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Abstract

Ophelia (1851-2) is the title of a Pre-Raphaelite painting by John Everett Millais narrating the
final moments of Shakespeare’s heroine in Hamlet (1599-1601): the former is considered the
best-known picture in all Victorian art and the latter, the greatest work in English literature.
Nonetheless, Ophelia owes its significance and enduring popularity to these monumental
artworks, as well as the fantasies of “Woman” she embodies in successive discourses, and the
material, semantic, and social networks she progressively integrates. The eight-hundred years
span of such networks, their size and complexity across media and cultures, seem proof enough
to consider Ophelia a “hyperobject.” Although Timothy Morton introduced it as a philosophical
and ecological concept to deal with “things that are massively distributed in time and space
relative to humans,” Ophelia shows the same characteristic properties (viscosity, nonlocality,
temporal undularity, phasing, interobjectivity) and ontological structure, a mesh constituted by
a dynamic mixture of strands in which component objects interact, and gaps in which they
withdraw remaining unknowable. The reconceptualization constructs Ophelia as a new object
of transdisciplinary research, overcoming limitations of previous studies that focused on
character analysis, historical period, or discipline. Further, the hyperobject provides an ideal
medium in which Ophelia arises, develops, and is resolved or abandoned as problem, and of
which the answers to that problem are also part. The chapters that follow will address three
questions about Millais’ Ophelia: What is Millais’ answer to Ophelia? Where does Ophelia fit
in art history and modernity? What did Millais want from Ophelia and what does Ophelia want
from the public?

(260 words)
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Introduction

Motivations

This research begun from the question "What is artistic research?" that | first encountered
implicit in the inaugural "Editorial” of the Journal for Artistic Research, written by its editor
in chief Michael Schwab (2011) and my PhD co-supervisor. The article admitted that artistic
research "is a term that has been, and still is, suspended in its definition™ but in the intervening
years, the problem it implied seems to have lost its currency and that suspension has became
its epistemic condition. Despite promising results (cf. Schwab 2013; 2018), the artist-
researchers community moved on, either because the question may be philosophically
unanswerable in the given context, or because the burgeoning field did not need an answer,
gaining in return, the capacity to adapt quickly to different cultural and institutional milieus
across the globe, and mingle with disparate academic disciplines in the humanities, social
sciences, and STEM.

This anti-foundational stance is rather common in the history of science as Imre Lakatos
pointed out, quoting D'Alembert's encouragement to the early students of the calculus: "push
on and faith will catch up with you" (1978: 126, original in French; trans. in Mackay 2019: 66).
At the same time, | felt uneasy with the tacit assumptions that enabled the success of artistic
research and led to its disciplinarisation. Artistic research (in its various denominations) is a
fairly recent discipline born from the institution of third-cycle degrees in art after the Bologna
process (1999) but, as activity, it has been practised and documented by artists at least since
the Renaissance (Burgin 2006). The initial debate around artistic research reflected the attempts
to map the activity into the discipline (e.g. Dombois 2006; Klein 2008), but artistic research
was constructed as a hybrid between "practice” as defined in BA and MA curricula, and
"research” as defined by assessing bodies in other disciplines (OECD 2002; 2015). This shift
is made clear at the very beginning of Artistic Research Methodology. Narrative, Power and
the Public:

. . . the core message of the book is as follows: artistic research # art and art making. Thus we are not

interested here in taking part in the well-worn discussions on the arts and art making (frequently understood

as artistic creativity and originality) or their intrinsic value. Instead, we try to advance research on the arts

in the academic context and for the audiences around academia, that is, to contribute to the development
of the research culture of the area. (Hannula, Suoranta and Vadén 2014: xi)



How far this position can be taken to represent the field, or whether the renunciation of
a "utopian perspective” (Bordorff 2013: 153) is indeed a sign that artistic research attained
"maturity” (Hanula, Suoranta and Vadén 2005: 34 ff.), may be difficult to ascertain, but the
disconnection of artistic research from "art and art making™ and on the other side, its alignment
with research "in the academic context and for the audiences around academia”, fundamentally
changed for me the initial question "what is artistic research?" into "what is artistic research
for?"

By establishing academia as the locus of knowledge production in art, academic artistic
research reproduces the same epistemic-aesthetic division it was supposed to address.
Heteronomous goals and methodologies of academic research overcode artistic practices and
are internalised (or mimicked) by artists in academia, who become disconnected from art's own
research programmes and histories. While academic artistic research may provide a favourable
environment for artists to conduct their own research sheltered from pressure from other
disciplines and the art market, it also risks sandboxing artists into a niche discipline that on one
side is cut off from funding and professional opportunities and on the other, undermines
transdisciplinarity.*

Such considerations dissuaded me from engaging in a debate that I felt remote and
frankly uninspiring, pushing me to pursue an alternative route instead. | begun by assuming
that Modern and Contemporary Art, say after Eduard Manet's Le Déjeuner sur I'Herbe from
1863 to give a convenient and rather uncontroversial reference (Fried 1996), can only be the
outcome of artistic research, understood as the collective knowledge (tacit and explicit)
necessary to construct the painting as artwork and object of knowledge. All other components
of practice and reception being equal, the artist needs artistic research to embody ideas and
concepts in the appropriate medium and form, situate the artwork in a socio-cultural milieu,
embed criteria for its reflexive and inter-subjective evaluation and fruition, and contribute to
the conditions for its presentation, dissemination, study, and archiving.

This description is admittedly sketchy and abstract but still manages to capture enough
of the way in which Le Déjeuner sur I'Herbe was constructed as "epistemic object™ (on this

concept, see Rheinberger 1997; Knorr Cetina 2001; Schwab 2013; on Manet's "symbolic

1 Some of these issues are raised as questions in Caviezel and Schwander 2015, and an analysis of the
epistemic politics of artistic research can be found in Holert 2020. "The Vienna Declaration on Artistic Research”
seems to acknowledge these points (AEC et al. 2020), and recent trends in artistic research are addressing the
issue of transdisciplinarity as may be gathered from the outline of the new Transdisciplinary Artistic PhD
Programme at the Zurich University of the Arts in Dombois 2018, or contrasting the proceedings of the 9th SAR
Conference 2018 "Artistic Research Will Eat Itself" at the University of Plymouth, with programme of the
forthcoming 13th SAR Conference 2022 at the Bauhaus-Universitat Weimar.
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revolution", see Bourdieu 2017; Foucault 2009; Shapiro 2014). If Le Déjeuner sur I'Herbe is
an epistemic object, then the painting in its expanded context of production and reception can
be used to show how artistic research constituted it as such. Rather than focussing on artists'
practice, on which artistic research is usually defined (e.g. Sullivan 2005; Barrett and Bolt
2007; Biggs and Karlsson 2011; Nelson 2013), | focussed on the artwork and its field of
material-semiotic agencies and considered artistic research neither an artist's activity nor an
academic discipline, but the power of the material-semiotic network of the artwork to produce
new knowledge.

My initial goal became that of finding a suitable case study to be modelled. Often utilising
"intersemiotic translation” (Jakobson 1959: 233), allegory (Owens 1980; Bukloh 1982) and
"transposition” (Schwab 2018) in photography, video, performance, and text, my art practice
guided the choice of case study (see section 1.2) and aroused an initial interest in Walter
Benjamin (see section 2). When | began, | was expecting the research to eventually feed back
into my art practice but did not think that the project required its direct involvement. Instead,
and for reasons | will explain later (see section 4), | planned to present the research outcomes
in form of fiction, a plan that unfortunately, proved to be overambitious and | had to abandon
after the first chapter, although I did not entirely give up the idea of reviving it in the near

future.

Field of Research

This project begun as an inquiry into the epistemology of artistic research and in many
respects still concerns this field even if it does not define it. Instead, this research starts from a
problem, the relationship of art practice and criticism exemplified by Millais' Ophelia (1851-
2, Tate Britain, London), and proceeds outwards from the painting with a transdisciplinary
exploration of its sources, references, interpretations across different media and milieus. The
initial idea for using a case study came from an early project in artistic research project at the
Hochschule der Kunste Bern. Neuland/Foundland (Dombois 2009) aimed at collecting
"historical and contemporary examples of artistic research” that could serve as foundation for
academic artistic research. This was my first encounter with with the then new research field
and had a decisive influence because it represented early attempts to charter a new territory of
knowledge and map artistic research into academic artistic research. Although this exploratory

approach was soon abandoned, allegedly because it did not rest on "robust definitions of



research” (Biggs and Karlsson 2012: 409), Neuland recognised the continuity of academic
artistic research with historical artistic practices and modes of artistic research within other
disciplines.

Artistic research and the humanities present a "self-evident kinship" (Borgdorff 2012:
150-1) that dates back at least to the Renaissence (cf. Butt 2017; Bell 2019). The painter and
architect Giorgio Vasari who is considered the "inventor of art history"” (Rowland and Charney
2017; see also Williams 2016) for his Lives of the Artists (1550, 2nd ed. in 3 vol. 1568), is also
the promoter of the first art academy in the world (Sartori 2014), the Accademia e Compagnia
delle Arti del Disegno founded by Cosimo | Medici in 1563, "so that with its help those who
did not know could learn, and those who knew, motivated by honourable and admirable
competition, could gain more knowledge” (Vasari 1759-60 v. 3: 101, my translation). The
Accademia di San Luca in Rome, lead by the painter Federico Zuccari, followed the Florence
academy model in 1577, and the painter and art theorist Charles Le Brun organised the
Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture on the Rome academy, founded 1648 in Paris
and on which all art academies across Europe and beyond, were directly or indirectly based,
including Joshua Reynolds' Royal Academy of Arts (1768). This uninterrupted tradition of art
making and art training was not only the milieu in which the Pre-Raphaelites' artistic research
and critique formed around 1848, but also the historical paradigm for the reformation of British
painting they dreamed of. Placed in the context of art disciplinarization that begun towards the
end of the Renaissance, artistic research is less distinct from art practice than the new academic
discipline makes it appear (cf. Klein 2009) and at the same time, its relationship with other
academic disciplines becomes less stable.

Take for instance, Galileo Galilei, modern scientist, critic (Panofsky 1956) and
accomplished draughtsman, appointed member of the Florence Academy in 1613. In Galileo's
Muse: Renaissance Mathematics and the Arts (2011), Mark Peterson shows that it was the
mathematics Galileo took from Renaissance arts rather than the sciences that became modern
science. In Padua during the autumn 1609, Galileo observed "from life" the phases of the Moon,
realising six watercolours that are the first realistic depiction of the its surface and, as artist's
renderings, may count as an early example of artistic research, also included in Neuland.
Although it may seem that Galileo is bridging the "two cultures" (Leavis 2003), the last
complete thinker of the Renaissance (Garin 1993) is probably a point of bifurcation in the
history of capitalism and knowledge (Stremlin 2004), when artistic research can no longer
produce techno-scientific knowledge, but rather appropriates or occasionally, infiltrates it. Can
this mean that the future of academic artistic research lays less in the ability to achieve a
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different disciplinary status (Haaman 2019) than on the one hand, in the capacity to accept art
history and post-disciplinary condition (Betzwieser 2011; Darbellay 2020), and on the other,
in the ability to pursue "non-technocratic transdisciplinarity” (Maniglier 2019)?

As mentioned above, the Neuland project showed the heuristic potential of examples to
investigate the epistemology of artistic research in historical context. Art education and artistic
research follow a paradigmatic logic which explains the high number of case studies published
in artistic research, as may be gathered surveying the first ten years of the Journal for Artistic
Research (2011-21). Case study research is also used in other disciplines to explore and explain
complex open problems by deploying multiple strategies (see Yin 2018) and both reasons
suggested that this type of research would be particularly suitable to our project centred on a
problem. Unlike transdisciplinary case study research in which "problem™ is understood
negatively as an obstacle that needs to be made more or less graspable for it to be removed or
managed, we understand a problem positively as the proper object of thought.

We will introduce the hyperobject in our methodology to model a problem as a dynamic
network of material-semiotic interactions across dimensions, such as media, historical periods,
sociocultural regions and research fields. The characteristic properties of the hyperobject,
viscosity, nonlocality, temporal undulation, and interobjectivity, will further support our
adoption of transdisciplinarity, rather than occupying any disciplinary field of research.
Meanwhile, a passage from Deleuze's "The Brain Is the Screen,” originally part of a round table
organised by Cahiers du cinéma for the publication of his Cinema 2: The Time-Image (1986
[1985]), may serve as an anticipation:

It is not when one discipline begins to reflect on another that they come into contact. Contact can be made

only when one discipline realizes that it has to resolve on its own terms and for its own needs a problem

similar to one another discipline is also confronted with. We can imagine similar problems which, at
different moments, in different circumstances, and under different conditions, send shock waves through
various fields: painting, music, philosophy, literature, and cinema. The tremors are the same, but the fields
are different. All criticism is comparative (and cinematic criticism is at its worst when it limits itself to
cinema as though it were a ghetto), because every work in whatever field is already self-comparing. Godard
confronts painting in Passion and music in Prenom Carmen. He makes a serial cinema, but he also makes

a cinema of catastrophe in a sense very close to the mathematical conception of René Thom. Every work

has its beginning or its consequence in others arts. | was able to write on cinema not because | have some

right to reflect on it, but because certain philosophical problems pushed me to seek out solutions in cinema,

even if this only serves to raise more problems. All research, scholarly or creative, participates in such a
relay system. (Deleuze, 2007: 284-5)

In the remaining part of this section, we will explain what is the problem that Ophelia
exemplifies and, in the next section, why we chose Millais' painting to study it.
The Lives of the Artists monumentalised the Italian "rinascita” and the cultural primacy

of Florence, as Vasari saw them from an end of history perspective. It was after the death of
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Michelangelo and the retirement of Cosimo | (1564, for the date, cf. "Epilogue: Remebrance
of Things Past" in Najemy 2006), when the economic and political status of the city was lost,
when art commissions and practice in Florence were declining, that "la nostra professione,” as
Vasari calls it, needed a history and an academy to support it (Biow 2018). George Didi-
Huberman summarises this shift from practice-driven to theory-oriented artistic research in
Confronting Images:
We are, then, at the point where art, in the discourse of its history, seems to have acknowledged its true
intent and formulated its true destiny through the terms of a philosophy of knowledge. But in the meantime
something strange happened, perhaps due to the fact that famous artists, gathered in academies, themselves
elaborated this new field that would be called the history of art: namely, a recuperation of the object by the
subject and of the subject by the object. The discipline sought to arrogate to itself the prestige of its object
of study; by grounding it intellectually, it sought to regulate it. As for the knowledge about art whose field
it opened up, it resolved henceforth to envisage or accept only an art conceived as knowledge: as
reconciliation of the visible and the Idea, denial of its visual powers, and subjection to the tyranny of

disegno. Art was acknowledged less as a thinking object—which it had always been— than as an object
of knowledge, all genitive senses conflated. (Didi-Huberman 2005: 82)

If Vasari's art history comes after artistic practice and for it, history preceded Modern art,
not just in the chronological sense but as the task of emancipating itself from it. For instance,
Manet exhibited the Déjeuner sur I'herbe at the Salon des Refusés in 1863 defying Giorgione's
Concert Champétre on display at the Louvre (1509, now re-attributed to Titian; on the relation
Manet-Giorgione see Fehl 1957; Venturi 1985; for a more nuanced analysis of Manet's sources,
see Fried 1996: 56 ff.), whereas the Pre-Raphaelites harked back to an invented art history
before Raphael, that Vasari had constructed as patron saint of the future academy: “Now for
those who have survived him, it remains for us to imitate the good, or rather the truly excellent
style left behind by him as an example, and, as his talent deserves and our duty requires, to
preserve the most graceful memory of his talent and always to pay homage to it.” (Vasari 1991:
337)

From the beginning—Antiquity, the Renaissance or the Enlightenment matters little here
(cf. Venturi 1964)—art criticism cannot be clearly distinguished from art history (Baxandall
1979) or theory (Newman 2008). Its relation to art practice, and artistic research for that matter,
has been ambiguous too, changing from 17th century reception side criticism to production
side, the transition being clearly marked in Britain by John Ruskin's defence of the late Turner
in Modern Painters | (1843, 2nd rev. ed. 1846) and the Pre-Raphaelites (first and second letter
to The Times 1851). On either side, the art critic's influence raised steadily throughout the XIX
century (Wright 1974) with the expansion of art markets and print media. With it, also grew

the tension with artists that was about power and influence but articulated in terms of
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knowledge. Typically, journalistic criticism focused on artistic skills and artists' writings on
artistic research.

The libel suit brought by James Abbott McNeill Whistler against Ruskin in 1878
emphasised this fault line. Ruskin had written a harsh review of Whistler's eight pictures on
show at the new Grosvenor Gallery on Bond Street. There were eight of them including
Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket (1875): “For Mr. Whistler’s own sake, no less
than for the protection of the purchaser, Sir Coutts Lindsay ought not to have admitted works
into the gallery in which the ill-educated conceit of the artist so nearly approached the aspect
of wilful imposture. | have seen, and heard, much of Cockney impudence before now; but never
expected to hear a coxcomb ask two hundred guineas for flinging a pot of paint in the public’s
face.” (Ruskin 1903-12 v. 29: 160). Although Whistler neither got an apology nor a
compensation despite winning the case, he was successful in putting into question the authority
of the most influential critic of his age, as John Holker's cross examination of Whistler

dramatizes:

— Now, Mr. Whistler. Can you tell me how long it took you to knock off that nocturne?

— ... I beg your pardon? (Laughter.)

— Oh! I am afraid that | am using a term that applies rather perhaps to my own work. | should have said,
'How long did you take to paint that picture?'

— Oh, no! permit me, | am too greatly flattered to think that you apply, to work of mine, any term that you
are in the habit of using with reference to your own. Let us say then how long did | take to—'knock off," |
think that is it—to knock off that nocturne; well, as well as | remember, about a day.

— Only a day?

— Well, I won't be quite positive; | may have still put a few more touches to it the next day if the painting
were not dry. | had better say then, that | was two days at work on it.

— Oh, two days | The labour of two days, then, is that for which you ask two hundred guineas!

— No; I ask it for the knowledge of a lifetime. (Applause.)

(Whistler 1922: 4-5; for a more accurate account, see Aitken 2001)

Jacques Ranciére identifies an "aesthetic revolution” at the end of the long Eighteenth

century it in The Distribution of the Sensible:

I call this regime aesthetic because the identification of art no longer occurs via a division within ways of
doing and making, but it is based on distinguishing a sensible mode of being specific to artistic products.
The word aesthetics does not refer to a theory of sensibility, taste, and pleasure for art amateurs. It strictly
refers to the specific mode of being of whatever falls within the domain of art, to the mode of being of the
objects of art. In the aesthetic regime, artistic phenomena are identified by their adherence to a specific
regime of the sensible, which is extricated from its ordinary connections and is inhabited by a
heterogeneous power, the power of a form of thought that has become foreign to itself: a product identical
with something not produced, knowledge transformed into non-knowledge, logos identical with pathos,
the intention of the unintentional, etc. (Ranciére 2004: 22-3)

The "modernist historicism™ (Scheffer 2000) and historical accuracy of Ranciére’s
aesthetic regime may be put into question but it is useful to highlight the new relation to

knowledge that Modern and Contemporary art has to knowledge. As "the distinctiveness of
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artistic research . . . derives from the paramount place that artistic practice occupies as the
subject, context, method, and outcome of the research™ (Bordorff 2012: 147), "the
intertwinedness of knowledge and non-knowledge under conditions of receding ontological
stability describes the context within which artistic research can be epistemologically situated.”
(Schwab 2018: 193) It seems thus reasonable to conclude that “considering contemporary
theories of aesthetic experience, one can reasonably criticize the claims of artistic research as
being contradictory to one another. While they tend to lean on the production of knowledge
through artistic forms, the inherent “aestheticity” of the materialized objects of this production
leads to the undermining of all conceptualization” (Muhl 2016).

