
CHAPTER ONE 

 “William Holman Hunt. One painting. Accepted.”  
 The porter tapped at the paper on the table. Hunt leaned 
over, signed his name, and was handed his admission ticket to 
the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. 
 Next to him John Everett Millais shook his curly head and 
waved his own admission ticket. “See Hunt, not to worry. I’ve 
never been rejected.” 
 Hunt followed his friend past the other hopefuls in the 
queue, out of the Royal Academy building, into Trafalgar 
Square. He thought it was easy for Millais to be so confident. 
He was the wunderkind who had entered the Royal Academy 
of Art school at the age of eleven, the youngest student ever. 
Hunt, the elder by two years, was more artistically challenged 
than his talented friend, who was still only sixteen. 
 For the British artistic community the most important and 
prestigious event on the calendar was the Royal Academy 
Summer Exhibition, which ran from the first Monday in May 
through August. Hunt fingered the rectangle of paper in his 
hands, still amazed that the 1846 exhibition was going to 
include the very first submission by Mr. William Holman 
Hunt.
 The exhibition attracted all classes. If one was able to take 
a yearly trip to London, they made sure to view “the pictures.” 
To be part of polite dinner table conversations, drawing room 
soirees, or even nights at the pub, one had to have visited the 
Academy. No book, or play, received the attention that the 
Academy Exhibition did. Every artist wanted to have their 
work displayed on the cramped walls of the Academy. This 
was where reputations were made or broken. The paintings 
were piled on the walls, from floor to ceiling, making patrons 
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crane their necks, or bend down low, to make out what was on 
display.
 Established Royal Academicians were allowed eight spaces 
each, while the rest had to fight for what remained of about 
two thousand places. Half of all submissions were rejected, 
and with that, a whole year’s worth of work wasted. The artists 
who were accepted had to await the trial of public opinion. 
The press was ready to praise and condemn in equal fashion, 
and being on display did not guarantee a sale. If the press was 
vicious, you might well wish you had never been accepted in 
the first place.  
 Hunt would have preferred to have had something more 
monumental than the small portrait of his sister, but this was 
an accomplishment he could share with his doubting family. 
 Walking down the steps, Hunt was reminded of how 
different Trafalgar Square appeared when he was first admitted 
to the Academy two years ago. Then it had been a 
construction site with scaffolding and wooden fences running 
along the North and East side of the square where Charing 
Cross met the Strand. Now the fountains sparkled and the 
statue of Lord Nelson sat imperiously content on his column.  
 It was still wrenching for Hunt to be reminded that he 
almost hadn’t been accepted to the Academy school. Twice 
rejected, his final attempt had been met with skepticism by his 
father, who expected him to finally relinquish his dreams of 
being an artist and return to his clerk’s position in the family’s 
calico warehouse. On a hot July day Hunt had climbed the 
steps, fully expecting another rejection. With each labored step 
the voice in his head loudly proclaimed, Why bother? You’ve 
failed again. Give it up now.
 It would have been easier to give in, throw away his paints 
and palette, and try to drown the images that clouded his brain 
and the colors that clouded his eyes, but instead of turning 
away, he had entered the Royal Academy and searched out his 
name among the list of new probationers. He scanned the list 
tacked to the board and focused on the neat copperplate 
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handwriting that revealed the fortunate names in alphabetical 
order. He took a deep breath and slowly scanned the H’s: 
Harris, Henderson, Howard, Hunt. Hunt! The third time was 
the charm. There was his name at last. Surely, it was a sign. 
That was all the fortification a desperate Hunt needed to never 
consider returning to the warehouse again. It was destiny. He 
was going to be an artist.    
 Hunt followed Millais’s tall frame out of the square. They 
were headed to Millais’s home at 83 Gower Street, to tell his 
parents the good news. Hunt would have liked to have had 
Millais’s auburn curls, his Grecian profile, and immense talent 
instead of his own lank, dark-blond hair, snub-nose, and 
achingly tortuous drawing style, but most of all he would have 
liked to have had Millais’s parents.  
 When he first heard of Millais’s home life, it seemed like a 
fairy-tale. Millais’s parents posed for him, made costumes for 
his pictures, and moved the family from the island of Jersey so 
their son could be closer to the riches of London’s museums 
and attend the Royal Academy of Art. 
 When Hunt brought the news of his acceptance to his 
own family, he held out for inspection the round ivory disk 
that gave him admission rights for ten years study at the Royal 
Academy, free of charge. His father had replied only, “I see,” 
and quickly exited the room leaving Hunt to the anxious looks 
of his mother. He longed for his father and mother to try to 
understand him, but they never encouraged his artistic 
pursuits. What little he had in common with his parents and 
siblings unraveled day by day. Now he barely spoke to them 
anymore. 
 He was, though, on intimate terms with his own fears. 
Homely and talentless. Only luck got you in. Would they ever stop 
tormenting him, especially now that he had proved them 
wrong? The first real encouragement he had received was from 
Millais. Before his admission, seated at the British Museum, 
struggling with a drawing of a statue, Hunt was startled to see 
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the school’s prodigy leaning over his shoulder and examining 
his work. 
 “That’s quite good,” said Millais. “If you submit that you’ll 
be sure to get into the Academy.” He held out his hand. “My 
name is Johnny Millais.” 
 “William Holman Hunt,” replied Hunt. He extended his 
charcoal covered hand but quickly withdrew at the sight of it. 
They laughed. 
 “What do they call you, Bill or Will?” asked Millais. 
 “Holman. I go by Holman.” 
 “Happy to meet you, Holman.”  
 Millais smiled, turned, and disappeared down a corridor 
leaving Hunt with the first glimmer of hope that he might, at 
last, be admitted to the school. 

