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'Night and Sleep', 1878 by Evelyn De Morgan. 

courtesy De Morgan Foundation 

Focusing on twelve women who played a key role in the lives of 
Pre-Raphaelite painters like Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett 
Millais and William Holman Hunt, this timely exhibition begins with a 
whimper and ends with a bang. First up at the National Portrait 
Gallery is Effie Gray whose marriage to art critic, John Ruskin was 
annulled after six years for non-consummation. The story goes that, 
having only seen classical Greek sculptures, he was horrified by her 
pubic hair! 
  
Gray then married Millais and assumed the traditional role of 
supportive wife. This involved keeping house, bearing and bringing 
up eight children (I wonder if she ever regretted abandoning 
celibacy) and managing her husband’s business. She sourced 
costumes, found locations, effected sales and modelled for him.  
  
There she is in Order of the Release 1853 (pictured below right), 
posing as the wife of an imprisoned  Jacobite Highlander. I like to 
imagine this brilliant composition as a reflection of her marriage. 
Standing barefoot on the stone floor, she is an unwavering pillar of 
strength. Having effected his release from jail, she stoically supports 
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her wounded husband on one shoulder and her sleeping child on 
the other. Her actual role of multi-tasking wife would have required 
a similar degree of resourcefulness. 
  

 
The exhibition ends with Evelyn De Morgan, a professional artist in 
whose household the boot was firmly on the other foot. De Morgan 



studied at the Slade School of Art, which had just opened its doors 
to female students, and won numerous prizes. She began exhibiting 
at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1877 and, for the next 30 years, sold 
enough paintings to support her husband, William and his pottery 
business.  
  
Night and Sleep, 1878 (main picture) features a Pre-Raphaelite 
style beauty – chiselled features framed by a main of thick hair and 
slender limbs offset by the clinging folds of a wet-look gown. She 
is Night, drawing her cloak of darkness over the misty landscape 
below while, nestling beside her, Sleep scatters slumber-inducing 
poppies. The Pre-Raphaelites loved this kind of poetic sentiment, 
but De Morgan’s treatment is far from typical. Leading her 
androgynous helper by the hand, Night brings the day to a close 
with a gentle determination that suggests a more independent view 
of womanhood than was the norm.  
  
The fortunes of the other Sisters lie somewhere between those of 
Gray and De Morgan. A famous beauty, Marie Spartali Stillman had 
all the attributes of a Pre-Raphaelite damsel. In a chalk drawing, 
Rossetti shows her with a main of lustrous red hair, clear green 
eyes, a long neck and sensuously pouting lips. She was also an 
artist and, in her 65 year career, produced 150 paintings which she 
showed at the Grosvenor Gallery, and in Rome and the United 
States where she travelled with her journalist husband, William. 
  



 
Madonna Pietra degli Scrovigni, 1884 (pictured left) features a 
pale young woman holding a sprig of flowering hawthorn; she is 
Sestina, the stone virgin from a poem by Dante – a favourite Pre-
Raphaelite subject. Stillman also introduces a new kind of female, 
who is neither a femme fatale nor a wilting flower. 



Her Madonnareturns our gaze with unflinching composure that, to a 
Victorian eye, must have been distinctly unnerving. 
  
Joanna Boyce Wells was an aspiring painter, but she died at 30 
after the birth of her third child. Painted in 1871, the year she died, 
her portrait of Fanny Eaton captures with enormous subtlety the fine 
features of the West Indian woman who modelled for several Pre-
Raphaelite painters in the role of servant or exotic “other”. Wells’s 
last work was Thou Bird of God, an exquisite painting of an angel, 
which shows her promise as an artist. 
  
Stillman’s cousin, Marie Zambaco modelled for Edward Burne 
Jones and they fell madly in love; in The Beguiling of Merlin, 1877 
he portrays her as a temptress stealing his powers. She also 
studied at the Slade and became a sculptor, exhibiting at the Royal 
Academy and the Paris Salon; but all her work has been lost save 
for four portrait medallions she donated to the British Museum.  
  
The Pre-Raphaelites were high-minded when it came to art, but in 
life they indulged in shenanigans. While they were embroiled in 
their affair, Burne Jones’s wife Georgiana entered a relationship 
with William Morris whose wife, Jane was in love with Rossetti. In 
1877, Rossetti painted Jane as Persephone holding a pomegranate 
suggestively split open to reveal the red flesh (pictured below 
right). According to the myth, Persephone ate six pomegranate 
seeds while being held captive in Hades, which condemned her to 
six months a year spent underground. Rossetti’s painting refers to 
the fact that Jane was similarly dividing her time between summers 
spent with him and winters with Morris.  
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I would love to know more of the intrigues behind the paintings; 
occasionally you get glimpses. William Holman Hunt broke off his 
engagement of many years to Annie Miller because of her 
wilfulness and frivolity. In 1853 he cast her as a fallen woman in The 
Awakening Conscience, then in IlDolce far Niente (The Sweetness 
of Doing Nothing) 1866, he portrays her as a feisty libertine, far too 



spirited (he must have thought) to be a trustworthy wife. So keen 
was he to be rid of her that he offered her assisted emigration, but 
she refused and went on to marry a well connected army officer ! 
  
Pre-Raphaelite Sisters offers tantalising glimpses into the lives 
behind the pictures and presents these twelve women as real 
people. Don’t imagine, though, that it overturns the traditional view 
of women as subordinate to their menfolk. A banner at the entrance 
lists the proffered roles – model, wife, artist, muse – and the women 
are still defined largely in relation to the more famous men. De 
Morgan and Stillman are represented by only a few paintings and 
Jane Morris, a skilled calligrapher and needlewoman, by only one 
embroidery and a single text. It’s a welcome beginning, but I’d still 
like to see an exhibition which treats De Morgan, Stillman, Wells et 
al primarily as artists and provides a substantial overview of their 
work. 
  

• Pre-Raphaelite Sisters at the National Portrait Gallery until 26 
January 
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