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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Among practitioners of the sister arts, painting and
poetry, there occasionally appears a hybrid, the "poet-
painter.” To those who are interested in the relationship
between poetry and the visual arts, such a figure provides
an enlarged opportunity for s+tudy; for, certainly, any links
between the two disciplines might well be most clearly
defined when the works examined have issued from a single
source.l One of the most celebrated and most frequently
studied of English "poet-painters” is William Blake. When
discussing later artists of multiple talents, the comparison
with Blake is almost invariably made. Dante Gabriel
Rossetti is no exception. The classification of both men as
"poet-painters” into one category (often fallaciously
defended by citing Rossetti's life-long interest in Blake's
work) blinds one, however, to the numerous and significant
differences in the approaches which each took to the two
media in which he dealt. The abundant examinations which

have been made of Blake's work readily reveal a clear-cut

1 Mario Praz, Mnemosyne: The Parallel Between
Literature and the Visual Arts (Princeton: Princeton Univ.
Press, 1970), p. 40.




and consistent relationship between poetry and design.2

These studies have shown that Blake's designs are intended
to contribute commentary and criticism to one's understanding
of, and response to, the words which they accompany. In the
case of Rossetti's work, however, no adequate study of the
relationship befween pbem and design has ever been under-
taken. Our awareness of the nature of that relafionship f;r
Rosetti may contribute not only to a greater understanding
and appreciation of his works, but to the wider study of the
sister arts.

"Poet or Painter?” The question appears and reap-

pears, from chapter headings to footnotes in almost all

accounts of the life and work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and’
therein seems to lie the difficulty in discussing his poetry
and painting. Any account of Rossetti's life itself reveals
a constant reiteration of the same question, posed by
Rossetti, his family, friends, and the public at large, and
biographical evidence provides ample warrant for regarding
Rossetti as both poet and painter. 1In spite of contra-

dictory critical assessments of his work, at various points

2 Among the most recent and more valuable studies of
the interpretive illustrations of William Blake are those by
Irene Tayler ("Say First! What Mov'd Blake?: Blake's Comus
Designs and Milton,"” Blake's Sublime Allegory: Essays on the
Four Zoas, Milton, and Jerusalem, ed. Stuart Curran and
Joseph Anthony Wittreich, Jr. [Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin
Press, 1973]) and Joseph Anthony Wittreich, Jr. ("William
Blake: Illustrator-Interpreter of Paradise Regained,” Calm
of Mind: Tercentenarx Essays on Paradise Regained and Samson
Agonistes, in Honor of John S. . Diekhoff [Cleveland: Case
Western Reserve Univ. Press, 1971 ]).




during his life and afterwards, which found the pendulum's
swing more pronounced toward one direction or the other, it
is impossible to find that Rossetti ever worked in one art
for long to the exclusion of the other.

Dante Gabriel Rossettl first began drawing at the age
of four, the delight in drawing taking hold at once.3 A
single line from his brother William's memoir suggests the
supremacy of this art and, at the same time, suggests perhaps
the source of the conflict that was to affect Rossetti.
William remarks, "I cannot remember any date at which it was
not understood in the family that 'Gabriel meant to be a
painter.'"4 Impulse versus obligation, livelihood versus
love, equations whose terms were sometimes reversed, were to
characterize the interplay between painting and poetry
throughout Dante Gabriel Roséetti's entire life.

Chronicles of Rossetti's early and intermittent
efforts in verse and prose clearly show their simultaneous
growth. Ample nutriment for the bifurcated interests that

were rapidly developing is revealed in accounts of Rossetti's

3 Rossetti was originally given the Christian names
Gabriel Charles Dante, but will be referred to by the form
he adopted in 1849, Dante Gabriel. The surname Rossetti
alone, in this text, refers to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, while
other members of the family are distinguished by their
Christian names.

b William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti:
His Family Letters, with a Memoir (London: Ellis & Elvey,
1895), I (Memoir), 43; hereafter cited in footnotes as
Letters and Memoir.
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reading and exposure to designs in print and to original art
work.s At each significant point in his development,
Rossetti exhibited ability in both fields, although pro-
fessionally he was intended to be a painter. Thus, for
example, while William portrays the schoolboy renowned for
the dramatic and theatrical characters which adorned the
margins of his notebooks, he immediately adds, "though I do
not recall precise instances in point— . . . he was known
for reciting verses."6 While Rossetti did not produce any
sonnets of his own during the years of his study at Sass's,
a drawing academy of some repute, he commenced translating
the works of others. If we regard these translations, as
William Rossettli and innumerable critics along with him did,
as "re-castings of poems into another language such as could
only be accomplished by a poet in his own right,” then
clearly Rossetti's development as a poet was keeping pace
with that in art.’

Counterpointing the next step in Rossetti's develop-
ment as an artist, his entrance to the Antique School of the
Royal Academy in 1846, was Rossetti's development as an

original poet. Within a year's time from that point, he had

5 The most comprehensive account of Rossetti's read-
ing is by Helen S. Culler ("Studies in Rossetti's Reading,”
Diss. Yale 1943),

6 Letters and Memoir, I, 78.

7 Ivid., I, 106.



written the first versions of "The Blessed Damozel," "My
Sister's Sleep,"” "The Portrait," and "Ave," and a little
later, the opening portions of "Dante at Verona," "A Last
Confession," and "The Bride's Prelude."8 Rossetti's split
commitment at this time is also revealed in his appeals to
both poets and painters whom he admired, for criticism and
assistance. Rossetti sent manuscripts of his poems to
William Bell Scott (himself a poet and painter), appealed to
Ford Madox Brown for instruction in painting, inquired of
Leigh Hunt as to the feasibility of turning to literature as
a career, and then to William Holman Hunt, for relief from
the routine of still-life to which his instruction with
Brown had bound him.”

William Holmén Hunt is only one of many during this
period of time to substantiate Rossetti's development as both

painter and poet. He affirms Rossetti's broad knowledge of

poetry, noting that "If he read twice or thrice a long poem,

8 Ibid., I, 107. To avoid ambiguity, hereafter the
titles of both poems and pairs of poems and paintings will
appear within quotation marks, and only when the painting
alone is being referred to will the title be underlined.

9 The early juxtaposition of the arts by Rossetti is
evident in the title of the collection of poems which he
sent to William Bell Scott, "Songs of the Art Catholic."” OFf
this title, William Rossetti notes that “"by 'art' he
[Rossetti] decidedly meant something more than ‘poetic art.'
He meant to suggest that the poems embodied conceptions and
a point of view related to pictorial art—also that this art
was, in sentiment though not necessarily in dogma, Catholic-
medieval and un-modern.” Letters and Memoir, I, 114,
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it was literally at his tongue's end. We may imagine that

Hunt was audience to Rossetti's recitations of his own work,

as well. Hunt describes Rossetti as having been "a student

of poetry almost to the exclusion of other pursuits,” whose

chanting of verses filled the Cleveland Street studio which
they shared for part of 1848-1849, Without really distin-
guishing the object of Rossetti's creative revery, Hunt gives
a portrait of him in which
frequently he would leave his day's appointed task to
engage himself with some design or poem that occupied
his thoughts. When he had once sat down and was
immersed in ‘the effort to express his purpose, and the
difficulties had to be wrestled with, his tongue was
hushed, he remained fixed and inattentive +to all +that
went on about him; he rocked himself to and fro, and
at times he moaned lowly, or hummed for a brief minute,
as though telling off some idea. All this while he
peered intently before him, looking hungry and eager,

- and passing by in his regard any who came before him,
as if not seen at all. Then he would often §et up and
walk out of the room without saying a word.t .

This, Hunt attributes to the "poetic atmosphere" encircling
the poet-painter.

These years witnessed the foundation of the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group of seven young men who, in
spite of differences in personal style or direction, were all
dedicated to repudiating contemporary conventions in paint-
ing. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood grew from a friendship

between Hunt, Rossettl, and John Everett Millais, to a

10 William Holman Hunt, "The Pre-Raphaelite Brother-
Rgod: A Fight for Art," Contemporary Review, 49 (April 1886),
OI

11 1vi4., Part II (May 1886), p. 742.
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fellowship including fellow artist James Collinson, sculptor
Thomas Woolner, novice painter turned art-critic Frederic
George Stephens, and Rossetti's brother William. For the

few years that these men worked with acknowledged unity of
purpose, their aims were to instill their work with sincerity
and simplicity, taking for truth that which was seen with
their own eyes and in the reflex of their imaginations. |
Although purportedly a league of artists, the Pre-Raphaelites,
urged primarily by Rossetti, pursued expression in print as
well, and the years of their actual association were marked
for Rossetti by efforts in both media. Rossetti is often
identified as the "prime mover" in the establishment of the
literary organ of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, The Germ,
and its origin attributed to his equally keen literary and

12 Apropos The Germ, William notes that

pictorial interests.
Dante Gabriel "was eager to distinguish himself in litera-
ture, no less than in painting, and wanted to have some safe
vehicle both for ushering his writings before the publie,
and for diffusing abroad the Praz raphaelite principles in
art."13 The eventually successful diffusion of Pre-
Raphaelite principles owed little to the magazine, which was

discontinued after four numbers; The Germ was more fulfill-

ing for Rosetti personally, however, who after the pub-

12 mhe germ was originally subtitled Thoughts
Towards Nature in Poetry, Literature, and Art, and was later
renamed Art and Poetry: Being Thoughts Towards Nature.

13 Letters and Memoir, I, 149,
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lication wifhin its bages of five longer poems, a prose tale,
and a group of six "Sonnets for Pictures,"” was publicly
recognized as poet as well as painter.

The next decade of Rossetti's life is frequently
characterized by great competition between his diverse loves
of painting and poetry. Rossetti himself recognized that his

devotion to poetry "impeded attention to what constituted

w1l

another aim and a livelihood in the bargain. He was

somewhat more insecure about his literary efforts when he
wrote to his friend, William Allingham, in 1854,

My original poems are all (or all the best) in an
aboriginal state, being beginnings, and not one, I
think, fairly copied. Moreover, I am always hoping to
finish those I like; I know they would have no chance
if shown to you unfinished, as I am sure they would
not please you in that state, and then I should feel
disgusted with them. Of short pieces I have seldom

or never_done anything tolerable, except perhaps
sonnets.15

And to the same friend a month later, he writes,

the fact is, I think well of very little I have written,
and am afraid of people agreeing with me, which I should
find a bore. I believe my poetry and painting prevented
each other from doing much good for a long while—and
now I think I could do better in either, but can't write,
for then I sha'n't paint.l

14 From a letter quoted by T. Hall Caine, in Recollec-
tions of Rossetti, 2nd ed. (London: Cassell, 1928), p. 17.

15 Oswald Doughty and John Robert Wahl, eds., Letters
of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965-67),
I, 205-06 (23 July 1854); hereafter cited in footnotes as
Letters.

