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 Abstract 
 

Shakespeare’s plays have inspired their readers ever since they were written. 
The study of Shakespeare became particularly popular during the Victorian era. 
Representations of the plays came to be much present in paintings, poems, and 
theatrical performances. From a different angle, women’s rights, unlike the prosperity 
of the era, were limited. They were framed under many patriarchal stereotypes. In this 
connection, Shakespeare’s women interested the critics, poets and painters. The topic 
of the women in Shakespearean plays is one of the most inspiring subjects for the 
Victorian artists, especially for the members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. As the 
Pre-Raphaelites focused on their intention of painting subjects with jewel-like colors 
and detailed rendering of nature, Shakespeare’s plays became ideal subjects for artists 
to paint out the complexity of the scenery and symbolically illustrate their philosophies 
and ideologies.  

This paper focuses on an analysis of how the women in Shakespeare’s plays are 
reimagined and rediscovered through the eyes of Victorian artists. Out of the many 
heroines in his works, Ophelia, Mariana and, Miranda are characters that present 
symbolic meanings and influences to the Victorian eyes. These three heroines represent 
the women’s status during the Victorian era as follows: Ophelia is connected with 
female malady (madness), Miranda with her image as the dutiful daughter, and Mariana 
with her isolation. Paintings and poems inspired by these women during the Victorian 
era will be discussed and used as prompts to strengthen the points. In each case, I will 
add interpretations building on current critical consensus in order to show how visions 
have changed from Victorian times to ours in relation to Shakespeare’s female 
characters selected in this thesis for discussion.  
 
Keywords: Shakespeare’s heroines, Victorians, Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, Ophelia, 
Miranda, Mariana  
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中文摘要 

 

自從威廉‧莎士比亞的劇作（以下稱為莎劇）問世，它影響、激勵與啟發了許多

它的讀者。尤其在維多莉亞時期，研究莎士比亞及莎劇成為了當代評論家、文學

家、學者及藝術家之間的流行。也因此，在文藝繁榮的十九世紀時，許多關於莎

劇的文章、書籍和藝術作品的再現被創造出來。但從另一個角度來看，與當時代

社會的繁榮對比，女性在社會上的權利是相對受限的。她們受限於父權體制下的

刻板印象、限制及束縛。與這個背景相連，莎劇中女性角色的人格、情緒、遭遇

和象徵性強力底啟發了維多莉亞時代的讀著，尤其是藝文人士。在許多藝術家中，

前拉菲爾派（Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood）尤其受到莎士比亞的女角吸引並繪

畫出許多以她們為主題才的再現作品。由於前拉斐爾派專注於繪畫主題的強烈情

感、珠寶般的色彩和近乎真實的自然風景，莎劇中的女角成為前拉菲爾派描繪景

物複雜性的主題，並從中表達出他們的哲學、意識形態、視覺意涵。 

 

 

本文著重在分析及探討維多莉亞時期的藝文人士如何重新構思和重現莎劇中的

女性。從眾多莎劇女角中，本文將著重分析奧菲莉亞（Ophelia）、米蘭達（Miranda）

及瑪莉安娜（Mariana）在維多利亞人眼中的象徵性和影響。在維多莉亞時期，

這三位女角所代表的意識如下：奧菲莉亞與女性的瘋狂（female malady）、米蘭

達與她那完美女兒的形象和瑪莉安娜所代表的孤獨。受到莎劇中女角啟發的繪畫

及再現作品將會作為主要的研究案例及探討範圍。除此之外，本文中也會根據討

論添加筆者的個人解釋及現代的觀點，助於探討維多莉亞時代中的這些女角是如

何改變之後讀者對於這些女角的觀感及印象。 

 

關鍵字：莎士比亞、女性、維多莉亞時期、前拉菲爾派、奧菲莉亞、米蘭達、

瑪莉安娜 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

1.1 Contextualizing the issue 

In the reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901), the people living under this prosperity 

state of Victorian England were called the Victorians. Through expansions and growths 

in the nation’s power and wealth, the Victorians also had great development in literature, 

art, and culture. The plays of William Shakespeare became one popular interest for the 

public to read and study about. With bardoltary, the Victorians were the first to associate 

Shakespeare with an “elevated notion of womanhood.”1 The study of Shakespeare’s 

women cannot be separated from the Victorians; in fact, as Stuart Sillars writes in his 

Shakespeare and the Victorians, “Shakespeare was at the centre of the Victorian 

imagination.”2 Representations of the bard’s plays (characters, plot, themes, symbols, 

etc.) can be found in many paintings and literary texts of the time, as well as in criticism 

and theatrical performances. The influence of this genuine bardolatry can be seen both 

through the popularity of such Shakespearean-subjected texts and paintings and the 

changes in the Victorian system of education I will speak more about below.  

