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and of past historical moments. For mid- and late-nineteenth-century
poets, painters, and critics restless within the constraints of realism,
colour was the way forward — a determining sign of the modern.

NOTES

1 Intensity has, of course, a much longer critical history as a rhetorical and literary value,
which can be traced in Western traditions at least back to Longinus’ On Sublimity in
the first century (A.D.). Sublimity is revived as an important critical conceptin Eng-
land in the eighteenth century, most influentially, for romantic and nineteenth-cen-
tury Anglophone critics and poets, as reformulated in Edmund Burke’s On rhe Sub-
lime and the Beautiful (1757). In classical Chinese literary thought intensity in some-
thing like the romantic sense has an equally long but more central role in conceprions
of poetry. See Stephen Owen’s commentary on a passage from the Book of Documents
(Shu ching) (probably first century) as 'the canonical statement of whar poetry “is™:
‘The poem (shih) articulates what is on the mind intently (¢h24)’. Owen glosses the
Chinese chihas ‘asubjective relation to some content [of the mind], a relation ofa cer-
tainintensity ... Chihistensional, yearning for both resolution and for external man-
ifestation’. Stephen Owen, Readings in Chinese Literary Thought (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 26, 28.

2 William Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802): ‘For all good poetry is the spon-
tancous overflow of powerful feelings: but though this be true, Poems to which any
value can be attached, were never produced on any variety of subjects bur by a man,
who being possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, had also thought long
and deeply. For our continued influxes of feeling are modified and directed by our
thoughts ..." See William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads
and Related Writings, ed. William Richey and Daniel Robinson (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 2002), p. 393.

3 John Keats, letter to George and Thomas Keats, [21, 27 (?) December 1817], in John
Keats, Selected Poems and Letters, ed. Douglas Bush (Boston: Houghton Miffilin,
1959), p. 260.

4 Arthur Henry Hallam, ‘On some of the Characteristics of Modern Poetry’ (1831), in
Victorian Scrutinies: Reviews of Poetry 18301870, ed. Isobel Armstrong (London:
Athlone Press, 1972), pp. 86, 87, 91.

5 See, for example, John Ruskin, Modern Painters m (1856); vol. 5 in The Works of John
Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn (London: George Allen, 1903), p.
281; or The Stones of Venice 11 (1853), Warks 10, p.173; Walter Pater, The Renaissance:
Studies in Art and Poetry (1873) (London: Macmillan, 1924), p. 61; Dante Gabriel Ros-
setti, in Alexander Gilchrist, The Life of William Blake, ‘Pictor Ignotis’ (London:
Macmillan, 1863), 11. p. 77; Charles Baudelaire, ‘Peintures Murales d’Eugene
Delacroix a Saint-Sulpice’ (1861) in Oeuvres Completes ed. Y.-G. Le Dantec, rev.
Claude Pichois, Bibliotheque Pleiade (Paris: Gallimard, 1963), p. 1164.

6 Patrick Noon’s ‘Colour and Effect: Anglo French Painting in London and Paris’, in

36



PRE-RAPHAELITE ART AND THE DEFENCE OF GUENEVERE

Constable to Delacroix: British Art and the French Romantics, ed. Patrick Noon (Lon-
don: Tate Publishing, 2003), and the exhibition itaccompanied, detail the networks
of influence linking Bonington, Turner, and Delacroix and the central importance of
colour to French borrowings from British art in the 1820s and 30s. The fascination
Byron and Scott exercised over European artists (and composers), and the figurative
uses they made of British colour, are likewise in evidence in the exhibition catalogue.
Among Keats's poems using colour-rich descriptive passages to represent the intense
internal worlds of imaginarion and romance, especially in association with the mid-
dle ages, see “The Eve of St. Agnes’ especially, but also his ‘Ode to a Nightingale'.