Jonathan Miles also notices this "double impasse™ and suggests artistic research as a
"third space” where art and theory "negotiate” their meaning (2012: 225), that somehow
supports the disciplinarisation and hybrid identity of academic artistic research. Instead, we
take the conversation between art and criticism since the Early Romantics to be the leading
motif of Ranciére's aesthetic regime, and we will show that a change of discourse in painting
occurred in Britain at the end of Pre-Raphaelitism analysing Rossetti's Lady Lilith (1864-73).

Deleuze and Guattari's concept of "double capture™ describes the way two heterogeneous
systems may engage, re-purposing one another for their own ends but without assimilation or
erasure of difference:

Nuptials are always against nature. Nuptials are the opposite of a couple. There are no longer binary

machines: question-answer, masculine-feminine, man-animal, etc. This could be what a conversation is -

simply the outline of a becoming. The wasp and the orchid provide the example. The orchid seems to form

a wasp image, but in fact there is a wasp-becoming of the orchid, an orchid-becoming of the wasp, a double

capture since ‘'what' each becomes changes no less than 'that which' becomes. The wasp becomes part of

the orchid's reproductive apparatus at the same time as the orchid becomes the sexual organ of the wasp.

One and the same becoming, a single bloc of becoming, or, as Remy Chauvin says, an 'a-parallel evolution

of two beings who have nothing whatsoever to do with one another'. (Deleuze and Parnet 2007: 2-3; see
also Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 10-1)

The double capture of art and other fields of research enables to reconnect artistic
research with art practice and history, as they were never apart in the first place. On the other
hand, it uncouples artistic research from the institutional, economical and political demands
made on it as academic discipline. Instead, artistic research is conceptualised as pure
transdisciplinarity that produces knowledge by constantly interacting with other fields of
knowledge, such as criticism, art history and theory, poetry and literature, science and
technology, etc. without itself being a third space but rather an epistemic transformation both

within art practice and in the other field that can be differentially exposed.
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The "becoming criticism of art" and the "becoming art of criticism™ can be traced, for
instance, to ekphrastic procedures in Classic Antiquity (Carrier 1993; Elsner 2010; Squire
2015) and in contemporary art writing (Fusco 2011). Nevertheless, these a-parallel evolutions
seem to fall through the cracks of art, criticism and even, more often than not, artistic research
(cf. Caduff and Walchli 2019). In the "Round Table: The Present Conditions of Art Criticism"
convened for the 100th issue of October, art historian James Meyer raises the issue of "the
relationship of artistic practice to criticism,” noticing that “there seems to be a loss of interest
or belief in criticism as something necessary and valuable for its own sake, something to follow.
And (although the connection is perhaps less than obvious) we see a disinterest in criticality as
well: an artistic method engaged with critical thought, with critical issues. Much work at
present does not bother to speak back to critics and to criticism™ (203) The critic Benjamin
Buchloh puts forward a historical explanation:

This was partially initiated in the context of Conceptual art. | could flip the entire logic of what | said

earlier by focusing on the fact that it is from within the purview of the most radical artistic practices of the

sixties and their subsequent developments that not only the commaodity-status of the work of art or its
institutional frame are targeted one of the targets of this work was also the secondary discursive text that
attached itself to artistic practice. Criticism and all secondary discourse were vehemently attacked. That is
something we should not underestimate or forget. So we can construct a more dialectical image of the

contemporary situation by saying that readers' competence and spectatorial competence had reached a level
where the meddling of the critic was historically defied and denounced. (2002: 205)

He later gives the example of Joseph Kosuth and "Andrea Fraser, who has contested the
viability of the role of the critic. | don't think that Andrea’s work calls for critics at all since she
is engaging-or so she claims-various functions that would have been at least partially addressed
by critics in the past.” (206) Buchloh's position remains isolated in the October round table (cf.
Helen Molesworth, ibid, 206-7), the artist-critic is barely mentioned in The State of Art
Criticism (cf. Blake Gopnik, Elkins and Newman 2007: 262), and Patricia Bickers only
dedicates a few pages in The Ends of Art Criticism to Donald Judd who "was here both artist
and critic, since he was really writing about, creating a context for, his own work™ (2020: 64),
concluding that "the question whether art criticism or critical writing is or can be art,
meanwhile, has not gone away" (69).

Since 1990s, the opposition to criticism and criticality has grown in artistic practice and
the public, and theory-driven criticism gave way to "lighter" forms of critical writing (Brenson
2004; Rubinstein 2006), whereas the correlation of these trends with the raise of artistic
research in academia has gone mostly unnoticed (cf. Davis 2013). Although these
developments float on top of larger material and historical changes in society, they show that
the negotiation between art and criticism is not the kind of problem that may some time "go
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away" but expresses their double capture in different discourses and under different historical
conditions. On the verge of Modern Art, Millais' Ophelia sets the scene of their nuptial from

which this transdisciplinary research sets out.
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Problems and Questions

Allegory as Concept

The previous chapter introduced artistic criticism as a form of artistic research, but the
proposition remains empty if the underlying problem that holds together the double capture of
art and criticism is not defined. In Deleuze's example of double capture, the wasp and the orchid
are locked in their nuptial by the problem of reproduction, in the case of art criticism it is
expression that is, how meaning is embodied in the artwork and how that meaning is interpreted
and understood. It ought to be already clear from what we said before, that this is not a general
problem of art, although one might find that "art as communication” is a line of enquiry far
from exhausted (for instance, Dewey 1980; Tolstoy 1995), but rather a specific problem of
artistic criticism, the problem that characterises its field and although we investigate artistic
criticism where the research might yield clearer results, focusing on a well-known narrative
painting with a recognisable and distributed subject, we believe that the results can be extended
even where the elements of passage may less descernable, one may think for instance of the
artistic collaboration between Andy Warhol and Jean-Michel Basquiat (1983-5) recently
explored in a play written by Anthony McCarten.

Concepts are creative responses to the problem and the artistic critical concept we
identified operative in Ophelia is allegory. In the following section we will give a working
definition of allegory and reconstruct its trajectory leading to the first Pre-Raphaelites. This
will allow us to introduce the main references in the literature and the main research questions
they raise. The next sections will articulate the questions according to three modes of allegory:
as a historical genre of painting that the Pre-Raphaelites receive in their artistic training and
was under revision in the 1840s, as a "mode of expression™ (Benjamin 1998: 167) as it is put
to work in Millais' Ophelia, and as "mode of interpretation™ (ibid. 175) where Millais' painting
interprets (and is interpreted) Shakespeare's Hamlet and on the other hand, is interpreted by
(and interprets) MacCarthy's film Ophelia. In the next chapter, we will present the methodology
of this study using the notion of "allegoresis™ an expanded and generalised notion of allegory
as mode of expression and interpretation (Sayre Greenfield in The Ends of Allegory considers
"the differentiation allegory/allegoresis problematic or impossible™, 1998: 55; also Zhang
2018: 62-3).
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Allegory is one of the twelve tropes that Quintilian introduces in The Institutes of Oratory
(8.6.44): Allegory, which is translated in Latin by inversio, either presents one thing in words
and another in meaning [aliud verbis aliud sensu], or else something absolutely opposed
[interim contrarium] to the meaning of the words.” (1996 v.3: 327) The second meaning of
allegory merges with the next trope (8.6.54): "On the other hand, that class of allegory in which
the meaning is contrary to that suggested by the words [contraria ostenditur], involve an
element of irony [ironia est], or, as our rhetoricians call it, illusio.” (333). Quintilian's definition
is the foundation of virtually all subsequent treatments of allegory but is usually dismissed as
of purely historical interest and too broad to be of any critical use. We believe, however, that
this definition of allegory brings out the necessary characteristics of allegory and sufficient
with some adaptation for understanding artistic criticism.

At the core of allegory is difference: something is presented or interpreted as something
else. Quintilian points out that allegory is produced by the difference that the listener perceives
between the meaning of the sentence he expects (sensus literalis, or literal sense) and the sense
constructed by the speaker (sensus figuralis, or figural sense). Although allegory may involve
metaphors, hence the Neoclassical definition of "extended metaphor™, Quintilian distinguishes
the two tropes rather clearly (8.6.8-9):

"On the whole metaphor is a shorter form of simile, while there is this further difference,
that in the latter we compare some object to the thing which we wish to describe, whereas in
the former this object is actually substituted for the thing [pro ipsa re dicitur]. It is a
comparison when | say that a man did something like a lion, it is a metaphor when | say of him,
He is a lion." (305)

Allegory appears to be an intermediate trope between metaphor, that blends figural
meaning into the literal, and irony that negates the former by the latter.

Having introduced into expression a doubling, allegory needs to keep in balance the
levels of meaning, preventing them from collapsing onto one another or falling apart. This
equilibrium is sustained by the discursive dimension of allegory that makes a heavy demand
on the listener's knowledge, rather than simply assume competence. Conversely, the speaker
needs to provide sufficient cues for the allegory to be recognised as such and understood to a
sufficient degree. Quintilian comments on this point (8.6.52): "When, however, an allegory is
too obscure, we call it a riddle [aenigma]: such riddles are, in my opinion, to be regarded as
blemishes, in view of the fact that lucidity is a virtue; nevertheless they are used by poets, . . ."
(331)
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Allegory not only structures hierarchically meaning and the discursive positions of
speaker and listener, but also relies for its effective communication on a metalanguage common
to its actors made of formal patterns, intertextual references, and imitation. Quintilian stresses
the importance of the latter (10.2.1-3):

... there can be no doubt that in art no small portion of our task lies in imitation, since, although invention

came first and is all-important, it is expedient to imitate whatever has been invented with success. And it

is a universal rule of life that we should wish to copy what we approve in others. It is for this reason that
boys copy the shapes of letters that they may learn to write, and that musicians take the voices of their
teachers, painters the works of their predecessors, and peasants the principles of agriculture which have
been proved in practice, as models for their imitation. In fact, we may note that the elementary study of
every branch of learning is directed by reference to some definite standard [praescriptum] that is placed
before the learner. We must, in fact, either be like or unlike those who have proved their excellence. It is

rare for nature to produce such resemblance, which is more often the result of imitation [Similem raro
natura praestat, frequenter imitatio]. (1996 v. 4: 75)

Quintilian's passage summarises the classical theory of mimesis, still relevant to painting
until the end of the 19th century and to the Pre-Raphaelites, and shows that mimesis is
constituted by two independent processes of representation that Erich Auerbach's Mimesis
combines in the concept of "figura™:

"In this conception, an occurrence on earth signifies not only itself but at the same time
another, which it predicts or confirms, without prejudice to the power of its concrete reality
here and now. The connection between occurrences is not regarded as primarily a chronological
or causal development but as a oneness within the divine plan, of which all occurrences are
parts and reflections. Their direct earthly connection is of secondary importance, and often
their interpretation can altogether dispense with any knowledge of it." (2003: 555)

We believe on the contrary that the "oneness"” of the figura, which is another name for
allegory (cf. Auerbach 2003: 569), only conceptualises the difference between resemblance to
nature and imitation of art that precedes it historically and logically. Mimesis had always been
double or what would be meaning of Parrhasius's painting contest with Zeuxis recounted by
Pliny the Elder?

Still, imitation went further. It was not limited to excellence within each artistic medium
but covered a wide range of intermedial practices. Ecphrasis between poetry and sculpture or
painting was the most significant (Hefferman 1993) but the idea that art practices were all
connected in mutual imitation and emulation was established in Classical Antiquity and
represented by Apollo Musagetes, god of music and poetry, leader of the muses: "' Tis Apollo
comes leading / His choir, the Nine. / —The leader is fairest, / But all are divine." as Matthew
Arnold introduces him in "Empedocles on Etna" ([1852] 1903 v. 2: 294; for a commentary,

Houghton 1958). He presides over Horace's ut pictura poesis ("as is painting so is poetry" Art
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of Poetry v. 361; on the political role under the emperor Augustus, Miller 2009 ), to Leonardo's
Paragone (c. 1500; a modern edition of the manuscript, Farago 1992; on the humanistic theory
of art, Lee 1940), to Charles Batteux's modern system of the arts (The Fine Arts Reduced to a
Single Principle, [1746] 2015; on the system, Kristeller 1952), to the Romantics, the Pre-
Raphaelites and until modernist intermedial practices (for instance Stravinsky's ballet "Apollo,
Leader of the Muses from 1928).

This genealogy is confusing and most literature busied itself to disentangle what Horace
meant (Trimpi 1973) from the various layers of interpretations. Our question goes in the
opposite direction, why did this critical idea of Classical Antiquity survive? "Survival"
(Nachleben) refers, of course, to Aby Warburg's central problem, "the continuity or afterlife
and metamorphosis of images and motifs—as opposed to their renascence after extinction or,
conversely, their replacement by innovations in image and motif." (Didi-Huberman 2003: 273)
Our reliance on Warburg and his school in the wider sense (Panofsky, Gombrich, and Wind
but also Benjamin, Malraux, and Didi-Huberman) will be clear in the course of this study,
whereas here we should point out at the main difference. Survival is not an identity moving
across history, but a "problem” sustaining the multiplicity of its answers.

Horace's formula survived because it continued to produce artistic and critical answers
to the problem of which allegory is the concept: the difference of the visible and stateable.
Deleuze explains their gap in his 1985-86 course on Foucault:

So that's where we are now. Ultimately... we aren’t moving on, but we are advancing within the same

problem, and it is by dint of advancing within this problem or pushing this problem forward that we will

get to the end. This problem is this: that we are still faced with two irreducible forms: the form of the
visible, the form of the statable [/’énon¢able]. There isn’t an isomorphic nature to these forms. In other
words, there is neither a form common to the visible and the statable, nor a correspondence between the
two forms. So, there is neither conformity —a common form — nor a one-to-one correspondence from one
form to the other. There is a difference in nature or, according to [Maurice] Blanchot’s terminology, there
is a “non-relation” [non-rapport], a non-relation between the visible and the statable, thus, a disjunction, a

gap [une disjonction, une béance]. This is the disjunction of light (as the form of the visible) / language (as
the form of the statable). (Deleuze 1985-86; cf. visible/articulable in Deleuze 1988: 47 ff.)

The Deleuze-Foucault-Blanchot's "relation without relation™ (Blanchot 1993: 73)
between visible and statable seems to match the superficial structure of Baroque painted
allegories, Andrea Alciato’'s Emblemata (2009; Augsburg 1531, Paris 1534; Alciato 2009)
translated in as German Sinnbild (lit. "meaningful image") or in Dutch as Denkbeeld (lit.
"thought image." For a critical history of the "pensive image" until Benjamin and Adorno, see
Grootenboer 2021). The alignment of visible with image and stateable with text, somehow
repeats the publication history of the Emblemata the Latin verse texts (subscriptio) placed

under the image (pictura) as their caption are Aciato's emblems proper, whereas the woodcuts
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were produced for the publication independently from Alciato and entirely derived from his
text. The motto that gives to each emblem its title, clearly places both image and verse text in
the domain of the stateable, and where Alciato’s plain descriptions repeat the coarse woodcuts
that illustrates them, his moralising message has no correspondence (on the hieroglyphic,
ecphrasis and ut pictura poesis in the Emblemata, see Mino Gabriele's introduction in Alciato
2009; on the other hand, for Alciato's naturalism, see Carlisle 2018).

Benjamin already remarked that "the allegory of the seventeenth century [is] not
convention of expression, but expression of convention™ (Benjamin 1998: 175), because it
privileges imitation over resemblance "providing a corrective . . . to art itself" (176), and "at
one stroke the profound vision of allegory transforms things and works into stirring writing."
(176) For Benjamin, allegory as much as “criticism means the mortification of the works. . . .
not then - as the romantics have it - awakening of the consciousness in living works, but the
settlement of knowledge in dead ones. Beauty, which endures, is an object of knowledge."
(1998: 182; for a critique of Benjamin's allegory in the Trauerspiel, see Hoxby 2010). What
matters to us, instead, is that in Alciato's paradigmatic example of allegory, the image can only
perform its function of pictura if it expresses "less™ than its corresponding text (motto and
subsriptio). This allows to align the formal difference between literal and figural sense, that
constitutes the allegory, with the difference in the Emblemata between woodcut and
typography, image and text. At the same time, that "lack™ in the image reveals precisely that
no alignment with perceptual modality is possible and the ontological gap between visible and
stateable cannot be eliminated but only disavowed. Visibilities and stateabilities that to Alciato
appeared to overlap, remain on different ontological planes, the former being "intensities” or
differences, the latter "extensities,” or identities (we appropriate and simplify Deleuze's
concepts following Sauvagnargues 2009: ch. XII and De Landa 2002; Zizek's Parallax View
is also a source: "The parallax is not symmetrical, composed of two incompatible perspectives
on the same X: there is an irreducible asymmetry between the two perspectives, a minimal
reflexive twist. We do not have two perspectives, we have a perspective and what eludes it, and
the other perspective fills in this void of what we could not see from the first perspective."
2007: 29).

How ontological visibilities and stateabilities are distributed in the socio-historical
epistemes at different scales, from large cultural formations such as Early Victorian visual
culture down to individual artworks such as Millais' Ophelia, is a question that the concept of
allegory can help formulate precisely in each milieu while, at the same time, its double structure
and discursiveness allow to avoid instituting an aesthetic regime (on Foucault's archaeology of
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vision, see Jay 1993; Shapiro 2003; "The Visible™ in Lawlor and Nale 2013: 534-9; for a
critique of the regime, see Jay 1988). The concept of allegory articulates the problematics of
this study around five concerns that test the concept of allegory laid out at the beginning of the
section.

First, how does allegory in painting realise visibility/stateability and the opposites that
complete the couple: the representation of the non-visible in Early-Modern painting as
empirical non-visual and intellectual abstraction (Merleau-Ponty 1968; Hammer-Tugendhat
2015) and on the other side, the Romantic quest for representing the non-stateable as
transcendental subject (Berlin 1999; Abrams 1971) and poetic metalanguage (Lacoue-Labarthe
and Nancy 1988; Gasché 1992).

Second, the proposition that criticism is allegorical (for instance, Benjamin 1998: 182;
for his theory of allegory, Cowan 1981; also De Man 1979; for a comparison on allegory in
both authors see Hansen 2004) is often attributed to Northrop Frye's Anatomy of Criticism
(1953):

It is not often realized that all commentary is allegorical interpretation, an attaching of ideas to the structure

of poetic imagery. The instant that any critic permits himself to make a genuine comment about a poem

(e.g., “In Hamlet Shakespeare appears to be portraying the tragedy of irresolution”) he has begun to

allegorize. Commentary thus looks at literature as, in its formal phase, a potential allegory of events and

ideas. The relation of such commentary to poetry itself is the source of the contrast which was developed
by several critics of the Romantic period between “symbolism” and “allegory,” symbolism here being used
in the sense of thematically significant imagery. The contrast is between a “concrete” approach to symbols
which begins with images of actual things and works outward to ideas and propositions, and an “abstract”
approach which begins with the idea and then tries to find a concrete image to represent it. This distinction
is valid enough in itself, but it has deposited a large terminal moraine of confusion in modern criticism,

largely because the term “allegory” is very loosely employed for a great variety of literary phenomena.
(Frye 2006: 82-3)

As our concept of allegory is different from that of Benjamin and De Man, and artistic
criticism cannot be Frye's "commentary" this raises questions on how our concept of allegory
can support artistic criticism. For instance, what are the difficulties of assigning primary and
secondary sense (literal and figural) to visiblity and stateability that are non-hierarchical and
dynamic? how does artistic criticism operate across their gap? how does allegory account for
reflexive and affective interpretation in artistic criticism? and for re-presentation of artistic
criticism in another text?