Against this background, the exploration of Shakespeare’s women became a matter 

of true public interest, and the critical, literary, artistic and largely social interest in 

Shakespeare's female characters in the Victorian era grew from a significant sense of 

connection widely felt at the time in many social circles. The heroines portrayed in the 

plays came to be seen as reflecting the Victorian women’s social status and their 

ideologies. Conversely, Victorian women felt particularly related to Shakespeare’s 

women through the latter’s perceived symbolism and characteristics in various plays. 

In this sense, Gail Marshall writes in an important 2009 study: “Victorian girls – and 

                                                      
1  Julie Hankey, “Victorian Portias: Shakespeare’s Borderline Heroine.” Shakespeare Quarterly 45.4 
(1994): 426. 
2 Stuart Sillars, Shakespeare and the Victorians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 104. 
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women – found in Shakespeare an energy and vigour which operated beyond the 

parameters prescribed for Shakespeare’s influence on them.”3  Below, I will review 

briefly the social and ideological background against which this Shakespearian 

connection came to be so strong. 

Unlike the prosperity state of the era, women’s rights were limited. They lived in 

a patriarchal society in which they were framed in highly stereotypical fashions. Ever 

since they were born, they were groomed towards reaching a certain ideal of femininity. 

Women were taught to accept their “limitations” and their given, strictly-defined role 

in the household. As is well-known, the highly conservative ideal of femininity in the 

Victorian society was linked to the belief in the separate spheres of social life to which 

men and women respectively belonged. The ideal woman was supposed to be respectful 

of her husband and perform well in both domestic duties and motherhood. The life of 

such an ideal woman involved taking care of the household, maintaining friendships 

with other families, overseeing children (from a distance) and practicing philanthropy.4 

With women staying in the house, the male members of the family would be responsible 

for the financial needs to maintain these activities and all the expenses.  

The ideology of the separate spheres dominated European countries during the 18th 

and 19th centuries, reaching its most refined form in Victorian England. As a proven 

fact through cultural and historical studies, the concept implies the strong separation of 

gender roles. The belief was that the social world was divided into two spheres, with 

men in the public sphere and women in charge for the private aspects of social existence. 

The private sphere was limited to the areas within the house and concerned domestic 

existence at large, like household chores and child-rearing. The mistress of the house 

                                                      
3 Gail Marshall, Shakespeare and Victorian Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 7.  
4 Joan N. Burstyn, Victorian Education and the Ideal of Womanhood (New Jersey: Croom Helm, 1980), 
30.  
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was meant to be completely in charge of all the arrangements within the house. Of 

course, some lower-class women spent their daytime working to support the family's 

expenses; still, the leisured women at home were primarily expected to suit the 

definition of this ideal. In her study of Victorian Education and the Ideal of Womanhood, 

Joan N. Burstyn suggests that the number of leisure women in the house symbolized 

the financial status and success of the men in the house.5 Thus, the yardstick used to 

measure achievement within the two spheres was different: men’s success was gauged 

financially and materialistically, while women were appreciated for good family 

management, with morality and spirituality featuring as essential indicators in this 

sense.6 

Later in the Victorian period, motherhood did not just represent reproduction and 

overseeing the care of their children—it came to be understood as the ultimate 

fulfillment of a woman’s life. While men’s existence was professional and public, 

women’s whole life was meant to be found in marriage and motherhood. Besides 

focusing on their household duties, they were also responsible for children’s education. 

In order to fill in the responsibility and become a good educator and role model for their 

children, women pursued education through boarding schools and governesses from a 

young age. Thus, women’s opportunities in academic studies rose. In the 1880s, Oxford 

and Cambridge universities began to enroll female students for the first time. However, 

women still experienced inequality by not being able to receive the full degree, like 

their male counterparts. It was only in the late 1940s that both genders were awarded 

the same diplomas. With the right to pursue further education, the new fear among the 

Victorian society was that some women may become what had been known since the 

mid-18th century as “bluestockings”—intellectual women who devoted themselves to 

                                                      
5 Ibid., 30.  
6 Ibid., 32.  
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academic studies rather than focus on marriage and motherhood. Over-intellectual 

women were considered less feminine and less attractive to men, since they rejected 

their part in the “natural” spheres. As education for women became more acceptable 

and common in society, women’s role and identity began to slowly shift away from 

those of domestic housewives to those of educated, sophisticated individuals.   

