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Treuherz finds unifYing threads in Rosserri's relentless experimental ism, and in 
the anti-naturalist instinct which lay behind much of rhat experimentation. He 
makes the crucial point that, in choosing during the 1850S to produce small­
scale drawings and watercolours on subjects that would have appeared eccen­
tric to many contemporaries, Rossetti was 'subverting the hierarchy of media 
and scale favoured by the Academy as well as the hierarchy of subjects' (p. 24). 
The success of this project was borne out wonderfully by the knots of people 
crowded around The Blue Closet (1857) and Mary Magdalene at the door of 
Simon the Pharisee (1858- 59) at the exhibition in Liverpool. It is unfortunate, 
then, that Treuherz's chapter is too short give these innovative works the space 
that they deserve: sections on Rossetti's formal experimentation ('Anti-natu­
ralism', 'Radiant colours and vibrant surfaces') and on his thematic concerns 
(,The power of love', 'Other worlds') are confined to a couple of pages, while 
the subject cries out for more lengthy analysis. 

Prettejohn is given, or chooses to take, considerably more space for her 
study of the second halfofRossetti's career, and in it she provides an impressive 
and coherent account. Importantly, she demonstrates the development ofRos­
serri 's style berween 1859 and his death in 1882, and his espousal of different 
artistic models at different times: Titian and Veronese in rhe 1860s, Michelan­
gelo in the 1870s. Prettejohn regards Rossetti 's adoption of a Venetian style from 
1859 as 'a willed progression to artistic maturity', driven by a new desire to 
undertake large-scale work (p. 54). She places considerable emphasis on his 
ambition to become a painter of great, public works of art, and appears to regret 
that this wish was largely frustrated. I find it hard to share this sentiment. The 
large-scale works which Rossetti did succeed in executing are less than com­
pletely satisfacrory. The Seed of David (1858-64), his triptych for Llandaff 
Cathedral , is not one of his most successful works. The huge Dante's Dream 
(1871) is an impressive painting in many ways, but Rossetti's most compelling 
visual engagement with the Vita Nuova remains Beata Beatrix. Similarly, it is 
difficult to imagine that any of the ambitious mythological subjects which Ros­
setti occasionallyartempred to persuade his parrons to commission would have 
been as powerful as Proserpine or Astarte Syriaca. Nevertheless, Prertejohn's 
stress on Rossetti's artempts to resist being considered solely as a painter of sin­
gle female figures is valuable. 

LikeTreuherz, Prettejohn emphasises Rosseni's deliberate anti-naturalism. 
She writes particularly well on his experiments with perspective. In the rwo 
paintings of The Blessed Damozel (1871-81), for example, she points out rhat 
'conventional perspective operates in the predella scene [depicting the earth­
bound lover], ... but Heaven in the upper scene is a place where space does not 
function as it does on earth' (p. 101). Interestingly, Prettejohn sees these works 
as 'argu [ing] , retrospectively, thatthe pictorial type of the late paintings is thor­
oughly consistent with his earliest poem - that one imaginative impulse con­
nects Rosseni's earliest thoughts with his latest work': both focus on the figure 
of the woman, on the relationships berween heaven and earth, soul and body, 
and on the depiction of supernatural worlds. Likewise, the picture's unortho-
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dox use of perspective reflects a concern which had been exercising Rosserti 
since his earliest work. 

Edwin Becker's essay is somewhat disappointing. There is much important 
work to be done on Rosserti 's influence on modern art, bur Becker has chosen 
to concentrate on a small group of mostly rather minor Symbolist artists. With 
the exception of two by the Belgian decadent Fernand Khnopff, none of Beck­
er's illustrations show Rosserti to have influenced continental works of any 
great merit. Perhaps most suggestive of the ways in which Rosserti anticipated 
twentieth-century art is a reported comment of 1887 by the French-Swiss critic 
Edouard Rod, who saw Rosserti as having recognized that 'the "plastic" period 
of art (concentrating on technique and pure form) was over, and that in the 
"intellectual" period (Symbolism) that lay before them, painting would have to 
aspire to a different ideal' (p. II5). This is an astute remark, and the implications 
ofit, both for Rosserti's art and for his influence, are yet to be fully explored. 

On the whole, this book is without doubt the most up-to-date, complete, 
and stimulating introduction to Rossetti's work as a visual artist currently avail­
able. It is also, as one would expect, lavishly illustrated; and the exhibition cat­
alogue which it includes is an invaluable reference tool, containing reliable 
information on the great majoriry ofRosserti's major works. One of the book's 
most valuable services will be to point out avenues for further research; but its 
cogency and insight make it in itself an important work ofRossetti ctiticism. 

Richard Frith 
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