7 In Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (London: Ward, Lock:1891), exploration of
colour, as of other sensory pleasures, is represented as an important part of the epony-
mous protagonist’s efforts to turn his life into a continuous work of art without the
necessity of writing poetry or painting a picture. Dorian’s finds particular inspiration
in Theophile Gautier’s Mademoiselle du Maupin and Joris-Karl Huysmans's A
Rebours, enshrined as touchstones of romantic-turned-decadent exaltation of senso-
ry refinement, including sensibility to colour with (and synesthetically chrough)
scent, taste, and sound. Rimbaud’s "Voyelles' famously positsan phoneticalphabet of
colour — marching different hues with parallel intensities of sound — as a possible
resource for the visionary modern poet (A noir, E blanc, | rouge, U vert, Obeau:
voyelles, / Je dirai quelque jour vos naissance latentes.. . . '). Moreau, who wrote in his
studio notes 'you must think through colour, have imagination in it. . . Colour must
be imagined, thought, dreamed’, was the teacher of such notable modern colourists
as Rouault and Matisse (cited in David Batchelor, Chromophobia [London: Reak-
tion, 2000]).

8 ‘Salon de 1846, Oeuvres Completes, p. 879.

9 Colour has a voluminous history in multiple disciplines, including philosophy, rech-
nology (pigments and dyes), perceptual psychology and neurophysiology, physics,
and the histories of artand of the decorative arts. Works | have found particularly use-
ful or provocative begin with the two invaluable books of John Gage on colour’s cul-
wral history, Colour and Culture: Practice and Meaning from Antiquity to Abstraction
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993, and Colour and
Meaning. Art, Science, and Symbolism (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1999). Others include Manlio Brusatin’s idiosyncratic but suggestive 4
History of Colours, tr. Robert H. Hopcke and Paul Schwartz (Boston and London:
Shambhala, 1991); David Batchelor, Chromaphobia (cited above); C. L. Hardin,
Colour for Philosophers: Unweaving the Rainbow (Indianapolis and Cambridge:
Hackett Publishing, 1998), which includes an excellent discussion of recent neuro-
physiological work on colour as well as a briefaccount of colour’s strange status with-
in philosophy; and (asan example of a material-cultural history of one colour in par-
ticular), Michel Pastoureau, Blue: The History of a Colour (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2001. See also the stimulating comments on the prob-
lems of imagining colour from verbal accounts in Elaine Scarry, Dreaming by the
Book (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1999), especially the sections on ‘Imagining
Flowers” and ‘Floral Supposition’. On developments in the last 150 years in the tech
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nology of dyes and pigments, see Simon Garfield, Mauve: How One Man Invented a
Colour that Changed the World (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 2000); and a
technical account which gives a brief history as well as a summary of the physics and
chemistry of colouring materials and their perception and measurement, K.
McLaren, The Colour Science of Dyes and Pigments, 2nd edition (Bristol and Boston:
Adam Hilger, 1986).

10 Richard Cronin, in the only book-length examination of colour’s importance for
nineteenth-century poetry of which [ am aware, studies the meanings and values
attached to the dialectical pairing of white lightand its refraction into the rainbow of
colours; see his Colour and Experience in Nineteenth-Century Poetry (London:
Macmillan, 1988). Cronin reads individual poems by Coleridge, Keats, Browning,
and Hopkins (but not Morris) in light of contemporary concerns about colour’sasso-
ciations with the subjective or with fancy and the unreal (rather than the ‘pure’ truth
(or reason’s fictions) of science or philosophy, as symbolised by white light), especial-
ly as these put tension on the poets’ desire to ground their poems firmly in the empir-
ical ‘facts’ of human sensory experience (for which colour language serves as both
index and symbol). While | find his readings sensitive and suggestive, my study of
Pre-Raphaelite uses of colour in poetry, particularly in the case of Morris, suggests
that the latter was less interested in the particular philosophical and moral problem
that Cronin traces around colour for his poets than with certain expressive or struc-
tural possibilitics that raise, in a different sense, the question of colour’s modernity.

