pre raphaelitism and the pre raphaelite
brotherhood

pre raphaelitism and the pre raphaelite brotherhood represent a significant
movement in 19th-century British art, characterized by a distinctive return to detailed
realism, vibrant color, and complex symbolism. Emerging as a reaction against the
prevailing academic standards of the time, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood sought to revive
the spirit and techniques of early Renaissance painters before Raphael. This article explores
the origins, principles, key figures, artistic contributions, and lasting impact of pre
raphaelitism and the pre raphaelite brotherhood. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of how this movement challenged conventional aesthetics and influenced
subsequent generations of artists and writers. The following sections will detail the
historical context, the brotherhood’s foundational members, their artistic style, thematic
focus, and their critical reception over time.
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Origins and Historical Context of Pre
Raphaelitism

The roots of pre raphaelitism trace back to the early Victorian era, a period marked by
industrial progress and a dominant academic art establishment. The Royal Academy of Arts
in London promoted classical standards, emphasizing idealized beauty and formulaic
composition. Dissatisfied with this, a group of young artists sought to return to a more
sincere and naturalistic representation of art. Their inspiration came from the art before
Raphael, particularly the detailed and vibrant works of the late medieval and early
Renaissance periods. This desire for reform and authenticity gave rise to the pre raphaelite
brotherhood, which aimed to challenge the artistic status quo and promote a new vision
grounded in truth to nature and moral seriousness.

The Formation and Members of the Pre



Raphaelite Brotherhood

The pre raphaelite brotherhood was officially founded in 1848 by seven young artists who
shared a common artistic philosophy. This secret society aimed to revolutionize the arts by
rejecting the mechanistic approach of their contemporaries and embracing a more heartfelt
and detailed style. The founding members were William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais,
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Michael Rossetti, James Collinson, Frederic George
Stephens, and Thomas Woolner. Each member contributed uniquely to the brotherhood’s
mission, blending personal creativity with collective ideals. Over time, the group’s influence
expanded as they welcomed new supporters and inspired numerous followers in both
painting and literature.

Founding Members and Their Roles

William Holman Hunt was known for his meticulous attention to detail and symbolic
content, while John Everett Millais gained acclaim for his vibrant and realistic portraits.
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, both a painter and poet, emphasized sensuality and medieval
themes, shaping much of the movement's aesthetic. William Michael Rossetti served as the
group's chronicler and critic, documenting their progress and philosophy. The other
founding members also contributed through their artistic and literary efforts, solidifying the
brotherhood’s foundation.

Artistic Principles and Style of the Pre Raphaelite
Brotherhood

The pre raphaelite brotherhood championed several key artistic principles that set them
apart from their contemporaries. Central to their style was a commitment to realism,
achieved through close observation of nature and painstaking detail. Unlike the idealized
figures prevalent in academic art, their subjects were depicted with natural imperfections
and emotional depth. The use of bright, luminous colors applied with a technique involving
wet white backgrounds contributed to the clarity and vibrancy of their work. Furthermore,
their compositions often featured complex symbolism and narrative elements drawn from
literature, mythology, and religious texts.

Techniques and Innovations

The brotherhood’s technical approach was revolutionary for its time. They rejected the
traditional use of chiaroscuro and instead employed sharp focus and flat lighting to
enhance detail. Their preference for painting en plein air (outdoors) allowed for authentic
representation of natural light and textures. This dedication to technique was supported by
extensive preparatory studies and sketches, ensuring the accuracy and integrity of the final
artwork.



Symbolism and Narrative

Symbolism played a critical role in pre raphaelite art. Paintings often contained layers of
meaning conveyed through carefully chosen objects, colors, and gestures. These elements
invited viewers to engage intellectually and emotionally with the work, reflecting on themes
such as love, morality, spirituality, and human suffering. The narrative quality of their
paintings was enhanced by references to medieval literature, biblical stories, and
contemporary social issues.

Thematic Elements and Subjects in Pre
Raphaelite Art

The subjects explored by the pre raphaelite brotherhood were diverse but unified by an
emphasis on storytelling and moral reflection. Their art frequently depicted scenes from
classical mythology, Arthurian legends, Shakespearean drama, and the Bible. Additionally,
they portrayed contemporary life with a focus on social realism and moral critique.
Feminine beauty and nature were recurrent themes, often intertwined with symbolism and
allegory.

Common Themes and Motifs

Medievalism and Romanticism: Revival of medieval stories and aesthetics

Religious and Spiritual Imagery: Emphasis on moral and spiritual themes

Nature and Realism: Detailed depictions of flora, fauna, and landscapes

Love and Tragedy: Emotional and psychological exploration of human relationships

Social Critique: Commentary on Victorian society and morality

Notable Works lllustrating Themes

Examples such as Millais’s "Ophelia" highlight the fusion of literary inspiration and
naturalistic detail, while Hunt’s "The Awakening Conscience" addresses moral awakening in
society. Rossetti’s works often explore sensuality and beauty through idealized female
figures imbued with symbolic meaning. These paintings collectively demonstrate the
brotherhood’s dedication to thematic richness and visual complexity.