16 1pia., T, 214 (August 1854).

LA e - i



Nevertheless, his compulsion to work in both disciplines
continued. Although his principal literary project was in
the field of translation, Rossetti did write original poetry
as well. During these years Rossetti's literary and
artistic interests mingled, too, in the production of a
number of illustrations for the work of other poets.

The event‘which according to most accounts altered
the course of Dante Gabriel Rossetti's career as poet has
been described too many times to need repetition at any
length once more. In grief or guilt at the death in 1862 of
Elizabeth Eleanor Siddal, whom he married in 1860 after a
relationship of ten years' duration, Rossetti put the book
of his manuscript poems, the only perfect copy of most of
them, into her coffin. As his brother notes,

Rossettli thus not only reﬁounced any early or definite
hopes of poetic fame, which had always been a ruling
passion with him, but he also abandoned a project,
already distinctly formulated and notified; for, as we

have seen, a forthcoming volume of his ori%inal poems
was advertised in The Early Italian Poets.l?

Many accounts of these years exaggerate the duration of time
that Rossetti turned from writing, and relinquished all
thoughts of poetry. In fact, as early as 1865, Rossetti
resumed wfiting with his lines to accompany a recent design

for Aspecta Medusa. Frequently too, it is presumed that

Rossetti returned to poetry as an alternative to painting,
only when he was certain that his eyesight was failing him.

While the earliest record of difficulty with sight is toward

17 Letters and Memoir, I, 225.
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the end of 1867, this ailment did not become more serious
until 1868, after which he improved sufficiently to resume”
art work intermittently. According to William, the periods
when Rossetti's eyesight most troubled him were in the

auntumn of 1868, and the spring of 1870, This 1is corroborated
by letters of Rossetti's, in which, for example, he describes
himself as being "thrown back a little on old poetic ideas"
in February 1869, and notes intervals of painting in December
of that same year.l8 Before the exhortations of his friends
to return to poetry joined in one common chorus, Rossetti had
already‘made several appearances in print, and had written
large amounts of poetry. One of these instances of pub-
lication occurred within the review of the pictures of the
year 1868, jointly written by William Michael Rossetti and
Algernon Charles Swinburne. In Swinburne's section, in

which Rossetti's paintings Lady Lilith, Sibylla Palmifera,

and Venus Verticordia were discussed, Rossetti's sonnets for

these works were introduced, having been written, in the
caée of the first two, in 1867, and the third, in 1868. The
earliest instances of Rossetti's return to verse were thus
all connected with his visual works, and to a period before
Rossetti was actually disabled from painting, suggesting
that the subsequent expression of allied impulses in verse

may have been, in some as yet unexplained way, bound to his

18 Letters, II, 688 (To John Skelton, 7 February
1869), and 769 (To Walter Severn, 8 December 1869).
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painting, and was not merely a way of meeting the exigency
of impaired sight.

Any tendency to regard Rossetti as primarily a poet
is encouraged by remarks made by him during this period of
time, such as the following:

My own belief is that I am a poet (within the limit of
my power) primarily, and that it is my poetic tendencies
that chiefly give value to my pictures: only painting
being—what poetry’ is not—a livelihood—T7I have put my
my poetry chiefly in that form. . . . I should partic-
ularly hope it might be thought (if so it be) that my
poems are in no way the result of painter's tendencies—
and indeed I believe no poetry could be freer than mine
from the trick of what is called 'word-painting.'

I had some painting task-work to do, and have set about
a little not task-work also; and these have kept me

from the other Muse, who I believe, after all is my

true mistress.

I wish one could live by writing Eoetry. I think I'd
see painting d——d if one could.

We should bear in mind the condition of Rossetti's health,
and his prior patterns of composition and creation, in our
evaluation of these remarks. His suggestions of a preference
for poetry must be taken objectively, recognizing the neces-
sarily more commercial taint with which he regarded his
painting in the years of "potboiling," and the support of a
positive attitude towards poetry created by the general
acclaim with which at this very time his volume was met.
While the preparation for, and the reaction to, the

publication of Poems predominates in accounts of the years

19 Ibid., II, 849-850 (To Thomas Gordon Hake, 21
April 1870); III, 986 (To William Bell Scott, 25 August
1871); III, 996 (To Ford Madox Brown, 31 August 1871).
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from 1869 through 1872, Rossetti did continue painting
during much of this time., As in the case of his wife's
death, the crisis brought on by the "fleshly controversy"” and
Rossetti's suicide attempt did not incur as great a loss of
productive time as one is often led to believe. While
Vpainting briefly overbalanced effort in poetry, as usual
within a short period of time this balance was fipped. By
1873, Rossetti was thinking of publishing a new collection of
original verse; the pendulum could not have swung too far
towards the pole of painting solely. |

Although‘his last decade found Rossettli a sometimes
morose, drug-driven man, he continued to be productive both
as a poet and painter. When he determined to reprint Poems
in 1881, which had ceased issue towards 1879, he composed

new work for the separate and new volume, Ballads and Sonnets,

to which the revised Poems was joined. All portraits of the
ailing poet-painter, when he removed to Birchington, the
village in which he was to die, are poignant ones, in which
the accessories of so much of his life are evident. He con-
tinued painting, and there dictated to Hall Caine his last
two sonnets, which were to accompany his design called The
Sphinx. When, with death, the path of Rossetti's pendulum

of interests could be traced no more, William Michael
Rossetti marked their path during the course of his brother's
life, with these words inscribed on his tombstone in the

Birchington churchyard: "Here sleeps Gabriel Charles Dante
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Rossetti, honoured under +the name of Dante Gabriel Rossetti,
among painters as a painter, and among poets as a poet.”
II

Rossetti's two art forms were conjoined no less in
commehfary and criticism about hié work than in biographical
accounts of their almost simultaneous origin and practice.
Rossetti's internalized conflict between painting and™poetry
appears transposed in reviews of his work, during his life-
time and after his death. The earliest bracketings of
painting and poetry, in fact, seem to have occurred more in
recognition of Rossetti's habits of creative work, than from
any obvious parallels between the two arts. Moreover, at a
time when the young members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood
aspired to some unity of idedls, this diversity of interests
formed a convenient justification of Rossetti's obvious
idiosyncrasies. Disregarding those works on Rossetti which
reflect a basically biographical impulse, we may observe
periods when "interdisciplinary"” criticism and commentary on

Rossetti proliferated. William Fredeman, in Pre-Raphaelitism:

A Bibliocritical Study, posits five dates about which Pre-

Raphaelite scholarship clusters; a sometimes overlapping
chronology can be recognized by surveying works dealing with

Rossetti as poet-painter.zo These dates coincide with the

20 predeman gives these as "1851, when Ruskin's
letters to the Times (75.1) and his pamphlet, Pre-Raphaelitism
(66.1), suddenly catapulted the Pre-Raphaelite cause into
prominence; 1857, the annus mirabilis of the movement; 1882,
the year of Rossetti's death; and 1928 and 1948, the respect-
ive celebrations of the Rossettl and Pre-Raphaelite cen-
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period spanning the publication of the short-lived periodi-

cal, The Germ and its heir, The O0xford and Cambridge Magazine;

the appearance of Rossetti's Poems in 1870; Rossetti's death
in 1882 and the decade following; the centenary of Rossetti's
birth; and the current critical generation. Even chrono-
logical interstices, however, are marked by some critical

recognition of Rossetti as poet-painter.

With very few exceptions, the debut of the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood as a group brought forth little
recognition of any relationship between art and literature
which might imbue any of their works. A+t a time when one
commonplacé of art criticism was the virtue of painting
behaving like literature, any unusual literary bias in their
works was initially lost upon contemporary audiences, too
concerned with issues of style and precedent. It would take
John Ruskin, in his championing of the Pre—Raphaelite cause,
to teach the mid-Victorian public to "read" their Millaises
and Holman Hunts. One exception to'the disregard for any
literary parallels inherent in Pre-Raphaelite works as a
group, was a statement made in a review in the Guardian, at
the time of the 1850 exhibition at the Royal Academy:

We gladly recognize and hail an earnestness of meaning
and a power of touching the deeper and more solemn
chords of the heart, which we fail to find in many of

the accredited academical productions of the day; nor
can we believe but that in an age which has learnt from

tenaries."” Pre-Raphaelitism: A Bibliocritical Study
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1965), P. 73 numbers
within parentheses refer to entry numbers in Fredeman's
catalogue.
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Wordsworth the value in poetry of the simple materials
which Nature offers to those who look upon her with a
true and loving eye. Pictures thus conceived and
executed must find extensive and increasing appreci-
ation, 2l
What is here tentatively implied, is given clearer expression
in later criticism of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. The
stronger articulatiohbwhicﬁ this comparison between Pre-
Raphaelite painting and a Wordsworthian impulse in poetry
subsequently received may be attributed in part to the
influence of Ruskin, whose first two volumes of Modern
Painters were rich in echoes of the Romantic poet. We may
also recognize, however, that in the widening familiarity

with the short-lived The Germ, (which after two issues was

explicitly titled Art and Poetry), additional warrant was

available for linking Pre-Raphaelite painting with litera-

ture, and for regarding Pre-Raphaelitism as a movement in

both arts.22 In the British Quarterly Review of 1852, in a

review of Discourses on the Fine Arts by Sir Joshua Reynolds,

The Germ: a Collection of Papers on Art and Poetry,

Pre-Raphaelitism, by John Ruskin, and the Catalogue of the

Exhibition of the Royal Academy for 1852, Pre-Raphaelitism is

seen in this light:

this protest in favour of Naturalism or Reallsm which
constitutes the essence of the Pre-Raphaelite in-
novation in Art, is, it will be observed, almost exactly

21 Guardian, No. 230 (1 June 1850), p. 396.

22 One reviewer of the magaz1ne calls the contribu-
tors to The Germ a "young and rising school in art and
literature;" Critic, 9 (1 June 1850), 278.
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identical with that which constituted the Wordsworthian
innovation in poetical literature.23

Pre-Raphaelite painting became the artistic counterpart to
Romantic poetry, with its elevated moral purpose and common-
place and non-generalized subject; thus was formed one link
in the chain of clichés about the interrelationship between
Pre-Raphaelite painting and poetry.