* * * 

 On Hunt’s first day at the Academy, Millais had been 
delighted to see him among the new students. “Hello Holman. 
I knew you’d get in.”  
 It had been almost six months since Hunt had last seen 
him, when he was still wearing the lace collar of a boy with his 
hair hanging to his shoulders. Now his curls were cut short, 
and he dressed like the adult he was on the verge of becoming. 
 “I didn’t recognize you at first with your short hair,” said 
Hunt.
 Millais’s hand went up instinctively to his shoulder, where 
his curls no longer fell. He did not want to reveal to Hunt 
what a struggle it had been to tell his dear mama that he was 
no longer a little boy and did not want to continue to look like 
one. How his mama had cried when he put away his velvets 
and had his ringlets trimmed. 
 He continued to trail Hunt through the hall. “What have 
you been up to all this time? You must see my new painting. 
I’d like to see your stuff. Why don’t you come over to my 
house sometime?” 
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 Hunt was overcome by the enthusiasm and offering of 
friendship displayed by Millais. In his solitude, he had not 
noticed how lonely he had become.
 Millais, too, was grateful for his new friend. He had 
suffered as the youngest student at the school. Never modest 
about his talents, struggling older students vented their 
frustration on him, and he had to explain about the bruises 
that appeared on his skin when Hunt pointed them out. 
 “I was doing my best impression of a broom. 
Unfortunately, I was dropped a few times.” 
 Hunt’s sharp eyes noticed a larger bruise on the boy’s 
neck. A look of alarm crept over Millais’s face and he took a 
step back while pulling up his collar.
 “Let’s not talk about it,” he said shakily.  
 “If it’s one of the students, you should say something,” 
said Hunt. “They can’t keep doing this to you.”  
 “You don’t understand. It’s just part of student life. You 
know, just pranks.”  
 Hunt was aware of hazing that went on by the older 
students, but he didn’t like seeing his young friend picked on.  
 “It’s just because they’re jealous, you see,” said Millais. 
“I’m younger than they are but also ahead of them.”  
 “Have you told any of the masters?”  
 Millais folded his arms and knitted his brows. “Shall I tell 
you what the masters do? I was being held upside down from 
a ladder, and the master walks in, looks around, obviously sees 
my predicament, and turns and walks out. It was only when I 
was hanging out a window by my ankles that anyone bothered 
to help. I’m sure it was because I was visible from the outside, 
and the idea of my mangled body on the pavement wouldn’t 
look good on the school, but behind closed doors — well 
that’s just life.” There was a quiver on his lips, but his eyes 
remained hard.  
 Hunt realized that even someone with all of his talent 
could have his own trials. He took a step forward. 

Young PRB

5



 “Look,” said Millais sharply. “These things happen, and 
they pass. Don’t get involved.” He sounded much older and 
wearier than Hunt had ever heard him, but Hunt understood 
that it would be humiliating for Millais to have someone else 
fight his battles for him.  
 “I won’t say anything, not unless you want me to,” he said.  
 Relief flooded Millais’s face. 
 Hunt smiled. “At least in no time you’ll be taller than they 
are, and they won’t dare touch you.”  
 “Oh yes,” said Millais, returning to his childishly gleeful 
voice. “I plan to be taller than my father, and he’s six foot.”  
 What Millais hadn’t told Hunt — what he barely dared 
admit to himself — was that while he was hanging upside 
down from the window, he fainted. It wasn’t that he had a fear 
of falling. He would have welcomed the crack of stone against 
flesh, wouldn’t have minded a broken bone or two, but as he 
had hung there, the blood rushed into ears, and he heard the 
roar of the ocean. He felt the smothering of the sea on his 
lungs, the blanketing of water all around him, and the horror 
of the water pulling him down. It was how he imagined what 
losing control felt like. His greatest fear was of being swept 
away, out of control. This had caused him to pass out.
 He knew that, in time, he would tell Hunt. He felt he 
could trust him: with a secret, with a hope, with a dream. 
Millais wanted to prove that he could do the same for Hunt. 