With the changes in women’s education and identity, it started to be common for 

middle-class later Victorian women to get introduced to the works of Shakespeare at a 

young age, for reasons that will be further explored below. Young girls were introduced 

to the playwright through formal and family education. It became a customary event 

for Shakespeare-related stories to be shared during weekend family gatherings. Stories 

were read to the children with parents acting out the main roles. The roles performed 

by the father were usually the most important or influential, making a stronger 

impression on the children. This is how Annie S. Swan, a Victorian author, describes 

her first memory with Shakespeare in My Life: An Autobiography:  

 

The first Shakespeare Society I ever heard of was in our own home at Mountskip… We 

used to act the plays, without scenery or equipment, of course. It was actually a reading 

circle, with the parts in the plays apportioned as seemed most fit. I see my father now as 

Shylock, standing at the table, declaiming at the top of his voice. I can’t remember about 

Portia or the others. His personality and voice in my memory dominate the scene.7 

 

According to Gail Marshall, Swan’s experience was the typical childhood memory 

the Victorian young girls would have encountered.8 Such performance and readings 

recommended for girls were submitted, of course, to censorship. As they were educated 

                                                      
7 Quoted from Marshall, Shakespeare and Victorian Women, 15. 
8 Ibid., 16. 
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to become ideal women, there was a need to preserve their innocence and purity. A 

young woman was protected from the knowledge and experience of “evils [such] as 

dishonesty, cheating, and profligacy since she did not have to take part in worldly 

transactions.”9 One of the most popular adaptations of Shakespeare in the nineteenth 

century was Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare (1807). The book aimed 

to limit (and sometimes fully omit) the sections that were considered inappropriate for 

girls to read about. In the case of Hamlet, for instance, the plot of the Lambs’ version 

moved quickly after Hamlet saw the ghost of his father to the drama he assigned for the 

royal family to watch. As for the Merchant of Venice, many lines of Shylock were 

omitted due to the horrific scenery it might have brought to the young girls.  

With the censorship and adaptations of Shakespeare, young readers were able to be 

educated on what was perceived as moral values and messages. The popularity of these 

plays and stories created the Victorian enthusiasm for relating their ideal womanliness 

to Shakespeare’s female characters. One of the important texts regarding this issue is 

Anna Jameson’s Shakspeare’s Heroines10 (1832). Although the text was published five 

years before the reign of Queen Victoria, it “came to be understood to embody a 

characteristically Victorian conception of ideal womanliness.” 11  Jameson used 

fictional characters as the models to discuss and explain the assumptions and social 

ideologies of her generation. Thirty years later, John Ruskin, the famous Victorian critic, 

writes in his lecture, “Of Queen’s Garden,” about his belief in woman’s morality 

through self-realization and self-renunciation.12 He used Shakespeare’s heroines as a 

reflection of the Victorian ideal of femininity, in which, women were to believe as 

                                                      
9 Burstyn, Victorian Education, 33. 
10 Jameson spells Shakespeare’s name as “Shakspeare” due to the practice of the time.  
11  Anne E. Russell, “‘History and Real Life’: Anna Jameson, Shakespeare's Heroines and Victorian 

Women.” Victorian Review 17.2 (1991): 37. 
12 Ibid., 37.   
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passive and dependent in their private spheres. According to Sillars, this idea implies 

that women are subsidiary and secondary figures to the male characters in the plays. 

With this understanding, he writes that some feminist critics in later days seek this 

concept as evidence of the Victorian ideas of women's role as supporters for their men.13 

In this sense, Shakespeare's women would have stood for more than their role in their 

stories. They would have thus brought the connection and relation to women in the 

Victorian society and shared similar understandings and repression that have enhanced 

their identity in life.  

Against this background, in this dissertation, I aim to further explore the ways in 

which the Victorians viewed Shakespeare's women. This study will focus on the ways 

some Shakespearean female characters were represented in the arts, fiction and 

criticism produced during the era. My case studies will focus on three female characters, 

Ophelia (from Hamlet), Miranda (from The Tempest), and Mariana (from Measure for 

Measure). As we shall see, the three heroines have inspired numerous Victorian artists 

and critics through their intense emotions and symbolic values in relation to the 

Victorian women.  

 

1.2 Research motivation 

The opportunity to study about Ophelia in my senior paper for my bachelor degree 

brought my interest towards a deeper analysis of Shakespeare’s heroines. While reading 

Hamlet, Ophelia’s death is always an image that readers have to imagine in their minds. 

Being introduced to John Everett Millais's painting of Ophelia, I was attracted by the 

recreation of the scenery and the detailed symbolism of the painting. This extends my 

interest to other Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood paintings of Shakespeare’s women. Their 

                                                      
13 Sillars, Shakespeare and the Victorians, 159. 
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paintings explored the women's emotion and use of body gestures to further portray and 

describe their psychological state. Their selection and use of jewel colors, nature 

backgrounds, and literary subjects brought to my interest. Their featuring of 

Shakespeare’s heroines as the main subject of their paintings brought to my interest. It 

was interesting to look deeper into how they reimagined the plays and how these 

paintings have influenced it’s viewers’ imaginations of these heroines. In order to have 

a further understanding of their paintings, I would like to investigate on their 

perspectives of Shakespeare’s women and have a deeper understanding of their works.  