In Rossetti's case, as an individual rather than as
a member of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, the British
public did not wait for Ruskin's sanction to acknowledge the
relation of his art to literature. Rossetti's introduction

as a painter in 1849, with The Girlhood of Mary Virgin at the

Free Exhibition, was not accompanied by any mention of other
media in notices of the day, although he had appended to the
frame two somnets to accompany the work. The following year,
however, perhaps not coincidentally the year of the advent

of The Germ, Rossetti was identified as poet and painter. A
retrospective review of The Germ in the Guardian singled out
for praise the contributions of Rossetti, noting at the same
time that he was also the creator of "a very curious but very

striking picture [Ecce Ancilla Domini!] now exhibiting in the
24

Portland Gallery." Rossetti was also recognized as a

"poetic” painter by the Times which, in its review of the

23 "Pre-Raphaelitism in Art and Literature,” British
Quarterly Review, 16, No. 31 (1852), 201; see also p. 20K,

24

Guardian, No. 244 (28 August 1850), p. 623.
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same 1850 exhibition by the National Institution (as the Free
Exhibition had been re-named) at the Portland Gallery, found
the poetic faculty to be the attribute specifically of

Rossetti:

Mr. Rosetti [sic], a young artist evidently of talent
and originality, carried this predilection for the
medieval—so far that his "Salutation of the Virgin”
might be a leaf torn out of a missal., . . . Mr. Rosetti's
picture . . . is the work of a poet.25

It is difficult to ascertain here, however, on what basis
poetry and painting were recognized as meeting either in the
work of Rossetti, or in that of his Pre-Raphaelite brethren.
In the same year, however, the Builder, which in the year of
the Pre-Raphaelite debut praised Rossetti's painting solely
for its minute. =1 and "high tone of mind," reveals a new
direction in = = .:tion to a new critical standpoint, in the
following year .i 1850:
In a performance full of affectation, Mr. Rossetti has
shown himself a poet-artist, so much real genius
(misdirected though it be) pervades this, that one
wonders how the author can subserviently submit his
abilities to so confined a sphere.?2 .
This passage marks Rossetti's first introduction as the
"poet-painter.”

Recognition of the defunct Germ, and of its ideals

for both arts, was given in the very first issue of The

25Times (Londomn), No. 20, hé63 (15 April 1850), p. 5.

26 Builder, 7, No. 321 (24 March 1849), 1l45; 8, No.
376 (20 April 1850), 184,
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Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, published six years later.27

In the "Essay on the Newcomes," the anonymous author (in
fact, Edward Jones, later Burne-Jones) notes: "Some few
years ago a monthly periodical was published upon the sub-
ject of art and poetry; it appears to have ceased after a
few numbers, not without having spoken something that will

n28 Several months later Rossetti was

live in echoes yet.
introduced in a passage in which, after a design of his is
praised as "such as only a great artist could conceive,” the
immediately subsequent sentence inquires, "why 1s the author
of the Blessed Damozel and the story of Chiaro, so seldom

on the lips of men.?"29 The pattern of hyphenation of
Rossetti's dual arts, the welding of artist and author,

seems ‘to underlie this passage.

Several numbers later, in August, rhe Oxford and

Cambridge Magazine contalned an article entitled "Two

Pictures,”" which carried the intermingling of the arts fur-

27 Rossetti in fact referred to it as "the O[xford]
and C[ambridge] Germ;" Letters, I, 302 (To John Lucas
Tupper, ? June 1856).

28 [Edward Burne-Jones] "Essay on the Newcomes,"
The 0xford and Cambridge Magazine, 1, No. 1 (January 1856),
60.

: 23 Ibid., p. 61; The design in question was
Rossetti's illustration in William Allingham's The Music
Master, for "The Maids of Elfen-Mere."
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ther.3° The article deals with two paintings which, though
worthy, were not to be seen in that year's Royal Academy
Exhibition; the first to be treated is Rossetti's Dante's
Dream. Rossetti's name is withheld, dramatically, until the
identity of the artist whose work has been described and
praised at length is revealed in the last words on that work.
With no evident féason, therefore, to play on the conjunction
of poetry and painting, the writer nevertheless chooses to
begin the essay by mentioning that, besides the works in the
R.A. Exhibition:
Others there are, which have not met the public eye
and shall not yet awhile; very beautiful and precious;
not only as studies of lovely form and colour; but as
memorials of human life, its passions and holy affec-
tions; stories whether of the past or present, with what
deep meaning in them, which can quicken our faith in God
and man. Such are poems addressed to the eye and heart,
sacred poems; which some who walk in the dusty highway of
the world may feel it a blessing to see, perhaps still
more to have seen.
It is worth noting the influence of Ruskin on this passage,
not just for its own sake, but because this point in time
parallels the point at which the associlation between Ruskin
and Rossetti, begun in actuality in 1854, was impressed upon

Victorian England, and Ruskin's characteristic approach to

30 Coincidentally, this issue contained the first of
Rossetti's poetic contributions to The O0xford and Cambridge
Magazine, "The Burden of Nineveh."

31 [vernon Lushlngton] "Two Pictures,” The Oxford
and Cambridge Magazine, 1, No. 8 (August 1856), 479.
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the relationship between art and literature most strongly
effected that era's response to the poet-painter in its midst.
One gauge to that\response is to mark what the young men of

The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine would have assimilated about

that relationship, through their Ruskin.

As noted before, it was in Modern Painters, begun as

a defence of the works of J. M. W. Turner, that Ruskin first
developed the link between poetry and painting. Ruskin
appears to have been quite familiar with critical works
which dealt with that relationship, for he mentions numerous
theoreticians throughout his works who treated the subject,
including Burke, Hazlitt, Winkelmann, Barry, Fuseli, and .
Reynolds. Ruskin's initial elucidation of the alliance
between the arts in fact deveioped out of a reaction against
Reynolds. In Volume III, Ruskin argues against Reynolds'
definition of the "grand style.” Reynolds' assertion was
that the "grand style" of painting demands that one avoid
careful attention to the minute details of nature. Ruskin
quotes Reynolds' statement that painting "must be kept as
separate from it [nature] as the style of Poetry from that
of History," and declares, on the other hand, that "instead
of finding, as we expected, the poetry distinguished from
the history by the omission of details, we find it consists
entirely in the addition of details; and instead of being
characterized by regard only of the invariable, we find its

whole power to consist in the clear expression of what is
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singular and particular!"32 Ruskin then proceeds to define

poetry, concluding that it is "the suggestion, by the
imagination, of noble grounds for the noble emotions” (V:28).
The presence of feeling is not sufficient in order for some-
thing to be regarded as poetic; rather, the use of imagina-
tion in the handling of images, in order to evoke strong
feeling, is the function of poetry. In the conclusion %o
his statements about the "grand style," one of the most
significant points in Ruskin's view of the interrelationship
of the arts is articulated:

infinite confusion has been introduced into this

subject by the careless and illogical custom of

opposing painting to poetry, instead of regarding

poetry as consisting in a noble use, whether of

colours or words. Painting is properly to be opposed

to speaking or writing, but not to poetry. Both

painting and speaking are methods of expression.

Poetry is the employment of either for the noblest

purposes. (V:31)
For Ruskin, the line of definition is obscured between the
sister arts; poetry becomes synonymous with the highest form
of expression, whether on canvas or on the printed page.

To some extent, nevertheless, Ruskin maintains the
distinction between poetry and painting. Usually, however,
it is only for the purpose of Ameliorating the discrepancies
in the minds of the public between their judgments of the

two art forms. He emphasizes the distinction, for example,

in the following excerpt from "Pre-Raphaelitism:"

32 E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn, eds., The
Works of John Ruskin (London: George Allen, 1903-1912), V,
21, and V, 26-27; hereafter cited in text.
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But is there to be no place left, it will be indignantly
asked, for imagination and invention, for poetical

power, or love of ideal beauty? Yes, the highest, the
noblest place—that which these only can attain when
they are all used in the cause, and with the aid of
truth. . . . Understand this thoroughly, know once for
all, that a poet on canvas is exactly the same species
of creature as a poet in song, and nearly every error

in our methods of teaching will be done away with. For
who among us now thinks of bringing up men to be poets?—
of producing poets by any kind of general recipe or
method of cultivation? (XII:352) :-

In this manner of aligning the arts of poetry and painting,
Ruskin asserts the merits of both. This was not an uncommon
use of the concept of the relation between the arts, as
accepted throughout the Reﬁaissance and the neoclassical

period. As George Landow, in The Aesthetic and Critical

Theories of John Ruskin, notes, it was appropriate that
Modern Painters, as a work that was infended to defend the
visual art, should refer to that principle which tradition-
ally had been employed to defend painting. He comments,
"This hardening of analogies produced the humanistic theory
of painting which emphasized that painting had to depend
upon poetry, both as model and source, for subject, content,
and purpose. As poetry drew painting upward, it impressed
its own nature §n the sister art.">>

Ruskin is also indistinct in his use of the words
"poet” and "painter" in his definition of a great painter as
a man who excels in "precision and force in the language of

lines," and a great versifier as a man who excels in "pre-

33 The Aesthetic and Critical Theories of John
Ruskin (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1971), p. 45.
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cision and force in the language of words.” He concludes,
"A great poet would then be a term strictly, and in precisely
the same sense, applicable to both, if warranted by the
character of the images or thoughts which each in their
respective language conveyed" (III:88).

Ruskin further demanded an innovative transformation

of the parallel between the sister arts. In Modern Painters

IIT (V), he writes,

whereas the greatest painters or painter of classical
and mediaval periods, being wholly devoted to the
representation of humanity, . . . the greatest painters
or painter of modern times will in all probability be
devoted to landscape principally; and farther, because
in representing human emotion words surpass painting,
but in representing natural scenery painting surpasses
words, we may anticipate also that the painter and
poet (for convenience' sake I here use the words in
opposition) will somewhat change their relations of
rank in illustrating the mind of the age; that of the
painter will become of more importance, the poet of
less. . . . (V:330)

This paragraph is characteristic of Ruskin for, unlike pre-
vious proponents of the alliance between the two media,
Ruskin often tries to reverse the rank of the sister arts.