1 For example, Carole Silver in The Romance of William Morris (Athens, Ohio: Ohio
University Press, 1982), esp. pp. 13—15; Silver notes the effect of the contrast between
colourand itsabsence, and acknowledges that while colour seems symbolicin intent,
‘precise meanings remain elusive’. ]. M. S. Tompkins is closer to the spirit of nine-
teenth-century romantic ideas of colour when she describes it as part of ‘the territory
of [Morriss| imagination’, and a sign of the ‘intentness of the imagination which is
directed both to visual detail and the movements of the poetic sensibility” (in his early
prose stories and poetry); see William Morris: An Approach to Poetry (London: Cecil
Woolf, 1988), pp. 25, 63.

12 See Morris's “The Churches of North France: Shadows of Amiens’, first published in
the Oxford and Cambridge Magazine in 1856, in The Collected Works of William Mor-
ris, ed. May Morris (London: Longmans Green, 1910), vol. 1, pp. 349-66.

13 In Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (London and New York:
The Macmillan Company, 1905). While this is a very partial account designed to re-
instate Hunt as the central figure in the Brotherhood against the claims of William
Michael Rossetti for his brother Dante Gabriel, its version of PRB aims and practices
is still invaluable, and has been very influenial.

14 See Charles Lock Eastlake, Materials for a History of Oil Painting (London: Longman,
Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1847); Mary Philadelphia Merrifield, A Treatise on
Painting by Cennino Cennini (1437), translated from the 1821 Italian edition by Tam-
broni (London: Edward Lumley, 1844); George Field, Chromatography or, A treatise
on colours and pigments, and of their powers in painting, new edition (London: Tiltand
Bogue, 1841).
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15 See Ruskin’s letters to the Times of London (1851 and 1854) defending the Pre-
Raphaelites, and his pamphlet, Pre-Raphacelitism (1851) in Works, vol. 12; his 1848
review of Eastlake’s History is reprinted in the same volume.

16]. B. Bullen’s otherwise fine chapter on the critical reception of early Pre-Raphaelite art
focuses on the critics visceral rejections of distorted bodies (and points out the anti-
Catholicism and commitments to progressive modecls of history driving many of
their responses), but does nor comment on their often strong reactions to the
unpleasant colours of these carly works (although several of the passages he quotes
criticise Pre-Raphaelite colour practices specifically). Sce his “The Ugliness of Early
Pre-Raphaelitism’, in The Pre-Raphaclite Body: Fear and Desire in Painting, Poetry,
and Criticism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998): pp. 6-48. But see Elizabeth Pretee-
john, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000);
her chapter “lechnique” also pays close attention to materials, including Pre-
Raphaelite interestin the pigments and practices of carly Flemish oil painting and in
newer chemical pigments (vivid ycllows, greens, and purples especially) developed as
modern analogues. In the interpretive chapters that follow, she also notes on occasion
the expressive cffect of the newer, often quite bright pigments as they are enhanced by
particular colour combinations. Contemporary comments on the harshness of Pre-
Raphaelite colour (echoed in some of the reviews of Morris's poctry) derive, as she
points out, from the particular pigments as well as the combinations of them the
painters employed. For examples of reviewers who criticised the colour in Morris's
poems and associated it with the harshnesses of Pre-Raphaelite painting, sec Delbert
R. Gardner's survey of the reviews in An ‘ldle Singer’ and His Audience: A Study of
William Morriss Poetic Reputation in England, 18581900 (The Hague and Paris:
Mouton, 1975). He notes that three of the six reviewers of The Defence of Guenevere
when it first appeared noted its strong colour, some praising the ‘richness of colousr-
ing’ and comparing it to Rossetti’s watercolours, butothers, like 7he Saturday Review,
objecting that Morris had no knowledge of gradation of tints (‘He works in the
patient spirit of the illuminators, but then he is grotesque as well as minute and
patient. All his thoughts and figures are represented on asolid plane: he has no notion
of distance, or aerial perspective’ (cited in Gardner, p. 23). Both comments are acute
about Morris's sources.