 

1.3 Research methodology  

The research methods used in my study are mainly close readings of the overviews 

of critical materials and literature and textual analysis. According to Sharon Lockyer, 

textual analysis is the method that performs data analysis that “closely examines either 

the content and meaning of texts or their structure and discourse.”14 Throughout my 

research for this study, I have been working on the analyses of literature centered works 

in relation to Victorian writings, contemporary studies about the Victorians and, the 

study of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Throughout chapters two to four, the main 

method that I will use will be textual analysis of literature dedicated and related to the 

study Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (also known with the abbreviation of PRB), 

Victorian writings and criticisms, and detailed scholarly studies dedicated to the 

selected heroines of Ophelia, Miranda, and Mariana. Approaching the texts, I will 

explore the favoritism of the heroines that inspired and influenced the Pre-Raphaelites 

and Victorian writers and critics. It will also include qualitative analysis of 

philosophical theories and in-depth analysis in relation to the chosen topic. 

                                                      
14 Sharon Lockyer, "Textual analysis." The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research methods 
(2008): 866. 
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In my choice of these particular characters, I have taken inspiration, among others, 

from Guijuan Lin’s study regarding Higher Education Research Methodology-

Literature Method, in which the author focused on the strategies used when choosing 

the representative research literature in a literary study. According to Lin, this 

methodology “is to read through, analyze and sort literatures in order to identify the 

essential attribute of materials.”15  The determining of the representative work for 

textual analyses includes four principles that needed to put into consideration.16  

First of all, the purpose of the selected piece of literature must be valuable for the 

subject to investigate further with theoretical background to support the research. In 

relation to this thesis, the selection of literature was down to the plays of Shakespeare, 

particularly on the analyses of Hamlet, The Tempest and, Measure for Measure. The 

plays of the bard definitely fit into these criteria as a classic work or a masterpiece of 

an authority. For the selected heroines, Ophelia, Miranda, and Mariana were popular 

subjects for scholars and researchers to investigate. Using Ophelia as an example, 

Duncan Salkeld suggests in his study that, “Ophelia's body reads as a document in 

madness.” 17  For this character, there is a large database for its theoretical based 

information and research from different fields. Her death scene was also considered as 

“one of the most elaborately ornamented narrative exercises in Shakespeare.”18 This 

shows her importance and worthiness to serve as a one of the main case studies of a 

research study.  

The second principle is the authority of the writer for the selected piece also matters 

                                                      
15 Guijuan Lin, "Higher education research methodology-literature method." International Education 
Studies 2.4 (2009): 179.  
16 The following definition of the principles are all referencing: Lin, "Higher education research 
methodology-literature method," 180. 
17  Duncan Salkeld, “Madness and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare” (Manchester: Manchester UP, 
1993), 95.  
18 Katherine Goodland, Female Mourning in Medieval and Renaissance English Drama:   
From the Raising of Lazarus to King Lear (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005), 233. 
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when choosing a research literature. The author's reputation or his stance as a 

representative part in the academic or research field will play an important role when it 

comes to citations and references. In this stance, there are no doubts regarding William 

Shakespeare's authority and contributions in the literature field. Shakespeare's works 

definitely present its value for further research. The third will be the selected literature’s 

capability and effectiveness, it needs to have a strong theoretical aspect or a 

phenomenon to discuss and to support the argument. Ophelia, in this case, plays a 

significant role when it comes to representing women's identity, the figure under the 

patriarchal society, and women's hysteria. She is also one of the many Shakespeare 

heroines that inspired artists and talents to create their interpretation of her 

representations (the same works for Miranda and Mariana).  

The fourth and last principle relates to the text’s reliability. This includes the 

identifying the authenticity of the literature and its contents, in relation to whether the 

facts, historical information, and issues were correct. Thus, the selection of literature 

used in this entire study consists of published texts stemming from the 19th century to 

our days, with the addition of scholarly published papers. Therefore, the contents of 

literature are verified and present reliable information and documents. With the above 

principles to consider in a literature research method, my study of Ophelia, Miranda, 

and Mariana through Victorian eyes may join accurate data and  to present a further 

understanding and research of how these heroines were reimagined by the Victorians.  

