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ABSTRACT  

 

Over the last forty years, nineteenth-century British art has undergone a process 

of recovery and reevaluation. For nineteenth-century women painters, significant 

reevaluation dates from the early 1980s. Concurrently, the growing field of interart 

studies demonstrates that developments in art history have significant repercussions for 

literary studies. However, interdisciplinary research in nineteenth-century painting and 

literature often focuses on the rich selection of works from the second half of the century. 

This study explores how transitions in English painting during the first half of the century 

influenced the work of British writers.   

The cultural authority of the writer was unstable during the early decades. The 

influence of realism and the social mobility of the painter led some authors to resist 

developments in English art by constructing the painter as a threat to social order or by 

feminizing the painter. For women writers, this strategy was valuable for it allowed them 

to displace perceptions about emotional or erotic aspects of artistic identity onto the 

painter. Connotations of youth, artistic high spirits, and unconventional morality are part 

of the literature of the nineteenth-century painter, but the history of English painting 

reveals that this image was a figure of difference upon which ideological issues of 

national identity, gender, and artistic hierarchy were constructed.  

Beginning with David Wilkie, and continuing with Margaret Carpenter, Richard 

Redgrave and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, I trace the emergence of social commitment and 

social realism in English painting. Considering art and artists from the early decades in 

relation to depictions of the painter in texts by Maria Edgeworth, Edward Bulwer Lytton, 
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Mary Shelley, Joseph Le Fanu, Felicia Hemans, Lady Sydney Morgan, and William 

Makepeace Thackeray, reveals patterns of representation that marginalized British artists. 

However, writers such as Letitia Elizabeth Landon and Robert Browning supported 

contemporary painting and rejected literary myths of the painter. 

Articulating disparities between the lived experience of painters and their 

representation calls for modern literary critics to reassess how nineteenth-century writers 

wrote the painter, and why. Texts that portray the painter as a figure of myth elide 

gradations of hierarchy in British culture and the important differentiations that exist 

within the category artist. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: THE PAINTER 

AS A FIGURE OF DIFFERENCE  

 

Painting was an essential component of nineteenth-century British culture. 

Viewers turned to painting for shared experiences of the beautiful, the sublime, national 

identity, and expressions of humanityôs ideals. Yet, why, in a culture that placed a high 

value on the moral and spiritual qualities of painting did literature portray painters as 

weak and deformed, or social climbing seducers who engaged in debauchery and whose 

works of art might at anytime precipitate emotional collapse, failure, even death? Why 

does painter in the nineteenth century connote the abnormal?
1
 In his novel Vanity Fair 

(1848), William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-1863) first used the term bohemian in 

reference to behavior, as opposed to Bohemia, a country of origin.
2
 In 1851, the essay 

ñThe True Bohemians of Parisò by Charles Dickens (1812-1870) describes Bohemians as 

ña tribe of unfortunate artists of all kinds . . . They have been unsuccessful in their 

professions, and many deservedly so.ò
3
 Maurice Beebe writes ñ[a]ccording to Bernard 

Shaw, óWhen Dickens introduced in his stories a character whom he intensely disliked he 

chose an artistic profession for him. Henry Gowan in Little Dorrit  is a painter. Pecksniff 

                                                   
1
 Richard Shiff, "Art History and the Nineteenth Century: Realism and 

Resistance," The Art Bulletin 70, no. 1 (1988): 30.  
 
2
 William Makepeace Thackeray, Vanity Fair, ed. Peter L. Shillingsburg (New 

York: W.W. Norton, 1994), 645. (Orig. pub. in monthly parts 1847-1848.) 

 
3
 Charles Dickens, "The True Bohemians of Paris," Household Words 4, no. 86 

(1851): 190. 
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is an architect. Harold Skimpole is a musician. There is real hatred in his treatment of 

them.ò
4
 By 1862, bohemian referred exclusively to an artistic personality.