17 Morris would have seen at least the following pictures by late 1857: Millais: /sabella,
Mariana, The Bridesmaid, Ophelia, A Huguenot (all in the Windus collection which
he saw over Easter Vacation in 1856), as well as 7he Return of the Dove to the Ark (in
Thomas Combe’s collection at Oxford, which Morris saw during the summer of
1856), The Order of Release (which he saw art the Paris Exposition of 1855), and, at the
annual Royal Academy exhibitions, 7he Rescue (1855), L Enfant du Regiment, Autumn
Leaves, and The Blind Girl (1856). Among Hunt's pictures, he certainly saw his A Con-
verted British Family Sheltering Christians from the Druids and The Light of the World
in Combe’s collection (the latter first seen at Royal Academy Exhibition), Claudio
and Isabella (as well as The Light of the World) at the Paris 1855 Exposition, and The
Scapegoat at the Royal Academy in 1856. Brown'’s Last of England Morris saw at the
Royal Academy in 1855; Combe acquired both that and Brown's Wycliffe Reading. ..
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in autumn, 1855, after Morris’s first visit to his collection. Brown’s Chaucer at the
Court of Edward IITand An English Fireside 1854—swere in the Paris Exposition. Ros-
setti's watercolour of Dante Drawing an Angel on the Anniversary of Beatrices Death
and Charles Collins's Convent Thoughtswere also in Combe’s collection. At the Royal
Academy Exhibitions of 1856 Morris saw Henry Wallis's Charrerton and Arthur
Hughes's April Love (which he bought from the Exhibition). A few months later
(August 1856) his sccond painting purchase was Brown's The Hayfield, which he saw
in Brown’s studio. From spring 1856 through most of 1857, Morris was particularly
close to Rossetti and frequently in his Blackfriars rooms, where he would have seen
the watercolours Rossetti was then making. Morris purchased six of these (and
acquired a seventh trom Ruskin, Paolo and Francesca, finished in November 1855):
Fra Pace (1856), The Death of Breuze sans Pitie (1856—57), The Blue Closet, The Tune of
the Seven Towers, The Damsel of the Sanc Grael, and The Chapel Before the Lists (1857).

18 All quotations from Morris’s poems are taken trom 7 he Defence of Guenevere (London,

New York. Toronto: Longmans, Green and Co., 1896 [and subsequent editions]),
based on the Kelmscort Press Edition of 1892, revised by theauthor. Line numbersare
given in the text.

19 Bullen discusses (but with respect to Rossetti's Tidianesque paintings of the late hfties

and carly sixtics) colour’s long association with sensuality and sexuality and the con-
tinued importance of these associations in carly and mid-nineteenth-century Eng-
land. Viewers of Millais’s picture might well have found the lush colours in his Mar-
tana appropriate to the material depicted —and objected the more strenuously to the
strong colours in religious piciures like his Christ i the House of His Parents. Sce
Bullen, The Pre-Raphaclite Body, esp. pp. 94-105.

20 See Prewtejohn, Artof the Pre-Raphaelites, pp. 148—s0.
21 See, tor example, Works s, pp. 281 and 320—28 (Modern Painters ).
22 See hiscommentson Hunt's Awakening Consciencetor hissensitivity to Pre-Raphaclite

practice in this respeer, Works 12, p. 334, and the discussion of this passage in
Helsinger, ‘Ruskin and the Politics of Viewing: Constructing National Subjects’,
Nineteenth-Century Contexts 18 (1994), pp. 134-35.

23 See Mark Girouard, 7he Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English Gentleman (New

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1981).

24 For insight into the special features of colour and its functions in heraldry, especially
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with respect to its role in expressing temporal succession spatially, 1 am indebted to
Michel Pastourcau’s illuminating study, Traite d Heraldique, 2nd edition (Paris:
Picard, 1993).