 

1.4 Literature review 

This section serves as a review of existing scholarly literature and texts that I intend 

to put to use in the discussion for this study. The literature that shows the relation 

between Shakespeare’s heroines and the Victorians is very comprehensive. To sort out 

the differences, this section is divided into three categories. The first category will be 
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the pieces of literature written by Victorian writers and critics themselves. With these 

works of literature, I want to explore how the Victorians analyzed these heroines in 

relation to their society. Next, I move on to the works written by contemporary scholars 

about their studies related to Shakespeare and the Victorians. From these two selections, 

I will focus on the comparison between how the issue was seen through the Victorians’ 

eyes and how it is analyzed in the modern days. The last category will be the studies 

regarding the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. The Pre-Raphaelites had drawn numbers of 

paintings that were inspired by Shakespeare’s heroines and many of them had become 

iconic paintings that symbolize the image of the character. Thus, the study of the Pre-

Raphaelites is mandatory in this research due to its importance on how their works had 

represented, symbolized, and influenced the viewpoints of the Victorians and 

contemporary scholars on the heroines. The selection of texts related to the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood is narrowed down mainly to their works subjecting 

Shakespeare's heroines. 

 

1.) Victorian writings  

 In 1807, Charles and Mary Lamb published their Tales from Shakespeare, written 

mainly for young readers of Shakespeare. Although published thirty years before the 

Victorian era, Tales from Shakespeare greatly influenced the Victorians and became a 

common book to appear in every Victorian home. The book is a narrative adaptation 

that contains twenty plays of Shakespeare with Mary responsible for comedies and 

Charles's work with the tragedies. They believed that some parts of the plays were too 

difficult for young readers to understand. Thus, they wrote the plays in different 

adaptations by censoring parts in order to protect the children's purity and 

understanding. The Lambs aimed at encouraging readers to value the moral of the 

stories when facing obstacles in life. The Tales from Shakespeare became an influential 
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text in the education of Victorian women. Later, researchers and investigators have 

tended to treat Lamb's work as an origin for Shakespeare’s adaptations for children.19 

It has become a symbolic book of Shakespeare in children’s literature.  

 One of the first works dedicated to the study of Shakespeare’s women was Anna 

Jameson’s Shakespeare’s Heroines (1832) (originally published under the title 

Characteristics of Women: Moral, Poetical, and Historical). Jameson’s discussion 

focused on her selection of twenty-five heroines from twenty-one Shakespearean plays. 

She divided these notable heroines into four different groups: characters of intellect, 

characters of passion and imagination, characters of the affections and, historical 

characters. Jameson’s Shakespeare’s Heroines was a popular success that influenced 

both the literary and education fields. She discussed the heroines individually and 

offered her generation a different perspective of women's role and the ‘woman question.’ 

Jameson writes in her book, “his characters combine history and real life; they are 

complete individuals, whose hearts and souls are laid open before us: all may behold, 

and all judge for themselves.”20 Her introduction is written in the form of a dialogue 

between herself, ‘Alda,’ and a male admirer of Shakespeare, ‘Medon.’ Within the 

conversation, the author justifies her purpose of the study by answering the questions 

and doubts asked by Medon. In response to Medon's assumption on her aim was to 

make women the better and superior sex,21 Alda answers:  

 

It appears to me that the condition of women in society, as at present constituted, is false 

in itself, and injurious to them, that the education of women, as at present conducted, is 

founded in mistaken principles, and tends to increase fearfully the sum of misery and 

                                                      
19 Kathryn Prince, “Illustration, Text, and Performance in Early Shakespeare for Children,” Borrows and 
Lenders, 1.  
20 Anna Jameson, Shakespeare’s Heroines: Characteristics of Women-Moral, Poetical, and Historical. 
London: G. Bell, 1913, 48. 
21 Ibid., 48. 
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error in both sexes but I do not choose presumptuously to fling these opinions in the face 

of the world, in the form of essays on morality and treaties on education. I have rather 

chosen to illustrate certain positions by examples, and leave my readers to deduce the 

moral themselves, and draw their own inferences.22  

 

She explains that her purpose was to set the stories of the heroines as a warning for the 

young readers. For instance, young readers of Shakespeare should be prevented from 

imitating Juliet’s act of love. 23  In result, Jameson's exploration of Shakespeare's 

women has greatly influenced the Victorians and the later generations on their 

symbolism and representations.  

 Influenced by Jameson’s work, Mary Cowden Clarke, published her The Girlhood 

of Shakespeare’s Heroines between 1850 and 1852. As a notable Shakespearian scholar 

and one of the first woman write about Shakespeare professionally, she publishes essays 

of imaginative prequel of the girlhood stories for fifteen heroines of Shakespeare. In 

her book, she includes heroines such as Portia, Lady Macbeth, Juliet, Desdemona, 

Ophelia, and ten more. The essays title Portia: the heiress of Belmont, Juliet: the white 

dove of Verona and, Ophelia: the rose of Elsinore. Her selection was down to the best-

known heroines that often appeared in other texts and theatrical performances as a 

perfect example of womanhood for young Victorians.24 The essays were written in the 

style of fiction for young women to read and relate. According to Anne Russell, her 

reimagined stories of the heroines work as an "implicit explanations of apparently 

improper behaviors or attitudes."25 Clarke’s The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines 

imposed new visions of Shakespeare’s heroines away from the original imagination; 