Ruskin was also concerned, in Modern Painters, with

the ability of art, like poetry, to exert moral influence.

Although in the preface to Modern Painters I, Ruskin

expressed some doubts as to the function of art, he does go
on to try to assert its moral end. He bases his assertion
on the belief that both poetry and painting have the ability
to record the ideas and ideals of past eras. This view
helps explain why Ruskin intermingles the two terms; for

both media are forms of language, and the visual arts were
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believed by Ruskin to have the capacity of being "read" for
the symbolic meanings within their colors, lines, and forms.
Yet, though poetry and painting can aid morality, they
should not be didactically conceived.

As Wendell Stacy Johnson notes in "'The Bride of
Literature': Ruskin, the Eastlakes, and Mid-Victorian
Theories of Art,” it is difficult to tell "how much the
early Ruskin reflected taste and how much he created it."34
Some of his views, for example, such as the "language” of
art as a Wordsworthian language of nature, we have already
seen expressed elsewhere, in reference to Pre-Raphaelite art.
But, like Ruskin, other Victorians justified pictures in
literary terms, demanding, as Johnson records, that art fit
certain categories—art as truth, art as didactic inspiration,
art as sincere self-expression—all of which derive from or
are reflected in Ruskin's works.35

There was a minority reaction to the emphasis upon
the relation between art and literature among +those who

affirmed pleasure in the image itself, those who preferred
Renaissance art, and those who disagreed with the idea that
'all arts should above all be moral. These latter dissenters
held the idea that the visual arts should be aesthetically

pure, in line with the proponents of "art for art's sake.”

The most powerful attack upon Ruskin's literary bias was

3L"”\Iictorian Newsletter, No. 26 (Fall 1964), p. 23.

35 1via., p. 2b.
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made by Lady Eastlake, who denied the need for visual arts

to depend upon literature. In her review of Modern Painters

I-III in the Quarterly Review of 1856, Lady Eastlake replies

to the comparison of "+two unanalogous things." She turns
her comments at one point to "that land” where

by means of scenes described and images raised, the
painter's and the poet's materials are 1in some measure
identical, and the confines of vocal and visible
language partially united. But indeed they meet here
on such amicable terms as to be equally lenders and
borrowers in turn. To say, therefore, that that portion
of poetry where natural scenes and objects are
attempted to be painted in words is the thought proper
for the painter's language to convey, would be a very
false and absurd illustration of Mr. Ruskin's defini-
tion [of the "grand style"], for it must be remembered
that the materials of poetry are here borrowed from the
picture—real or imaginary—and that in reversing the
process the painter's language only resgmes what
belongs not to thought, but to itself.3

Lady Eastlake finds the identification between the two art
forms a fallacious one, and bids us to recognize their

independence.

The young men of The 0xford and Cambridge Magazine,

however, made very clear in which direction their bias was.
In the same article on the "Newcomes," the question is
raised, "When shall we learn to read a picture as we would a
poem, to find some story from it, some human interest that
may feed our hearts?"37 And, in an article in June 1856,
entitled "Ruskin and the Quarterly," allegiance goes, as we

would expect, to the author of Modern Painters. Vision and

36 Lady Eastlake, "Modern Painters," Quarterly
Review, 98 (1856), 390.

37 [Burne—Jones], "Essay on the Newcomes,” p. 59.
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imagination, the moral impulse and the expression of thought,
are asserted, contrary to Lady Eastlake, to be the function
of art—a function in which literature is clearly related.38

Even when art no longer needed to be justified by
its didactic purpose, its relation to literature, as ex-

pressed in the pages of The O0xford and Cambridge Magazine,

continued to be affirmed. Thus, it was customary to observe
the poetic qualities éf Rossetti's ﬁaintings. This no longer
implied an impact of moral story-telling (of which Rossetti's
wdrks are almost totally free) but instead seemed to be

meant to suggest that his visual art was imaginative and
infused with a certain intellectual content lacking in other
modes of painting in the Viectorian age. Interminglings of
the visual and verbal, in discussions of Rossetti, had,
therefore, a double impetus: on a theoretical level, con-
ventional attitudes towards the nature and function of art
and, more concretely, the evidence of poetry and painting

~ issuing from the same man. As a result, it is often diffi-
cult to distinguish which is the more immediate source of the
minglings of poetry and painting in the critical vocabulary

of the Victorian age, when Rossetti is the subject.

The period of time before the next flourishing of

criticism on Rossetti's dual arts was not completely void of

38 [Eaward Burne-Jones], "Ruskin and the Quarterly,"
The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, 1, No. 6 (June 1856),

353-61.
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such focus. Beginning in the mid-1860's, one critic began
to draw public attention to this distihction of Rossetti's
work, and continued to pay tribute to the poetic abilities
of the painter who, rarely exhibiting, nonetheless was
establishing an outstanding reputation. Frederic George
Stephens, like William Michael Rossettl, was a member of the
original Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood who later made his mark
through art criticism. Beginning in 1865, Stephens' "Fine
Arts” column in the Athenaeum introduced to the public a
Rossetti who was no less a poet than a painter, before all
but a handful of his original poems had been published in
England. As evidenced in an early column on Rossetti,
Stephens frequently picks up the metaphor of "painting as
poem," without exploring the meaning of this parallel in any
precise way. As prelude to a highly subjective description

of The Blue Bower, for example, he says of that painting,

The most original, and, probably, the most important
in technical respects, of these pictures is styled

'The Blue Bower.' Of this, as of others, we must
promise that it is one of the nature of a lyrical poem,
which aims at effect quite as much as by means of
inherent beauty and melodious colouring as by the

mere subject, which is superficial, . . . 'The Blue
Bower' depends in its appeal to the observer on its
poetical spirit,—

Stephens is even less precise about the distinction between

the two arts in the years following the publication of

39 [Frederic George Stephens], "Mr. Rossetti's
Pictures," Athenaeum, No. 1982 (21 October 1865), p. 545.
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Rossetti's Poems, and especially when discussing a painting
for which Rossetti had already written, or would write, an

accompanying poem. Of Proserpine, he says, "The subject is

a new poem in itself, the mode of treatment is finely

40 Not coincidentally, two weeks after the

poetical.”
appearance of this column, in which among other works by

Rossetti La Bella Mano was also discussed, appeared two son-

nets, each in Italian and English, entitled "Proserpina" and
"L,a Bella Mano." Stephens indicates in a later column that
these sonnets in the Athenaeum, No. 2496, were written by
Rossetti, "and explained the motives of his pic*l:urc—zs."u'l
Why this interrelationship should have developed, or what
the reason for explanation was, no guesses were hazarded by

Stephens. He simply goes on to describe two canvases,

Astarte Syriaca, and also A Sea-Spell, which he calls a

"new and hardly less important poem in painting,” and quotes
two new sonnets, each of which "elucidates most impressively

he Using a slightly

the poetical motive of his picture.”
different approach, Stephens introduces the painting of The

Blessed Damozel as an "illustration” of the poem printed

earlier in The Germ, March 1850, but more specifically of a

40 [Frederic George Stephens] "Pictures by Mr.
Rossetti,” Athenaeum, No. 2494 (14 August 1875), p. 220.

: 41 [Frederic George Stephens| "Mr. Rossetti's New
Pictures,” Athenaeum, No. 2581 (14 April 1877), p. 486.

%2 1pi4.
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portion of the Tauchnitz edition version of the same poem.
As before, Stephen's formula is to issue an impressionistic
description of the graphic work, and to quote the sonnet,
with no statement about any sort of relationship besides the
nominal one, that they might bear. ILikewise, in his dis-
_cussion of "The Blessed Damozel,"” Stephens combines the
critical terminology of both arts as abruptly, and with as
little explanation, as he does the terms in "poet-painter”:

The "effect,” as critics call it, of the picture of

'The Blessed Damozel,' subserves the subject as truly

and poetically as in the above mentioned instances of

Mr. Rossetti's art, poetical and pictorial. The

subject ?f.this work brings i? within the pgetiﬁﬁl

category; its treatment is eminently pictorial.™
If we can see beyond this "sleight of pen"” we may realize
that we know nothing more, after Stephen's exegesis about the
relationship between Russetti's poetry and painting, than we
did before.

In a Ruskinian reversal, Stephens describes several
sonnets as "illustrations” of the subject of a painting he
writes of in his next Athenaeum column on Rossettli. With a
bit more explicitness than previously displayed, Stephens

asserts that Rossetti's sonnet, "A Vision of Fiammetta,” is

"designed to describe his picture, or rather to illustrate

%3 1vi4.

Meorvia., p. 487,
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the sentiment and purport of that work."45 Any expectations
of an explanation are immediately thwarted by the now-
characteristic quotation of the sonnet in full, and de-
seriptive paragraphs which follow. By the time he ceased to
write these Athenaeum articles on Rossetti, Stephens was
able at best to make the kind of statement of which what
follows is a representative example. Writing of The Day
Dream, Stephens remarks that it "illustrates, and is illus-

L6

trated by, the . . . sonnet."” Interrelationship denotes
reciprocity; but of what, we are no clearer than before.

The period when a fusion of focus on poetry and
painting next occurs in discussions of Rossetti is that of
the years immediately around the publication of his Poems.
The divergent banners under which the two disciplines meet
in eriticism and commentary may be best exemplified by
writings on Rossetti by two men: Algernon Charles Swinburne
and Robert Buchanan. These two men are recognized as key
figures in the "fleshly controversy"” that waged around
Rossetti's Poems, and in which he is usually, and with good
reasons, cast as victim.