Third, if the general form of artistic research is transpositional (“the articulation of
something as something else" Schwab 2018: 191) and thus allegorical, can allegory bridge the
separation discussed in the previous section, between artistic research as practice and as
discipline? And that between artistic research as historical practice since the Renaissance and
as academic research today?

21



Fourth, how does the concept of allegory help in the analysis of intermedia insofar as
intermedial translations (ecphrasis, paraphrase, adaptation, parody, etc,) are in or perspective,
allegorical procedures (in "The Task of the Translator" Benjamin speaks of a "single spot where
the echo is able to give, in its own language, the reverberation of the work in the alien one"
2007: 76; in as much as allegory generalises metaphor, see Guldin 2016: ch. 1)?

Our fifth and most important concern is the general application of our concept of
allegory in criticism. The idea that all art is allegorical has circulated since Plato's allegory of
the cave in various guises until its consecration as form of postmodernism (Owens 1980).
Brenda Machosky’s account of allegory in Structures of Appearing: Allegory and the Work of
Literature (2012) serves the even broader agenda of liberating poetry from the judgement of
philosophy. Because allegory is “the phenomenon in which two things (impossibly, illogically)
occupy the same space at the same time, allegory is the work of art with which Aesthetics
simply cannot contend” (26), then allegory is “that mode of appearance peculiar to art” and
“implicit in all forms of language,” including “the symbol, ... especially in its poetic form” so
that, Machosky concludes, philosophy itself “depends on allegory, on poetry, in order to
achieve its ends” (26-27). The thesis that all art is allegorical fails art on both ends of allegory.
Referring to our working definition we derived from Quintilian, if allegory resolves entirely
into metaphor, then art becomes redundant once its meaning has been extracted. On this
account, Heidegger criticises Plato and Hegel's end of art theory:

Allegory and symbol provide the conceptual frame within whose channel of vision the
artwork has long been characterized. But this one element in a work that manifests another,
this one element that joins with another, is the thingly feature in the artwork. It seems almost
as though the thingly element in the artwork is like the substructure into and upon which the
other, proper element is built. And is it not this thingly feature in the work that the artist
properly makes by his handicraft? Our aim is to arrive at the immediate and full actuality of
the work of art, for only in this way shall we discover actual art also within it. Hence we must
first bring to view the thingly element of the work. (Heidegger 1992: 146)

Conversely, if allegory resolves into metonymy or irony of which it is a form
(Athanasiadou 2017) then as Machosky's own "mode of appearence™ (see her chapter "Allegory
as Metonymy: The Figure without a Face", 2012) allegory becomes yet another aesthetic
concept, too generic to be of critical use, as Frederic Jameson criticizes in Postmodernism, Or,
The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism:

The allegorical, then — whether those of DeMan or Benjamin, of the revalorization of medieval or of non-
European texts, of Althusserian or Levi-Straussian struc-turalisms, of Kleinian psychologies or Lacanian
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psychoanalysis— can be minimally formulated as the question posed to thinking by the awareness of
incommensurable distances within its object of thought, and as the various new interpretive answers
devised to encompass phenomena about which we are at least minimally agreed that no single thought or
theory encompasses any of them. Allegorical interpretation is then first and foremost an interpretive
operation which begins by acknowledging the impossibility of interpretation in the older sense, and by
including that impossibility in its own provisional or even aleatory movements. (Jameson 1991: 168)

In the next chapter we will resume this discussion on the proposition that all art is
allegorical to introduce our methodology of the hyperobject but we can conclude this section
by stating what allegory as we defined it, is not. Allegory is neither metaphor nor metonymy
because it is a difference, a gap. Allegory is not purely linguistic, because visible and stateable
do not follow the signifier/signified distinction. Allegory is not a theoretical concept because
it is practical, embodied in the materiality of the artwork (cf. Herzogenrath 2020), and socio-
historical, embedded in a discourse between different agents (artist, viewer, patron, dealer, etc.)
in and across different milieus. Finally, allegory is not a definition of art because meaning, that
allegory articulates and modulates, may well be necessary (Danto 1981; Stecker 1997) but
remains at the margin of artistic practice: "Content is a glimpse of something, an encounter like
a flash. It's very tiny—uvery tiny, content.” (Willem de Koonig quoted in Susan Sontag's
"Against Interpretation”, 1966: 3)

Allegory as Genre

After introducing a working definition of the concept in previous section, we will now
apply allegory to the Pre-Raphaelites showing why and how this became one of the defining
features of the movement. This section will outline the academic theory of genres at the
foundation of their academic training, the conditions that brought history painting and allegory
at the centre of the cultural debate, and the artistic transformation that the Pre-Raphaelites

introduced before introducing, in the next section, the allegorical structure of Millais’ Ophelia.

Academic theory of genres

The basic function of genre is to classify paintings according to their subject, required by
the progressive commodification of art in 16th century Italy (for a case study, Holmes 2003).
Subjects differentiated to meet demand and paintings were sold and resold outside their context
of production, pushing the thematic specialisation of painters and collectors. From the
consolidated paradigms characterising each genre, the Paris academy codified rules that

provided artists with a practical schema and publics with a horizon of expectations that helped
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navigate the gap between visible and stateable (for a performative theory of genre, see Frow
2005). The theoretical framework produced values and boundaries that structured training,
practice and market but also opened possibilities for creative transgressions, for instance that
of still-live into allegory, or portrait into history as Rembrandt did in the Night Watch (1642;
for an analysis see Berger 2007) and later the Pre-Raphaelite, Ophelia being a case in point.
André Feélibien, historian and art critic at the court of Louis XIV, is credited with the
codification of the system of genres in the Entretiens sur les vies et sur les ouvrages des plus
excellents peintres anciens et modernes (1725 [1667]; for a reappraisal of Félibien's system,
see Alderman 2006):
He who makes perfect landscapes is above another who only paints fruit, flowers, or seashells. He who
paints living animals is worthier of estimation than those who paint only things that are dead and without
movement. And as the figure of man is the most perfect work of God on earth, it is also certain that he who
becomes an imitator of God by painting human figures is much more excellent than all the others. However,
even though it is no small thing to make the figure of a man appear as if alive, and to give the appearance
of movement to that which has none, nevertheless a painter who only makes portraits . . . may not pretend
to the honour accorded to the most learned. For that, it is necessary to progress from the single figure to
the representation of several together, to depict history and myth [il faut traiter I'histoire et la fable], to
represent great actions as the Historians or pleasing subjects as the Poets; and ascending further, it is

necessary through allegorical compositions, to know how to hide under the veil of myth the virtue of great
men and the most elevated mysteries. (Félibien 1725 v. 5: 310-1; trans. modified from Duro 1997: 9-10)

Still-life, landscape, genre, portraiture, and history painting are ranked in ascending order
of difficulty of realisation and nobility of subject that conversely, "ennobles the artist by a more
illustrious work." Thus, history is the highest genre, a rank that is also reflected in terms of
picture size and market value, because by representing groups of human bodies in movement
and action, it fulfils the neoclassical ideal and is the most exacting, especially for the
intellectual parts of invention and composition. Félibien gives two more reasons for the
superiority of the genre: it "deals" with "great actions as the Historians or pleasing subjects as
the Poets," and further in its highest degree, history becomes allegorical in order to convey
"under the veil of myth the virtue of great men and the most elevated mysteries."

The system of genres complements a system of "parts.” In Leonardo's Trattato della
pittura ch. 47 (c. 1540, principal edition, Paris 1651) painting is subdivided geometrically:
"Painting is divided into two principal parts, of which the first is figure [shape], that is, the line
that differentiates the figures of bodies and their details; and the second is the color contained
within these boundaries.” (2008: 636) From the subdivision, a long debate ensues in the Paris
Academy (1671-1717) on the relative importance of disegno, sustained by the Poussinists, or
colore, sustained by the Rubenists who "won the argument.” On the other hand, the parts were

elaborated into a new category that mediated painting practice with teaching and theory.
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Charles-Alphonse Du Fresnoy describes four of them: invention, disposition, drawing
and colour in De arte graphica (Paris 1668; translated by John Dryden, London 1695; by
William Mason with annotations by John Reynolds, London 1782). The intellectual parts of
practice (invention and disposition/composition) are those determining and determined by the
genre of the painting. In history painting, genre also becomes a critical category that mediates
between painting practice and the literary subject, placing them on equal footing, which
changes the logic of ut pictura from competition into a coordination between the sister arts.
Thus, genre is not only the key towards the modern system of arts, introduced by Jean-Bapriste
Du Bos in Réflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peinture (Paris 1719; Young 2015) and
codified by Charles Batteux in System of the Fine Arts ([1746] 2015), but also to the widening
of the gap between visible and stateable. Although all arts represent nature, Du Bos introduces
a semiotic distinction: painting, sculpture, and music use natural signs that represent because
they resemble their objects, whereas poetry and literature use artificial signs that are arbitrary
or conventional.

The "allegorical compositions” in which Félibien's historical genre culminates, are
personification allegories, but considerations can be more general. Placed at the intersection of
painting and literature as sub-genre of history painting, allegory multiplies the critical functions
of the genre by those of the trope. It can comment, judge and even subvert ironically the subject
it receives from literature, but at the price of folding painting back onto the text. The veiling of
virtue and mystery contrasts with the greater naturalism of the other genres, a landscape
resembles nature more than a paining can imitate a text, and requires an additional
interpretation on the sensus literalis that is depicted to understand the sensus figuralis that is
stated.

On one hand, "the traditional term of allegory that Benjamin . . . helped to restore to some
of its full implications is frequently used . . . to describe a tension . . . that can no longer be
modelled on the subject-object relationships derived from experiences of perception, or from
theories of the imagination derived from perception.” (De Man 1983: 173-4) On the other, Du
Bos' theory brings that tension within allegory, wresting it away from classical and Renaissence
mimesis based on resemblance and imitation. It is the prelude to the "linguistic turn” in
aesthetics that came into visibility later with Johannes von Herder, one of the "roots of
Romaticism™ (Berlin 1976, 1999; for the philosophy of language in Germany from Herder to
Romanticism, see Foster 2010, 2011 and particularly, the chapter "Aesthetics" in 2018; also,
Bowie 1999; for philosophy of language in France from Du Bos to Condillac, see Aarsleff
2016; Juilard 2016 and Nye 2000) As visual language, painting represents reality through
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natural signs rather than direct resemblance, and by applying rules of art, such as those that
could be taught and learned in the academy, rather than directly imitating the old masters by
practice. Foucault's separation of visible and stateable at the end of the Classical Age is not so
much an "aesthetic revolution™” in Ranciére's sense (2002; 2004), but the result of a "linguistic
turn™ that gives rise to a new artistic research programme, the Romantic quest for a universal
and poetic metalanguage. While resolving the relation of painting to literature in the ut pictura
poesis, the semantic is fatal to allegory as genre, notwithstanding its persistence "as an
archaism in public art of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries." (Brown 2007: 1), and

"reinvention” as mode of expression and interpretation (Kelley 1997).

History Painting and Reynolds
Joshua Reynolds' Discourses on Art (delivered between 1769 and 1790; 1778, 1st ed. of
seven discourses; 1798, 2nd ed. complete of fifteen) take Félibien's system of genres for
granted but introduce important revisions, for instance allegory is no longer considered a genre.
With all their inconsistencies, the Discourses don't claim to be a theoretical work (Leypoldt
1999) but lectures that reflect Reynolds' effort to "inculcate . . . great principles and great
models™ (134), update, simplify and adapt theory from a variety of sources for his audience of
students. Although he touches on the "correspondence with the principles of the other arts,
which, like this, address themselves primarily and principally to the imagination.” (1905: 349)
and other theoretical aspects of painting (genius, taste, the sublime, etc.), Reynolds insists on
practice (e.g. 20) that he reduced to his own single principle, often repeated in the Discourses:
The value and rank of every art is in proportion to the mental labour employed in it, or the mental pleasure
produced by it. As this principle is observed or neglected, our profession becomes either a liberal art, or a
mechanical trade. . . . | have formerly observed, that perfect form is produced by leaving out particularities,
and retaining only general ideas: | shall now endeavour to show that this principle, which I have proved to

be metaphysically just, extends itself to every part of the Art ; that it gives what is called the grand style,
to Invention, to Composition, to Expression, and even to Colouring and Drapery. (Reynolds 1905: 71-2)

The grand style is opposed to the ornamental based on "the principles by which each is
attained . . . so contrary to each other, that they seem, in my opinion, incompatible, and as
impossible to exist together, as that in the mind the most sublime ideas and the lowest sensuality
should at the same time be united.” (88) The principles follow Locke's distinction between
simple ideas, derived from sensation by reflection, and general ideas, derived from simple ideas
by abstraction leaving out all the particular circumstances of time and place, which would limit
the application of an idea to a particular individual (Hipple 1953; Asfour and Williamson
1997). For Reynolds, the canvas is the mind itself, Locke's tabula rasa, and the painter is not
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imitating nature, painting or literature, as much as imitating the mind that abstracts and
connects simple ideas regardless of their origin (Nathaniel Horne seems to caricature this aspect
of Reynolds in his painting The Conjuror from 1775. On Reynolds' practice, see Gombrich
1942)

As in Locke and Hume one finds no Platonic incompatibility, so in Reynolds blendings
between grand style and ornamental are frequent and a "composite style" is even considered
(100). The "grand style” is better understood as a practical and critical scheme. As we saw
above, the grand style guides "every part of the Art," it discriminates a pure historical genre
from the "splendid or ornamental style™ that incorporates elements of lower genres (100);
privileges Poussinist disegno over Rubenist colore (however see Reynolds' preference for
Rubens in the 5th Discourse, 1905: 127 ff.); judges schools and individual styles to imitate, the
Florentine and French schools over the Venetian and Dutch; finally, it frames a significant
moment in art history. Elaborating on a detail in Vasari's "Life of Michelangelo™ (1991: 441),
Reynolds describes Raphael's "sight™" of Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel as a conversion from
the Gothic style of his training based on the particular, to the "grand style™ that was later
referred to as Renaissance:?

Raffaelle . . . had not the advantage of studying in an Academy; but all Rome, and the works of Michel

Angelo in particular, were to him an Academy. On the sight of the Capella Sistina, he immediately from a

dry, Gothic, and even insipid manner, which attends to the minute accidental discriminations of particular

and individual objects, assumed that grand style of painting, which improves partial representation by the
general and invariable ideas of nature. (1905: 7-8)

The transition from early works in the Umbria region is slower and begins earlier, at least
since 1504 when he moves to Florence and studies not only Michelangelo, but also Leonardo
and other painters of the Florentine school. Nonetheless, 1508 is an extraordinary year in the

Italian Renaissance (Labella 1990) when Michelangelo begins the Cappella Sistina (1508-12)

2 The term is first documented (OED 3rd ed.) in Thomas Trollope's A Summer in Brittany 1840 in the
context of architecture with pejorative connotation referring to church of Notre-Dame at Saint-Thégonnec
(Finistére, Brétagne) completely built between 1563 and 1599 but later heavely Baroquized (Pérouse de Montclos
2002): "1 could not much admire the church of St. Thégonec. It is built in that heaviest and least graceful of all
possible styles, the "renaissance," as the French choose to term it. The fabric is vast, gloomy, and darksome, and,
to my taste, superlatively ugly.” (Trollope 1840 v. 2: 234) Ruskin still uses "renaissance™” sporadically and
descriptively in the third edition of Modern Painters | (for instance, 1846: 101/ 1903 v. 3: 202) and clearly opposes
Renaissance architecture to Gothic in The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1848/1903 v. 12: 98) that he intends as
"an introduction™ (Preface to 2nd edition, 1903 v. 8: 7) to The Stones of Venice where he defines it as "this
rationalistic art is the art commonly called Renaissance, marked by a return to pagan systems." (1903 v. 9: 3).
However, it is used pejoratively throughout the the three volumes in aesthetic and moral sense. In a later lecture
(Crown of Wild Olive, "Lecure 2. Traffic. Delivered in the Town Hall, Bradford," 21 April 1864") Ruskin goes so
far as to maintain that "he had from beginning to end, no other aim than to show that the Gothic architecture of
Venice had arisen out of, and indicated in all its features, a state of pure national faith, and of domestic virtue; and
that its Renaissance architecture had arisen out of, and in all its features indicated, a state of concealed national
infidelity, and of domestic corruption.” (v. 18: 443)
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and Raphael the Stanza della Segnatura (1508-11). For Roger de Piles, on whose The Art of
Painting (1706) Reynolds relies, Michelangelo is "one of the first that banished the little
manner, and the remainders of the Gothic out of Italy” (De Piles 1706: 160, emphasis added).
Of Raphael, he says that "there has been no Painter since the Restoration of the art in Italy,
who acquired such a reputation as Raphael” (1706: 126, emphasis added). In Balance des
peintres (1708) where De Piles ranks 49 painters based on their score in the four parts of
painting (composition, drawing, color, expression), Raphael has the highest overall score (65)
with Rubens (the ranking was criticised since it was published, Puttfarken 1986: for an
innovative use, Ginsburgh and Weyers 2002)

Reynolds saw in Raphael not only the completion of the stylistic transition from the
Gothic to the grand manner begun by Michelangelo, but an ideal model for the students of the
Royal Academy, that could copy the "Raphael Cartoons™ (1515-6) directly or from the high-
quality copies. Although the importance of Raphael can be overestimated both in Reynolds'
writings and in the practice of the Academy, Raphael signified for the Pre-Raphaelites the
Academic style against which they sought to define their practice and the end of the Gothic
from which they intended to move backwards in search for alternative models and a new ethics
of painting.

In his first letter to The Times (13 May 1851) Ruskin remarks that:

These pre-Raphaelites (I cannot compliment them on common sense in their choice of a nom de guerre)

do not desire nor pretend in any way to imitate antique painting as such. They know very little of ancient

paintings who suppose the works of these young artists to resemble them. As far as | can judge of their
aim—for, as | said, 1 do not know the men themselves—the Pre-Raphaelites intend to surrender no
advantage which the knowledge or inventions of the present time can afford to their art. They intend to
return to early days in this one point only—that, as far as in them lies, they will draw either what they see,
or what they suppose might have been the actual facts of the scene they desire to represent, irrespective of
any conventional rules of picture-making; and they have chosen their unfortunate though not inaccurate
name because all artists did this before Raphael's time, and after Raphael's time did not this, but sought to

paint fair pictures, rather than represent stern facts ; of which the consequence has been that, from Raphael's
time to this day, historical art has been in acknowledged decadence. (1903 v. 12: 321-2)

The inconsistencies of the passage are easy to overlook: why would the Pre-Raphaelites
need "to return to the early days" "before Raphael's time" in order to "draw what they see™?
and how could they "surrender no advantage which the knowledge or inventions of the present
time can afford to their art”, "irrespective of any conventional rules of picture-making™? To
"rescue” the Pre-Raphaelites from the 1850-51 attacks on the press (Ealand 1910: 55) and the
"retrograde argument” sustained against them especially by Charles Dickens (1850), Ruskin
recasts their archaism in terms of naturalism, that he himself favoured, for instance in the 1844

second edition of Modern Painters (e.g. see his comment that "Turner is like nature™, 1903 v.
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7: 52) and that was already in fashion since the late 1830s. In doing so, however, Ruskin
displaced what we believe is the artistic problem of Pre-Raphaelite's practice and changed the
course of the debate about their significance. Hunt raises the point many years later reflecting
upon Rossetti with Ruskin's passage in mind:
Despite differences, we both agreed that a man's work must be the reflex of a living image in his own mind,
and not the icy double of the facts themselves. It will be seen that we were never realists. | think art would

have ceased to have the slightest interest for any of us had the object been only to make a representation,
elaborate or unelaborate, of a fact in nature. (Hunt 1905 v. 1: 150; see also v. 2: 362)

The Pre-Raphaelites were not, as Ruskin hoped, followers of Turner, who died later the
same year of the letters. They were not trying to naturalise history (cf. Turner's The Fighting
Temeraire from 1839 and Snow Storm from 1842, discussed in Rodner 1986) but rather to
historicize nature, weaving both into an elaborate allegory of the present: "It is by virtue of a
strange combination of nature and history that the allegorical mode of expression is born™
(Benjamin 1998: 167) and that Millais' Ophelia aptly exemplifies.