                                                      
22 Ibid., 49-50. 
23 Ibid., 60. 
24 Gail Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012, 109.  
25 Russell, "‘History and Real Life’: Anna Jameson," 36.   
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instead, she placed them with the Victorian values of womanhood and created a 

nineteenth-century version of the heroines.26  

 The relation of Shakespeare’s women and the Victorian women has come into a 

greater interest and discussion among the Victorian critics. John Ruskin, one of the 

greatest Victorians, famously or rather provocatively said in his “Of Queen’s Garden” 

(1865) that “Shakespeare has no heroes; he has only heroines.”27 The essay discussed 

the concern on the image of the ideal woman by being passive and set in the private 

spheres. He writes that there are no real heroes in the perfect plays. When these men 

failed to become the true heroes of their stories, the presence of the perfect women will 

always be seen in the plays. As he writes, “the catastrophe of every play is caused 

always by the folly or fault of a man; the redemption, if there be any, is by the wisdom 

and virtue of a woman.”28 He asserts that Shakespeare’s women are represented as 

faithful and wise individuals that serve as counselors for the men. 29  Out of all the 

heroes and heroines of Shakespeare, he points out the exception of Henry V and Ophelia. 

He menitons that Henry V is the only hero in his plays and Ophelia is the only weak 

woman that has failed to become the heroine. Goneril, Regan and Lady Macbeth were 

also named as the only wicked ones in the plays. He used the heroines as the examples 

of ideal woman and “validated his own idealized view of women.”30  

 Algernon Charles Swinburne published his A Study of Shakespeare in 1880. He 

brought up his discussion with the directions of politics, religion and, sexuality. He 

divides the plays into three categories: Lyric and Fantastic, Comic and Historic, and 

Tragic and Romantic. In his study, he analyzes the roles of the female characters in 

                                                      
26 Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 110.  
27 John Ruskin, “Of Queen’s Garden,” Sesame and Lilies, Ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn, 
(London: Allen, 1905) Vol. 18: 114. 
28 Ibid., 115. 
29 Ibid., 110. 
30 Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 223. 
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relation to the men in their life. He writes that Othello and Hamlet both serve as their 

own entities while, “Constance is the jewel of King John, and Katherine is the crowning 

blossom of Henry VIII.” 31  With Cleopatra, he comments her as the ‘perfect and 

everlasting woman’ that Shakespeare has presented her in the ideal femininity of the 

perfect mother, wife, daughter, mistress and, maiden.32 His criticisms were discussed 

both in public and private manners. With his personal ideas, we see the struggle of his 

views of gender and sexual identities.33 Disagreeing some Shakespearean critics like 

Thomas Carlyle, Swinburne shapes and discusses his version of the Victorian 

Shakespeare.  

 

2.) Contemporary writings about the Victorians  

In order to understand Victorian women’s status and the society’s belief on the 

ideology of womanhood, Joan N. Burstyn’s Victorian Education and the Ideal of 

Womanhood (1980) is a helpful guide to study this background information. The book 

includes the analysis of the women’s status in education and connects it to their role in 

politics and religion. In her study, Burstyn explains Victorians ideology of the separate 

spheres through the shift of women's role in education from the mid to the late 

nineteenth century. The author provides her study with an argument that even though 

women were able to gain more rights in higher education, it was the unattainable ideal 

of womanhood that led to the change. In this discussion, Shakespeare’s play becomes 

an essential text required in women’s education and is also a factor that symbolizes the 

change of women’s education. 

 One of the seminal studies used for the present work is Shakespeare and the 

                                                      
31 Algernon Charles Swinburne, A Study of Shakespeare (London: Chatto & Windus, 1880), 70. 
32 Swinburne, A Study of Shakespeare, 191. 
33 Robert Sawyer, Victorian Appropriations of Shakespeare, 49.  
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Victorian Women written by Gail Marshall in 2009. The author gives an analysis of how 

women took a fundamental role in the study of Victorian Shakespeare. Besides from 

analyzing the texts, Marshall also brings the attention to the Victorian actresses who 

played an influential role in the plays and writers who embrace Shakespeare in their 

writings and life. She focuses on the relationship between Shakespeare and the 

Victorian women, through the change of women’s role in education and the female 

voices they found within the characters. Referring to the issue, Marshall states:  

 

Shakespeare’s women were relevant and audible precisely because they were not 

timeless, because they were read as the products of another time and political context 

which could envisage and articulate a potential for women beyond the vision of the 

nineteenth century.34  

 

She makes the attempt to emphasize the importance of Shakespeare in the Victorian 

society, especially towards the women. 