5
 In The Picture 

of Dorian Gray (1890), Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) refers to this construction of the painter 

when Basil Hallward remarks, ñwe poor artists have to show ourselves in society from 

time to time, just to remind the public that we are not savages.ò
6
 Connotations of youth, 

artistic high spirits, and unconventional morality are part of the literature of the 

nineteenth-century painter, but the history of English painting reveals that this image was 

a figure of difference upon which ideological issues of national identity, gender, and 

artistic hierarchy were constructed.   

Contrasts between the world of British art and literary representations of painters 

are relatively unexamined. Exploring the history of British painting from 1800-1855 in 

relation to the painter portrayed in poems, novels, and criticism, raises questions about 

why certain representations appear, why they are repeated by some authors and 

reconstructed by other authors, and what this might tell us about nineteenth-century 

culture, the author, or the text. In defining representation, W. J. T. Mitchell writes, ñeven 

the purely óaestheticô representation of fictional persons and events, can never be 

completely divorced from political and ideological questions; one might argue, in fact, 

that representation is precisely the point where these questions are most likely to enter the 

                                                   
4
 George Bernard Shaw, ñForeword,ò in Great Expectations by Charles Dickens 

(London: Hamish Hamilton, 1947), xi, quoted in Maurice Beebe, Ivory Towers and 

Sacred Founts: The Artist as Hero in Fiction from Goethe to Joyce (New York: New 

York University Press, 1964), 88. 
 
5
 Oxford English Dictionary, Online Edition, 2009. s.v. ñBohemian.ò   

 
6
 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (New York: Barnes and Noble, 2003), 

8. (orig. pub. in 1890, serialized in Lippincottôs Monthly Magazine, Philadelphia. orig. 

pub. in volume 1891.) 
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literary work.ò
7
 Thus, as representations are not neutral, how the painter is written offers 

insights into literary history. In the same manner that manuscripts reveal authorial 

choices and decisions, so too do authorsô decisions about source material. The choices 

authors make suggests what they value and what they hope to convey with their text. The 

literary myth of the painter that is still with us in the twenty-first century, what Roland 

Barthes calls in Mythologies the ñwhat-goes-without-saying,ò entered nineteenth-century 

literature to serve a particular set of purposes.
8
   

Mary Pooveyôs paradigm of ñinterdependent and mutually constructive relationò 

is central to the methodology of this project. In the first half of the nineteenth century, 

writers and painters defined themselves through a relationship of mutual influence and 

response. Poovey describes writers struggling to define their place in an ñincreasingly 

secular, capitalist society.ò
9
 One way to define themselves and their work was by 

enlisting concepts of national identity and gender to show how they differed from 

painters. Painters, seeking to advance their position with the public, expanded their 

repertoire to include scenes from literature and contemporary life. In the early decades of 

the 1800s, both writer and painter were seeking wider spheres of influence and higher 

profits through increased professional status.
10

 Concern for self-creation is, as Marlon B. 

                                                   
7
 W. J. T. Mitchell, "Representation," in Critical Terms for Literary Study, ed. 

Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1995), 15. 
 
8
 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 

1985), 142. 
 
9
 Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-

Victorian England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 102. 
 
10

 For painters, determining professional status was challenging. An authorôs 

education might connote a classical education with ties to the acknowledged professions 
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Ross observes, one of the central struggles of the Romantic writer, as is self-conscious 

reflection on the nature of creativity, but, Ross writes, ñthe self can be established only in 

relation to other things on which it depends for its self-definition.ò
11

 Thus, it is not 

surprising to find that the impulse to define identity and assert authority appears in both 

literary and visual works of the era. Nor is it surprising to find that realismôs detached 

stance, as opposed to the didactic stance of realistic art, elicited reactions from writers 

and reviewers.    

Barthes writes that myth gives ñhistorical intention a natural justificationò; it 

hides and distorts one set of narratives and produces other narratives.
12

 The narrative of 

the nineteenth-century painter has shifted in light of recent scholarship. Over the last 

forty years, art historians have recovered the work of nineteenth-century British artists 

and reconsidered their role in art history. In addition, they have reevaluated the role of 

writing in constructing the history of art.
13

 Nineteenth-century British art was neglected, 

                                                                                                                                                       

of medicine, law, the clergy, or the military. Painters, lacking this connection, sought 

alternative ways to establish professional status; they framed their work as a vocation 

rather than a trade, used art dealers to avoid the direct exchange of money for art, and 

established artistic societies and institutions. Julie Codell observes that the term 

professional was ñtroubled and uncertain in its application to artists.ò Julie F. Codell, The 

Victorian Artist (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 105.  
 