* * * 

 Millais’s parents greeted Hunt and Millais at the front 
door. The proud parents’ made a fuss over both of the boys’ 
acceptance to the exhibition, showering their son’s friend with 
sincere affection and support. Hunt relaxed. Millais’s home 
was a respite from his studies and his cramped quarters in his 
family home in Holborn. 
 Mr. Millais, the Jersey gentleman, was tall and handsome. 
Hunt thought he was a mirror of what Johnny would look like 
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in thirty, or so, years. Mrs. Millais was a small, pleasant woman 
with a twinkle in her eye every time she mentioned her son. 
Also on hand to offer congratulations was Millais’s older 
brother Bill, a shorter, darker version of Millais, who was also 
interested in art. They accepted tea with the family and then 
Hunt and Millais disappeared into Millais’s studio.  
 That the largest room in the house had been sacrificed to 
the genius, for use as his studio, was instantly apparent. Millais 
had painted the windows, which overlooked the brick 
alleyway, to resemble stained glass. There was an ample 
fireplace, large wardrobe, a desk, and enough room for his 
easel and a lay figure — a cloth, life-sized mannequin — that 
was now slumped over a chair. Over the fireplace hung a 
portrait Millais had painted of his adult half-brother, Henry 
Hodgkinson. A corner bookcase held the different props that 
Millais used in his various pictures. Hunt felt immediately 
comfortable in this room and imagined this was Millais’s 
sanctuary. Between the window and the fireplace were a small 
tea table and a pair of chairs. Here they sat chatting about the 
Academy.
 “How are you enjoying the Antique school?” asked Millais. 
“I’m sailing through the Life classes, up in the dome. The 
pepper-pot, we call it.” 
 Hunt would have to pass another exam to advance from 
the Antique school into the Life school, and a further exam to 
advance into the Painting school, but he was sure everything 
would fall into place, eventually. First was the exhibition. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 Millais planned to make an impression, and he did. His 
Pizarro Seizing the Inca of Peru was incredible for a sixteen-year-
old. He had carefully researched South American Indians, 
armor of the conquistadors, and missionary robes. 
Unfortunately when the exhibition opened, it was placed close 
to the ceiling, but being there was all that mattered to Millais. 
When the newspapers released their latest editions, the reviews 
for his painting were excellent, even the critical Times praised
it. Millais was firmly established on his path and he thoroughly 
enjoyed the trappings of success. Eventually he wanted to be 
elected one of the forty Royal Academicians known as RA’s. It 
was a title you held for life and was the pinnacle of the British 
art establishment. First, though, when he reached the age of 
twenty-four, he was eligible for the first rung of the ladder, to 
be elected ARA, one of twenty Associates of the Royal 
Academy.

* * * 

 Hunt haunted the exhibition after it opened. His little 
work was high up on the wall and unrecognizable. Hunt wasn’t 
dismayed. He knew his picture was unlikely to sell, unlike 
Millais who had to disappoint a number of potential patrons 
with the news he had already sold the picture to his half-
brother in Oxford. 
 For Hunt, the nagging disappointment he did feel was 
aimed at the other works he saw around him. As a novice he 
shouldn’t be making judgments about art, but could these 
paintings be the cream of the nation’s artistic community? The 
historical pictures all seemed to be painted with the same 
models, the landscapes painted with the same palette, the 
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animal portraits with the same mawkishness. He would never 
have admitted these thoughts just a year ago, but something 
had recently happened that changed his mind about art. 
 Most of Hunt’s free time was spent in front of his easel in 
the western half of the Royal Academy building that housed 
the nation’s National Gallery of Art. There he accepted much-
needed shillings making copies of popular paintings for the 
museum’s visitors.  
 The humble collection contained some important pieces 
but consisted mostly of second-rate landscapes and religious 
art. The bulk of them were dark and dingy, and after months 
painting them, depressing. Hunt felt ashamed. He did not have 
a thorough education in art history, but the feeling in his gut 
told him he did not like these paintings. 
 One afternoon, as he closed his sketch book and threaded 
his way through the museum back toward the school, he 
noticed something new. On a far wall, in a small gallery, he 
caught a glimpse of bright, luminous color. The painting was 
smaller than most of the works in the gallery, but it was the 
colors that made it stand out: bright greens, glowing reds, deep 
russets. It was a portrait of a man and a woman — he in sable 
brown, she in sap green — standing hand in hand, in a 
bedroom. The label said it was Flemish, painted by Jan Van 
Eyck, in 1434. 
 Everything in the painting, every floor board, every stitch 
of clothing, every ornament on the wall, or reflection on the 
chandelier, was defined to the highest point of imitation. What 
intrigued Hunt the most was that the background was as 
closely defined as the foreground. Even the landscape, outside 
the window, was painted in the reflection of the mirror on the 
wall. What did all his teachings on art say about this?  
 Sir Joshua Reynolds, the renowned painter who founded 
the Royal Academy in the eighteenth-century, taught that 
paintings were created around a pyramid of action, with the 
center point receiving the most light. One-third of the painting 
should be in shadow, fading toward the background. This 
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painting didn’t comply with these rules, and it looked more 
alive than anything he had seen in the museum galleries. 
 Could it be that he didn’t have to paint as he was told? 
Here was proof. Most of the other works in the museum 
seemed to follow the same plan that Reynolds advocated. But 
Van Eyck lived centuries earlier, and instead of dulled light and 
mannered poses, here was wonderful clear light, bright color, 
and detail everywhere, just as it was in life.  
 These people weren’t delicate or idealized. They were 
solid, awkward, and not even attractive. Van Eyck had painted 
what he saw, every little thing he saw. Hunt believed if he 
stared hard enough, he would be able to see dust balls under 
the side table. He chuckled to himself; maybe that was going 
too far.
 In the convex mirror, in the rear of the room, there was a 
reflection. Hunt studied it. There was distinctly a figure, in 
blue, standing in a doorway. The viewer of the scene was 
standing in the doorway of the room, and reflected in the 
mirror. The painter? At once Hunt knew that he, the viewer, 
was the painter. Anyone who stood in front of the painting 
became the painter, and saw exactly what he did, even his own 
reflection. 
 The gallery porter sauntered over to Hunt. This young 
man was lingering over a painting not many people noticed. 
“Took a liking to it, son?” he asked. 
 Hunt started, unhappily roused from his reverie. “Yes, it’s 
the best thing here.” 
 The porter laughed. “You don’t say?” He scanned the 
label. “Says here it’s a portrait of the artist and his wife.” 
 “It can’t be,” said Hunt, with irritation in his voice. 
 “And why’s that?” asked the porter, his eyebrows lifted. 
 “Because the artist is here in the door way. See, he’s 
reflected in the mirror.” 
 The porter leaned forward. “Ah well, there’s something 
reflected. Something blue and red. Could be anybody or 
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anything. Who’s to question those that know about art and put 
the label up?” 
 Hunt lowered his eyes, not wanting to display his disgust 
at the righteousness of authority. “All the other paintings in 
the museum are nothing compared to this.” 
 The porter took a step back, bemused. “Indeed, should I 
pass that on to the Director, Mr. Eastlake?” he laughed. “Son, 
I’ve seen you about. You’re a student in the Academy. I should 
think you have a lot to learn before you can appreciate the old 
masters. If I were you, I would get back to work, straight 
away.”
 Hunt grunted and turned on his heels. How altered his 
mind would be now that he had seen the Van Eyck. All that 
color, all that light, and all that detail. Could he ever again 
appreciate a dim portrait, smudgy sky, or a moldy landscape? 

