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D.G. Rossetti’s Contributions to the Victorian Blake Revival

Ayako Wada*
Abstract

This article discusses the crucial role D.G. Rossetti played in the Victorian Blake revival in terms of the
following two points. First, Rossetti’s acquisition of Blake’s Notebook in April 1847 led him with others to
initiate the Pre-Raphaelite movement which in turn contributed to improving the public’s appreciation of
Blake’s work. Indeed, Blake was Rossetti’s immediate predecessor as in Public Address he declared his
intention to restore art ‘to the Florentine original’ against the Venetian and Flemish schools that British
academic painting was modelled on. Just as Mark Evans later regarded Blake’s annotations to Reynolds’
Discourses on Art as epitomizing ‘the conflict between Romanticism and Classicism in Britain’, in
Blake’s Notebook Rossetti clearly perceived the conflict between the two art movements in Britain, and
rejected the latter as false ‘Old Art’ while embracing the former as true ‘New Art’ as expressed in 7he
House of Life. Secondly, Rossetti’s perception of Blake as a revolutionary artist is fully implemented in the
way Alexander Gilchrist’s Life of Blake was completed. By allowing Gilchrist to make use of Blake’s
Notebook on condition of his ‘printing the whole of the printable contents’, Rossetti was necessarily
involved in the Blake project. After Gilchrist’s death, Rossetti was not only the practical editor of the
second volume of the Life of Blake, but he also, as his brother and Debora Dorfman pointed out, wrote
supplementary material for the first volume to reinforce Blake’s merits as an artist. While Anne Gilchrist
and W. M. Rossetti also worked hard on the Life of Blake, its overall effect as the revolutionary manifesto
of the new art can be attributed to Rossetti, and its publication resulted in a paradigm shift in art due to the
rise of Blake and the fall of Sir Joshua Reynolds as well as R. H. Cromek/Thomas Stothard -- reminiscent
of the design expounded in 4 Vision of the Last Judgement.

Key words: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Blake’s Notebook, the Pre-Raphaelite movement, Alexander
Gilchrist, the Life of Blake
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