11

 Marlon B. Ross, "Romantic Quest and Conquest," in Romanticism and 

Feminisim, ed. Anne K. Mellor (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 27. I use 

the term Romantic to define the decades bordering the turn of the century and to 

reference writers categorized as Romantic in the twenty-first century. Duncan Wu 

delineates the era from 1770, the birth of William Wordsworth, to 1851, the death of 

Mary Shelley. Duncan Wu, ed., Romanticism, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006). 
 
12

 Barthes, Mythologies, 142.  
 
13

 Shiff, "Art History and the Nineteenth Century: Realism and Resistance." Also, 

see Michaela Giebelhausen and Tim Barringer, eds., Writing the Pre-Raphaelites 

(Burlington: Ashgate, 2009). 
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now it is restored, revised, the subject of critical studies and blockbuster exhibitions in 

England and America.
14

 Similarly, literary scholars have reevaluated Romantic era 

writers and reconsidered the marginalized role of women in literary histories. Recent 

work in these two fields informs this historical study. According to Marcia Werner 

British realism differs from French realism
15

; furthermore, as Nicholas Tromans argues, 

realism appears in British art at the beginning of the nineteenth century with the art of 

David Wilkie (1785-1841).
16

 Social realism appears in the late 1830s and in the 1840s 

with the art of Richard Redgrave (1804-88). This project traces how these developments 

correspond to the rise of the painter in literature and how they influenced the way the 

painterôs myth came to be constructed, maintained, or resisted.   

Throughout the nineteenth-century, English painters faced one persistent 

dilemma. Paula Gillett describes this as the question of identity. Painters, she writes, ñhad 

to respond to the basic uncertainty, [and] the continuing lack of consensus concerning the 

role of the artist in society.ò This uncertainty was accompanied by questions regarding 

                                                   
14

 Recent exhibitions include ñJohn Everett Millaisò shown in 2007-08 at the Tate 

Britain. ñJ.M.W. Turnerò shown in 2008 at the National Gallery of Art, Washington, 

Dallas Museum of Art, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. ñPaintings from the 

Reign of Victoria: The Royal Holloway Collection, Londonò shown from 2008 to 2010 at 

the Philbrook Museum of Art, Tulsa, OK; Delaware Art Museum, Wilmington, DE; Yale 

Center for British Art, New Haven, CN; Brigham Young University Museum of Art, 

Provo, UT; Huntsville Museum of Art, Huntsville, AL; Society of the Four Arts, Palm 

Beach, FL; Iris & Gerald B. Cantor Center for the Visual Arts, Stanford University, 

Stanford, CA.  
 
15

 Marcia Werner, Pre-Raphaelite Painting and Nineteenth-Century Realism 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
 
16

 Nicholas Tromans, David Wilkie: The People's Painter (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2007). 
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ñthe legitimate functions served by the painterôs work.ò
17

 The overriding perception in 

England was that nineteenth-century English painting was inferior to the art of other 

countries and other ages. Unlike the French literary tradition that aligned the painter with 

the aristocracy, fictional English painters were tradesmen, not gentlemen.
18

 English 

gentlemen were expected to admire painting and be familiar with art history, but they 

should not be able to produce art with any studied technical skill, for this might connote 

the labor of the artisan. 

There were benefits to a belief that ñgreatò English painting was non-existent. 

During the war years, it helped cement an English national identity separate from France 

and Italy, countries whose national identities became synonymous with the artistic 

temperament. This conviction supported the idea that artistic creation was foreign, and 

privileged a masculine English identity of commercial superiority and growing industrial 

power. For writers, portraying painters as foreign and ñfeminineò allowed them to assert 

their cultural authority by aligning themselves with an idealized concept of English 

masculinity. These strategies reinforced the idea that writers represented the educated 

classes while painters were members of an illiterate artisan class. Artist, when used for a 

painter connoted foreign and ñfeminine.ò When applied to a poet, artist connoted English 

and masculine. These ideological constructions allowed men and women to write the 

painter subordinate to the English author. 