The task of "allegorising the Pre-Raphaelites” rubs up against two strands in criticism:
one follows Ruskin and emphases their naturalist style as anticipation of Realism (e.g.
Prettejohn 2009; 2012), the other strand follows Hunt and emphasises their moral values and
religious content as protraction of Romanticism (e.g Landow 1979/2015 and more recently,
Grewe 2009). This may seem a rather sweeping simplification of the literature and a review
would certainly be needed to support it but even so, the polarisation should not be dismissed
as a classification of criticism (on the form/content divide, see Sonntag 1966: 12 ff.). The
strands reflect a duality and ambiguity that belongs to the Pre-Raphaelites’ practice and derives
from the structure of their form of expression, allegory.

The history genre "far from being a merely ‘stylistic’ device, creates effects of reality
and truth which are central to the different ways the world is understood . . . in painting, or in
everyday talk. The semiotic frames within which genre is embedded implicate and specify
layered ontological domains - implicit realities which genres form as a pre-given reference,
together with the effects of authority and plausibility which are specific to the genre. Genre,
like formal structures generally, works at a level of semiosis - that is, of meaning-making -
which is deeper and more forceful than that of the explicit ‘content’ of a text." (Frow 2005: 19,
adapted). The problem of this study is not determining how much (or how little) it departs from
"conventional rules of picture-making™ that was exaggerated but how those rules which and
are better understood within international Academicism rather than provided it is correctly

understood as we are about to explain. Second, naturalism is neither representation of nature
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nor a a reference to is one of the remarkable distinctions between their painting and that of Van
Eyck or Hemling,” as Ruskin suggests in his second letter (1905 v. 12: 326), but has a
communicative function as "truth effect” and as allegory, as we are going to see in the next

section.

The Royal Academy and Pre-Raphaelites

Age 11, Millais became the youngest student ever to be admitted at the Royal Academy
Schools in 1840 and in 1847, he completed the Life School winning the highest price open to
students, the Gold Medal for History Painting awarded to him for The Tribe of Benjamin
Seizing the Daughters of Shiloh in the Vineyards (1847; on the painting, see Rosenfeld 2019).
Fifty years after it was first exhibited at the British Institution, the critic Marion H. Spielmann
praised The Tribe of Benjamin for showing “a power of composition, a freedom of drawing,
and a bigness of design—a capacity to use the human form in the ‘grand manner'.... painted to
prove the artist's knowledge in the rendering of flesh and the figure” (Spielmann 1898: 165).
Despite the intervening changes in the artworld and the institution, the reference to Reynolds'
grand style is not rhetorical but rather exemplary of how much it historical genre meant at the
Schools.

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB) to which we are mainly referring to with the term
"Pre-Raphaelites” formed in 1848 and for Millais, begun fading while he was still finishing
Ophelia until he and his wife Effie Gray finally moved to Scotland in 1856 (until 1861), waiting
for the scandal of her annulled marriage with Ruskin (1855) to blow away. The PRB official
group included five young artists (Millais was the youngest at 16 and Thomas Woolner the
eldest at 23) at the beginning of their profession, Millais being the only one to have received a
paid commission, the decoration of a private entrance hall in Leeds with a series of six
allegorical lunettes ("The Four Ages of Man", "Music" and "Art", 1847-8, Leeds City Art
Gallery). By 1853, the group had already disintegrated and Hunt, "the True Pre-Raphaelite”
(Clark Amor 1995), was the only member to continue a PRB practice until the end of his career.

On the other hand, a second generation of Pre-Raphaelites assembled around the cycle
of murals on the Arthurian legend, commissioned by Ruskin for the Oxford Union Debating
Hall (1857-9): Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones, soon joined
by Valentine Prinsep, John Hungerford Pollen, Arthur Hughes and John Rodham Spencer
Stanhope. Through Morris, Pre-Raphaelitism enters the Arts and Crafts Movement, and
through Burne-Jones, "the Last Pre-Raphaelite” (MacCarthy 2012), it fuses with Aestheticism.
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There is no definite end to Pre-Raphaelitism, that continued in the United States and the
Colonies until the 1920s, but in Britain, the First World War changed irreversibly the cultural
conditions that had sustained the movement through the Victorian and Edwardian Age. At his
death in 1917, John William Waterhouse, "the Modern Pre-Raphaelite™ (Prettejohn et al. 2009),
left the charcoal drawing "Study for 'Ophelia in the Churchyard™ (1915; Hobson 1980: 199 n.
365), a painting that if realised, would have completed his series on Ophelia's madness (1889,
1894, 1910) and may serve us here as an end point for our question: What is the relationship
between the Pre-Raphaelites (1848-1853) and Pre-Raphaelitism (1848-1917)?

Marcia Pointon remarks that "at worst, the term ‘movement’ in Art History is simply a
lazy way of avoiding serious consideration of individual artists or of historical events. ... On
the other hand, the art historian is bound to ask questions about why and how one person, one
group of people, one event or one work of art provokes reactions which might be classed as
artistic, political or social but which will, in all probability, be all three. Here, the art historian
will be exploring a ‘movement’. . . . At a theoretical level the question of identifying and
naming may be the stimulus to enquiry.” (Pointon 2013: 75-6) The term Pre-Raphaelitism,
coined by Ruskin in 1851 to promote the Pre-Raphaelites (1903 v. 12), seems of the first kind.

The reappraisal and valorisation of Pre-Raphaelitism since the late 1970s was marked by
the largest exhibition ever dedicated the movement (Tate, 7 March - 28 May 1984) that has
become a cultural label, virtually coextensive with Victorian painting minus the baggage of
Modernist criticism, plus a raised academic and political status (a press photograph shows
Margaret Thatcher at the opening alongside Arthur Hughes's April Love, MacCarthy 2012).
Art historians, on the other hand, have focussed on artistic biographies (e.g. our key references
on Millais, Barlow 2005; Rosenfeld 2012) or themes reliably traceable across artworks
(landscape, Staley 2001; drawing, Cruse 2011; or Ophelia, Rhodes 2008). Pre-Raphaelitism
as identifier tends to be confined to general introductions (the structure of The Cambridge
Companion to the Pre-Raphaelites is representative, Prettejohn 2012), either because
"movement” is a category mainly used in teaching rather than research, or because "artistic,
political or social™ questions are no longer raised together. As Robert Slifkin argues in his essay
"Abject Art History," "the practice of social art history, in the way that it seeks to situate artistic
production and reception within broader historical contexts, can be understood as a
methodological approach that ultimately reveals something that is categorically not art
historical.” (Grudin and Slifkin 2021: 7).

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, that in contemporary terms may be considered an art
collective, and artists, that later recognised themselves in Pre-Raphaelitism, made a claim about
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their practice that without the category of movement, in Pointon's second sense, would be
difficult to understand. As the category of genre frames expectations schematizing the making
and experiencing of the artwork, so that of movement frames actions assembling artistic
practices and schematising artistic concerns with other social practices.

The title of Hunt's history of the movement Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood indicates with the "and" a disjunction between the founding group and the
movement that is not based on differences of style but of concerns. His and his wife Edith
Waugh edited has the obvious intent of making him, rather than Rossetti as was then believed,
the head of the movement. This has discredited the reliability of the source, we believe that the
underlying insight it conveys is correct, namely that the Brotherhood is the double capture of
two components external to one another within a conducive milieu: academic painting, centred
on Hunt and Millais, and literature centred on Gabriel Rossetti and his family, not only his
younger brother Michael, who was the "non artistic" member of the PRB, but also their
youngest sister Christina, who took part in the PRB meetings despite not being aknowledged,
and hanging over them all, their father Gabriele. The Royal Academy was the milieu that
enabled the PRB to assemble in 1848 and to evolve into Pre-Raphaelite movement from the
late 1850s. Around the genre of history painting, rediscovered in the late 1830s, hinged its
complex power-knowledge network that supported the Pre-Raphaelites, contrary to a common
narrative, and that in the remaining part of this section, we will briefly outline.

The Select Committee on Arts and Manufactures, set up in 1835 "to inquire into the best
means of extending a knowledge of the Fine Arts, and of the Principles of Design among the
people—especially among the manufacturing population of the country; and also, to inquire
into the constitution of the Royal Academy, and the effects produced by it." (UK Parliament
1835: 555) reveal on one side the institutional and economic power of the Royal Academy,
guaranteed by the Royal patronage and the profits from the Exhibition, and on the other, its
attachment to artistic tradition and ways of teaching, that no longer met the demands of
contemporary art and design (Sproll 1994). The creation of the Government School of Design
instituted in 1837 in outcome, extended its institutional power (the artistic teachers at the school
were academicians) and reinforced resistance. Testifying as expert witness before the 1863
Parliamentary Commission on the state of the Royal Academy, John Ruskin declared that "the
present system of the Academy is to me so entirely nugatory, it produces so little effect in any
way (what little effect it does produce being in my opinion mischievous), that it has never
interested me" (UK Parliament 1863: 548).
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Cliff Morgan presents the period between the two committee as "lost opportunities of
reform™ (1969) and raises the question "whether the excessive swing towards the social side
was a result of failure to maintain standing and prestige on other counts.” (Morgan 1969: 413)
He places the swing with the presidency of Francis Grant (1866-78) who is elected president
after Charles Eastlake's death, but in fact happens even before Eastlake's presidency, when
Prince Albert appointed him Secretary of the Fine Arts Commission for the decoration of the
new Houses of Parliament in 1841. The transformation from the closed and elitist institution
of the 1830s into the fashionable Royal Academy of the 1850s at the centre of diverse power-
knowledge networks, explains not only the paradox of its growing influence despite its
continuing decline as teaching body (on cultural politics and the Royal Academy, Hook 2003),
but captures how the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood grew so fast into Pre-Raphaelitism (key
reference is Bruno Latour's Reassembling the Social, 2005; on Latour's Organisation Theory,
Czarniawska 2014; 2017).

The first point of interaction between micro and macro actors was the network of the
Royal Academy Schools that extended to other teaching institutions (such as the private schools
Sass and Leigh, the Government School), associations (the Cyclographic Society that preceded
the PRB), galleries (the National Gallery, Hampton Court, Dulwich), libraries and museums
(the Royal Academy, the British Museum). Students completed their training at the Painting
School with the realisation of a history painting in oil (on their organisation, see Morgan 1973).
The Schools were a disciplinary system, both vertical and horizontal, that provided a formal
body of knowledge and a hub for informal knowledge sharing (Taminiau, Smit, and De Lange
2007), especially across older and younger generations of artists. Hunt observes that "in the
forties there was no systematic education to be obtained from the leaders of art; the best of
them had had a hard struggle to keep their art and themselves alive during the days of poverty
that followed the Napoleonic wars." (1905 v. 1: 46) and the Royal Academy was the place
where such informal knowledge could still be shared with some regularity (an aspect often
ignored but emphasised by Karl Mannheim in "The Problem of Generations" 1952).
Conversely, the evident shortcomings of teaching at the Academy constituted a term of
opposition for independent artistic research, such as The Clique (founded by Richard Dadd
around 1837, the sketching club was active until 1843 and included Augustus Egg, Alfred
Elmore, William Powell Frith, Henry Nelson O'Neil, John Phillip and Edward Matthew Ward)
and that of Hunt and Millais, observable for instance in their use of local colour in Millais'
Cymon and Iphigenia (1847-8) and Hunt's Eve of St Agnes (1848).
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A second Royal Academy network centres around the Exhibition and connects semi-
/professional artists, trained at the schools but also elsewhere (such as Ford Maddox Brown)
with public, media and market. The submission regulations, the hanging committee, the
exhibition spaces are some of the elements of a technology that disciplined visibility and public
taste. The 1850-1 scandal, ignited by Rossetti's The Girlhood of Mary Virgin (1848-9, exhibited
in Summer 1849 is the first picture to declare itself a “PreRaphaelite” work by carrying the
initials of the movement as part of its signature) mostly concentrated around Millais' The
Carpenter's Shop (1849-50) and is often mentioned as a proof of the revolutionary nature of
the movement (for instance, Fiona MacCarthy's article "Why the pre-Raphaelites were the
YBASs of their day,” 2012). From a different perspective, it shows a crisis in the discipline of
visibility, as public and artists moved from discourse mediating the experience of the artwork,
to that of an engagement in discourse with the artwork, the former afforded by the neoclassical
building by William Wilkins (the Royal Academy occupied the East wing 1837-1868, on the
83rd exhibition, May-August 1851, see Haupman 2018), the latter by the phantasmagoria of
the Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace (1 May to 15 October 1851; on phantasmagoria in
Benjamin's Arcade Project, see Cohen 1989; on interpellation, see Althusser 1972: 175).
While the PRB scandal is almost entirely bracketed between two interventions in the press,
Dickens' article "Old Lamps for New" (Household Words June 1850) and Ruskin's letters (The
Times May 1851), the art dealer Henry Farrer had already agreed to buy the Carpenter's Shop
before the Exhibition even opened. It was one of the first pictures to be bought by a dealer as
a speculation, and Farrer seized the opportunity of the scandal to lower his offer to Millais from
350 Pounds to 150 (Bowness 1972).

A third network connected political and economic actors with an elite of Academicians,
for instance the President, Martin Archer Shee (1830-50); Charles Lock Eastlake, controversial
Keeper (Avery-Quash 2015) and then director of the National Gallery, Secretary of Royal
Commission on the Fine Arts, and Shee's successor (1850-65). This system of privilege dates
to the "Instrument of Foundation™ with which on 10 December 1768, the Royal Academy was
created by George III’s personal will and costs were to be covered by the Privy Purse. By
avoiding a charter and thanks to Reynold's social skills (for this aspect see Wendorf 1996: ch.
5), the personal relationship to the Sovereign as “Patron, Protector and Supporter” of the Royal
Academy guaranteed independence to adapt to circumstances and withstand the pressure from
the 1835-6 and 1863 Parliamentary Commissions to reform (the charter was rejected in 1860).

The Royal Academy privilege became instrumental to British cultural politics when the
Royal Commission on the Fine Arts (1841-63) was set up, chaired by Prince Albert with
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Eastlake as executive Secretary, to oversee the interior decoration of the new Houses of
Parliament being rebuilt after the old Palace of Westminster was destroyed in a fire in 1834
(for a history of the interior decoration, see Boase 1954). The largest public art commission of
its time served the goal of reinforcing the Crown and promoting Prince Albert's long-term
project of forging a strategic alliance with the German Confederation against France (Orr
1978). Augustus Pugin and Charles Barry had won the architecture competition and the first
stone of the Gothic Revivalist building was laid in 1840 (completed 1876). The decorations for
its interior, depicting scenes from national history or literature (Spenser, Shakespeare, and
Milton) and allegories of chivalry virtues, were to be chosen by public competition amongst
British painters and realised in fresco, a painting technique abandoned in Britain since the
Middle Age (for good reasons, as will soon be realised). The model for their design and
technique were the murals realised by Peter von Cornelius at the Glyptothek in Munich under
the patronage of Ludwig | of Bavaria (1819-41; for a history of the murals, see Winter 2004).
Pugin's British Neogothic architecture would be complemented by murals in the new
Medievalist style spreading across Europe.

While the submissions exhibited at Westminster Hall (1843, 1844 and 1847) popularised
the genre among the public (Willsdon 2000), history painting grew in Royal Academy
(quantitative data would be needed, but a preliminary indication can be found in Roach 2018)
and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood found its task. The significance of the Westminster
decoration in the PRB formation is to date underresearched despite available evidence. For
instance, Rossetti found the 1843 cartoon exhibition 'splendid ... the most interesting exhibition
at which | have ever been' and 'proof that high art and high talent are not confined to the
Continent" (Robertson 138); Millais contributed himself a carton ("The Widows' Mite," 1847);
Hunt was worried that the Pre-Raphaelites might appear "Overbeckian in manner” (Hunt 1905
v. 1: 174) for which he blamed Ford Maddox Brown (221) who in 1843 had submitted "The
Body of Harold brought before William the Conqueror™ and "The Spirit of Justice,” that seemed
to the young Rossetti "all that ideal art should be" (Boase 1954: 333).

The task formulated by Eastlake in "The State and Prospects of the English School,
Considered with Reference to the Promotion of Art in Connection with the Rebuilding of the
Houses of Parliament,” (1842, Eastlake 1848: 29-50) was nothing less than the renewal of
British painting that Constable had already considered in decline in 1822 (quoted as epigraph
in Hunt 1905 v. 1: 42). The mission around which the Pre-Raphaelite micro-network assembled
and underlied their practice, was thus not primarily stylistic, as the critical discussion has been
framed since Ruskin, but rather aesthetico-political in a sense and articulated within the history
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genre that they used to reflect allegorically on contemporary life. However far from realism
their paintings appear to be (on its "ambiguous relationship to the highly problematical concept
of reality,” cf. Nochlin 1971: 13 ff.), this conceptual shift is sufficient to positions the Pre-
Raphaelites as a realist movement although few studies have gone far enough in this direction
(notable is Marcia Werner's Pre-Raphaelite Painting and Nineteenth-Century Realism, 2005
but again, her concerns remain stylistic).
Reporting for The Spectator on the Exposition Universelle of 1855, where several Pre-
Raphaelite paintings were on view including Ophelia, William Michael Rossetti observed:
Spite . . . of national differences and the hindrance of academic tradition and example, there appears a
common and growing tendency in the entire aggregate of the schools. This tendency is distinctly towards
Realism—as the thing, less easily defined than apprehended, is now called in France. It takes the special
form, in France, of singular vigour and massive breadth; earnest observation and rapid seizing of natural
effects in landscape; motion, power, and animal impulse, in man-life and brute-life; to which is added, in
extreme instances, a preference of subjects ordinary even to insignificance, and an obvious avoidance of
accepted rules of composition. In England, the Praeraphaelite [sic] movement need but be named. In

Germany, the movement likewise so-called Praeraphaelite has taken a quite different direction; but here
too some share in a similar influence . . . . (Rossetti, W.M. 1867: 98-9)

Clearly, W.M. Rossetti is not referring to Gustave Courbet's Pavillon du Réalisme
defiantly placed just outside the Universal Exhibition, but to the paintings inside by Paul
Delaroche, Ary Scheffer, Paul Vernet, and the old Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (101-2),
the "official realism" of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte (Boime 2007: 577, 841 n. 2). On one side,
then, Delaroche's realist revision of the history genre in the 1830s, and on the other, the
Quattrocentist archaism of the "Nazarenes," as was usually called the Brotherhood of St. Luke
(Lukasbund) formed in 1809 at the Vienna Academy by Peter von Cornelius with Philipp Veit,
Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld, Friedrich Wilhelm Schadow (followed by Johann Friedrich
Overbeck, Franz Pforr, Friedrich Olivier and others). They group moved to Rome the following
year and set up their studio in the abandoned convent of San Isidoro, that soon became a place
of pilgrimage for artists on study travel from France, Germany and Britain, including Charles
Eastlake, William Dyce, and Ford Maddox Brown (on the Nazarenes, see Boime 2004: 35-90;
on Brown's Medievalism, Bury 2011).