That Swinburne had been Buchanan's original adver-

sary is readily recognized, and the choice by Buchanan of

55 [Frederic George Stephens], "Mr. Rossetti's New
Picture, 'A Vision of Fiammetta,'" Athenaeum, No. 2658 (5
October 1878), p. 439.

k6 [Frederic George Stephens], "Mr. Rossetti's New
Pictures,” Athenaeum, No. 2783 (26 February 1881), p. 304.
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Rossetti's Poems as target may be attributed to, among
several other factors, Swinburne's almost embarassingly

eulogistic review of Rossetti's volume in the Fortnightly

Review;47 More concerned with its contribution to the con-
troversy, readers seldom pause over Swinburne's essay to note
the extraordinary degree to 'which the focus on poetry and
painting cooperate in this critical assessment of Rossetti's
work.,

Swinburne's concern with the possibility of fusion
of art forms was not unique within the pages of his review
of Rossetti's Poems. A master at the blending of the arts
in his own works, the recognition of such interrelationships
was one of his foremost critical conventions, and the
parallel between painting and poetry, one of the most fre-
quent to appea:r'.u'8 Swinburne most commonly either inter-
changes the terms and functions of one art with another, or
identifies instances of such interchange in the work regarded;
both of these critical methods appear in the essay on

Rossetti. Coming to that task with previous experience in

the discussion of the work of another poet-painter, William

47 Fortnightly Review, 13, NS 7 (May 1870), 551-79;
republished in Essays and Studies (London: Chatto and Windus,
1875); for a brief but valuable survey of the chronology of
the controversy, see Fredeman, Pre-Raphaelitism: A Biblio-
critical Study, pp. 17-19.

48 For a valuable discussion of these issues, see
his chapter on "Synaesthesia and the Inter-related Arts,” in
Robert L. Peters' The Crowns of Apollo (Detroit: Wayne State
Univ. Press, 1965).
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Blake, Swinburne's ability to recognize specific parallels
had likely been sharpened.ug Being a proponent of "art for

art's sake" in William Blake did not preclude, for Swinburne,

a consciousness of parallel impulses or purposes in painting
and poetry. At the same time, his work is free of the
semantic ambiguity which arises in Vietorian art criticism,
from the imposition of literéry parallels for the purpose of
defending the less-respected sister art. While not gifted
in the visual arts, Swinburne himself had written companion-
pieces to graphic works of others, and so had additional
insight into certain aspects of the interrelationship between
the visual and verbal media.50
To convince his readers of the excellence of
Rossetti's Poems, Swinburne begins by positing the existence
of an as yet unnamed individual who excels in more than one
art:
When fate has allowed to any man more than one great
gift, accldent or necessity seems usually to contrive
that one shall encumber and impede the other. I+t has
been thought, rightly or wrongly, that even the work.
done by such supreme men as Michel Angelo and Leonardo
was impaired on this hand or on that by the various
and eager impatience of genius which impelled them

alternatively along diverging lines of life and labour.
Be that as it may, there is no room to doubt that such

b9 Algernon Charles Swinburne, William Blake (London:
John Camden Hotten, 1868).

50 See Peters, pp. 104 and 180; Swinburne regarded
his poem, "Before the Mirror," as a kind of supra-criticism
of Whistler's The White Girl, and based other poems on
pictures. As Peters notes, he intended "Erotion" as a counter-
part to one of Simeon Solomon's works, and "Cleopatra" to a
drawing by F. Sandys.
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a double-natured genius as was theirs lies open to a
double kind of attack from the rancourous tribe of
weaklings and dullards. The haters of either light or
of any may say that there cannot be sunlight and moon-
light in the same sky; that a double-gifted nature must
be powerless to beget as to bear, sterile by excess of
organs as by defect, 'like that sweet marble monster of
both sexes' beloved of Shelley as of Gautier: +that the
time and ardour of spirit and of hand spent on this way
of work must be so much lost to that other way; that on
neither course can the runner of a double race attain
the goal, but must needs in both races alike be caught
up and resign his torch to a runner with a single aim.
Candid envy and judicious ignorance will mutually con-
cede something; the one, that he might have won the
foot-race had he let the horse-race be; the other,

that he might have ridden in the first had he never
tried his luck afoot. That assurance refreshes with
the restorative of a false consolation the runners who
fell impotent at starting or dropped lame at the turning-
point. Hateful as the winner of a single prize must be
to them, how can they bear—if shutting their eyes will
save them the sight—to behold the coronation of the
conquerer in all five heats? Nevertheless they have
now and then to bear it as they may: though some take
side with them who should know better, having won each
a single crown in his own field, and being loth to
admit that in that field at least they can be distanced
by the best man in another.

Though we recognize that Rossetti is by implication being
suggested here, Swinbﬁrne defers development of the idea of
poet-painter, and turns to a consideration of the character-
isfics of "greatest living poet.”

Rossettli is introduced by name as one whom Swinburne
regards as in the running for that title, and Swinburne
examines various points of Rossetti's poetic style in
judging his right to it. Surprisingly, especially after his

impassioned introduction, Swinburne does not use Rossetti's

51 "The Poems of Dante Gabriel Rossettl," The Com-
plete Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne, ed. Sir Edmund
Gosse and Thomas James Wise, (London: William Helnemann,
1926), XV (Prose Works V), 3-4; hereafter cited in text.
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laurels in art to bolster his assertions of Rossetti's suc-
cess as a poet; when, a third of the way through the essay,
a direct reference is made to Rossetti's graphic work, it is
subtle and underplayed. Speaking of the "dramatic power of
detail and composition,"” in "A Last Confession,” Swinburne
comments, ‘
This great gift of positive reality, here above all
things requisite, was less requisite elsewhere, and
could not have been shown to exist by any proof
derivable from his other poems; though to any student
of his designs and pictures the admirable union of
this inventive fidelity to whatever of fact is service-
able to the truth of art with the infinite affluence
and gracious abundance of imagination must be familiar
enough; the subtle simplicity of perception which
keeps sight always of ideal likelihood and poetic
reason is as evident in his most lyrical and fanciful
paintings as in Giorgione's or Carpaccio's. (pp. 16-17)
Only here for the first time in Swinburne's essay are
"painterly"” qualities introduced to give further support to
Rossetti's status as poet. Swinburne's restraint in his
reference to Rossetti's visual arts arouses even more in his
audience the anticipation set by his introductory paragraph;
though we know the answer, we still ask, "who is the winner
of two crowns, and how has he justly won them?"

In a more indirect way, however, Swinburne has been
artfully preparing the reader for the coronation, by his hand,
of the poet-painter. Synaesthetic critical devices are
introduced throughout these early pages, to stimulate us to
think in terms of the union of visual and verbal. By
encouraging us to share his experience of synaesthetic
qualities, Swinburne prepares us for recognition of those

interweavings employed by the artist-poet himself. So, in
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his first}mention of "The House of Life," Swinburne declares,
"Spirit and sense together, eyesight and hearing and thought,
are absorbed in splendour of sounds and glories of colours
distinguishable only be delight” (p. 7). Lines later, he
says of the sonnets in this sequence, "Their golden affluence
of images and jewel-coloured words never once disguises the
firm outline, the justice and chastity of form; No nakédness=
could be more harmonious, more consummate in its fleshly
sculpture, than the imperial array and ornament of this
august poetry” (p. ’7).52 Consistently, in addifion, color
and form are evoked, in Swinburne's praises of Rossetti's
poems. When speaking of the narrative poems, an additional
quality, that of "outline" is added, and the word "picture"
in reference to these poems is made to have a more than
metaphorical bearing. '

From the turning-point of Swinburne's first mention
of Rossetti's capacity as a painter, his use of inter-art
descriptions for critical purposes becomes more pronounced.
Continuing his discussion of "A Last Confession,” he notes,

Upon each line of drawing there has been laid the
strong and loving hand of a great artist—and especi-
ally a supreme painter of fair women. 1In the study of
the growing girl, the glories of sculpture and painting
are melted into one, and every touch does divine
service. (p. 17)

Swinburne's references to Rossettli as painter now become

more frequent, though still restrained, as when he praises

52 The use of "fleshly” here is bound to create an
ironic response, considering the circumstances in which it
later was echoed,
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Rossetti's translations from Italian as "the kind of test
which stamps the supremacy of an artist, answering 'in poetry
to the subtlest successes of the same hand in painting"

(p. 19).

As Swinburne shifts from his discussion of the
narrative poems to another genre, the class of "sacred art,"
he now freely cites Rossetti's work as poet and painter.
0ften here, Swinburne so mingles his terms, that it is dif-
ficult to ascertain whether he is discussing Rossetti's
paintings or poems. It is through such intentional con-
flation, by which a poem such as "The Blessed Damozel” is
classified as "one of the Venetian School, handled like a
Tintoretto or Veronese,” fhat Swinburne further impresses
upon us the role of interrelation of the arts both for poet-
painter and for the critic.

The point at which parallels seem suddenly to escape
Swinburne is when he cites cases in which Rossetti actually
created paired works. After mentioning, for example, that
"Ave" is a subject handled by the painter as well as the
poet, Swinburne seems to falter at comparison. He appears
more comfortable, as he turns discussion to Rossetti's
ballads, to speak in less specific terms again of "colour"
and "perfect drawing" in those poems. Swinburne appears
more confident treating the poem-painting relationship
indirectly, focusing on familial resemblances, so to speak,
rather than on "twin births.” He is most free with corre--~

spondences when there is no specific counterpart to the poem
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parallels, as for example, he does in his remarks on an early
work, "Pax Vobis,"” which had appeared in The Germ but was not
published in Poems:

This little sacred picture of the Father Hilary should
have been here reframed, if only for the fine touches
of outer things passing by as a wind upon the fervent
spirit in its dream. Besides, it has its place and
significance among the author's studies in the Christian
style, near some of those earlier works, so full of his
special grace and spiritual charm, which belong to the
same period, if not beside the highest of his sacred
designs, such as the Passover and Magdalene here as it
were engraved and put._forth in print among the sonnets
for pictures (p. 31).53
With the opportunity these last few words create to then
turn to a discussion of the "Sonnets for Pictures," Swinburne
nevertheless hastens on; he simply notes that "the most
utterly delightful to me is that on Giorgione's divine and
transcendent pastoral in the Louvre: which actually attains
to the transfusion of a spirit that seems incommunicable
from one master's hand even to another's” (p. 31). It is
this transfused spirit that Swinburne traces in the lines
that follow, as it is when he next mentions "Pandora" as the
sonnet on Rossetti's own designs "the most perfect and
exalted, as the design is among his mightiest in its godlike
terror and imperial trouble of beauty” (p. 32). Abruptly,
however, Swinburne passes from the sonnets on "Cassandra,"
which "translate with apt and passionate choice of words the
scheme of his greatest tragic design," to poems other than
i

53 In 1881, the poem was modified and republished
in Poems under the title "World's Worth.”



38

those in the "Sonnets for Pictures" sequence, reverting
again to stock critical terms like "colour" and "tone," de-
scribing works in which "every touch of real detail and
minute colour in the study serves to heighten and complete
the finished picture” (pp. 35-36).