                                                   
17

 Paula Gillett, Worlds of Art: Painters in Victorian Society (New Brunswick, NJ: 

Rutgers University Press, 1990), 14. 
 
18

 Borowitz explains that in early nineteenth-century French literature the painter 

was usually ña romantic hero of aristocratic background.ò Helen Osterman Borowitz, The 

Impact of Art on French Literature (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1984), 22. 
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In addition to concerns about class and identity, ideas about the nature of poetry 

and painting were changing fundamentally. The idea of ut pictura poesis, a concept from 

Horaceôs ñArs Poeticaò that as is painting so is poetry, was no longer the predominant 

model. Gotthold Ephraim Lessingôs Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and 

Poetry (1766), argues that although the two forms produce similar effects, they were 

inherently different. Poetry encompasses narrative; poetry is heard and it progresses 

though time. Painting should not attempt narrative; it addresses the eye and should devote 

itself to the single moment, the static image. In The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic 

Theory and the Critical Tradition, M.H. Abrams writes that by the end of the eighteenth 

century, ñmusic came to be the art most immediately expressive of spirit and emotion,ò 

not painting.
19

 The question of the general versus the particular, the ideal versus the real, 

demoted painting from its previous connection to poetry.  

Although painting was an uncertain profession, it could lead to rapid 

advancement.
20

 If admitted to the school of the Royal Academy, young men could aspire 

to a dramatically increased income, particularly if elected as either an Associate member 

or full Academician. The Royal Academy (1768), led from 1768-1792 by Sir Joshua 

Reynolds (1723-1792), bestowed professional legitimacy on painters similar to the 

                                                   
19

 M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical 

Tradition (New York: W.W. Norton, 1953), 50.  
 
20

 Upper-class young men were deterred from a serious study of painting, ñ[s]o 

strong was the association of professional painting with low social status at this time that 

an aspiring artist of high social class found it difficult to escape being labeled a dilettante, 

which was considered the only proper role for a gentleman with a turn for art.ò Gillett, 

Worlds of Art: Painters in Victorian Society, 21. 
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recognition accorded to scientists by the Royal Society.
21

 But opportunities were 

available outside the Royal Academy as well. As a drawing master, an illustrator for the 

growing periodical press, or a portraitist, a painter could earn enough to support a 

family.
22

 Rather than living the bohemian myth, the trajectory of the professional British 

painter embodied ideals and values central to nineteenth-century England.  

In contrast to literary representations of painters as beings who live aloof from the 

mundane concerns of the world, painters were deeply concerned about Englandôs 

economy ï it had a direct impact on the market for contemporary art. Paula Gillett 

explains that artist biographies written in the latter half of the century claim the painter as 

respectable, responsible, successful figures of Victorian society. Painterôs lives, she 

writes, were ñremarkably congruent with the Victorian image of the self-made man, who 

by talent, strength of character, and unremitting effort made his contribution to society 

and was rewarded with wealth and honors.ò
23

 However, unlike businessmen who might 

earn or marry their way into the upper classes of society, Gillettôs study shows how 

ñpainfully sensitive [painters were] to issues that were in any way linked with their own 

                                                   
21

 Academy membership was the most visible sign of professional status. Artist 

was not included as a profession in the Census until 1861. Codell, The Victorian Artist, 

108. 
 
22

 Professional painters might earn between ȥ100-1500 per painting, but women 

painters would not earn as much. See Richard D. Altick, Paintings from Books: Art and 

Literature in Britain, 1760-1900 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1985), 76.  