On the one hand, the history painting genre provided an iconographic tradition both civil
and religious that was unbroken since the Renaissance, a field in relation to the other genres of
painting and to literature, a schematism for making and reading the picture, and an inherent
historicism, mixing Romantic aesthetic with hermeneutic methodology, religious morality with
political anti-Modernity. On the other hand, the Royal Academy power-knowledge networks

to which Pre-Raphaelites were grafted, connected them to different kinds of knowledge
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(formal/informal, old/new) and a variety of sources both historical and contemporary. At the
same time, it provided amplification and integration between their personal networks and with
networks that may be consider outside the immediate scope of art history (for instance,
Chartism and Anglo-Catholicism). Although the strength of weak interpersonal ties, pioneered
by Mark Granovetter (1973; 1983) and key to social media theory and analytics (Brashearsa
and Quintane 2018), may be difficult to document and evaluate, the mapping of the Pre-
Raphaelite social network may be necessary for an archaeology of artistic practice (for an
example, see the study of the YBA field in Grenfell and Hardy 2007: 117-29).

Are the Pre-Raphaelites Modern?

It may seem that categories of history genre and academic movement have entirely
resolved Pre-Raphaelite realism. However, rather than as a style, their realism can be found in
the idealism of their practice, in the intimate connection between life and painting as moral
activity and natural ritual (especially the case for Hunt and the early Millais), and in the purpose
of painting, that is the moral education of the viewer achieved by the adoption of allegory not
as an element within the painting but as its form of expression. While this will be the topic of
the next section, we can formulate a main problem of our study: are the Pre-Raphaelites
Modern?

The question rephrases a Modernist critique of the Pre-Raphaelites in the context of its
latest re-evaluation, the international blockbuster exhibition "Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant
Garde" (12 September 2012 — 13 January 2013, Tate Britain, London). The oxymoronic
strapline was neither argued in the introduction to the catalogue (Prettejohn 2012), nor
articulated in the exhibition curated by Tim Barringer, Jason Rosenfeld and Alison Smith, yet
the praise for the exhibition was so unanimous that critics preferred to ignore the provocation
or not take it too seriously. On the contrary, by failing to prove its case, the exhibition reveals
the critical problem of the Pre-Raphaelites. Why are the Pre-Raphaelites relevant for artistic
research today only in as much as they can be considered Avant-Garde? Is Manet the
completion of a symbolic revolution begun at the end of the Classical Age in France, as
Foucault, Bourdieu and others have argued? Are there "alternative temporal structures,
alternative temporalizations of 'history’, which articulate the relations between 'past’, ‘present’
and 'future’ in politically significantly different ways," as Peter Osborne argues (1995: 200)?

Gustave Courbet's Burial at Ornans and Millais' The Carpenter's Shop were both painted
the same year (1849-50). When they were exhibited, Millais at the Exhibition and Courbet at
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the Salon of 1851, both were subject to harsh criticism, but its violence and reasons were
different. Eventually, around the same time, Courbet became Modern, whereas Millais became
unfashionable. Osborne resolves the "structural categories of historical analysis™ (200) into
nominalism, as if Modernity were not an ongoing practice and the viewer looking at The
Carpenter's Shop today needed an aesthetic re-education to see it otherwise, for instance as
Avant-Garde.

The hyperobject allows to model Osborne's “alternative temporal structures™ because
temporality is only but one of its n-dimensions. Thus, Manet's symbolic revolution is not a
point in time but a change of discourse within a cultural region of which this beholder is part,
and on the other hand, whether there are regions to which Manet is irrelevant or in which
Millais is a Modernist becomes a matter of empirical research and not of categorisation. By
way of anticipation, we may observe how the symbolic revolution registers in the allegories of
The Carpenter's Shop and Burial at Ornans semantically, by contrasting the nail and pincers
as Arma Christi in Millais' medievalist allegory, to Courbet's "real allegory" (Fried 1992: 148
ff.), where the cross is first and foremost a liturgical object used at the funeral procession;
pragmatically, by contrasting Millais' sentimental lure that radiates from the wounded hand of
the child-Jesus, to black hole in the foreground that draws everything into it, the rotten skull
and bones, the grave digger, the altar boy, the priest, the crucifix and eventually, the viewer.

Lacan's theory of the four discourses, will provide a means to integrate criticism into the
hyperobject model that maps material-semiotic interactions between objects-actors, and to
analyse pictures as subjects of discursive practices of painting and looking (for a critique, Bal
and Bryson 1991: 195-202). The Carpenter's Shop addresses the viewer with knowledge, in
the minuteness of details and cleverness of its biblical symbolism, the first proof of Millais'
allegorical preaching fully accomplished in Ophelia, as we are about to see. On the contrary,
Burial at Ornans confronts the viewer with the uncompromising gaze of the open grave and it
is at this point that the real becomes allegorical with an ironic inversion (on the painting as a
hidden deposition, Levine 1991) "and this is the essence of melancholy immersion: that its
ultimate objects, in which it believes it can most fully secure for itself that which is vile, turn
into allegories, and that these allegories fill out and deny the void in which they are represented,
just as, ultimately, the intention does not faithfully rest in the contemplation of bones, but

faithlessly leaps forward to the idea of resurrection.” (Benjamin 1998: 232-3)
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Allegory as mode of expression and interpretation

What are the sources of Pre-Raphaelite allegory?

The protagonist of Ludwig Tiek's historical novel The Wanderings of Franz Sternbald
(1798) is a young painter in Nuremberg in 1520. He and his friend Sebastian, a student of
Albrecht Durer like himself, set out on a journey to study the masters in Italy and discuss art
on their way:

"All art is allegorical.” said the painter. "What can man depict, individual and of itself, separated and

forever divorced from the rest of the world, as we see in front of us the objects? Nor should art attempt it:

we join together, we seek to graft general meaning onto particulars, and thus arises allegory. The word
denotes nothing less than true Poesy that seeks the high and noble, and only in this way can it find it."

(Tieck 1966: 257-8, my translation)

["Alle Kunst ist allegorisch,” sagte der Maler. "Was kann der Mensch darstellen, einzig und fir sich

bestehend, abgesondert und ewig geschieden von der ubrigen Welt, wie wir die Gegenstande vor uns sehn?

Die Kunst soll es auch nicht: wir fliigen zusammen, wir suchen dem einzelnen einen allgemeinen Sinn

aufzuheften, und so entsteht die Allegorie. Das Wort bezeichnet nichts anders als die wahrhafte Poesie, die
das Hohe und Edle sucht, und es nur auf diesem Wege finden kann."]

The novel was not available in English (only mentioned by Carlyle in the "biographical
and critical notices” on Tiek in 1827, 1896: 262) and it is unlikely that the Pre-Raphaelites read
it, but the passage shows clearly how Tiek imagined Medieval allegory (Renaissance was not
word) and probably the Nazarenes, for whom the novel was the "elementary book" (Paulin
1988: 96). The old concept of allegory, that had been fading away from use since the end of
the 17th century but never completely disappeared, was injected with the literary Romantic
symbol, a "strictly theoretical construct, the purpose of which . . . was not to describe objects
of perception but to condition the perception of objects. In the symbol, according to Johann
Wolfgang Goethe’s canonical formulation of the concept, the particular represents ‘the
universal, not as a dream or shadow, but as a living and momentary revelation of the
inscrutable. Consequently, ‘the idea remains eternally and infinitely active and inaccessible in
the image, and even if expressed in all languages would still remain inexpressible. On the one
hand the symbol was supposed to be the point of contact between the contingent and the
absolute, the finite and the infinite, the sensuous and the supersensuous, the temporal and the
eternal, the individual and the universal. On the other hand it was supposed to refer to nothing
but itself, so that image and idea were inherently and inseparably connected in it. In short, it
was supposed to be at once infinitely meaningful and incapable of being reduced to any
particular meaning." (Halm 2007: 1-2; quotes are from Goethe's Maxims and Reflections, 1998:
106, n. 1112-3)
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If it was generally accepted since the end of the 17th century that the Middle Age was
"the age of allegory” (Brljak 2017), it may not seem surprising that the Pre-Raphaelites would
adopt it as a characterising form of expression, instead they remained quite unique in their use
of allegory when compared to the Nazarenes that preceded them or to contemporary
Medievalisms in France and Britain. Thus, the question of where Pre-Raphaelite allegory
comes from is important to understand how it is used in Ophelia and why it is so distinctive of
their artistic practice, research, and programme.

George Landow's seminal study William Holman Hunt and Typological Symbolism (first
published 1979) is among the first to rediscover the use of allegory among the Pre-Raphaelites,
to which they refer to as "symbols™ and Landow as "types". He "contends that Hunt’s version
of Pre-Raphaelitism concerned itself primarily with an elaborate system of painterly symbolism
rather than with a photographic realism as has been usually supposed. Like Ruskin, Hunt
believed that a symbolism based on scriptural typology — the method of finding anticipations
of Christ in Hebrew history — could produce an ideal art that would solve the problems of
Victorian painting. According to Hunt, this elaborate symbolism could simultaneously avoid
the dangers of materialism inherent in a realistic style, the dead conventionalism of academic
art, and the sentimentality of much contemporary painting." (2015: i)

The distinction between allegory and typology first gained relevance in Britain in the
context of "higher criticism™ when the historical-critical method in Biblical studies, pioneered
by Friedrich Schleiermacher from 1800 to his death in 1834, begun circulating from the mid-
1840s after Patrick Fairbairn's The Typology of Scripture (Edinburgh 1845, second volume,
1847). In the second volume of Modern Painters (1846), Ruskin uses "type" frequently but its
meaning is abstract (cf. 76) or ambiguous (cf. 1903 v. 4: 94) particularly in his comment on
Tintoretto's Annunciation (264-5) that Landow considers crucial for Hunt. Although the
emphasis on typology at this early date is not warranted by evidence Landow is problematising,
for the first time, the connection between naturalist depiction and figural meaning in Hunt's
painting and to do so, he follows Auerbach’s distinction between allegorical expression and
figural, as typology is called in Mimesis. Whereas allegory disregards the literal meaning to
privilege the spiritual meaning, that in turn does not depend on the validity of the literal event,
in typology, "the figural structure preserves the historical event while interpreting it as
revelation, and must preserve it, in order to interpret it" (Auerbach 1984: 68). Not only the Old
Testament prefigures the New, but events in the New Testament are also figural, as shows
Revelation, the last book of the New Testament, full of symbolism left unexplained and
awaiting fulfilment. Referring back to our concept of allegory, it is apparent that the recovery
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of the visible in typology is carried out from the point of view of the stateable. In other words,
only what is typologically stateable is critically made visible in the paining, which excludes
the very condition for artistic criticism, namely the difference and co-dependency of visibility
and stateability.

Landow's use of typology has contributed to accentuate religious criticism of the Pre-
Raphaelites at the expense of other strands, starting from the accusations of Tractarianism and
Catholicism in 1849-51, to the focus on the religion "biblical painting was a major occupation
of the circle and forms an important portion of its production during the Brotherhood years" as
Herbert Sussman states in his Fact into Figure: Typology in Carlyle, Ruskin, and the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood (1979) that continues Landow's study and has recently gained
momentum in the context of the "Religious Turn" in English studies, for instance in Michaela
Giebelhausen's Painting the Bible. Representation and Belief in Mid-Victorian Britain, "the
first study to engage with the theory and practice of religious painting in nineteenth-century
Britain" (2006: 1) and followed by Cordula Grewe's Painting the Sacred in the Age of
Romanticism (2009). Since the beginning, the question of Modernity and that of religion in the
criticism of the Pre-Raphaelites are inextricably bound together in an uncomfortable position
(a discussion in Contemporary Art, Elkins). As we stated in the introduction, questions
articulate problems the problem is precisely that relation to which

Religion is part of Victorian cultural life and of the political debate of the 1840s, but was
also a genre in history painting that Medievalism could not avoid to confront. Millais reamained
a religious person throughout his life, but Hunt was not a believer until 1849, Rossetti's relation
with religion seems conventional and aesthetic, Hunt was a Christian Socialist and became
agnostic. Their religious practices raises the question of how they are integrated in their artistic
practice. The perspective of genre allows to frame the problem in its ambivalence and to show
how deep the connection goes. The change of discourse between Millais' The Carpenter's Shop
and Courbet's Burial at Ornan shows the fault line of modernity and marks the limits of a
historical region to which this author belongs. In the same way Burial at Ornan shows that
religion is not the obstacle as much as the baggage of of motifs to which Pre-Raphaelite
religious paintings fell victim. For instance, Elizabeth Siddal, who modelled for Christ's hair
in 'The Light of the World' 1851 was the first to notice how Hunt's most celebrated painting
resembled cheap Catholic prints that circulated thanks to the Cardinal Weisman imports from
Germany probably referring to an engraving after Philipp Veit (described in Atkins 1880: 114;
cf. Veit 1840) Conversely, Ophelia can still be considered a modern religious painting because
of Millais' radical rethinking of the genre that the outrage of The Carpenter's Shop had induced.
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Rather than an imitation of Nazarene style, such as was the case with Eastlake and Dyce
(Benedetti 1982), the Pre-Raphaelites were inspired to invent a Medievalist practice that
explains not only the recognisable unity across the Pre-Raphaelites but also for their elusive
identity as a movement. It involved a social and aesthetic ethos, a set of simple artistic
principles and ideas, various schemes of composition and painting techniques, free imitation
of Italian and Northern Renaissance examples, and the allegorical mode of expression. Better
than typology, allegory accounts for the full range of pictorial tropes used by the Pre-Raphaelite
(emblem, symbol, personification, enigma, irony, etc.) and across all genres of painting, not
just religious, and further, it has the capacity of fusing expression and interpretation in the same
mode, making allegory the most relevant component of Pre-Raphaelite practice for unearthing
artistic criticism. Thus, the principal question is not iconographic, pinpoint sources and
meanings of the Pre-Raphaelite allegories, but rather to understand how and why the movement
came to regard allegory as central to their practice.

Comparing the first paintings created by the movement with those that immediately
preceded them, the appearance of allegory, especially floral emblems, was abrupt and

consistent as the following table suggests:

Painted before PRB Painted after PRB Example of floral emblem
Millais Cymon and Iphigenia Isabella (1848-9) Passionflower clambering in window
(1848-51)
Hunt Eve of St Agnes Rienzi (1849) Dandelion and groundsel in bottom
(1847/57) right corner
Rossetti n.a. Girlhood of Mary Virgin |Madonna lily in vase
(1848-9)
Brown The First Translation of  |William Shakespeare Mirth flower in right hand
the Bible into English (1849)
(1847-48/1859-60); Lear
and Cordelia (1848/54)

Though less noticeable than stylistic features allegory was a departure from academic
practice as important as drawing, colour, or perspective, and almost unprecedented. We
hypothesize that the reason for the programmatic adoption of allegory is to be found in
Rossetti's practice of poetry and poetic translation. As early as 1845, Rossetti had begun
translating, annotating and arranging nearly two hundred poems besides the Vita Nuova that in
1861 became The Early Italian Poets from Ciullo d'Alcamo to Dante Alighieri (1100-1200-
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1300), the first English translation of 13th and 14th century Italian poets (on the translations,
Gitter 1974). In the Preface Rossetti acknowledges his father's influence:
In relinquishing this work . . . | feel, as it were, divided from my youth. The first associations | have are
connected with my father’s devoted studies, which, from his own point of view, have done so much towards
the general investigation of Dante’s writings. Thus, in those early days, all around me partook of the
influence of the great Florentine; till, from viewing it as a natural element, | also, growing older, was drawn

within the circle. | trust that from this the reader may place more confidence in a work not carelessly
undertaken, though produced in the spare-time of other pursuits more closely followed. (Rossetti 1861: x)

and even allowing for Hunt's notorious bias against him, this passage is indicative of Rossetti's
intellectual framework at that time:
Dantesque shapes of imagery became Rossetti's alphabet of art, and in his designs, as in his poems, his
mind expressed itself in a form independent of new life and joy in nature. This partiality had never been
counterbalanced by rough experience of the battle of life; he spurned new fields of interest for the work of

either poet or painter and disputed my contention that the aid of inexhaustible science should be used to
convey new messages of hope to fresh broods of men. (Hunt 1905 v.1: 148-9)

The lack of studies in English on Gabriele Rossetti and the inaccessibility of his work is
probably the reason for neglecting his major influence on Dante Gabriel and on Christina to a
lesser extent. Gabriele Rossetti (1783-1854), was a civil servant who had supported Giocchino
Murat crowned King of Naples by Napoleon in 1808 and executed 1815. He took part to the
failed insurrection of 1820-1 against Ferdinando IV Bourbon and to escape the purges that
followed, Gabriele Rossetti finds a passage on the HMS Rochfort to Malta, thanks to admiral
Graham Moore (1821). In London (1824), he became professor of Italian at King’s College
(1831-1847), and part of an important network of intellectuals that included the retired
diplomat and poet John Hookham Frere (Vassallo 2010), the geologist Charles Lyell, and
Italian émigrés, such as Ugo Foscolo, Antonio Panizzi, and Gaetano Polidori, whose daughter
Maria Francesca Lavinia he married (1826). Better known by his Italian contemporaries for
Arcadian verses, librettos, patriotic and religious lyrics (cf. the collection edited by Giosué
Carducci, Rossetti 1861), he considered the studies of Dante, written in Italian and published
in London, to be his life work: Comento analitico all'Inferno dantesco (two volumes, 1826-
27), Sullo spirito antipapale (1832; trans. into English 1834), Mistero dell’Amor platonico (five
volumes, 1840) and La Beatrice di Dante. Ragionamenti critici (1842). His declining health
and finances forced him to abandon publication of the two-volume manuscript Commento
analitico al Purgatorio di Dante Alighieri, that William Michael gifted to the municipal library
of Vasto on his visit to his father's town of birth (1893) and was published posthumus in 1966.

Underlying Gabriele Rossetti's interpretation of Dante are some deep-seated convictions.
Not only did he see his own political exile in London foreshadowed in that of Dante,
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perpetually banned from Florence after the “Black” Guelfs allied with Pope Boniface VIII
succeeded in expelling the “Whites” in 1302, but he also traced the Reformation back to that
same "antipapal spirit" that animated Dante (Rossetti 1832; 1834). Above all, Rossetti tried to
use in his interpretation the knowledge he had acquired during his Masonic training in Naples
and in the Carboneria (Sisti 2004). According to him, Dante dedicated the first sonnet of the
Vita Nuova to "all the faithful of Love" to declare his allegiance to a secret association, the
"Setta d'’Amore”, whose followers used a secret language understood only by its members.
Persuaded that "in the century of Alighieri the genius of allegory was predominant” (1826 v.
1: 20), he proceeded with an initiatory interpretation of the Divina Commedia. By replacing
"the figures with the figurative” and contextualizing them "to the exact knowledge of those
authors on whom he nourished,” it would be possible to read Dante's "slightest thoughts™ and
arrive "gradually from the genesis to the development” of the work, so that The Comedy would
be "no longer an enigma” (1826 v. 1: 83) and reveal the ascending degrees of its Freemason
knowledge.

The obsessive research that Gabriele Rossetti carried out for nearly thirty years was had
infected the young Gabriel and passed to the Pre-Raphaelites when he launched the idea of the
Brotherhood among the members of the Cyclographic Society, a sketching club he had started
in January 1848 with Walter Deverell and Richard Burchett, both teachers at the Government
School of Design, (Meacock and Chapman 2007: 36-7; Rossetti 2002 v. 1: 53-6; Millais 1900
v. 1: 65) The club was active until September 1848, and counted fifteen members that included
all the PRBs except William Michael Rossetti. Sketching clubs were common and "had a
practical purpose rather than a radical or reforming one: they offered professional support and
friendly advice or criticism from within the artist’s peer group, and helped in sharing the costs
of hiring models, even providing models from within the group. They augmented rather than
challenged the Royal Academy and its schools and asserted their differences from the
prevailing orthodoxies in a variety of ways, often more startling than substantial, such as
smoking pipes and drinking quantities of ale, growing their hair long and wearing unusual
clothes” (Cruise 2011: 40) Nonetheless, the Cyclographic Society seemed more ambitious, as
Gabriel Rossetti wrote in a letter to his brother: "The Cyclographic gets on fast. From
discontent it has already reached conspiracy. There will soon be a blow-up somewhere"
(Rossetti 2002 v. 1: 71).