* * * 

 Millais was adept at imitation. He annoyed the established 
artists by recreating their style in his works. It was showing off, 
but also a test to see if there was a style he considered worthy 
of pursuing further. Hunt, too, wanted to find his own style, 
and now that he was drawn to the Van Eyck, he also looked to 
other Flemish and Italian fifteenth-century art.  
 Throughout the exhibition he searched, in vain, for 
evidence that contemporary artists were using fifteenth-
century masters as a template. Hunt was sadly disappointed as 
he roamed through the crowded exhibition rooms until his eye 
was arrested by the luminous colors of a painting by William 
Mulready, Choosing the Wedding Gown.
 Compared to the other works in the exhibition, this one 
was closest in style to his Van Eyck. It was a small scene of a 
few figures in a fabric shop. The vibrant color of the cloth 
shone, and the sun through the glass, shimmered. He had to 
know how to paint color like that.  
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 There, on the other side of the gallery, Hunt spotted the 
artist himself. He plucked up his courage and approached the 
painter, introduced himself, and humbly requested a moment 
of the older man’s time, to question his technique. 
 Popular and successful Mulready, whose muscular, thick 
neck strained at his collar, looked over the slender student 
before him. He wouldn’t have normally divulged his secrets to 
a competitor, but he recognized the hunger for knowledge in 
Hunt’s eyes. “I don’t mind telling you, young man,” he said to 
Hunt. “I used a white ground, sanded to the smoothness of 
glass. I painted directly on the white ground, no tinting of the 
canvas.”
 Hunt’s eyes grew large and sparkled. “Yes, a white ground. 
Of course, no under painting.” Leaving the canvas white 
would allow more light to be reflected through the colors. 
 Mulready gave Hunt’s thin arm a pinch. “You need some 
building up boy. You should learn to box. A strong body 
builds a strong mind. I could give you a few tips.” 
 Hunt gladly accepted, receiving the artistic answer he was 
looking for along with a few lessons in boxing as well. 