However, prices continued to rise throughout the century. In 1860, William Powell Frith 

was paid ȥ5250 for The Railway Station, and Elizabeth Thompson, Lady Butler, sold The 

28th Regiment at Quatre Bras (1875) with copyright for ȥ1,126. Hubert von Herkomer 

earned over ȥ250,000 from portraits. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Online 

edition, s.v. ñvon Herkomer, Hubert.ò 
 
23

 Gillett, Worlds of Art: Painters in Victorian Society, 26. 
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social status and with the standing of the profession in the eyes of contemporaries.ò
24

 At a 

time when painters were building elaborate homes and studios and amassing astonishing 

fortunes, Gillett shows that fame and wealth had little bearing on the painterôs social 

status.  

The war years focused the publicôs attention on British art. Virtually continuous 

war with France between 1792 and 1815 helped spur developments in British art by 

limit ing access to French and Italian painting. Out of necessity, and national spirit, public 

attention turned to British art and the British painter.
25

 Between 1806 and 1813, annual 

attendance at the Royal Academy exhibition ranged between 50-80,000 people. This 

audience was not limited to the upper classes but, as Nicholas Tromans describes, 

reached ñdeeply into the ómiddling sorts.ôò
26

  

During this time, painters turned away from classical subjects and techniques 

aligned with French schools of art in favor of realistic paintings portraying England, but 

suspicions about Romantic artistic imaginations triggered questions as well. As Martin 

Myrone explains, ñ[t]he suffocating political paranoia of the era brought the faculty of 

imagination itself into question, as the potential source of rebellious tendencies, and 

artistic ambitions were materially curtailed.ò
27

 It was realism that opened avenues for 

painting to become a medium to examine the borders of class and national identity and 

question the society that maintained them. The combination of popular enthusiasm and 

                                                   
24

 Ibid., 12. 
 
25

 Martin Myrone, Gothic Nightmares: Fuseli, Blake and the Romantic 

Imagination (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 177. 
 
26

 Tromans, David Wilkie: The People's Painter, xxii. 
  
27

 Myrone, Gothic Nightmares: Fuseli, Blake and the Romantic Imagination, 177. 
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critical resistance to paintings by David Wilkie (1785-1841), the focus of chapter 2, 

suggests that reviewers and writers regarded this new development in painting as 

something requiring attention and containment.  

Realism and realistic are not synonyms, and in the nineteenth century, critical 

response to the two styles of painting were not the same. English audiences liked realistic 

painting. Realistic paintings such as William Hogarthôs (1697-1764) narratives or scenes 

from familiar books and poems were popular because viewers knew what the painting 

was about. Reviewers judged paintings by ascertaining whether the picture was an 

accurate portrayal and determining whether the painting appealed to their emotions. 

Nikolaus Pevsner observes that realistic painting supports an important unifying aspect of 

English painting: the ñtendency to preach and to reform by art.ò
28

 Eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century critics admired Hogarth because, although his subjects might be 

coarse, they were realistic and didactic. Paintings such as the six-part series Marriage à-

la-Mode (1742-43) controlled how the viewer should interpret the work, leaving no room 

for ambiguity (fig. 1.1).
29

 Hogarthôs paintings of contemporary life were unique, as he 

well recognized. Of his contemporaries, Hogarth observed, ñpainters and writers never 

mention, in the historical way, any intermediate species of subject between the sublime 

 

 

                                                   
28

 Nikolaus Pevsner, The Englishness of English Art (London: Architectural Press, 

1956), 24.  
 
29

 Although praised, Hogarthôs work came to be viewed as coarse by nineteenth-

century reviewers. He was a relic of an earlier, looser, age. Marriage à-la-Mode is a 

series of six paintings, engraved and sold as prints, telling the story of an opportunistic 

marriage that destroys husband and wife.  
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Fig. 1.1  William Hogarth, Marriage à La Mode, Scene II. 1743, oil on canvas,  

27 ½ x 35 ¾ in. The National Gallery, London. 
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and the grotesque.ò
30

 Eighteenth-century art did not address the middle ground between 

neoclassical ideals and caricature. Although nineteenth-century audiences appreciated the 

clear didactic elements of Hogarthôs paintings and prints, artists such as David Wilkie 

and the later realists admired Hogarthôs attention to the everyday.  