The core of the problem in dealing with parallels is
finally touched by Swinburne, after concluding his examina-
tion of specific poems. He begins by declaring, "Had I time
and room and skill, to whom all these are wanting, I would
here at length try to say some passing word illustrative of
the more obvious and the more intimate relations of this
artist's work in verse and his work in painting" (pp. 39-40).
Yet, we may be surprised to discover no mention of actual
paired works; instead, those which Swinburne cites bear at
most an indirect, and ofﬁen more tenuous relationship, such
as those

between the poem of 'Jenny' and the design called
'Found, ' where at early dawn the driver of a country
cart finds crouching in London streets the flgure of a
girl once his betrothed, and stoops to 1lift with tender
strength of love, and surprise of simple pity startled
into freshness of paln, the shuddering abased head with
the golden ruin of its rich soiled hair, which cowers
against a graveyard wall away from the llght that rises
beyond the paling lamps on bridge and river; between
the song of ‘Troy Town' and the picture of Helen, with
Parian face and mouth of ardent blossom, a keen red
flowerbud of fire, framed in broad gold of widespread
locks, the sweet sharp smile of power set fast on her
clear curved lips, and far behind her the dull flame

of burning towers and light from reddened heaven on
dark sails of lurid ships; between the early sacred
poems and the early sacred designs of the author's
Christian era, as for instance the 'Ave' and the
'Girlhood of the Virgin,' with its young grace and
sincere splendour of spirit, ‘'The Staff and Scrip' and
the design of 'Fra Pace,''The Blessed Damozel' and the
'‘Dream of Dante, ' all clothed in colours of heaven,
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with raiment dyed and spun in the paradise .of trust and
thought; between the romantic poems and the romantic
designs, as for example 'Sister Helen' and the 'Tune of
"Seven Towers,"' which have the same tone and type of
tragic romance in their medieval touches and notes of
passionate fancy; between the poems of richer thought
and the designs of riper form, works of larger insight
and more strong decision, fruits of +the mind at its
fullest and the hand at its mightiest, 'The Burden of
Nineveh' and 'The Sybil' or 'Pandora'. (p. 40)

As this passage progresses, we move further and further away
from the issue of the relationship between "the artist's
work in verse and his work in painting.” The successively
less specific sequence of inter-art correlatives finally
gives way to a rhapsodic passage about "growth of mind and
hand," in which the dual arts are no longer distinguishable.
Though the essay continues for several more pages,
with an outpouring about the timeless recurrence of genius,
for our purposes it ends with the last lines of the preceding
paragraph quoted:
But to trace the passage from light into light and
strength into strength, the march from work on to work
and triumph on to triumph, of a genius so full of life
and growth and harmonious exuberance of expression, so
loyal to rule of instinct and that natural order of art
and thought whose service is perfect freedom; to lay
out a chart of its progress and mark down the lines of
its advance; this, high as the office would be and
worth of the ambition, is not a possible task for
criticism; though what manner of rank a man may hold,

and what manner of work he may have to do in that
rank, it is the business of criticism to see and say.

(p. 41)
These words refer to the "growth of mind and hand" which
Swinburne would attribute to Rossetti but also, we must
remember, to the issue with which this paragraph began: the
relationship between painting and poem. The diffuseness of

Swinburne's description of genius seems a way to sidestep
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the issue of interrelationship of the arts. Swinburne can
only confirm that there is genius in his age, and that
Rossetti's poetry bears its distinguishing qualities, of
which "so equal a balance of two great gifts as we find in
the genius of this artist is perhaps the greatest gift of
all, as it is certainly the most singular" (p. 45).

For one moment, however, before summing up Rossetti's
claims to precedence as a poet, Swinburne appears to turn
back to his opening paragraph, and to attempt to settle the
issue there raised. Swinburne asserts that, whatever their
relationship, Rossetti's dual arts do not each parasitically
sap the essence of the other. Speaking of Rossetti,
Swinburne says,

But here, where both the sister powers serve in the
temple of one mind and impel the work of one hand,
their manner of service is smooth, harmonious, perfect;
the splendid quality of painting and the subtle faculty
of verse gain glory from each other without taking,
reign side by side with no division of empire, yet with
no confusion of claims, with no invasion of rights. No
tongueless painter or handless poet could be safer from
the perils of mixed art; his poems are not over pictorial
or his pictures over poetical; his poetry has not the
less depth and reach and force and height of spirit
proper to poetry, his painting has not the less might
and skill, the less excellence of form and colour or
masterdom of design and handiwork proper to painting,
for the double glory of his genius: which of the two
great men in him, the painter or the poet, be the
greater, only another artist equal to him on either
hand and taintless of jealousy or misconceit could say
with authority worth a hearing; and such a judge he is
not likely to find. (pp. 45-46)

This is as close to a definition of the interrelation of
Rossetti's poetry and painting, as we are privileged to get

from Swinburne.
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Part of Swinburne's reticence in discussing the
relationship between poetry and painting stems from a recog-
nized lack of critical equipment when it came +to evaluations

54

of the visual arts. Frequent statements of interrelation-
ship may mask the fact that demonstrations of the nature of
that relationship would have been outside of Swinburne's
domain. We must recognize, however, that Swinburne was
clear about one point—while Rossetti's arts appeared to
interweave, they were in fact distinct; the impression we
get in his essay on Rossettli of a fusion of the visual and
verbal mediums should be recognized as a means of dealing
with aesthetic experience, but not as an analogy to that
experience. As Peters notes, "We may question whether
Swinburne's conceits and metaphors are symbolic of 'the
perfect scheme' of poetry, or really elucidate the com-
plexities of a work."55 At least in the case of his essay
on Rossetti, and especially in regard to the interrelation-
ship of painting and poem, the answer seems clear.

Concern with the titulary issue of "fleshliness"”
among those interested in the controversy provoked by
Robert Buchanan's "The Fleshly School of Poetry," often
blinds them to the fact that Buchanan makes some significant

statements about the relationship between Rossetti's dual

art forms. Although sometimes for depreciatory purposes,

5h Peters, p. 103.

55 1pid., p. 108.
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the link between Rossetti's painting and poetry is made by
Buchanan at several points in his review of Rossetti's
Poems, and is made with more substance than heretofore
observed in Rossetti criticism. The charge of "fleshliness"
is directed by Buchanan early in the essay against an entire
school, which has made it the "distinct and supreme end of

w56

poetic and pictorial art. Once Buchanan narrows his

target to Rossetti, the two art forms are conjoined more
concretely, if only to damn the "fleshly" poet, and to pro-
“ test against the confusion of painting and poetry.

Buchanan introduces Rossetti as "a painter with
exceptional powers, who, for reasons best known to himself,
has shrunk from publicly exhibiting his pictures, and from
allowing anything like a popular estimate to be formed of
their qualities," and goes on to add:

he is distinctively a colourist, and of his capabilities
in colour we cannot speak, though we should guess that
they are great; for if there is any good quality by
which his poems are specially marked, it is a great

- sensitiveness to hues and tints as conveyed in poetic
epithet. These qualities, which impress the casual
spectator of the photographs from his pictures, are

to be found abundantly among his verses., There is the
same thinness and transparence of design, the same
combination of the simple and the grotesque, the same
morbid deviation from healthy forms of life, the same
sense of weary, wasting, yet exquisite sensuality;57

Overlooking hints of Buchanan's virulence, we may note a

paralleling of theme, tone, and images; although for pur-

56 Robert Buchanan [Thomas Maitland], "The Fleshly
School of Poetry: Mr. D. G. Rossetti,” Contemporary Review,
18 (18 October 1871), 335.

57 1bid., pp. 336-37.
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poses of condemnation, Buchanan has attempted to find points
of correspoﬂdence between Rossetti's painting and poetry.
Buchanan enlarges on what he regards as Rossetti's
tendency to treat poetry as painting in a discussion of "The
Blessed Damozel,” which Buchanan describes as "a careful
sketch for a picture, which, worked into actual colour by a

n58 His condemnation

master, might have been worth seeing.

of the poem contains some nonetheless important points:
The thing would have been almost too much in the shape
of a picture, though the workmanship might have made
amends. The truth is that literature, and more partic-
ularly poetry, is in a very bad way when one art gets
hold of another, and imposes upon it its conditions and
limitations. 1In the first few verses of +the "Damozel"
we have the subject, or part of the subject, of a
picture, and the inventor should either have painted it
or left it alone altogether; and, had he done the
latter, the world would have lost nothing. Poetry is
something more than painting; and an idea will not
become a poem because it is too smudgy for a picture.

59
To Buchanan, Rossetti's poem aspires to'the condition of
painting; ill-motivated, blased, and often totally incorrect
as he is, Buchanan has attempted to come to terms with what
those familiar with Rossetti recognize, yet have never truly
defined, some manner of mingling painting and poetry.

That this is an underlying concern of Buchanan's, and
not merely some characteristic of Rossetti's which he has
glanced at in passing, may be proven by noting when, and how
frequently, the link of poem and painting occurs in "The
Fleshly School of Poetry." At some point, while making each

58 Ibid., p. 340.

59 1pid., p. 3b1.
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of the several major criticisms of Rossetti in his article,
Buchanan indicts the merger of poetry and painting. We have
seen evidence of the way in which the link is used by
Buchanan in making the accusation of fleshliness. Buchanan's
introduction to Rossetti, quoted earlier, contains just one
of the many stabs at:Rossetti for his reticence towards
public exhibition, a criticism of Buchanan's to be enlarged
upon in the pamphlet version of The Fleshly School of Poetry

and Other Phenomena of the Day.6o Buchanan tacitly levels

another criticism by observing that Rossetti's reputation
owes much to the fact that, he has been idolized as a poet-
painter by his family and friends-a sore spot, in fact,
since evidence shows that those associates, especially
Swinburne and Rossetti's brother William, were more
responsible than unlucky Dante Gabriel for Buchanan's

61

becoming involved in the "fleshly controversy." In later
years, too, the charge would evolve in other sources from
that of a "Mutual Admiration School,” made by Buchanan, to

the imputation that Rossetti "worked the oracle" in regard

60 Robert Buchanan, The Fleshly School of Poetr
and Other Phenomena of the Day (London: Strahan, 1872).

61 Ibid., p. 337; For an examination of the contro-
versy from Buchanan's perspective, see John A. Cassidy,
"Robert Buchanan and the Fleshly Controversy,” PMLA, 67
(March 1952), 65-93.
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62 The

to the public reception of his poetry and painting.
fourth major point of criticism of Rossetti by Buchanan
dealt with matters of plagiarism. This issue, amplified in
the later pamphlet, is raised when Buchanan describes
Rossettl as "a poet possessing great powers of assimilation
and some faculty for concealing the nutriment on which he
feeds,"” and adds, "He has the painter's imitative power
developed in proportion to his lack of the poet's conceiving
imagination."63 While the suggestion of mutually parasitic
arts is certainly intended as a blow at Rossetti, it also
touches Swinbufne, through his concluding remarks on
Rossetti's Poems and, more broadly, is aimed at the entire
coterie which, in Buchanan's eyes, confused the nature and
purposes of the sister arts. As predisposed as we are to
disregard Buchanan's criticism, we should recognize that ﬁe

seems in earnest to have attempted to come to some under-

standing of the practice of a "poet-painter.”