* * * 

 Anxious to try out this new style of painting, Hunt 
searched for more art to study that existed before the 
sixteenth-century. He was told the Academy had copies of the 
panels of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s fifteenth-century carved doors, 
from the Baptistry in Florence. Hunt found them displayed on 
a ledge, in one of the smaller rooms.  
 The panels fascinated him. The action of each square was 
placed mostly in the foreground, but even here, auxiliary 
figures were given just as much attention to detail as the main 
figures. There were dogs, donkeys, shepherds, cattle, passive 
onlookers. They lounged, or sat, or crouched, or slept, and 
existed in the space as they did in life. Hunt began to sketch 
and returned day after day, between his classes, to work on it. 
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 The more Hunt studied, the more he had questions. Sir 
Joshua Reynolds had laid a foundation for teaching at the 
Academy in his Discourses. Now, even as Hunt absorbed 
everything he was taught, he was also beginning to challenge it. 
Why did the central figure receive the brightest point of light? 
Why must the composition be aligned in a pyramid? Why 
couldn't you paint like Van Eyck? 
 One afternoon, when Hunt arrived at his spot, he found 
someone else already there. The student was dressed all in 
black with long, dark-chestnut hair hanging in wild waves 
around his collar. He had a drawing board propped up on his 
knees, and several sheets of paper hung out at odd angles. As 
Hunt neared, he heard the student sighing, and saw him 
rubbing the paper with the edge of his palm. The student 
turned to look at him. It was then that Hunt recognized who it 
was.
 Sometimes called the “Italian” among the students, 
sometimes the “Poet.” His actual name was Gabriel Rossetti. 
Millais and Hunt had both noticed his rather unkempt 
appearance and the fact that he always wore black evening 
clothes in the day time. Rossetti seemed to have many friends 
and was usually engaged in reciting some of his own verse or 
witty limericks. Hunt had also noticed he was strangely absent 
from classes. As Hunt sat down, he gave a small nod of 
recognition and Rossetti nodded back. 
 After a period of silence, as they both scratched away at 
their drawing boards, Rossetti suddenly spoke. “I am usually 
alone here. What brings you to this spot?” Rossetti did not 
have an accent as Hunt imagined, but he did have a full, rich, 
pleasant voice.
 “I thought I would try something different. Fifteenth-
century art is an interest of mine,” said Hunt. 
 “Early Italian art is an interest of mine as well. There isn’t 
much around here to work off of from that time.”  
 “I know. I end up at the National Gallery or the British 
Museum most of the time.” 
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 “Me too,” said Rossetti.  
 Hunt noticed that when Rossetti talked his two front teeth 
were visible, and that he had somewhat protruding lips. The 
skin around his eyes was dark, and his complexion had an 
olive cast. He was unusual looking but not unattractive.  
 “You’ve seen the Van Eyck at the National?” Rossetti 
continued.
 Hunt’s interest was sparked. “Yes, I’ve been to see it a 
number of times.” 
 “What do you think about it?” 
 “I think it’s stupendous, amazing really.” 
 Rossetti turned bodily toward Hunt. “I agree. Van Eyck is 
a stunner. Did you notice all the little details?” 
 “Yes,” enthused Hunt. “Everything is in focus. Nothing is 
left incomplete even the background. And the color...” 
 Rossetti interjected, “The color is magnificent — like a 
jewel box!” 
 Hunt’s reserve was swept away, and he asked, “Why isn’t 
color painted like that now, do you think?” 
 Rossetti cocked his head to one side and considered the 
question. “Well, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the paint, or maybe 
it’s just not taught.” 
 Hunt leaned forward. “It should be taught. Color should 
be painted as it really is. Leaves and grass are green, the sky is 
blue — sometimes as bright as a periwinkle, but instead, these 
colors are painted all muddy and dark, as if sunshine never 
existed.” 
 Rossetti laughed. “Opinionated, aren’t you?” 
 Hunt frowned; perhaps he had gone too far. “It’s just what 
I think, nothing more.”  
 Rossetti studied Hunt and said, “Maybe I agree with you, 
and maybe that explains why I hold those medieval artists in 
such high regard. They focused on all parts of the painting 
with the same attention to detail, just like a poet. There is 
poetry in the way they painted.” 
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 Hunt didn’t think he quite concurred with Rossetti’s 
description, but this was the first positive response he had to 
his changing opinions on art. 
 “I’m William Holman Hunt, by the way,” said Hunt.  
 “Gabriel Charles Dante Rossetti,” said Rossetti with a 
flourish. “I’m a new student this year, but please call me 
Gabriel.” Rossetti scrutinized Hunt for a second, and Hunt 
noticed grey eyes under Rossetti’s dark brows. 
 “I’ve seen you with Johnny Millais,” said Rossetti. “I’ve 
been to see his Pizarro. Frightfully good. Hard to believe he’s a 
year younger than myself.”  
 With these words Rossetti’s gaze shifted inward, and he 
became momentarily introspective.  
 Hunt nodded. “He’s incredibly talented. And the most 
unreal thing is that it’s all so effortless for him, like breathing.”  
 Rossetti sighed. “He’s a lucky chap. He doesn’t have to 
keep justifying himself.” 
 “Justifying himself?” asked Hunt. 
 Rossetti smiled, but his smile ran counter to his emotions. 
“I mean...well it doesn’t matter what I mean. I do go on a bit. 
Don’t mind me.” 
 Rossetti returned to his work, and began humming a 
completely unintelligible tune. 
 Hunt continued sketching in silence, but something in 
Rossetti’s words made Hunt feel a small spark of 
comprehension. Perhaps they had some common ground after 
all.