Realism, as opposed to the realistic, was disturbing to some viewers.
 31

 Realism 

avoided didactic intention and transformed the everyday into Art. Modern art historians 

define realism by its mid-century appearance in French art and literature. The 

Stonebreakers (1850) by Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) (fig. 1.2) and Madame Bovary 

(1857) by Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880) are two classic examples. What differentiates 

them from realistic works is, as Stephen Eisenman writes, the idea that ñreverence for the 

ideal and honor of the Classic have no place.ò
32

 Realism avoids idealization and turns the 

viewerôs focus on the means of representation ï the work as a work of art. However, as 

Marcia Werner points out, there are inherent problems in assigning an ñinappropriately 

narrow application of a French paradigm to English art.ò
33

 Realism, she writes, is defined 

by a ñconfluence of characteristic, although multifarious, features.ò
34

 These features are 

the result of two different histories and cultures, and as a result, they create marked 

                                                   
30

 Quoted in Lionel Lambourne, Victorian Painting (London: Phaidon Press, 

1999), 128. 
 
31

 Realism would be attacked at mid-century as ñthe representation of the ugly.ò 

Charles Rosen and Henri Zerner, Romanticism and Realism: The Mythology of 

Nineteenth-Century Art (New York: Viking Press, 1984), 19. 
 
32

 Stephen F. Eisenman et al., Nineteenth Century Art: A Critical History, 3rd ed. 

(London: Thames and Hudson, 2007), 242. 
 
33

 Werner, Pre-Raphaelite Painting and Nineteenth-Century Realism, 3. 
 
34

 Ibid. 
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Fig. 1.2  Gustave Courbet, The Stonebreakers. 1849-1850, oil on canvas,  

74 Ĳ x 118 ȧ in.  Formerly Gemªldegalerie, Dresden (destroyed). 
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differences between French and English art, literature, and the definition and practices of 

realism.    

English realism appeared as a clear departure from the classical tradition and 

Hogarthian didacticism; it portrayed the world without heightened effect or deliberate 

point of view. Realism followed on the heels of the French Revolution (1789) and arrived 

during the Napoleonic Wars (1799-1815). Charles Rosen and Henri Zerner describe 

realism as ña transformation of the politics into aesthetics.ò
35

 In Romanticism and 

Realism: The Mythology of Nineteenth-Century Art, Rosen and Zerner explain that 

realism was disruptive because of its ñacceptance of trivial, banal material and the refusal 

to ennoble it, idealize it, or even make it picturesque.ò
36

 Overt social realism that sought 

to initiate change in society, such as The Governess (1845) by Richard Redgrave (1804-

1888) (fig. 1.3), Applicants for Admission to a Casual Ward (1874) by Luke Fildes 

(1843-1927) (fig. 1.4), and On Strike (1891) by Hubert von Herkomer (1849-1914) (fig. 

1.5) were many years away. However, David Wilkeôs Pitlessie Fair (1804) began the 

shift toward realism in British painting (fig. 1.6). His work drew the ire of art critics and 

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851) who dismissed his work as trivial.
37

 Due to 

                                                   
35

 Rosen and Zerner, Romanticism and Realism: The Mythology of Nineteenth-

Century Art, 18. 
 
36

 Ibid., 147-48. 
 
37

 In 1807, Turner and Richard Westall (1765-1836) contrived to hang Wilkieôs 

Blind Fiddler next to Turnerôs The Sun Rising through Vapour, and Country Blacksmith 

disputing upon the price of iron, and the price charged to the butcher for shoeing his 

poney. Turnerôs paintings were critiques of Wilkieôs use of color and his mundane subject 

matter. Tromans writes, ñTurner showed the newcomer how to do things properly, 

twisting the knife by adding a dab of bright red paint to his picture just before the 

exhibition opened.ò Despite their early differences, Turner painted Peace: Burial at Sea 

(1842), as a tribute to Wilkie. Tromans, David Wilkie: The People's Painter, 123.   
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Fig. 1.3  Richard Redgrave, The Governess. 1844, oil on canvas, 28 x 36 in.  