The last decade of Rossetti's life was accompanied
by intermittent statements by critics about the relationship

between his two arts, and reviews of Rossetti's work vied to

62 This charge was made most memorably by William
Bell Scott, who states that Rossetti got his friends to
write laudatory notices for leading journals, before the 1870
volume was issued; see Autobiographical Notes, ed. W. Minto
(London: Osgood, 1892), II, 128.

63 Buchanan, "The Fleshly School of Poetry: Mr. D. G.
Rossetti,” p. 342,
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augment his reputation as the formost poet-painter of the
century. With Rossetti's death in 1882, however, his fol-
lowers seemed to outdo themselves in eulogies and memorials
of the great poet-painter, and to rival each other for
recégnition of their insight into the nature of his creative
output.

The most immediate of these was an article by William
Sharp, which is distinguished for its directness in attempt-
ing to come to terms with one element of possible comparison
between Rossetti's two arts. As far as it goes, his dis-
cussion of the pictorial element in Rossetti's works is
valid, centering on a key fact which Sharp points out: "That
such an artist as Dante Gabriel Rossettl, being also a true
poet, should have exhibited marked pictorial qualities in
his writings is what would have been expected. Yet there is
less of this pictorialism than 1s probably supposed, and
remarkably little of it as regards nature pure and simple."éLP

This observation, especially significant for any
assessment of Rossetti's devotion to the aims initially
established by the actual Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, is
followed by several examples which demonstrate that while
there may exist a lack of natural pictorial detail in
Rossetti's work, there is no dearth of "word-painting."
Sharp clearly identifies one key element of the pairing of

poem and painting as successful re-representation, so to

6k William Sharp, "D. G. Rossetti and Pictorialism
in Verse," Portfolio, 13 (October 1882), 178. '
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speak. He explains that:

There are two kinds of pictorialism in verse often
confused with one another. There is that of the poet
who simply describes in detail the main externals of
some scene or landscape, and there is that of the poet
who creates a picture by some few salient lines, with
or without an image, immediately bringing home to the
reader the inner or true meaning of the thing repre-
sented. The first may be a poet, and yet not be a
pictorialist; the second must be a pictorialist in the
first instance. . . . Suggestiveness is the soul of
verbal pictorialism, as reduplication, modified by
individual impression, and vivified by individual
insighté is the essential aim of pictorialism on
canvas.,

The issue of the title of his article is in fact the signi-
ficant issue for Sharp, in judging the relationship between
visual and verbal works.
After noting the more general lack of natural picto-
rialism in Rossetti's work, Sharp returns to much the same
stance as had been, and would be, taken by those writing
about the relationship between Rossetti's paintings and
poems. He declares:
We cannot, on the other hand, fail to perceive how
constantly the twin arts of poetry and painting are
interwoven in his work. Some of his finest sonnets
are those on pictures, but these I do not here include
under "pictorial verse,"” for they are meant to
exemplify the drawing or painting of some other
artist, and not to suggest scenes or subjects of their
own. Thus the noble sonnet on Giorgione's Pastoral is
not intended to call up before the reader any picture,
whether directly or indirectly frog nature, but
Giorgione's beautiful work alone.b

Sharp follows mention of this actual pair with several

examples of admirable "word-painting" by Rossetti, most of

65 Ivid., p. 176.

66 1pid., p. 178.
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which, curiously, are not parts of visual-verbal pairs, but
only call up in Sharp's mind accompanying pictures. The
passages which he quotes from Rossetti's poems would in one
instance make, according to Sharp, "a fine subject for a
painting by Mr. Rossetti himself, or his friend Mr. Burne-
Jones," and in another instance suggests "a very fine
picture by Mille't."s7
As indicated before, the nature of the relationship
between media for Sharp is one of illustration, of which
"exemplification" is simply a synonym. Aside from his
articulation of that concept, Sharp remains vague in his
statements about the interrelation of Rossetti's two arts,
as when he says,
He is as much a poet in his paintings as he is artist
in his poems: so much so that in both arts he has
frequently been misunderstood; the literary critic
sometimes complaining that his poetry is purely
artistic, to the disadvantage of the poetic element,
while the art-critic has maintained that his com- 68
positions suffer from unduly balanced poetic meaning.
"Poetic meaning" in painting, "purely artistic" poems, being
"as much a poet in his paintings as he is artist in his
poems": ambiguity, paradox, and circular definition as usual
are the legacy of the critic of Rossettl as poet-painter.

Sharp also in 1882 published a book-length work on

Rossetti, entitled Dante Gabriel Rossetti: A Record and a

Study. From his introductory remarks onward, his principal

67 Ipid., p. 179.

68 1vid., p. 178.



-

effort is to portray Rossetti as equally gifted in both arts.
Too frequently this results in such ambiguous statements as
those apparent in his Portfolio article. Sometimes, with
little success, Sharp seems to strive for some clarification
of this union, as in the following passage:

To be a poetic painter was the ideal of Rossetti in

art, an ideal he has certainly attained; and this,

which was undoubtedly his chief charm, was perhaps

also the cause of his chief shortcoming, a frequent

deficiency in form. Great colourists are seldom

strict formalists, and that Rossetti at his best is

one of the greatest colourists not only of. our own

but of any time will not now be generally denied.

Colour-sentiment and poetic emotion seem to be kin,

for they generally are found united; and though there

are periods in his life-work when Rossetti's colour-

sentiment predominated, the poetic egotion was in the

main the spirit of his achievements.©9
When Sharp's focus shifts to specific paired works, however,
he avoids discussing parallels, speaking of the various
sonnets for pictures as "illustrating," "describing,"
"accompanying," or "embodying" the corresponding painting.
One habit in his exegesis of Rossetti's paintings, of which
he makes a rather thorough effort by comprehensively discuss-
ing them one by one, is to quote the corresponding poem
whenever possible. The most concrete statement he makes
about interrelationship is to describe the words of a poem
in one instance as the "motif" of the painting which is its

counterpart.7o

69 Dante Gabriel Rossetti: A Record and a Study
(London: Macmillan & Co., 1882), pp. 103-04,

70 Ibid., p. 262; re: La Pia.
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Even in his section on the "Sonnets for Pictures,"
Sharp's approach is simply to itemize, quote, and give
background information where appropriate, about when and
where the poem was composed. Before concluding, he merely
notes that those sonnets quoted or referred to in association
with pictures "are so cloéely connected therewith that they

need not be again enlarged upon."71

Once again, Sharp
evades the issue of what precisely constitutes the nature of
that connection.

With Rossetti gone, William Holman Hunt was not long
in seeking the position of authority as a leader of the Pre-
Raphaelites, after having been eclipsed for so many years by

his more charismatic colleague. Almost two decades before

his compendious Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite

Brotherhood was published, Hunt issued a three-part article

in the pages of the Contemporary Review, entitled "The Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood: A Fight for Art." Early in the first
part, Hunt introduces Rossetti as poet and painter and, after
several pages on his own background and training, he resumes
his focus on Rossetti with a description of his meeting with
the neophyte painter. Hunt recalls his advice to Rossetti,
who was then getting restless under the tutelage of Ford
Madox Brown, to choose a recent design from the folio of an
ongoing sketching club, and to take fhe work up first with
the portions of still-life, that "thus invested with vital

interest as a link in an idea to be developed, it would

7Ll 1bid., p. 399.



51

furnish him with the exercise needful to prepare his spirit
for +the essential core of the poem he had to paint."72
Whether Hunt's remark refers to the fact that the designs for
the Cyclographic Society were to be illustfations to a speci-
fic literary work, or refers to a more metaphorical parallel,
we should mark Hunt's conjoining here of poem and picture.73
The important point to note is the recurrence of the conven-

tionally equivocal use of the word "poem," in reference to

Rossetti's painting, striking in its context of a "Fight for
Art." In many ways Hunt also follows convention in his dis-
cussion of Rossetti's work, by describing characteristics
inherent in Rossetti to begin with, such as his "appreciation
of beauty" or his intensity, which would seem to Hunt to
have filtered indiscriminately into either one art or the
other. "Poet and painter”" for Hunt sometiﬁes seems to imply
that Rossetti had less discipline than would’a painter alone,
and that Rossetti's works often contained redundant echoes
of impulses previously expressed in the sister art.

It is when Hunt's attention is not directed

specifically towards Rossetti that we perceive a more precise

72 Hunt, "The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood: A Fight
for Art," p. 480.

73 While Dante Gabriel Rossetti's designs for the
Cyclographic Society included those to Coleridge's "Love,"
Goethe's Faust, and Keats's "La Belle Dame Sans Merci," he
selected for his first project with Hunt The Girlhood of Mary
Virgin which, if paralleled with any literary work of that
time, must be paralleled with his own early versions of "Ave"
and others of his "Songs of the Art Catholic." More likely
than not, Hunt's reference to the "poem"” Rossettli was to
paint, was a purely metaphorical one.




52

idea of his concept of the relation between painting and poem
than before. Speaking of his own designs for works of
Tennyson and Shakespeare, Hunt indicates his doubt at one
time +that "perhaps the inventions I had‘been busy upon
lacked the spirit which my reading of the author's meaning

n7h This concept of the

had made me desire to give them.
transpoéition of the spirit'of the work, rather than a simple
reduplication of images and themes, may be the core of Hunt's
ideal for works with literary counterparts. More importantly,
for us, Hunt at a later point says, referring to himself and
Rossetti, "We both agreed, when it came to the last, that a
man's work would be the reflex of the living image in his
own mind of the idea treated, and not the icy double of the
facts themselves."75 Whether these facts are natural or
literary, the point remains that, according to Hunt,
Rossetti recognized that any act of recreation involved an
essential transposition which was not to be regarded as mere
duplication.

