ruskin’s story, and in John’s alleged feelings for Charlotte.




  

    

      

        Mrs R told me of J’s affaire the first night I came but I did not tell you as I thought she perhaps did not wish it to be known, but she did not tell me who

        the Lady is & J never hints of her, he is the strangest being I ever saw, for a lover, he never goes out without grumbling & I fancy the young lady cannot be in London. Mrs R says

        ‘If my John gets her he will have a treasure as she is very elegant & high bred.’ Mrs R tells me she has never seen her & that she is in a higher rank

        of life than they are but she knows her quite well by character.8
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