 Stuart Sillars’s Shakespeare and the Victorian (2013) is another work contributing 

to the analysis of Shakespeare and the Victorian culture. This work shows precise 

analyses on the Victorian reception of Shakespeare. The author uses a collection of 

poetry, novels, and, performance reviews to further examine his arguments on how the 

plays and the male roles became an essential and central role in Victorian life. Through 

this book, we can obtain the information of Shakespeare in visual art, theatrical 

performances and, other novels and poems referencing the influences from the plays.  

Other than the above publications, Mary Balestraci’s Ph.D. dissertation on 

Victorian Voices: Gender Ideology and Shakespeare’ Female Characters published in 

                                                      
34 Marshall, Shakespeare and the Victorian Women, 44.  
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2012, provides the background knowledge of how the Victorian ideologies of 

femininity are related to Shakespeare’s women. She focuses more on the woman 

question and Victorians’ perceptions of femininity as passive, gentle, selfless and, naïve. 

She discusses the criticisms made during the nineteenth century about the three types 

of heroines: “the tragic innocents, the defiant daughters and dutiful wives and, the wise 

and witty women.”35 In detail, she selected and discussed on nine symbolic female 

characters from Shakespeare’s plays that fit into one of the three categories: Ophelia, 

Desdemona and Cordelia for the tragic innocents; Juliet, Katherine, and Lady Macbeth 

for daughter and wives; Portia, Beatrice, and Rosalind for with wise women.36 In her 

dissertation, she combines the criticisms made towards the Victorian society’s gender 

expectations and the limited agency, and mentioned how these selected heroines were 

used as a role model for women to follow.   

 

3.) Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood studies 

 One of the founders of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB), William Holman 

Hunt published his memoirskj in 1905-1906 entitled Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood. In his two-volume memoir, he illustrates and discusses the in-

depth meanings and the search of naturalism in the works by John Everett Millais, 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, himself and, other associate artists. As one of the members who 

had never departed from the original ideology of the brotherhood, he writes, "Art is 

generally regarded as a light and irresponsible pursuit, entailing of its misuse no penalty 

to the artist or to the nation of which he is a citizen.” This is a notable statement of Hunt 

and within this book, he discusses his belief and criticism he faced while pursuing his 

                                                      
35 Mary Balestraci, Victorian voices: Gender ideology and Shakespeare's female characters. Diss. 
Northeastern University, 2012, 3. 
36 Ibid., 3.  
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artistic goals. In these memoirs, he indicates his pursuit of art and ideals that he shared 

with his fellow companions. He writes in a narrative style of how the movement started 

and how they arrived at the naming of the brotherhood. Through this memoir, we can 

obtain a comprehensive understanding from one of the founder's perspectives on how 

he saw and believed in the art movement. 

 As a representative scholar of Pre-Raphaelite arts, British writer Jan Marsh issued 

a series of books on her studies related to the PRBs. She published her study on the Pre-

Raphaelite Women: Images of Femininity in Pre-Raphaelite Art in 1987. In this study, 

she offers a profound analysis of the paintings of Pre-Raphaelite women. She analyzes 

the linkage between the women portrayed in the paintings and the womanhood ideals 

in the Victorian age. These images of women reflected and shaped the aspects of how 

women should act. The Pre-Raphaelite’s women divides into four main categories: the 

desirable, the chaste, the dutiful and, as the witch.37 Consequently, in her book, we can 

acknowledge the different types and evolution of women in the Pre-Raphaelite 

paintings.   

 Tim Barringer’s Reading the Pre-Raphaelites (1998) provides a detailed 

description of the works by the Pre-Raphaelites from various perspectives. This text is 

a helpful guide to the general study of PRB’s paintings. The author draws a collection 

of significant works by the RPBs and discusses the background information, symbolism 

and, the relationship between their paintings and their life. Barringer’s study of the Pre-

Raphaelite paintings is divided into five different categories. He introduces their works 

from the beginning of their rebellion and formation to the later times when many shifts 

from being botanic realistic to painting portraits and profiles. On the basis of such 

information, we can have a fundamental understanding of the Pre-Raphaelites and the 

                                                      
37 Jan Marsh. Pre-Raphaelite Women: Images of Femininity in Pre-Raphaelite Art. (London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1987), 9. 
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artworks. 

 Building on these literary and scholarly pieces, I aim to bring up a study using the 

information provided and produce an analysis of Shakespeare’s women as presented by 

the Victorians.  

  

1.5 Synopsis of chapters 

 After the introduction of this thesis in the present stage of chapter one, chapter two 

will focus on Shakespeare's women as present in Pre-Raphaelite art and Victorian critics. 