* * * 

 In his enthusiasm, Hunt began to vent his new opinions 
on art to his nearest classmates.  
 “You’d like this book I’ve just finished, Modern Painters,”
said a fellow student, lifting up a small book. “This chap from 
Oxford, John Ruskin, goes on about the same topics that are 
bothering you.”
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  Hunt had no idea there might be a book. “Could I please 

borrow it?” he begged.
 The student shrugged. “I have to return it, but you can 

have it for one day. Promise to bring it back tomorrow.” 

 Hunt agreed. He sat up all night, squinting in the candle 
light, to finish it. His excitement mounted as passages leapt out 

at him and confirmed his own feelings:

The  truths of nature are  one eternal change —  one infinite  variety. There 

is  no bush on the  face of the  globe exactly like another bush; — there  are 

no two trees in the forest whose boughs bend into the same network, nor 
two leaves of the same tree which could not be told one from the other, nor 

two waves in the sea exactly alike. The majority of spectators are  totally 

incapable of  appreciating the truth of  nature, when fully set before them.

 Hunt pressed on through the early morning, making sure 

to reread anything that interested him before he dared close 
the covers on Modern Painters. He copied down passages that 

resonated with him, and when he finished he felt he had found 
his artistic bible. This book gave him permission to follow  the 

type of art he had been dreaming of, and John Ruskin was its 

prophet. Most specifically, Hunt focused on three rules from 
the book:

 1. To paint what he saw, how he saw it, as truth to nature.
 2. Medieval artists were true to their beliefs and were not 

     tempted to paint what was fashionable. 

 3. Raphael was corrupted. 

 Sir Joshua Reynolds, in his Discourses, stated that art before 

Raphael was in a barbarous state, but now Hunt knew better. 
The Academy had on its walls a copy of Raphael’s 

Transfiguration. Hunt had looked upon it as he had the works in 

the National Gallery, with little appreciation and 
understanding. Now as he passed it he felt only contempt. 

Truth to nature would be his standard from now on.
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 That afternoon the fellow student received back his book 
and Hunt’s copious comments on it. Hunt concluded his 
review with the belief that Raphael was the turning point 
toward all that was false in art.  
 “Do you agree with Ruskin about Turner?” asked the 
student. 
 Joseph Mallord Turner was England’s greatest living 
painter, and Ruskin continually praised him, making him an 
example of “truth to nature” throughout most of the book. 
Hunt admired the labor behind Turner’s incredible landscapes 
and seascapes, but they left him cold.  
 “I don’t have much of an opinion about Turner,” said 
Hunt. “I am more interested in Ruskin’s opinions on the 
painters from the thirteenth- to fifteenth-century.” 
 The student nodded. “So, am I right in thinking you are 
pre-Raphael in your tastes toward art?” 
 “Yes,” said Hunt. “I suppose I am.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 The students of the Antique were grouped in two 
semicircles around the plaster casts. Each student had a small 
oil lamp to illuminate his work. Hunt was sketching the cast of 
a muscular arm and hand. If they were lucky, the students 
would be approached by a famous Academician, who would 
point out defects and give advice or praise a work.  
 Hunt glanced up and saw, almost directly across from him 
focusing on one of the smaller casts, the figure of Gabriel 
Rossetti. He was hunched over his drawing board and a 
scowling expression revealed itself each time he peered up at 
the cast.
 As the lamps burned down they began to smoke, causing 
the students to cough. When they dimmed, the students began 
to disperse. Hunt collected his supplies, walked over to 
Rossetti, and peered over his shoulder. Rossetti hadn’t been 
drawing the cast at all. Instead he had completed a detailed 
drawing of a woman in medieval dress, and a few sketches of 
fellow students. Hunt thought he saw his own caricature 
hugging his drawing board, his long, straight hair falling 
forward, obscuring his face. 
 He cleared his throat to announce his presence, and 
Rossetti turned with a start.  “Oh, hello, Hunt.” He looked 
around and noticed the room had emptied. He picked up his 
pens and drawing board and followed Hunt out of the room. 
 “What are you working on?” asked Hunt.  
 Rossetti tossed back his hair with a wave of his hand. 
“Something, anything except those boring plaster casts.”  
 Hunt was confounded by this student. He himself had 
worked so hard to get into the school he couldn’t imagine 
wasting his time there. “If you don’t progress with the casts, 
you won’t be able to advance to the Life school.” 
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 “You don’t say,” said Rossetti wearily. 
 “I like your drawings. What inspires you?”  
 Rossetti perked up. “Mostly poetry and literature. Some 
strange and supernatural things like Poe and Faust. Some early 
Italians poets, like Dante Alighieri. Have you read Dante?”  
 “No.” 
 “Ah, stay near me and you won’t be able to help it. I’m 
trying to translate his Vita Nuova. Do you like Browning?” 
 They continued walking and talking out into the streets, 
until they parted on Oxford Street where Rossetti turned 
toward home. 