Legacy and Influence of Pre Raphaelitism

The impact of pre raphaelitism and the pre raphaelite brotherhood extends well beyond



their initial period of activity. Their challenge to academic conventions paved the way for
later movements such as the Arts and Crafts Movement and Symbolism. The emphasis on
craftsmanship, naturalism, and emotional sincerity resonated with artists and writers
seeking alternatives to industrial mass production and superficiality. Moreover, their works
remain celebrated for their artistic innovation and cultural significance.

Influence on Later Art and Culture

The brotherhood’s legacy is evident in the works of artists like Edward Burne-Jones and the
wider Pre-Raphaelite circle, who continued to develop its ideals. Their fusion of poetry and
painting inspired collaborations across artistic disciplines. Additionally, pre raphaelitism
influenced the revival of interest in medieval culture and Gothic aesthetics during the late
19th and early 20th centuries. Today, the movement is recognized as a pivotal chapter in
the history of British art, representing a fusion of technical mastery and visionary creativity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood?

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was a group of English painters, poets, and critics founded
in 1848 who sought to return to the detail, intense colors, and complex compositions of
Quattrocento Italian art before Raphael.

Who were the founding members of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood?

The founding members were William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais, and Dante Gabriel
Rossetti.

What were the main artistic goals of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood?

Their main goals were to reject the academic standards of their time, emphasize a return to
nature, vivid detail, bright colors, and a sincere, truthful approach to representation.

How did Pre-Raphaelitism influence later art
movements?

Pre-Raphaelitism influenced the Arts and Crafts Movement and Symbolism by emphasizing
craftsmanship, medievalism, and detailed naturalism, impacting both visual arts and
literature.

What themes are commonly found in Pre-Raphaelite



art?

Common themes include medieval subjects, literary and mythological scenes, romanticism,
nature, and moral or spiritual messages often depicted with rich symbolism.

Additional Resources

1. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood by William Michael Rossetti

This book offers an insider’s perspective on the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, written by one
of its founding members. William Michael Rossetti provides detailed accounts of the group’s
formation, ideals, and artistic philosophy. The text includes personal anecdotes and
analyses of key works, making it essential for understanding the movement’s origins.

2. Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde by Tim Barringer

Tim Barringer’'s comprehensive study explores the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood as a
revolutionary force in Victorian art. The book examines the social, political, and cultural
contexts that influenced the artists and delves into their innovative techniques and themes.
Richly illustrated, it highlights the movement’s enduring impact on art history.

3. The Pre-Raphaelites and the Book by Jan Marsh and Pamela Gerrish Nunn

This volume investigates the close relationship between the Pre-Raphaelites and illustrated
books. It reveals how the Brotherhood’s members contributed to the revival of book design
and illustration in the 19th century. The book features detailed studies of collaborations
between artists and writers, showcasing their combined creative efforts.

4. Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood by Elizabeth Prettejohn

Elizabeth Prettejohn provides an accessible yet scholarly introduction to the Pre-Raphaelite
movement. The book covers the Brotherhood’s foundation, key figures, and major works,
emphasizing their aesthetic ideals and social critique. It also explores the group’s influence
on later art movements and their legacy today.

5. Dante Gabriel Rossetti: Painter and Poet by Jerome McGann

This biography focuses on Dante Gabriel Rossetti, one of the central figures of the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood. Jerome McGann examines Rossetti’s dual talents as both a painter
and a poet, highlighting how his literary interests informed his visual art. The book offers
insights into Rossetti’'s complex personality and his role in shaping the movement.

6. The Pre-Raphaelites at Home by Jan Marsh

Jan Marsh explores the domestic lives and environments of the Pre-Raphaelite artists,
revealing how their personal spaces influenced their creative output. The book combines
historical research with evocative imagery of the homes, studios, and gardens associated
with the Brotherhood. It provides a unique perspective on the intimate context behind the
public artworks.

7. Women Artists and the Pre-Raphaelite Movement by Jan Marsh

This work highlights the contributions and experiences of women artists connected to the
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Jan Marsh uncovers the challenges faced by female painters
and muses in a predominantly male art world. The book also discusses how women
influenced the themes and aesthetics of Pre-Raphaelite art.



8. Pre-Raphaelite Art in the Victoria and Albert Museum by Fiona MacCarthy

Fiona MacCarthy offers a detailed guide to the Pre-Raphaelite artworks housed in the
Victoria and Albert Museum’s collection. The book includes high-quality reproductions and
scholarly commentary on the featured pieces. It serves both as an art historical reference
and a visual celebration of the Brotherhood’s achievements.

9. The Pre-Raphaelites and Their Patrons by Duncan Robinson

This book examines the relationship between the Pre-Raphaelite artists and the patrons
who supported them financially and socially. Duncan Robinson discusses how patronage
shaped the production and dissemination of Pre-Raphaelite art. The study sheds light on
the economics of the Victorian art world and the networks behind the Brotherhood’s
success.
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