Victoria & Albert Picture Library. 
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Fig. 1.4  Luke Fildes. Applicants for Admission to a Casual Ward. 1874, oil on canvas, 

54 x 96 in. Royal Holloway College, University of London, Egham, Surrey. 
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Fig. 1.5  Sir Hubert von Herkomer, On Strike. 1891, oil on 

canvas, 49 ½ x 89 ¾ in. Royal Academy of Arts, London. 
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Fig. 1.6  David Wilkie, Pitlessie Fair. 1804, oil on canvas, 24 ¼ x 43 ¼ in.  

National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh. 
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different proprietary codes and ideas about the painterôs class, British realism remained 

more picturesque than French realism; nevertheless, Wilkie reshaped British painting by 

turning paintingôs gaze to the everyday.  

Karl Bleibtrauôs definition of realism in literature states, colloquially, that realism  

is ñthat direction of art which renounces all cloud-cuckoo-lands and does its best to keep 

the ground of reality in its reflection of life.ò
38

 George Becker defines literary realism as 

ñacceptance of all the phenomena of earth as fit subjects for literature.ò
39

 Realists in 

painting and literature used this approach to subject matter to formulate a conscious 

awareness that realism, as George Levine writes, was ultimately a means to respond to 

culture and question culture.
40

 Levineôs foundational work on realism in nineteenth-

century literature, The Realistic Imagination, argues that authors used realism to ñmake 

fiction more, not less, intense.ò
41

 Realism, he explains, appeared to offer a stronger 

technique, morally and rhetorically, because it reflected positivist ideas that valued direct 

observation and lived experience.
42

 Thus, realism moved literature away from the 

conventions of the romance and the fantastic and replaced them with the recognizable.  

                                                   
38

 Quoted in George J. Becker, Master European Realists (New York: Frederick 

Ungar Publishing Co., 1982), 3. 
 
39

 Ibid.  
 
40

 George Levine, The Realistic Imagination (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1981), 22. 
 
41

 Ibid., 17. 
 
42

 Ibid., 18. Auguste Comte (1798-1857) developed the theory of positivism. 

Positivism advanced the scientific method and applied its principles to the study of 

culture and society. His series of lectures were published as Cours de philosophie positive 

(1830-42).  
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Nineteenth-century critics, such as John Eagles (1783-1855), were concerned 

about realism and what ideas the single image might convey. In his 1842 article ñThe 

Natural in Art,ò Eagles argues that imagination is the proper realm for painting, not the 

natural world. Words are better for addressing the difficulties of the world because they 

can ñhurry over the absurdities, but paint fixes them.ò
43

 Painting, he states, could not 

comment on itself because image presents itself as fact. This understanding connects with 

George Levineôs description of realist literature that, like Lessingôs definition of poetry, 

is fluid and shifting. Based in language, text has the ñdisruptive energies and elusively 

nonverbal texture of the óreal.ôò
44

 Text can stretch time, comment on narrative, or 

circumnavigate its own fiction, but painting, restricted to the static image, lacked the 

reassuring narrative and distance of writing.  

Essays and reviews such as those by Eagles and Thackeray reveal certain 

concerns about painting. The fact that paintingôs images were presented to viewers fully 

formed initiated apprehension; images were not shaped by an author or created in the 

mind of a reader. Viewers could not alter or dim these pictures. Furthermore, paintingôs 

subjects and audiences were not regulated in ways that text was. Text required an editor, 

typesetter, printer, bookseller, and a literate audience.
45

 If painting remained unregulated 

                                                   
43

 John Eagles, "The Natural in Art," Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine 51 

(1842): 439. 
 
44

 Levine, The Realistic Imagination, 140. 
 
45

 Mary Pooveyôs analysis of serial publication in the 1840s and 1850s argues, 

ñliterary labor exposed the problematic nature of . . .  writing, and specifically the 

representation of writing, [as] a contested site.ò Pooveyôs work is valuable to the early 

decades as well. She explores the class issues surrounding the writer and addresses 

writing as a trade. Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in 

Mid-Victorian England, 105. 
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or unmonitored, painters might produce paintings that lacked upper-class or aristocratic 

guidance. Painting might reject received modes of thought. Even more disturbing, 

audiences who lacked an education might claim the right to interpret or judge a work of 

art.   