In August 1848, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who had dropped out of the Academy, begun
sharing a studio with Hunt, covering the expenses in exchange for informal tutoring, and with

Hunt launched the PRB in September 1848. Deprived of its most talented members, the
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Cyclographic immediately dissolved, but the Brotherhood was not another sketching club.
Although the "List of Immortals” is the only official document (and heavily edited by Hunt),
there are indications that the PRB had articles of association, minutes of its meetings taken by
William Michael, and its mission as a secret society was taken seriously by all its members.
Gabriele Rossetti's obsessive research over thirty years, had not only infected his son with
Dante, as his change of name that same year indicates (from Gabriel Charles Dante into Dante
Gabriel, see Matson 2010: 32), but had also provided him with extensive knowledge, a well-
furnished library, and above all a model that combined Medievalism, an artistic mode of
expression and interpretation, with social critique.

Gabriele Rossetti's Neoclassical and hermetic allegory harks back to the same tradition
deployed by Félibien in his theory of genres. It is the remnant of Baroque allegory that
sufficiently forgotten in the Academy, had acquire an antique patina perfectly suited to new
Medievalism while, at the same time, providing an incredibly adaptive mode of expression and
interpretation. Because "allegory makes use of the 'dumb show' to bring back the fading word,
in order to make it accessible to the unimaginative visual faculty.” (Benjamin 1998: 192), it
gave the Pre-Raphaelites a way of transposing complicated meaning from religious and literary
texts into historical paintings through naturalistic depiction of detail and gesture (contra
Reynolds' Second Discourse, 1905: 72) and on the other hand, a way of story telling and
commenting through allegory double register, the visible and the stateable we discussed earlier.

Further, the veiling of truth was exploited pragmatically to modulate the degree with
which realism confronted the public from behind convention. Retaining its initiatic function,
the Pre-Raphaelites used allegory to raise awareness on the “Condition of England Question”
raised by Thomas Carlyle in “Chartism” (1839), a main feature common to the first PRB
paintings: class struggle in Hunt's Rienzi, class inequality in gender relations in Millais'
Isabella, the status of intellectual labour in Brown's Shakespeare, gender roles in Rossetti's
Girlhood of Mary (on domesticity in Chartism, Clark 1992). In the context of the ongoing
campaign against children's labour, sparked by the Report of the Children’s Employment
Commission (1842), The Carpenter's Shop raised its voice above the other Pre-Raphaelite
paintings (Brown begun Work in 1852) and with more realism than the public was willing to
accept from a religious painting.

Although Millais promptly switched to the literary subgenre and recalibrated the
allegorical veil on the public's expectations, Mariana and Ophelia continued his social critique,
as we are about to see. The same did Hunt with the cryptic The Hireling Shepherd (1851-2)
and Our English Coasts (1852), whereas Brown became more critical with Take your Son, Sir
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left unfinished for its topic (1851-95), The Last of England (1852-5) inspired by Woolner's
emigration to Australia, and his allegorical masterpiece, Work (1852-64). On his part, Dante
Gabriel Rossetti exhibited at the National Institution Ecce Ancilla Domini (1849-50),
continuing the loose triptych on the life of the Virgin begun with The Girlhood of Mary. One
critic declared that "we notice [the work] less for its merits than as an example of the perversion
of talent which has recently been making too much way in our school of Art and wasting the
energies of some of our most promising aspirants.” (Athenaeum 1850: 424) Assailed by self-
doubt, Rossetti vowed never to exhibit in public again (Hunt 1905, v. 1: 204, 2010) and
abandoned social subjects entirely, the "fallen woman" in Found (1854-1855, 1859-1881)

being the sole exception and left unfinished.

What story does Ophelia tell?

The catalogue of the eighty-fourth exhibition of the Royal Academy listed Millais'
Ophelia with an excerpt from Gertrude's speech (Ham. 4.7.170-81):

' "There on the pendant boughs her coronet weeds

Clamb'ring to hang, an envious sliver broke;

When down her weedy trophies and herself

Fell in the weeping brook. Her clothes spread wide

And mermaid like, awhile they bore her up;

Which time she chanted snatches of old tunes,

As one incapable of her own distress,

Or like a creature native and indued

Unto that element; but long it could not be,

Till that her garments, heavy with their drink,

Pull'd the poor wretch from her melodious lay

To muddy death' ' -- Hamlet, act iv
(Royal Academy 1852: 547, n. 557)

Texts were quoted frequently as it was an part of early Victorian viewing practice to
move back and forth between text and image to evaluate the painting as a translation against
its source. The critic of The Spectator begins his positive review stating that "Shakspere's
description has been strictly followed" (1852: 519) However, at a closer look, some
discrepancies are . Millais left out the part of the speech where Gertrude describes the scene
(Ham. 4.7.164-9) and the Spectator concludes that "Ophelia is drifting slowly with the stream-
-the point where she fell being out of the picture; slowly the current carries the garland out of
her hand, and bears onward the other flowers which she has let slip; and slowly the water which
has covered her wrist and arms, is reaching her breast.” This is also how Lawrence Olivier
imagines the scene in his Hamlet (1949), but the willow that "grows askant the brook™ (164)

from which Ophelia fell is clearly depicted on the left of the painting. Further, the speech says
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that Ophelia made garlands "Of crowflowers, nettles, daisies and long purples” (167) and
Millais depicted them with botanical accuracy but added the plants in Ophelia's Mad Scene and
others not mentioned in play. While the plants in the speech are consistent with a natural setting
around the river Avon in mid-Summer (for this ecocritical approach, Bruckner 2008: 232),
Millais' plants are cultivated or do not bloom simultaneously, as Alfred Tennyson noticed
(Staley and Newall 2004: 34).

As soon as John Ruskin saw Ophelia, he raised the question of its realism in a letter to
Millais (5 August 1852): "When you do paint nature why the mischief should you not paint
pure nature and not the rascally wirefenced garden-rolled-nursery-maid's paradise." (James
1947: 176) It is commonly accepted that "most of the flowers in Ophelia are included either
because they are mentioned in the play, or for their symbolic value. Millais saw these flowers
growing wild by the river in Ewell. Because he painted the river scene over a period of five
months, flowers that bloom at different times of the year appear next to each other." (Tate 2022)
Admitting a variety of pictorial references does not answer Ruskin's matter of principle rather,
it adds the difficulty of understanding why and how Millais decided to pick and mix references
as categorically different as Shakespeare's text, iconography, and the landscape that Millais
actually observed along the Hogsmill River near Old Malden (Southwest London, Salkeld
2010). The interpretive hypothesis we are about to outline attempts to resolve the issue of
pictorial representation in Ophelia by offering a coherent reading of the painting as a
naturalistic allegory, an expression we derive from David Carrier's "Naturalism and Allegory
in Flemish Painting" (1987; replaces "concealed or disguised symbolism™ Panofsky 1966: 141).

"The transformation of history into natural history" (Benjamin 1998: 120). The Pre-
Raphaelites had from the beginning two distinctive features, the adoption of allegory as mode
of expression and the depiction of nature and the body from life, the first deriving from
literature the second from contemporary artistic practices. Here, a key actor hitherto
unrecognised, may be Richard Redgrave, who held several positions the Government School
of Design (later the Royal College of Art): botanical teacher (1847), headmaster (1848), art
superintendent (1852), and inspector—general for art (1857) in which capacity he developed a
national curriculum for art instruction (on his philosophy of art teaching, see Redgrave 1853).
The integration of allegorical mode of expression into the naturalistic depiction nature may be
attributed to the study of Northern Renaissance painters (Langley 1995), where the authority
of Brown, who trained in Bruges, Ghent and Antwerp, and the trip of Rossetti and Hunt to Paris
and Belgium (September-October 1849) played a decisive role. Naturalistic allegory is
achieved by Millais with Mariana from 1851, where is evident the influence of Van Eyck's
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Arnolfini Portrait, on display at the National Gallery since 1842 (Smith 2017). The fusion of
allegory and nature, of artificial and natural forms central to Opehlia can be observed, for
instance, in the two plane leaves (Platanus x acerifolia) that seem to detach from Mariana's
needlework and serve her as model for representing emblematic flowers.

A painted sermon. The expression "painted sermon” was used by the critic of The Art
Union (1845: 180) in his positive review of Redgrave's The Governess (1845) indicating a new
way of looking at pictures emerging in the 1840s (moralising, rhetorical, popular). Millais says
that paintings are sermons in his letter to Martha Combe (28 May 1851) but this has been his
artistic programme since The Carpenter's Shop, if not earlier (cf. his entry for the Westminster
competition, The Widow's Mite 1847), and he articulated it more clearly than the other PRBs.
Painting had a religious and moral task, for which it required expanding historical painting
beyond the Neoclassical unity of action. Already in Isabella (1848-9), Millais departs from
linear narrative still evident the year before in the Cymon, to show multiple points of action,
states of mind and overarching irony. The influence of William Hogarth's Marriage a la Mode
(especially The Toilet, 1743) is evident (Barlow 2017: 10-4) but Isabella is more than a
narrative container for multiple characterisations. It synthesizes different moments in Keats'
"Isabella; or The Pot of Basil" without illustrating any episode in particular (the setting is
prompted by lines 5-6: "They could not sit at meals but feel how well / It soothed each to be
the other by"). Keats' text is already visible, "all at once put before the spectator without that
trouble of realisation often lost in the effort of reading or listening” (Millais 1900 v.1: 105), as
are the episodes of the Bible and lives of the Saints depicted in the frescoes by Giotto,
Buffalmacco, Andrea and Bernardo Orcagna, Simone Memmi, Antonio Veneziano, Spinello
Aretino, Benozzo Gozzoli, and engraved in Pitture a Fresco del Campo Santo di Pisa by Carlo
Lasinio (1812). The book with 40 high-quality copper engravings was probably given to
Millais during in stay in Oxford in the Summer 1848 by his early patron James Wyatt, "a
remarkable man in many ways." (Millais 1900 v. 1: 35, n. 8; on Wyatt, Calloway 2015).
Developing this synthetic approach to storytelling further, Ophelia supplements her "maimed
rites” in the play (Ham. 5.1.208) with a Victorian funeral sermon typically organised in three
parts: the plants on the far bank of the river, allegorize the chain of events leading to Ophelia’s
demise; the plants surrounding her body in the river allegorize her pregnant condition and her
emotions during the suicide; the plants on the nearest bank allegorize Ophelia’s forgiveness and
resurrection.

Ophelia's chronotope. Mikhail Bakhtin comes closest to formulating some sort of a
definition at the beginning of the essay "Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel™:
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We will give the name chronotope (literally, "time space") to the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and
spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature. This term [space-time] is employed in
mathematics and was introduced as part of Einstein's Theory of Relativity The special meaning it has in
relativity theory is not important for our purposes; we are borrowing it for literary criticism almost as a
metaphor (almost, but not entirely). What counts for us is the fact that it expresses the inseparability of
space and time (time as the fourth dimension of space). We understand the chronotope as a formally
constitutive category of literature; we will not deal with the chronotope in other areas of culture. In the
literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out,
concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space
becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history. The intersection of axes and
fusion of indicators characterizes the artistic chronotope. (1981: 84)

We appropriate Bakhtin's chronotope from literary studies to describe how Millais
indicates and spatialises time in the painting, weaving five temporalities together: narrative
time, given by the events in Ophelia's sub-plot; pictorial time, organised on the three narrative
planes of the picture; ecstatic time, Ophelia singing "broken tunes" between Jouissance and
death, desperation and Salvation; calendar time, indicated by the cycle of the flowering seasons
and the imperceptible flow of the river; historical time, synchronising the fictional past of
Ophelia with the time present of the implied viewer. The viewer's (successful) encounter with
the painting's complex chronotope gives rise to a new aesthetic experience that is, we claim,
what Benjamin calls "dialectical image" (that Benjamin's allegory is experiential and dialectical
is suggested by Wilkens 2006, anticipated by Cowan 1981 and Lindroos 1998, missed by
Pensky 2006):

It’s not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on the past; rather,

image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation. In other

words, image is dialectics at a standstill. For while the relation of the present to the past is a purely temporal,
continuous one, the relation of what-has-been to the now is dialectical: is not progression but image,

suddenly emergent. — Only dialectical images are genuine images (that is, not archaic); and the place where
one encounters them is language. (Benjamin 2002: 462; “Awakening” N2a,3)

If the performative dimension of allegory is fulfilled in an encounter with the viewer,
romantically completing the painting ("comes together in a flash", "forms a constellation"), the
visible/stateable difference in painting's allegory (“archaic image™) is translated into the
viewer's own language (“place of encounter") as a dialectical image ("genuine image"). This
image has nothing to do with representation of meaning, and yet is meaningful aesthetically,
because it produces a "suddenly emergent™ experience of interruption in the viewer's temporal
progression (“the now"), and epistemically, because in "the now of knowability" truth is
constituted: "Every present day is determined by the images that are synchronic with it: each
"now" is the now of a particular recognizability. In it, truth is charged to the bursting point with
time. (This point of explosion, and nothing else, is the death of the intention, which thus
coincides with the birth of authentic historical time, the time of truth.)" (2002: 463, N3,1)
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As Nathan Ross puts it, "Benjamin thinks of truth as an occurrence, a temporal event
where the object undergoes a transformation because of a deep sense of immersion, a
transformation where it does not adapt itself to the concepts that we use to understand it, but
one where it changes these very concepts. In a socially critical context, truth results when
sedimented layers of ‘objective’ lies get peeled away to reveal what Benjamin calls an
intentionless state of being." (Ross 2021: 81; see the 1921-2) Thus Ophelia’s chronotope is key
to its allegorical mode of expression in relation to the viewer and to its task as "painted sermon".
A letter written by John James Ruskin to Millais the day after encountering Ophelia at the
Royal Academy private view (4 May 1852) resonates with Benjamin's dialectical image:

I came home last night with only Ophelia in my mind and wrote to my son nearly as follows. Nothing can

be truer to Shakespear than Mr. Millais' Ophelia and there is a refinement in the whole figure--in the

floating and sustaining dress--such as | never saw before expressed on canvas. In her most lovely
countenance there is an Innocence disturbed by Insanity and a sort of Enjoyment strangely blended with
lineament of woe. There seems depicted, moreover, a growing wonder and fear on Ophelia just awakening

to a sense of her situation. | should be surprised at the Times had | not observed that the public press cannot
afford to be wrong. (James 1947: 176)

What is Ophelia’s artistic criticism of Hamlet?

Allegory, as we suggested at the beginning of this chapter, is a trope or scheme for
meaning making in which some content is presented as other. This is based on the ontological
difference in allegory between stateable and visible not aligning with a sensory difference that
allows meaning to be distributed in different ways within the picture. The classic definition
from which we set out may give the impression that the allegorical relation between
"something” (literal sense) and "other"” (figural sense) is binary rather than triadic, as it includes
its form of presentation or in our case, the picture. The way in which the elements are related
to each other shows the structural change from Baroque allegory used by Gabriele Rossetti to
interpret Dante to Pre-Raphaelite allegory: while the former is transitive and the literal sense
is only a conveyor to the figural sense (cf. Goethe on allegory, 1998), the latter is intransitive
and the picture mediates between the two senses (we follow Michael Cole's "basic mediational
triangle in which subject and object are seen not only as "directly" connected but
simultaneously as "indirectly" connected through a medium constituted of artifacts (culture).”
1994: 119). This is where artistic criticism is most salient because the gap within allegory
makes it untranslatable into conventional forms of criticism.

Having proposed the allegorical scheme of the picture, we now need to present the senses
that Ophelia mediates: the story of Ophelia as the early Victorians may have interpreted it from

the play, and an external sense that is commonly identified in the literature as "the fallen
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woman" (see for instance, Nochlin 1978; Auerbach 1980). Can it be that Millais' painting is on
the contrary a critique to that topos? And conversely, is the painting contributing a new
understanding of the play or at least, of the way in which early Victorians understood the
character? It is not the question of substituting the fallen woman for another sense or to
contextualise it but to represent the specificity of artistic criticism the ambiguity between the
two senses and the interpreters, the painter interpreting the play the viewer interpreting the
painting each interpreting the others, the multiple dimensions and directions, the production of
new senses in time, etc. The methodology of the hyperobject is intended to address this problem
of which we will present a map in the remaining part of this section.

If any piece of criticism can represent a collective reading of Hamlet, then this:

Hamlet is a name; his speeches and sayings but the idle coinage of the poet's brain. What then, are they not

real? They are as real as our own thoughts. Their reality is in the reader's mind. It is we who are Hamlet.
This play has a prophetic truth, which is above that of history. (Hazlitt 1908: 84)

William Hazlitt is aware of it when he begins his Characters of Shakespeare (first
published 1818) by emphasizing Alexander Pope: "His characters are so much nature herself,
that it is a sort of injury to call them by so distant a name as copies of her." (1908: 1) in
opposition to Samuel Johnson's critical distance: "It may be said of Shakespear, that 'those who
are not for him are against him:' for indifference is here the height of injustice.” (6). The
measure of Hamlet and the play that is his, depends no longer verisimilitude and on the text
but on the identification of the public: "we™ means each one of us because "whatever happens
to him we apply to ourselves, because he applies it so himself as a means of general reasoning"
(85), "we" means the present of which Shakespeare is the prophet, "we" means English (Hazlitt
1908: 2) as opposed to Goethe's, Schlegel and Tiek's Shakespeare that Ferdinand Freilingrath
will famously proclaim German (1844: 257, v. 1), and "we" means also the historical Saxons
"who lived at the court of Horwendillus five hundred years before we were born, but all whose
thoughts we seem to know as well as we do our own, because we have read them in Shakespear"
(Hazlitt 1908: 84). Hazlitt puts Hamlet at the centre of the play, "not a character marked by
strength of will or even of passion, but by refinement of thought and sentiment, . . . as little of
the hero as a man could well be" (1908: 86), as he puts the reader at the centre of Shakespeare's
experience (Han 2001).

"The text's the thing" (cf. Ham. 2.2.539). From mid 1820s, Shakespeare's plays and
especially Hamlet, of which Henry Bunbury discovers the First Quarto in 1823 (for its
significance, Lesser 2015), are subject to Biblical hermeneutics and enshrined in multi-volume

annotated editions, excluding actors that, versed in the dominant genre of melodrama, were
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considered unequal to the task of performing Shakespeare. William Charles Macready (1793—
1873) was the first of the great Victorian actor-managers to make fidelity to Shakespeare a
hallmark of his managerial career and to participate in the wider cult of Shakespeare worship:
"I have only been the officiating priest at the shrine of our country’s greatest genius (immense
cheers); and, indeed, I can honestly take credit for little more than true devotion, zeal and good
intention . . ." (Macready reported in The Examiner, July 28, 1839, in Zitter 2011: 14) During
his management of Covent Garden and Drury Lane in the years before the deregulation of
Shakespeare with the Theatres Regulation Act of 1843, Macready’s textual restoration and
historically informed staging elevated the social standing of the theatre and his cultural
influence extends to beyond the stage. Daniel Maclise's celebrated painting The Play Scene in
‘Hamlet’ (1842) shows his "collaboration™ with Macready's Hamlet at Covent Garden in 1839
(Clary 2007). Lear and Cordelia (1848-9, 1854) may have been inspired by Macready's
restored King Lear that Brown saw in 1848 (Marylebone Theatre, 28 April 1848, Macready
1875: 573; on Brown's Lear, see Borowitz 1978), but Brown is closer to the "original” text (he
depicts the expunged line from Q1 "Please you draw near; louder the music there.” Lear 4.7.25)
and Deverell's theatrical Twelfth Night (exhibited 1850) attempts move closer to Brown ("The
Clown's Song" 2.4.50-66, featuring for the first time Elisabeth Siddal as Viola/Cesario). On the
other hand, no longer reference performance both Millais's Ferdinand Lured by Ariel (1849-
50; see also the earlier version on board from 1849 in Liverpool) from The Tempest (1.2.388-
96), and Hunt's Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (1850-1) from The Two Gentlemen of
Verona (5.4.63-70, 73-7 quoted in the frame spandrels, featuring again cross-dressed Siddal as
Julia/Sebastian). The following year, Millais's Ophelia departed from fidelity to Shakespeare's
text and historical accuracy of the setting, to add an allegorical dimension, signalled by subtle
cues that break the naturalism of the painting, such as Siddal's medievalised figure, distorted
perspective, inconsistencies in the natural setting, and Ophelia’s out-fashioned but recognisably
Victorian dress.