Walter Pater, whose essay on Leonardo da Vinci

Rossettl deeply admired, includes an essay on Rossetti in

Appreciations.76 In his essay, Pater identifies several

7 Hunt, "The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood: A Fight
for Art,” p. 486.

75 Ibid., pt. II (May 1886), p. 740.

76 Pater's essay on Rossetti was written in 1883, not
long after Rossetti’s death, and was first published in The
English Poets, ed. Thomas Humphry Ward (London: Macmillan &
Co., 1880-1918), IV: "Wordsworth to Rossetti;" it was subse-
quently reprinted in Appreciations (London: Macmillan & Co.,
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qualities common to Rossetti's poetry and painting, like
other critics creating the impression of a superfluidity of
creative impulse finding expression in design or verse. He
also stressed "the painter's eye” and Rossetti's use of
detail,~citing the by now clichéd "pictorial" power of his
works.

Pater's evaluation of Rossetti is unique in its
development of parallels between Rossetti's matter and
manner. Pater admires Rossetti for making concrete and
particular the ideal and abstract, while also instilling
mystery and sentiment into even common things. He praises
Rossetti for the fact that for him (as for Dante) “the
material and the spiritual are fused and blent: if the spiri-
tual attains the definite visibility of a crystal, what is
natural loses its earthiness and impurity."77 With this
view of Rossetti, Pater conjoins that of Rossetti as poet-
painter, so that Rossetti's interfusion between the spiri-
tual and the material is paralleled with that between the
verbal and visual,

Instead of exercising mere word-painting, or other
such conventional mergers of the sister arts, Pater finds

that Rossetti represents, by a type of physical or natural

1889). Pater's essay on Leonardo da Vinci appeared in the
Fortnightly Review in November 1869, and three years later
in The Renaissance; for Rossetti's comments, see Letters, II,
765 (To Algernon Charles Swinburne, 26 November 1869).

77 Walter Pater, "Rossetti," Appreciations with an
Essay on Style (London: Macmillan & Co., 1910), p. 211..
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beauty, the ideal intensity of love. Pater notes that "A
sustained impressibility toward the mysterious conditions of
man's everyday life, toward the very myétery itself in it,

n78 Nature (which

gives a singular gravity to all his work.
Rossettli admittedly cared little about) is viewed by Pater

in Rossetti's works as having been "translated to a higher
gservice,"” as it is treated in his poems with the hand of "a
painter concentrated upon the picturesque effect of one or
two selected objects at a time."79 On the other hand, Pater
observes that "in matter of pure reflection also, Rossetti
maintained the painter's sensuous clearness of conception."80
In brief, Pater's observations coalesce into the view that
because a poet, Rossetti's painting displays elements of the
visionary, and because a painter, his pictorial genius draws
the material into his depiction of the ideal: in fine, an
analysis of the art of a poet-painter.

Neither Rossetti nor his brother William, who is a
source for much that we know of Dante Gabriel, ever directly
defined the nature of the link between his poetry and
painting. In his numerous volumes on his illustrious brother,
however, William Michael often discusses Rossetti's paired

works in such a way as to give some indication of his own

(if not his brother's) concept of the relationship between

78 1pia., p. 211.

79 Ibiq.

80 1pi4., p. 213.
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the two media. Sometimes the later work is seen as being a
continuation in some way of the idea or impulse of the
earlier one. For example, William describes "Body's Beauty"
as developing the intention of the painting to which it

81 When it comes to citing specific parallels,

refers.
William Rossetti is clearest about thematic ones. He men-
tions that "The Blessed Damozel" was suggested to Rossetti
as a theme for a plcture by one of his patrons, William

Graham, an idea which Rossetti himself had also projected.

In his description of the early crayon drawing of 1873 of The

Blessed Damozel, William calls it the first instance in which

that theme was transferred by Rossetti from language into
visual form. He is also fairly specific in reference to

Dante Gabriel's somnets for The Girlhood of Mary Virgin, and

describes the first as "setting forth the general purport of

82 Most fre-

the work, the second, its individual symbols.”
quently, Rossetti's poems with visual counterparts are de-
scribed by his brother either as exhibiting the idea or theme
of the visual Work, as above, or in a somewhat paradoxical
manner as an embodiment of the painting to which it
corresponds. In one instance William quotes a letter from

his brother, in fact, in which Rossetti himself states that

he wishes the sonnet in question to "embody the conception”

81 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossettl
as Designer and Writer (London: Cassell & Co., 1889), p. 63;
hereafter cited 1In footnotes as Designer and Writer.

82

Letters and Memoir, I, 143.
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of the painting to which it will be appended: a phrase which
William Rossetti later repeatedly echoes in reference to the
paired works, and which numerous other commentators on

Rossetti's dual arts would echo in the future.83

0ften more biographical than critical, and more auto-
biographical than biographical, the majority of studies of
the painter-poet by his peers, such as those briefly examined,
reiterated similar insights into his dual arts. Long after
the use of words like "poetry" and "poetic" subsided in
critical assessments of art, convention, and the inescapable
fact of concurrent creative output in two arts, encouraged
the uée of inter-art analogiles in discussions of Rossetti's
work. Into the twentieth century, writers continued to pro-
claim the version of "ut pictura poesis" particular to critics
of Rossetti: as Rossettl's paintings, so his poetry.
Rossettl was considered the premier poet-painter, and both
his arts were equally esteemed. The centenary of Rossetti's
birth in 1928, however, brought a new wave of critical
writings on his work, along with which were numerous evalu-
ations of the relationship between his dual arts. In these,
a schism between critical perspectives cogld be perceived.
Rossettl was now described either as a poet who also painted,
or as a painter who also wrote poetry. Because it was
difficult to separate the two disciplines in discussions of

Rossetti's work, the fallacy was often fepeated of imposing

83 Designer and Writer, pp. 55-56.
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the critical perspective of one discipline upon the discus-
sion of another.

The difficulty of finding a common ground for dis-
cussing both branches of the Pre-Raphaelite movement, out of
which Pre-Raphaelite painting usually assumed prominence, is
demonstrated in a study by Laurence Housman, in which the
poetry of the Romantics is introduced to even the balance of
focus, as it were. Although Housman's 1929 address to the
Royal Sociéty of Literature, "Pre-Raphaelitism in Art and
Poetry" deals with the movement as a whole rather +than
specifically with Rossetti, it includes some cogent remarks
which apply to the issue of interrelationship of the arts.
Housman regards Pre-Raphaelitism from an artistic standpoint,
and traces parallels not with contemporaneous manifestations
in literature, but with literary antecedents, going back to
the Romantics. Houpgman finds it to be "the pictorial
expression of influences which had already made their mark

8k Somewhat more broadly, however, he finds

in literature."
the pfecursors of the Pre-Raphaelites to include Shelley,
Keats, and Coleridge, rather than only Wordsworth, and
correspondingly, their inheritancg to consist not only of
intensity of vision within the natural world, but of

"individualistic treatment of romantic and ideal subjects."B5

84 pssays by Divers Hands ([Transactions of the Royal
Society of Literature, NS 12| London: Oxford Univ. Press,
1933 ’ l.

85 1bid., p. 8.
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When Housman does consider the contemporary poetic
counterpart to the Pre-Raphaelite movement, he notes a
number of shared characteristics:

In both branches alike (the poetic and the pictorial)
there was the same sudden discovery and the same close
linking together of nature and romance-—the same
determination to treat romance in terms of natural
feeling; to assume, in choosing a romantic subject,
that its characters were real people, and that if
they were without reality—did not act, move, and
‘appear humanly—they were without significance.86
For the most part, however, when Housman refers to the
parallel side of Pre-Raphaelitism as expressed in painting,
he means nothing other than Romanticism. But in an ana-
chronistic fashion, it is not the characteristics of
Romanticism that Housman traces in the later movement in
art, but the Pre-Raphaelite tendencies which he discovers in
Romanticism. Quoting a series of passages from Coleridge's
"Ancient Mariner," for example, Housman notes,
Now all those passages I have read to you are of
Pre-Raphaelite quality; original in simile, pictorial
in phrasing, they achieve an almost unexampled visi-
bility to the mind's eye; and by a combination of
strongly individualized expression with intense
feeling they bring the things of nature within the
charmed circle of romance in a way that was then
wholly new in literature.87
Housman discovers the prototypes for Pre-Raphaelitism in the
poetry of Coleridge and the letters of Keats—and, from
Coleridge and Keats, is enabled to turn to the poetry of
Rossetti and Morris. His article is ambitious, in seeking

to appraise both Pre-Raphaelite art and poetry. But that the

86 1pia.

87 1via., p. 15.



59

common denominator of Romantic literature is needed to
strengthen the parallels which he posits suggests the neces-
sity of further study of the interrelationship of the arts
in the Pre-Raphaelite era.

The focus on Rossetti as painter during the period
around the centenary of his birth was encouraged by the con-~
current reassessment of British Art taking place. The
praise of "modern" art necessarily meant the criticism of the
Pre-Raphaelites, and often in Rossetti's case, dual art forms
meant dual approaches to this target. Evelyn Waugh, for
example, although interested primarily in Rossetti as
painter, does not pass up the opportunity to cite Rossetti's

poetry to support his views. In Rossetti: His Life and

Works, Waugh attributes to a power-play among the Pre-
,Réphaelite Brotherhood the raising of poetry among them to
equal status with painting by Rossetti. He notes, "It seems
probable fhat his desire to balance his literary superiority
against his friend's superiority in painting may have been

a strong inducement to urge upon them aﬁ association in
which the two arts should have equal importance."88 Waugh
expands the implication that Rossetti's poetry was some kind
of crutech for his weak art. That he clearly regards the
paired paintings and poems created by Rossetti as not more
than classic examples of "tagging" is evident from his

reference to Rossetti's writing a somnet for a visual work,

88 Rossetti: His Life and Works (New York: Dodd,
Mead, & Co., 1928), p. 34.
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"in accordance with what now became the usual custoﬁ. and
had it inscribed on the frame."89 The kindest thing he can
say of one of Rossetti's pairs is said of "Astarte Syriaca,”
the sonnet inspiring Waugh to call it "one of the happiest
examples of harmony