* * * 

 Gabriel Rossetti was the worst of students. He was 
impatient with his classes and bored by the teaching methods, 
but his love of art was genuine. Single-minded, and not self-
conscious, he was at this time torn between his two 
considerable talents: art and poetry. He was very much an 
emotional young man, moved by the senses, and easily 
brought to cheers or tears by the written word or painted 
image. He claimed, though, no liking, or appreciation, for 
music.
 When he was having a crisis in his art studies he would 
focus instead on his poetry. When he came upon a dry spell of 
writer’s block it was back to art. Between art and poetry, 
Rossetti was forging a path for himself that would give him 
little peace. 
 His father, Gabriele Rossetti, was a poet and Dante 
scholar, who after anti-monarchist activities in Naples, as a 
member of the secret society the Carbonari, had escaped 
aboard a British naval ship to England. In London, he became 
a professor of Italian at King’s College and married the half-
English, half-Italian Frances Polidori.  
 When his young son showed a marked talent for art, he 
decided Gabriel would be the genius of the family. He was 
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allowed to attend art school and avoid the burden of a job that 
had already befallen the younger brother, William Michael. But 
Gabriel Rossetti had yet to prove to his family that he could 
live up to their expectations and fulfill his destiny.  

* * * 

 After saying good-bye to Hunt, Gabriel Rossetti continued 
toward home, veering off into side streets, looking for any 
distraction to delay the inevitable. These days it seemed almost 
an ordeal to be at home. It pained him to think how quickly 
things had changed.  
 Just three years ago, everything had seemed domestically 
wonderful. He, his brother, and his two sisters, Maria and 
Christina, had the run of the house. They were coddled and 
encouraged to exhibit their talents. Even when the Professor 
became ill, Rossetti still didn’t believe that it would affect his 
daily life. But his father’s sight dimmed, and without his 
father’s income things did change. His elder sister Maria was 
working as a governess, and his mother tutored students. 
William Michael, at the age of fifteen, entered into a career as a 
clerk in the Excise Department. 
 Worst of all, he came home to find his younger sister 
Christina, once vivacious and active, now left alone to attend 
to their invalid father. She rarely attempted to write her stories 
or poems, unless pressed, and Rossetti missed their literary 
sparring matches.  
 As he neared home, Rossetti’s thoughts had come full 
circle, and he decided that for him things were not really that 
bad. He was still able to go to the Academy, still not required 
to earn a living. He received gifts of money from his Aunt 
Charlotte, who worked as a governess, for the Marchioness of 
Bath. There hadn’t been any push from his father, who 
understood Gabriel was to be an artist and left it at that. 
Rossetti couldn’t shake the feeling that he had his own Sword 

Elisabeth M. Lee

20



of Damocles hanging over him. If he didn’t have something to 
show for himself soon, his idyllic life was to be short-lived.  
 Rossetti entered the narrow entryway cautiously. In the 
parlor he could make out the form of his father in a chair by 
the fire reading a book, holding it close to his face with one 
hand, as he adjusted his spectacles with his other. By the 
window he saw Christina writing at the desk. That looked 
promising. Perhaps a new poem was in the works. He decided 
not to disturb her, but as he turned for the stairs he heard her 
call, “Gabriel?”  
 He reluctantly entered into the room. “Yes?”  
 “Mr. Deverell is upstairs.” 
 Rossetti sprinted up the staircase to his room in the attic. 
 His closest friend at the Academy school was Walter 
Howell Deverell. Deverell was nineteen, companionable, 
extroverted, and handsome, with dark hair and eyes. The son 
of the secretary of the Government School of Design at 
Somerset House, he was trying hard to establish a career with 
his art.
 Deverell had a charming personality. He enjoyed acting in 
amateur theatricals, had a talent for poetry and writing, and 
had even had some of his stories published. Rossetti was 
engulfed in admiration, and he immediately sought out his 
friendship. The two of them became instantly recognizable. 
Deverell shared his friend’s lack of style in clothes, as he was 
never completely buttoned up, starched, ironed, or properly 
brushed. But Deverell could overwhelm him as well. He 
always seemed to be busier than anyone possibly could be, and 
this wearied Rossetti, who valued procrastination as much as 
industry.
 “Hey, Walter,” said Rossetti as he rushed into the room.  
 Deverell was studying Rossetti’s recent sketches from 
Edgar Poe poems. He turned his sunny face to Rossetti. “Your 
pictures of the poems are excellent,” he said. “When my father 
was teaching in Virginia, he saw Edgar Poe at the University. 
He remembered that Poe excelled in Latin and French.” 
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 Rossetti was in awe. He longed to hear any stories about 
his heroes. “I wish I could meet Poe. How lucky your father 
was.” 
 “Your family has a Byron and Shelley connection, doesn’t 
it?” asked Deverell.
 “Yes, dearly departed, Uncle John Polidori: Byron’s 
doctor, and my mother’s favorite brother.”  
 “You never talk about him.” 
 “No, the topic is practically forbidden in the house 
because of the stigma of his suicide to avoid his numerous 
creditors. He’s the family’s prime example of talent 
squandered.”
 Uncle Polidori’s sad end only reinforced Rossetti’s feeling 
he had a family reputation in the arts, and in romantic legends, 
to uphold. 
 Deverell put down the drawings. “I came by to ask if you 
are still interested in starting the drawing group I mentioned. I 
want to call it the Cyclographic Society.” 
 Another project, thought Rossetti in admiration. He 
remembered that they had planned for a group of artists to 
gather weekly, and critique each other’s works. “Yes,” said 
Rossetti. “It should spur me to create some new subjects, or at 
least borrow some.” 