Literary criticism that investigates the myriad connections between literature and 

art is a recent field of criticism known as interart studies, a field interested in 

manifestations of visual, print, and media culture. Nineteenth-century interart criticism 

addresses the many ways word and image interact either through direct connections or 

referentially, and considers how word and image influenced or isolated one another. 

Recent work in nineteenth-century interart criticism has focused on the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood and texts and images from mid-century to the fin de siècle. For that reason, 

Simon Cooke commented in 2003 that there is little work investigating the representation 

of the painter in nineteenth-century literature, and virtually none examining the painter in 

literature from the first half of the century.
46

   

Important contributions to the field include Kate Flintôs The Victorians and the 

Visual Imagination (2000) which explores questions of sight, vision, and the unseen, and 

ñShared Lines Pen and Pencil as Traceò by Gerard Curtis who observes tension between 

the pencil and the pen. Curtis asserts ñthe textual, or written, line came to dominate while 

the drawn line diminished in value.ò
47

 Prior to 1857, for example, the cover of the 

Illustrated London News portrays Art and Literature ñhand in hand, surveying the world. . 
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 Simon Cooke, "Dangerous Subversives: The Role of Painters in Sensational 

Fiction," Victorians Institute Journal 31 (2003). 
 
47

 Gerard Curtis, Visual Words: Art and the Material Book in Victorian England 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 27. 
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. . After 1857 Art is shown as subordinate, behind Literature and looking over her 

shoulder, to the text, for guidance.ò
48

 There has also been a surge in works considering 

the role of illustration in the novel. Julia Thomasôs Pictorial Victorians: The Inscription 

of Values in Word and Image (2004) claims, ñit is the relation between word and image 

that defines Victorian painting and illustration,ò and Sophia Andresôs Pre-Raphaelite Art 

of the Victorian Novel: Narrative Challenges to Visual Gendered Boundaries (2005) 

states that paintings by Pre-Raphaelite artists influenced the Victorian novel. In addition, 

there has been a steady stream of works on individual authors, artists, illustrators, and the 

role of art in British culture.
49

  

Two books devote their full attention to representations of the painter in 

nineteenth-century British literature. The first, The Artist in 19th Century English Fiction 

(1979) by Bo Jeffares, asserts that nineteenth-century writers had no larger interest in 

painting. When authors incorporated an artist into their text it was, ñbecause they were 

primarily interested in the fictional artist as a romantic hero, rather than as a means of 

discussing what was happening in contemporary art movements.ò
50

 The nineteenth-

century was a very long time and it included many, many authors, so Jeffaresôs statement 

certainly applies. However, Jeffaresôs analysis of the artist in literature makes no 
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distinctions between types of artists, no distinctions between authors, no distinctions 

between concerns at the beginning of the century and the end of the century, and does not 

consider that men and women writers might approach the figure of the man or the woman 

artist differently. Jeffares concludes by asserting that the myth of the artist declined at the 

end of the nineteenth century. The profound absence of work in this area is apparent 

when Julie Codell cites Jeffares in her discussion of ñThe Degenerate Artist: A Biological 

Typeò in The Victorian Artist.51
  

In contrast, The Woman Painter in Victorian Literature (2008) by Antonia Losano 

demonstrates what interart studies can offer. Losano draws on recent work in art history 

concerning nineteenth-century woman painters and offers a rigorous analysis of the 

woman painter in literature. Losano considers the figure of the woman painter from 1848 

through the fin de siècle and argues ñwomen novelists use the figure of the painter not 

only to engage with social and aesthetic debates about art in general, but also to consider 

the cultural position of their own medium.ò
52

 Her study considers some of the multiple 

approaches women writers took when writing the woman painter and illustrates the gaps 

of Jeffaresôs earlier work.   

By employing the methods of interart studies, I argue that in order to understand 

the painter in literature it is necessary to understand the British art world. Art historians 

who recognize the role of literary studies in their work have made this approach possible. 

Recent work in art history reevaluating nineteenth-century British art tells a new story 

that raises questions and suggests alternate readings of nineteenth-century texts. In The 
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