For Hazlitt and the early Victorian readers, Shakespeare was not allegorical (see also his
contrast with Spenser's allegory, 1908: 258-9) or more emphatically, as Keats wrote in a letter
to George and Georgiana Keats (14 February 1819), "Shakespeare led a life of Allegory; his
works are the comments on it" (2002: 261) which was the meaning of Brown's "true" portrait
of Shakespeare. Precisely because the text was not predetermined by allegory, its sense could
be sought for in life itself and, "although the plays of Shakespeare had become a sacrosanct
literary artefact, they remained infinitely malleable and excerptible for generations of actors
professional and amateur, declaimers, schoolboys, self-help enthusiasts, preachers, tutors and
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governesses and even working-class men in mechanics’ institutes, who found Shakespeare a
limitless artistic, social and moral resource.” (Donohue 2008: 240) In particular, the plays
remained open to allegoresis and transposition that in the literary painting mediates between
the visible Shakespearean subject and a stateable external significance, producing the artistic
criticism of Shakespeare's text.

The scandal surrounding the The Carpenter's Shop may have induced Millais to be more
guarded in his use of allegory, hiking its traditional function of veiling the truth, but Ophelia
also demonstrates how far Millais developed the allegorical mode of expression artistically,
substituting the intrusive conventionality of Christian symbols for the naturalistic allegory. to
the point of making the painting's figural meaning difficult to recognise, let alone decode. As
the mediation operated by the painting is itself the product of mediation, the interpretation of
allegory begins from the mediators at the margins, as did Aby Warburg in his interpretation of
the Palazzo Schifanoia frescoes in Ferrara (paper presented at X Congresso Internazionale di
Storia dell’ Arte, Rome 1912, Warburg 1999; on Warburg's method, Ginzburg 1989). While the
hyperobject multidimensional mesh of material-semiotic interactions will provide the
theoretical framework and methodology to mediation, we will describe three regions of the
mesh to which Millais' painting is connected.

Shakespeare's text. The excerpt from Gertrude's speech that accompanied Ophelia in the
catalogue (Royal Academy 1852: 547, n. 557; also Millais 1900 v. 1: 115) is insufficient to
determine which edition of Hamlet it was quoted from. However, the real question is how
Millais approached Shakespeare's text, whether directly as pure invenzione, or already
mediated by illustration, as we maintain. For his previous painting from Shakespeare,
Ferdinand lured by Ariel (1849), Millais relied on Kenny Meadow's illustration of the scene
from The Tempest between the invisible Ariel singing and Ferdinand (2.1, Shakespeare 1843
v. 1: 12) and the drawing makes the similarity even clearer (1848; unnoticed in Bennett 1984).
He probably saw the illustration in the copy of The Works of Shakspere edited by Barry
Cornwall that Gabriel Rossetti and his sister Maria Francesca bought when it was issued
serially 1839-43 (he completed it in August 1844, Meacock and Chapman 2007: 20).

Images of Ophelia's death were not as common before Millais' painting as one may
expect, and two stand out for their popularity (on Knight's and Cornwall's editions, Young
2009, 2010; on the illustrations, Sillars 2010: ch. 8): William Harvey's tail-piece to Hamlet in
The Pictorial Edition of the Works of Shakspere edited by Charles Knight (Tragedies, vol. 1
[1840]: 176; Hamlet was published 10 August 1839; for the dates of publication, Knowles
1987) and Kenny Meadows' tail-piece to Hamlet, Act IV in Cornwall's edition (1843 v. 2: 187).
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Harvey reconstructs Ophelia's accident, closely following the text and Knight's interpretation
(who quotes Anna Jameson, [1840]: 175): a basket of flowers floats next to a broken willow
branch, and Ophelia held above water from the waist by her bellowing gown, is singing,
holding her hair crowned by flowers while her bellowing gown holds Ophelia above water
from the waist . Meadows only depicts the aftermath of the accident: Ophelia's garland and veil
hang from a broken branch and her coronet of flowers floats above her body still visible under
the surface.

Richard Redgrave's Ophelia Weaving Her Garlands (1842) was exhibited at the Royal
Academy accompanied by the lines: "There is a willow grows ascaunt the brook, / That shews
his hoar leaves in the glossy stream; / Therewith fantastic garland did she make / Of crow-
flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples.” (1842: 7, n. 71). Narratively preceding Harvey's
illustration, the painting depicts Ophelia seated on a willow trunk, as she pauses her weaving
and looks sorrowful towards the sky. Despite the quote in the exhibition catalogue, the source-
text is Hamlet's "bad quarto” (Q1), published by Payne and Foss (1825) as "an accurate reprint
from the only known copy of this Tragedy as originally written by Shakespeare, which he
afterwards altered and enlarged™:

Queene. O my Lord, the yong Ofelia

Having made a garland of sundry sortes of floures,
Sitting upon a willow by a brooke,

The envious sprig broke, into the brooke she fell,
And for a while her clothes spread wide abroade,
Bore the yong Lady up: and there she sate smiling,
Even Mermaide like, twixt heaven and earth.
Chaunting olde sundry tunes uncapable

As it were of her distresse, but long it could not be,
Till that her clothes, being heavy with their drinke,

Dragg'd the sweete wretch to death.
(Shakespeare 1992: 90)

Three differences from Gertrude's speech in the Knight's and Cornwall's editions are
significant: it emphasises the variety of flowers used by Ophelia for her garland rather than
naming specific plants; it describes Ophelia sitting to weave her garlands rather than her walk
towards the willow, as in Knight's and Cornwall's reading of the folio (they read Ham. 4.7.168
"There, with fantastic garlands did she come," instead of "Therewith fantastic garlands did she
make" which was and is prevalent). Exploiting these possibilities in the text, Redgrave focuses
on Ophelia's silent prayer rather than madness (cf. Charles Le Brun's "Rapture” ["La
Contemplation™] in Heads Representing the Various Passions of the Soul, London 1801 [Paris
1696]) and, borrowing from Ophelia's mad scene, expresses her state of mind using identifiable
plants with symbolic meaning (Joanna Dean identified some thirty species, Casteras and
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Parkinson 1988: 108). Although Redgrave's compositions are traceable in Deverell's Twelfth
Night (cf. Redgrave's etching for the Etching Club "The Lover's Reverie" 1850, published
1857), Hunt's Hireling Shepherd (cf. Redgrave's etching "Or if the earlier season lead . . ."
1848, published 1850; also suggested in Casteras and Parkinson 1988: 26) and Millais' Ophelia,
the early connection between the Pre-Raphaelites and the network of artists teaching at the
Government School of Design (Redgrave, Herbert, Dyce, a.0.) deserves further research (cf.
Casteras and Parkinson 1988: 76).

Social problem literature. Redgrave's Ophelia became popular after 1857, when John
Sheepshank donated it to the new Victoria and Albert Museum and circulated as engraving.
However, Redgrave's best known pictures were The Poor Teacher (1843; another version is
from 1845; was reworked in The Governess, 1844) and The Sempstress (the original version
from 1844 is lost, the 1846 version is at Tate). When the painting was exhibited was
accompanied in the catalogue by the lines from Thomas Hood’s popular poem "The Song of
the Shirt" (1843): "Oh! men with sisters dear / Oh! men with mothers and wives, / It is not linen
you’re wearing out, / But human creatures’ lives." (Royal Academy 1844: 13, n. 227)

Immediately prior to his death in 1845, Thomas Hood wrote a series of poems in which
he critiques society on its Christian values (Butterworth 2011): in “A Drop of Gin” he remarks:
"But hold—we are neither Barebones nor Prynne [i.e. Puritans], / Who lash'd with such rage /
The sins of the age; / Then, instead of making too much of din. / Let Anger be mute. / And
sweet Mercy dilute. /With a drop of Pity, the Drop of Gin!" (Punch, 18 November 1843, Hood
1911: 623); in “The Song of the Shirt” the seamstress sings "It 's O! to be a slave / Along with
the barbarous Turk, / Where woman has never a soul to save. / If this is Christian work!"
(Punch, Christmas issue 1843, Hood 1911: 625); in “A Pauper’s Christmas Carol” he
comments ironically "Full of drink and full of meat, / On our Saviour's natal day. / Charity's
perennial treat" (Punch, Christmas issue 1843; Hood 1911: 625); “The Lady’s Dream”
concludes the Lady's nightmare "Remorse was so extreme: / And yet, oh yet, that many a Dame
/ Would dream the Lady's Dream!” (Hood's Magazine, February 1844; Hood 1911: 641-2); in
“The Workhouse Clock. An Allegory” he comments ironically: “Christian charity, hang your
head!” (Hood's Magazine, April 1844; Hood 1911: 648-9); in “The Bridge of Sighs” he laments
"Alas ! for the rarity / Of Christian charity / Under the sun!" (Hood's Magazine, May 1844,
Hood 1911: 649-50); in “The Lay of the Labourer,” the Labourer demands "To shun the
workhouse walls; / Where savage laws begrudge / The pauper babe its breath, / And doom a

wife to a widow's life. / Before her partner's death. // My only claim is this, / With labour stiff
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and stark, / By lawful turn, my living to earn, / Between the light and dark™ (Hood's Magazine,
November 1844; Hood 1911: 651-2).

The political economic context of these poems is the Poor Law Amendment Act passed
in 1834 that reformed and expanded the Workhouse system, the publication of the Report of
the Children’s Employment Commission in 1842 that drew public attention on child
exploitation, the Anti-Corn Law League which emerged in 1836 and was most active between
1838 and 1848 particularly after the Irish Famine (1845-52), and the Chartist movement that
following the failure of the 1832 Reform Act to extend the vote beyond those owning property,
demanded universal manhood suffrage. In particular, the Seamstress is a victim of capitalism
and the unrestrained operation of the market. In a November 1843 court case, it was claimed
that a seamstress “had only three-halfpence for making a shirt” as was reported by Northern
Star the weekly newspaper edited by the Chartist leader Fergus O'Connor (25 Nov. 1843: 7).
Few months later, an inquest on the suicide of Eliza Kendall (19), heard that she was being
paid “five farthings only ... for making up some [shirts]” and the coroner’s jury had condemned
the practice of paying “so low a rate of wages as to preclude the possibility of a subsistence”
(Northern Star, 21 Aug. 1844: 6). In October 1843, the young widow and seamstress from
Whitechapel, London that inspired Hood simply known as Mrs Biddell (Whitley 509), was
prosecuted at a criminal court for pawning clothes she was sewing in order to feed her starving
children. Henry Moses, the "slopseller” that brought her to court defended himself in a letter to
the Times on the grounds that: “surrounded by a competitive market, I am compelled to sell as
cheaply as my neighbours.” Workhouses at this time were also involved in shirt making, and
Moses depicts “the competition of workhouse against independent labourers” as the cause of
“the diminished rate of wage” (The Times, 31 Oct. 1843: 3).

In order to support his friend and his magazine, Charles Dickens contributed
“Threatening Letter to Thomas Hood, from an Ancient Gentleman by Favour of Charles
Dickens" to the May issue of Hood's Magazine (1844). In the ironic piece Dickens refers to the
case of Mary Furley, " who, though she was in full work (making shirts at three-halfpence a
piece), had no pride in her country, but treasonably took in her head, in the distraction of having
been robbed of her easy earnings, to attempt to drown herself and her young child." (1844:
409) The piece prompted Hood to write "The Bridge of Sighs" for the same issue and in turn,
the influence of Hood's poem can be traced in Dickens' character of Margaret "Meg" Veck
from The Chimes: A Goblin Story of Some Bells that Rang an Old Year Out and a New Year
In, published by Chapman in December 1844 (for instance, cf. Dickens 2009: 211). Reviewing
the novella for the January 1845 issue, one of the last things he wrote, Hood found The Chimes
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less "happy" than A Christmas Carol, but praised the "wholesome lessons of charity and
forbearance.” (Whitley 1951: 390)

As epigraph to "The Bridge of Sighs" Hood quoted the conclusion of Gertrude's speech
"Drown'd! drown'd!" (Ham. 4.7.182) linking contemporary cases of suicide and women
exploitation in London to Ophelia. While the interpretation of Ophelia's "doubtful” death
tended towards suicide and was, thus, left unrepresented (for instance, cf. the Malone-Boswell
edition of 1821: 458-9, n. 6), the popular editions by Charles Knight and Barry Cornwall quoted
a passage from Anna Jameson's Characteristics of Women (1832; that changed the perception
of the character:

Once at Murano, | saw a dove caught in a tempest; perhaps it was young, and either lacked strength of

wing to reach its home, or the instinct which teaches to shun the brooding storm; but so it was—and |

watched it, pitying, as it flitted, poor bird! hither and thither, with its silver pinions shining against the
black thunder-cloud, till, after a few giddy whirls, it fell blinded, affrighted, and bewildered, into the turbid
wave beneath, and was swallowed up for ever. It reminded me then of the fate of Ophelia; and now, when

I think of her, | see again before me that poor dove, beating with weary wing, bewildered amid the storm.

(Jameson 1832 v. 1: 188-9, quoted in Knight's "Supplementary Notice", Shakespeare 1838-43: 175; and in
Cornwall's "Notes", Shakespeare 1843: 120)

Jameson concludes her essay with the exclamation "But there ’s a heaven above us!" that
Redgrave attempted to render in his Ophelia with a rather waxy expression of invocation.
Commentators seemed unable to understand Redgrave's innovative interpretation of the
character and fell back on stereotype. For instance, the Athenaeum only noticed her disordered
clothing and strange "light in the eyes and a quivering of the lip" (4 May 1842: 410), and the
Art Union that Ophelia "is pale--woebegone--and her restless, fevered eyes, bespeak a mind
diseased" (1842: 121; even Alan Young does not recognise her expression, 2002: 331) and with
this meaning, the wood engraving of Redgrave' Ophelia (first published in the Art Journal
article on Redgrave, Dafforne 1859: 220) was inserted after Gertrude's speech in some later
editions of Knight's Pictorial Shakspere (cf. Shakespeare 1867).

The Semptress pausing her needle work and raising her eyes to heaven has the same
expression as Ophelia, mirroring the connection between Ophelia and the Unfortunate in
Hood's poem:

It is one of my most gratifying feeling that many of my best efforts in art have minded at calling attention

to the struggles of the poor and the oppressed. In the "Reduced Gentleman's Daughter" [1840], "The Poor

Teacher" [1843], "The Sempstress” [1844], "Fashion Slaves" [1846], and other works, | have had in view

the helping them to right that suffer wrong at the hands of their fellow men. If this has been don feebly, it

has atleast been don from the heart, and | trust when | shall have occasion to regret that | have debased the

art 1 love, by making it subservient to any unworthy end.” (1850: 49) Reviewing The Governess in 1845

the Art Union was had commented "despite the want of originality, the work cannot fail to prove
universally attractive; the story is so touching; it is made so deeply impressive; it is so eloquent an appeal
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on behalf of a class that demands our best sympathies; it is, in fact, a painted sermon--a large and valuable
contribution to the cause of humanity (Art Union 1845: 180)
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Methodology

In the Middle

This really was a book without subject, without beginning or end, but not without middle. (Deleuze and
Parnet 2007: x)

First, then, the middle. Ophelia (1851-2) is the title of an oil painting by John Everett
Millais in the permanent collection of Tate Britain, routinely considered “one of the nation’s
most loved paintings” (Tate 2014) and “the best-known picture in all Victorian art” (Rosenfeld
2012: 71; Finch 2018). To most, however, it is a quaint Victorian picture, smaller and darker
than one expects from its copious reproductions, oppressed by similar-looking paintings tightly
hung on a vast greyish wall. Even its gilt-plate frame with semi-circular sight does not set it
apart from its neighbours, despite Millais took care of designing it himself with an elaborate
garland of daisies, passion flowers, jasmines, poppies, ivy, and forget-me-nots, to recapitulate
the picture (contra Roberts 1985: 158). But this “is not its true frame” — Slavoj Zizek observes
— “there is another, invisible, frame, implied by the structure of the painting, which frames
our perception of the painting, and these two frames do not overlap — there is an invisible gap
separating the two. The pivotal content of the painting is not rendered in its visible part, but is
located in this dislocation of the two frames, in the gap that separates them.” (2001: 5) This
gap between affective presence and cultural significance, invisible yet felt when encountering
the painting, set this research in motion.

From Millais’ painting, backwards. Ophelia is the name of a fictional character in
Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1599-1601) whose off-stage death reported by Gertrude (Ham. 4.7.166-
83) is the subject that Millais depicts, re-imagines, and criticises in his painting. And from
Millais’ painting, forwards. Ophelia is the title of a novel by Lisa Klein (2006) and its film
adaptation directed by Claire McCarthy (2018) that rewrites the play from Ophelia’s
perspective with a twist. Daisy Ridley’s drowning scene is the latest of a long series of
cinematographic quotes of Millais’s painting — Lawrence Olivier’s Hamlet (1948), Alfred
Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958), Lars von Trier’s Melancholia (2011), only to name my personal
favourites — the film middling reviews and modest box-office success may reveal more than
its many faults (a.0. Reed 2019) and be a symptom of period drama (and Pre-Raphaelite
painting) fatigue, of disinterest for Ophelia or even, God forbid, for Shakespeare, when too
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many Shakespeares, old and new, contend for the public’s stretched attention (Hulbert,
Wetmore, and York 2006; Billington, Warchus, et al. 1998).

While it may be satisfying to fix beginning (1599-1601), middle (1851-2) and end (2018)
in a timeline, these milestones are actually dynamic nodes, that change as they lead deeper into
a large and complex network beyond any frame. From Shakespeare’s play, back to its sources,
collaborations, and contaminations, finally foregrounded in the New Oxford Shakespeare
(2016). And then forward, to the scores of Ophelia’s performances, parodies, and adaptations
that began before the play was even printed. From Millais’ painting, back to his Royal
Academy training and cultural milieu of the early 1840s, to the collaborative intermedial
practices of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (Millais, Hunt, D.G. and W.M. Rossetti,
Collinson, Stephens, Woolner, with Brown and Collins 1848-53). And then forward to the Pre-
Raphalite revival in criticism and the art market from the 1980s, and the raise of global
Shakespeare from the 1990s.

The name “Ophelia” is polysemic and its references escape “mermaidlike” (Ham.
4.7.174) all attempts at framing them in conventional categories of art history and criticism,
based on form or affect, context of production or reception (Fortier 2014): distributed over
eight-hundred years since Saxo Grammaticus’ Danorum Regum Heroumque Historiae
introduces her as an anonymous “excellentis forme foemina” (“a very attractive woman” 2015:
184, 6.7; written c. 1220; first printed, Paris 1514; adapted into French by Francois de
Belleforest as Histoires tragiques, Paris 1571), across all cultural regions from Hamlet’s first
international performances (1607 in Sierra Leone, see Taylor 2001; 1626 in Germany, see
Seidler and Erne 2020) to the Globe recent production that toured 197 countries (Dromgoole
2017), and through all artistic media and study areas in the Humanities.

