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Thesis Abstract

The three works by John Everett Millais (1828-96), Ferdinand Lured by Ariel (1849-
50), Mariana (1850-51) and Ophelia (1851-52), are striking images, and share some
particular aspects in common, which underpin the innovativeness of his art. First of
all, there are all from Millais’s early career as an artist and as a founding member of
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and these representations are ‘faithful to nature’, fol-
lowing the Brotherhood’s principles. Most importantly, all three were inspired by liter-
ature, specifically that of Shakespeare. While their vivid impressions can easily dis-
tract the beholders’ eyes, the affinity between these works and Shakespearean texts as
their sources are, in fact, interwoven in these works at many levels. These representa-
tions appear to have been partly liberated from the conventional images of these sub-
jects in Victorian theatre and art, as the impact of Shakespeare’s texts surpasses that
of their visual adaptations in Millais’s creative process. Though the matter has not
been widely explored, Millais must have been familiar with Shakespeare’s creations
through literary texts rather than visual adaptations. The three compositions must
have been derived from his familiarity with the texts, especially his attentive reading
and interpretation of the Bard’s language.

Based on the preceding studies on Millais and the Victorian reception of
Shakespeare, this thesis limits its scope to these three compositions by the artist,
exploring their literary subject matter and their representations in depth. Before mov-
ing onto the actual analysis of the three works, the thesis first focuses on the trends in
the Victorian art market and explores the involvement of particular individuals, espe-
cially that of Millais himself. Through this chapter, it aims to shed light on the impor-
tance of Millais’s decision to explore the genre of narrative painting through these
three works. In the following chapters, it then compares the representations by Millais
with the literary texts of Shakespeare and others to clarify various qualities particular
in Millais’s art and analyse how such qualities were derived and imagined from the
texts. Simultaneously, it elucidates the several ways in which Millais accessed the
Bard’s language and the particular edition which he had likely consulted by referring
to the exhibition catalogues and the letters and diaries of Millais and his contemporar-
ies.

As stated above, Chapter I explores Millais’s involvement in the Victorian art market
and analyses the narrative trend which various people from artists to art critics were
instrumental in heightening. As all three paintings mainly discussed in this thesis met
contemporary tastes in Shakespeare and narrative paintings, the chapter will seek pos-
sible reasons for Millais’s choice of subject matter, while considering the artist’s ability
as artist-businessman. Through this chapter, the thesis first sheds light on the funda-

mental link between the three works by Millais as narrative paintings, which plausibly



pleased their potential buyers from the middle class.

The second chapter analyses Ferdinand as the first painting inspired by
Shakespeare’s play, The Tempest, by the Pre-Raphaelite Millais. This chapter brings
up some of the qualities which construct the ingenuity of Millais’s art, such as musical-
ity, dramatic quality, as well as the fluidity of the narrative. Additionally, looking into
the transition of Millais’s Ariels, it argues for the liberation from convention in his rep-
resentation which declaims Millais’s attentive reading of the original text by
Shakespeare, meticulous technique of drawing and unbiased imagination.

Mariana is examined in the following chapter. While the claustrophobic mood in the
“moated grange” and the subtle auditory sense seem to separate this representation
from its source texts by Shakespeare (Measure for Measure) and Tennyson (“Mariana”),
there are particular aspects inherent in Mariana including religious connotations,
which owed much to Millais’s careful attention to the original texts and his imagina-
tion triggered by the elements in the languages of Shakespeare and Tennyson. Chapter
III further discusses the topicality in this representation and the similarity between
Millais’s Mariana and Victorian women. In addition, this chapter examines the sexuali-
ty of Mariana which links this work to the final work, Ophelia.

The final chapter of this thesis examines Ophelia. As in Ferdinand and Mariana, par-
ticular elements and qualities in Ophelia embody Millais’s artistry; these elements
include the composition, floral attributions, symbolism of the plants, tranquil mood,
insanity and sexuality; directly and indirectly, all qualities were derived from Millais’s
fidelity to the Bard’s language.

These chapters reveal that Millais had not simply invented those qualities and attri-
butions of the subject matter on his own, but constructed them from his interpretation
of the literary texts. Remaining close to the Shakespearean subject matter and follow-
ing the Pre-Raphaelite principles of artmaking, Millais had developed his unique visu-
alisation of Shakespeare’s texts throughout these three works. This thesis clarifies that
there is artistry which differentiates Millais from his contemporaries in these three
works, by exploring various qualities which were eventually passed down, and became

inherent in the following works from his later career.
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