* * * 

 A new student, Frederic George Stephens, had attached 
himself to Hunt at the school. Stephens did not make friends 
easily and was picked on for his limp, an injury sustained 
during his childhood student days. He sensed another lonely 
soul in Hunt, and made an effort sit next to him in class and 
volunteered to do any errand for him. 
 Hunt was touched by Stephens, and they became their 
only close friends in the Antique school, as Millais had 
advanced into the Life school. After seeing Hunt’s completed 
works, Stephens begged to be given some private instruction. 
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Hunt saw an opportunity to gain ready cash and someone to 
mold. Stephens was a perfect sounding board for Hunt. He 
imitated Hunt’s fascination with the Van Eyck and listened 
intently as Hunt read his new poetry find, John Keats, or 
quoted from his current obsession, Modern Painters. In return 
Hunt painted his portrait. Stephens was long and lean, with a 
handsome head, and a wealth of dark hair. Stephens was, at 
first, shy in front of Millais, with his natural ease and abilities. 
Millais, in turn, could be harsh when criticizing the work of 
less talented students. It was only with Hunt that Stephens 
could confess his limitations and his fears for his future as an 
artist.

* * * 

 By 1847 Millais was working on two large paintings. Hunt 
wasn’t idle either. When he reached his nineteenth birthday, 
Hunt had much to feel optimistic about. In April he had 
advanced into the Life school and had his second painting 
completed for an Academy exhibition, a scene based on Sir 
Walter Scott’s Woodstock.
 This painting strictly adhered to Academy precepts. He 
chose the popular Sir Walter Scott subject for its salability. It 
was representative of nearly all the narrative, or costume 
paintings, submitted to the Academy: conventional and 
mawkish. But it was done for a reason. If he could succeed 
within Academy standards, and more importantly, if he was 
able to sell this work, then he could allow himself the privilege 
to start on something new. Something he hadn’t even told 
Millais about yet.  
 They both submitted their paintings to the Academy jury 
in early April and waited two weeks to hear the verdict. If a 
painting was rejected, it would be returned with a black “X” 
marked on the back — something all submitters dreaded. This 
year, like the last, Hunt was anxious. Millais wasn’t. They 
waited in line at Trafalgar Square to hear the porter announce 
if they were accepted or rejected. Millais always expected 
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acceptance, and this year the outcome was the same as it 
always was. The porter announced, “John Everett Millais. One 
painting. Accepted.” But Hunt, never sure how his works were 
perceived, wasn’t able to relax until he heard that he too was 
rewarded with acceptance. 
 This year again, Gabriel Rossetti had no painting ready for 
the exhibition. Instead, he accompanied Walter Deverell to 
Trafalgar Square, to hear the verdict on his picture based on 
Faust. The news was good.  
 Deverell beamed. His father would be delighted, and 
would, in return, look the other way when Deverell went off, 
in the summer, to perform in the theater.  
 “Too bad about the Cyclographic Society,” Deverell said. 
Their drawing group had folded after a few sessions because 
of lack of talented members. 
 “We’ll find new people,” said Rossetti. “I suggest Thomas 
Woolner, the sculpture student. He has a work at the British 
Institution Exhibition, and he’s letting me use some of his 
studio space.” 
 “You are working in a sculptor’s studio?” asked Deverell. 
 Rossetti shrugged. “Well, I try to do some sketching, but 
as he is hacking away at some rock formation, or piling up 
layers of clay, we end up talking, or reciting poetry most of the 
day.”
 When Rossetti returned home late, he was greeted by a 
gift. It was his sister Christina’s book of poetry, Verses, their 
grandfather had printed on his private printing press. It was 
professionally bound and much admired by family and friends. 
Seeing his sister’s name printed on the title page prompted 
Rossetti to work harder at his poetry.
 The Professor was not impressed. Christina was to be the 
poet of the family, Gabriel to be the artist, but where was the 
art work? He was wasting time. Many of his contemporaries at 
the Academy were already exhibiting. What had he 
accomplished? The irony was that Rossetti did work. He 
worked on his drawings, his stories, his poems. He had even 
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finished a very accomplished self-portrait, full of flowing hair 
and romanticism, and started a portrait of his father. It just 
wasn’t Academy work. He knew that that was how he was to 
be judged — how all the students at the Academy were judged. 
At this rate he would never be admitted into the Life school. 
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