Whereas it may be possible to experience Millais’ painting as an “event-encounter”
(O’Sullivan 2005), for instance as a child, this is less likely to happen as one progresses through
education and is integrated or subjectified by culture. For different reasons and by various
means (Appadurai 1996), “Shakespeare” and “the Victorian Era” have been institutionalised,
commodified, and globalised across cultural regions. Thus, any particular event-encounter with
a Victorian painting of a Shakespearean subject, is already captured in a cultural apparatus that
predetermines and enhances the experience. The invisible frame of the painting from which we
begun, is not a frame at all, but the illusion sustaining the painting’s dual nature as artefact and
artwork, product, and commaodity. The painting (artefact) is in the frame, the picture (artwork)
is in the museum, the museum (apparatus) is in culture, so that each can be moved or translated

without compromising the painting’s aura. On the other hand, once the invisible frame has
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dissolved, the liquid outside (Bauman 2000) floods the gap between the two frames, dissolving
the physical frame and, eventually, the painting itself. This is how Ophelia became a

hyperobject and henceforth, we will refer to her as such.

What Is a Cultural Hyperobject?

Simplifying and specialising a blend of assemblage theory (Deleuze and Guattari 1987;
De Landa 2016; DeAssis 2018) and object-oriented ontology (Harman 2017), Timothy Morton
applied the concept of hyperobject to “things that are massively distributed in time and space
relative to humans” (2013: 1), “genuine nonhuman objects that are not simply the products of
a human gaze” (199). Although Morton seems to exclude that hyperobjects can be cultural (cf.
musical hyperobjects, 2013: 186-8), it is easy to see how cultural assemblages may become
nonhuman by exceeding the scale and connectedness possible to cognitive experience in human
lifetime. The five characteristics with which Morton defines an hyperobject are sufficient to
account for the phenomenology of Ophelia we described at the beginning.

Viscosity, Nonlocality, and Temporal Undulation

Viscosity is Ophelia’s new state after the solid visible inside of the painting and the liquid
invisible outside of the frame merged together. The viewer is no longer in front of the painting,
but rather stuck in the painting, “like . . . a wasp which sinks into the jam and drowns in it”
(Morton 2013: 30-1). Ophelia has the uncanny “agency” (29) of the ghost (McGuire and
McGuire 2014; Reisert 2003) haunting the cultural sphere and pulling down with her new
objects and events, such as Jean-Martin Charcot’s patients at La Salpétriere (Paris) and Hugh
Diamond’s at the Surrey County Lunatic Asylum (Springfield) that were posed as Ophelia in
medical photographs (Diamond 1852; cf. Didi-Huberman 2003; Rhodes 2008; Perni 2012), or
the “Ophelia of the Seine” whose face “was cast in the morgue, because it was beautiful,
because it smiled, smiled so deceptively, as though it knew” (Rilke in Saliot 2015: 129), or
even Virginia Woolf’s suicide in the River Ouse near her home in Rodmell, East Sussex that
Stephen Daldry Opheliaised in the film The Hours (2002; Lee 2005; see also Silver 2014: 492).

Nonlocality is complementary to viscosity, as classic haunted house stories show: “Alas,
how is’t with you, / That you do bend your eye on vacancy, / And with th’ incorporal air do
hold discourse?” (Ham. 3.4.112-4) Local manifestations cannot realise Ophelia, that seems

ubiquitous but dissolves as soon as one tries to grasp her. We will see later how a floating
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signifier combines viscosity with nonlocality, whereas her, Paul Delaroche’s The Young
Martyr (1855) may demonstrate the viscosity-nonlocality mechanism in the hyperobject, the
first metonymic, based on predication, contextuality, and contiguity, the other metaphoric,
based on substitution and similarity (Jacobson 2009; on metaphor and metonymy in Lacan,
Grigg 2008: Ch. 11).

First, Ophelia and the Young Martyr are initially separate: Delaroche, who painted the
first version at the Hermitage following a severe illness in 1853, is unlikely to have seen
Millais’ painting before it was shown in Paris at the Universal Exhibition of 1855 (Bann 1997,
see also Chapman 2007; the converse is probably less true but has not been investigated, cf.
Hunt 1905 v.1: 187). Second, Ophelia “sticks” metonymically to the Martyr when Théophile
Gautier, who had favorably reviewed Millais’ painting at the Universal Exhibition (1856: 58-
9), writes about the Young Martyr in Delaroche’s obituary on his magazine L artiste: “The
Christian Ophelia shall be soon as popular as the Ophelia in Shakespeare” (1856: 319; however,
he sounds less enthusiastic about Delaroche in 1874, “almost managing, in the Christian
Martyr, to produce a real masterpiece after so many sham ones.” 1901: 248)

Finally, Jules Laforgue had many opportunities of seeing Delaroche’s painting acquired
by the Louvre in 1895. Delaroche, who entered the history of photography for (allegedly)
exclaming “From this day painting is dead!” is the first artist whose catalogue raisonné (Goddé
1858) was fully illustrated by photographs (Hannavy 2008: 407). The photographer Robert
Jefferson Bingham shows together with other reproductions of contemporary paintings,
Delaroche’s Young Martyr (Société francaise de photographie, Grand Palais, Paris 1859) that
specifically attracts the attention of critics Philippe Burty and Théophile Gautier for its
photographic aesthetics (Burty 1859; Gautier 1858; on Bingham, see Boyer 2002). By the
1870s, “prints after Delaroche's dramatic and barren history paintings were ubiquitous” and all
available from Goupil’s catalogue (Renié 1999; 2006). Laforgue substitutes the Martyr for
Ophelia in Hamlet, or the Consequences of Filial Piety (published in volume 1887). Returning
at Elsinore after Ophelia’s burial, Hamlet “leans out the window for a while to watch the golden
full moon reflected on the calm sea where it wiggles a broken column of black velvet and liquid
gold, magical and purposeless. — These reflections on the melancholy water ... Thus did the
saint and damned Ophelia float all night ... Oh! I was not able to kill myself, deprive me of
life! Ophelia! Ophelia! Forgive me! Don’t cry like this!” (1921: 56-7, my translation).

Laforgue’s look out of the window, since he “never ceased to think of himself as Hamlet”
(Bailey 1963: 143) becomes a metaphor of the gaze in Millais’ painting, whereas Ophelia’s

saintliness in Millais, Delaroche and Laforgue punctuates the return of viewer’s repressed guilt
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for her death. However, Lacan explains in an interview, it is not as if there were “a vague,
dubious thing which is repressed; it is not a sort of need, or tendency, that could have been
articulated (and is not articulated because it is repressed); it is a discourse that is already
articulated, already formulated in a language. It is all there.” (Lacan and Chapsal 1957, my
translation) “What comes under the effect of repression returns, for repression and the return
of the repressed are just the two sides of the same coin. The repressed is always there, expressed
in a perfectly articulate manner in symptoms and a host of other phenomena.” (Lacan 1993:
12)

Nonlocality and viscosity read through Lacan’s repression and the return of the repressed
across Millais, Delaroche, and Laforgue demonstrate that these works never were separate from
each other but rather inhere in an hyperobject in which “locality is an abstraction” (Morton
2013: 47). Artworks become symptoms of a transindividual unconscious that, unlike
hyperobject predecessors such as Fredric Jameson’s “political unconscious” ([1981] 2002),
Jonathan Culler’s “literary unconscious” (1984) or Rosalind Krauss’ “optical unconscious”
(1994), is not all discursive or human (cf. Lacan’s definition “The unconscious is that part of
concrete discourse qua transindividual, which is not at the subject's disposal in re-establishing
the continuity of his conscious discourse.” 2006: 214; a critique of art as symptom is in Dean
2002).

Hopefully avoiding the pitfalls of the virgin victim trope (cf. Keifer 2001: 22), but already
viscosity and nonlocality can account for Ophelia’s vague, varied, inconsistent, excessive
iconography (for an informal survey through a social network, see Giudici 2012-21), so similar
to Aby Warburg’s Nympha Fiorentina (for an image of the manuscript, Warburg 1986-1900;
for an account of the Nympha, see Gombrich 1970) carrying the impulse of antiquity into
Modernity (Didi-Huberman 2006). We are not surprised, then, to learn that Ophelia too is a
phantasma (Agamben 2011), a ghost, an image, a fantasy, and a pagan Madonna: “Nymph, in
thy orisons / Be all my sins remembered” (Ham. 3.1.88-9) Yet there are two significant
differences. Ophelia is not a wave that propagates through memory (see the nymph in board 46
in Warburg Archive s.d., and Cornell University Library 2013-6; for comments, see Johnson
2012), because the hyperobject is not a medium but the thing itself. Ophelia does not run
towards us from the past but, as it were, back from the future:

The Lacanian answer to the question ‘From where does the repressed return?’ is . . ., paradoxically, ‘From

the future.” Symptoms are meaningless traces, their meaning is not discovered, excavated from the hidden

depth of the past, but constructed retroactively — the analysis produces the truth; that is, the signifying

frame which gives the symptoms their symbolic place and meaning. As soon as we enter the symbolic
order, the past is always present in the form of historical tradition and the meaning of these traces is not
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given; it changes continually with the transformations of the signifier's network. Every historical rupture,
every advent of a new master-signifier, changes retroactively the meaning of all tradition, restructures the
narration of the past, makes it readable in another, new way. (Zizek 1989: 58)

Temporal undulation simply means that “every entity has its own time, both in a physical
and in a deep ontological sense.” (Morton 2003: 66) and as ghost stories show and as Hamlet
and Derrida remarked, “time is out of joint” between our conventional clocks and the
hyperobject internal clock (Ham. 2.5.186; Derrida 2006: 1). Inside the hyperobject, time does
not flow in one direction only or at the same speed, and it can even stop or fold back on itself.
In Ophelia, Millais represents this time by folding Shakespeare’s narrative time, Ophelia’s
ecstatic moment, and the contemporary viewer’s gaze within pictorial time producing a Now-
time (Jetztzeit in Benjamin 2002: 473; Hamacher 2001). It is an image of time quite different
from that underlying most Victorian narrative painting, such as Augustus Egg’s Past and
Present triptych (1858), or contemporary original-practices theatre (Weingust 2014), where the
spectator for the price of the theatre ticket, can board a TARDIS (Time And Relative
Dimensions In Space) and travel to the old-new Globe theatre at the very moment in which
Shakespeare is staging his play (cf. the episode “The Shakespeare’s Code” in Doctor Who third
series, Palmer 2007). Instead, Millais places pictorial time inside the present as a “weak
messianic power,” if not as revolutionary moment ready to “explode the continuum of history”
(Benjamin 2006 v. 4: 395).

Although it may be Millais’ most original feature, temporality in his work has not
received much attention (Paul Barlow may be the only one, for example in Autumn Leaves,
2005: 72-4). Whether discovered in Tintoretto (cf. on Tintoretto’s time, see Vellodi 2014;
2019: ch. 5) via Ruskin’s Modern Painters Il ([1846] 1903-12 v. 4: 263-5), or in Delaroche, as
we believe, Millais’ manipulation of time in Ophelia is unintentionally Modernist and shows
that “when past things survive, then it is not lived-out facts that survive, facts that could be
recorded as positive objects of knowledge; rather what survives are the unactualized
possibilities of that which is past. There is historical time only insofar as there is an excess of
the unactualized, the unfinished, failed, thwarted, which leaps beyond its particular Now and
demands from another Now its settlement, correction and fulfilment.” (Hamacher 2001: 164)

This other Now is the futural, as we are about to see.

Phaseness and Interobjectivity
Phaseness is the mathematical property of hyperobjects from which the previous

phenomenological properties depend. Whereas ordinary objects can be entirely represented in
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spacetime, hyperobjects require additional, hyper-dimensions. In the case of Ophelia, these
may include the medium of presentation (theatre, painting, film, writing, etc.), the cultural
region of reception, or elusive parameters, such as iconography, semantics, emotions, etc. The
amount of data required, their irreducible complexity, heterogeneity, and fuzziness far exceed
the capabilities of human or algorithmic criticism (Smithies 2017).

Far from rendering it useless, these insurmountable obstacles show that the hyperobject
is an “operative concept . . . that is not essentially characterized by its objective or thematic
definition, but by the intellectual operation that it allows for, and through which the thematic
concepts are first fixed in their definition.” (Nowotny 2006; Fink 1957; cf. “epistemic thing”
in Rheinberger 1997; in artistic research, see Schwab 2013; 2018). Hyperobjects help recognise
dis/continuities that may be difficult to trace in linear time or across multiple dimensions, as
we did when tracing Millais’s painting to Delaroche’s Young Martyr via Laforgue’s text.

Interobjectivity is the philosophical foundation of phasing and constitutes the
hyperobjects ontological structure that Morton describes as a mesh, “relationships between
criss-crossing strands of metal and gaps between the strands” (2003: 83). In the metaphor, the
strands represent causal-semiotic interactions between the hyperobject components that are
expressed mathematically by its n-dimensions. An object is more than the sum total of the
interactions it expresses however, as these interactions are all that can be thought about the
object, its other properties remain perfectly indeterminate, “a mystery” (87). Morton calls
“strange strangeness” (211, n.3) the ontological withdrawnness of objects that corresponds to
the gaps of the mesh. Always already “in front of” objects (86), the mesh highlights the
epistemic costs of hyperobject theory. Its holey structure makes the hyperobject as a whole less
knowable than its individual components, and conversely, each component cannot be detached,
even in principle, from the strands of interaction through which it can be known. This
fundamental paradox poses four challenges to the enquiry of cultural hyperobjects.

First, if components cannot be detached from their multidimensional mesh, then the
hyperobject that enables an innovative problem-framing, forces interdisciplnarity upon enquiry
(as a consequence of flat ontology, see Harman 2016; from a generalist perspective, see Graff
2015; Frodeman 2017; from a speculative realist perspective, see Bhaskar 2010; Bhaskar and
Danemark and Price 2018). For instance, Millais’ Ophelia and Holman Hunt’s The Hireling
Shepherd (1851) are enmeshed together and with the anthropic landscape along the Hogsmill
River (Surrey), with middle-class anxieties growing in 1840s London about industrialisation,

immigration, and environment (Lee 2014), with the construction of the London and
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Southampton Rail (1832-1840), with early suburbanisation in the Surbiton area (French 2011;
Jeevendrampillai 2019), etc.

Second, “intersubjectivity is really human interobjectivity with lines drawn around it to
exclude nonhumans” (Morton 2003: 82). This means, however, that all interactions within the
mesh are effectively causal-semiotic (88). Not only conventional categories of art history and
criticism collapse, as we mentioned earlier, but their Kantian foundations (Newman 2008),
namely the distinction between synthetic a priori and aesthetic judgements (Smith 2012),
between consciousness and cognition, between law and freedom. A discussion would take us
too far but three remarks are worth making to show what is gained in exchange.

Because there is no line separating the doing of the artist from the objective artwork and
the semiotic interactions of the viewer/critic/buyer with the artwork, all interactions
collectively constitute the artwork (cf. artworks as “physically embodied and culturally
emergent entities” in Margolis 1974, 1977). Further, while it may be practical to distinguish
different kinds of interactions for different purposes, for instance between the painter’s brush
stroke on the canvas and the bidder’s click in an online auction, there is no ontological ground
to do so. Finally, within hyperobject enquiry, not only have borders between art practices and
academic disciplines become soft, but also that forgotten border persisting in the art discourse
between the biographical and biological life of the producer and the material, factual and
interpretative attributes of art products. No longer based on the transcendental subject and

materialism (Harman 2011), unfashionable expression such as “artist’s intentions,”
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“authenticity,” “originality,” “public’s taste” etc. may regain critical relevance for describing
special areas in the mesh of interactions (high intensity, density, frequency), without intentional
or affective fallacies arising (Wimsatt and Beardsley 1946; 1949).

Third, history becomes what Benjamin described as a “petrified, primordial landscape”
(1998: 166), because in the hyperobject “appearance is the past, essence is the future” (Morton
2003: 91) and “the present is precisely nowhere to be found in the yawning Rift opening
between the future and past” (92). An object in general is “a rift between what it is and how it
appears” (18), a “fragile inconsistency” (196) that others have called difference (Deleuze 1994:
41). Difference manifests itself as the “strange strangeness” that, after what said earlier, can be
explained as the object capacity to interact with itself (79), thus producing gaps of
inconsistency and incompleteness in the interobjective mesh. At the same time, difference
appears as “futurality” (67), meaning the hyperobject tendency to evolve towards a futural state
(attractor) that lays “ontologically underneath its past” (91). This is its “origin” (Benjamin

2006: 395; 1998: 45) and “how the angel of history must look.” (2006: 392)
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Fourth, although we have shown that no ontological line separates art, criticism, and art
history, this does not mean that their differences can simply be done away with as their different
styles of thinking and modes of presentation constitute different knowledge-power interactions
and discourses (against antidisciplinarity, see Bhaskar 2010; Bhaskar, Danemark and Price
2018; in defense of disciplines, see Osborne 2013; Jacobs 2014). Nonetheless, the temporal
focus keeping their horizons of enquiry apart — he past-present of art history, the present-past
of criticism, and the present-future of art — are less distinct horizons from the point of view of
futurality than the same present continuing in different directions. Benjamin’s angel of history
knows well that all she sees in front of her is debris from the past, but also that the storm comes
from Paradise from which she came and towards which she is blown away: “origin is the goal”
(Benjamin 2006: 395). To art history, criticism and art, the angel assigns “futurality” as
epistemo-critical task and ethico-political injunction, to construct the interrelations of the mesh
aiming at its gaps, Morton’s Rift that Benjamin calls the Now-time: “Here’s fine revolution,
and we had the trick to see’t.” (Ham. 5.1.85-6)

We said ealier that Millais’ painting is a middle, a critical point that divides historical
time in before and after, but this place in history cannot satisfy the angel who divides time
between historical debris and the futural Paradise, from which the storm is blowing and towards
which she is blown away. The angel is not a middle mark on a timeline but a Now-time that
bursts it with its energy (for the Now-time as energy, see Lindroos 1998: 248; cf. Deleuze and
Guattari 1987: 25). “Like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a
weak messianic power, a power on which the past has a claim” (Benjamin 2006: 309; Hamacher
2005; Loewy 2005; Morton 2021) and Millais’ painting is a middle between the unrealised
claims of Shakespeare’s Ophelia and the weak messianic power of the Woman Question raising
in the 1850s (Delap 2011).

Whereas the image of women in Pre-Raphaelite painting (Bullen 1998), the role of Pre-
Raphaelite women artists (Marsh 2018; 2019), and the Pre-Raphaelite construction of
masculinities (Sussman 2008; Yeates and Trowbridge 2017) gathered considerable literature,
Millais’ role has mostly been overlooked. That his marriage to Euphemia Grey marks the end
of his artistic development is a common misconception, instead it demonstrates his and
Euphemia’s abilities to build as married couple a strong social position after the scandalous
annulment of her marriage with John Ruskin (1848-54), their quick marriage the year after
(1855-95) and their exile from London (1855-1861) that might have costed Millais his career.
While inscribed within the ideology of separate spheres throughout his career Millais resisted
the aesthetisation of the female body of the 1860s producing images of women that were
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individual, intimate, and intense. The following are selected examples that trace a clear path to
Ophelia.

Still formally a student of the Royal Academy, Millais entered the competition for
decorating of the new Houses of Parliament with The Widow’s Mite (1847) that illustrates a
passage fr