To narrow down, the Victorian art will only focus on the Pre-Raphaelite style paintings 

(from the original members of the Brotherhood to the associated artists and figures), 

due to its favoritism of placing Shakespeare’s heroines as one of their common used 

literary subjects (more details will be discussed in the later chapter). This part includes 

background information about the Pre-Raphaelite women and an investigation on why 

the artists loved Shakespeare’s women. In the second part of the chapter, the perspective 

will change to the Victorian critics’ views on Shakespeare’s women. Many critics in the 

era wrote about their analyses and studies about the heroines. Considered as one of the 

greatest Victorians, John Ruskin, discussed in his “Of Queen’s Gardens” that readers 

were obsessed with the heroines that represented their struggles and reflection of their 

life. There were also female critics such as Anna Jameson and Mary Cowden Clarke 

wrote their commentaries about Shakespeare’s plays and how its female roles reflect 

on the role of women in the society. 

 Moving on with Chapter three, it will focus on the three case studies chosen and 

studied for this thesis. The three case studies are as following: Ophelia from Hamlet, 

The Prince of Denmark, Miranda from The Tempest and, Mariana from Measure for 

Measure. The reasons for selecting these three heroines, in particular, are due to many 

reasons. The reasons and topics that were put in considerations were the symbolic 
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meanings that each represents, the amount and types of representations, paintings that 

were painted in by the Pre-Raphaelites and associates and, the linkage with the 

Victorian women and women's role of identity. The discussion will be divided into two 

parts for each case study. The first half will be an analysis of the character through the 

Victorian eyes and the later will be the critical studies in the present and from my 

personal findings and interpretations. For Ophelia, she was famously known for her 

role as the tragic heroine who suffered from the female malady. With the findings of 

today, she will be discussed through an anagnoritic approach. Her anagnorises will be 

examined through three stages of transformation, from a loyal and passive young 

maiden to the end of becoming the mad woman. Miranda was a heroine that reached 

the standard of the ideal daughter in the Victorian times. Despite the belief of simply 

being obedient to her father, through the present eyes, she will be discussed through 

Martin Hewson's concept of proxy agency. The last case study, Mariana, the minor 

character in the play but stood an influential role to its readers. Other than the narrative 

of Shakespeare, Alfred Tennyson was inspired and wrote a poem subjecting Mariana. 

The scenery described in the poem inspired many artists to produce paintings of the 

character. Her role reflected on the society's concept of the institution of marriage and 

her isolation after the call off of her wedding. With today’s analysis, she will be related 

to the idea of Michael Foucault's first principle of heterotopia, the crisis heterotopia and 

the heterotopia of deviation. Both her state of mind and body were left in the space of 

isolation. Throughout these chapters, the paintings drawn by the Pre-Raphaelites, 

mostly by John Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and, John William Waterhouse 

will be used as iconological prompts for further discussion.  

 Chapter four will be the conclusion of this thesis. In this chapter, the findings of 

this thesis will be reviewed and present with a conclusion.   
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1.6 Research limitations  

 Victorian works and representations related to the works of Shakespeare are 

outnumbered. The amount of literature related to the study of Victorians' perspective 

towards Shakespeare's women is large. It will be difficult to include all the texts and 

artworks created in the era. Although there are too many pieces of literature related to 

the area, I still believe that the texts I have chosen are sufficient to develop this 

particular study. With this thesis, I will mainly focus on the representations painted by 

the three founders of the Pre-Raphaelites Brotherhood (William Holman Hunt, John 

Everett Millais and, Dante Gabriel Rossetti) and some of its associated artists (Ford 

Madox Brown, Arthur Hughes and, John William Waterhouse). My case studies chosen 

for this study will be Ophelia, Miranda and, Mariana from three selected plays of 

Shakespeare. The study will show a further discussion on the three heroines, with the 

view through the Victorian eyes and a comparison to the present idea. The selection of 

heroines was due to their symbolism and relation to the women in the Victorian society. 

These three heroines represented different limitations and stereotypes Victorian women 

were encountering; Ophelia representing the woman question and hysteria, Miranda in 

her figure as an ideal daughter and, Mariana’s institution of marriage. Paintings like 

Millais’s Ophelia (1851–1852) and Mariana (1851) will be further investigated in the 

case studies. Waterhouse’s two versions of Miranda (1875 and 1916) will be the main 

iconological prompt in the section about Miranda. In this sense, the part of the 

discussion of Victorian paintings will be limited to the works by the Pre-Raphaelites 

and their associates. 

Against from the representations shown through paintings, other works of 

scholarly texts and criticisms will also be narrowed down. It is again difficult to include 

a full amount of texts in this study. The study will be narrowed down to the 

interpretation of arts and texts, by omitting stage and theoretical performances. This 
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discussion will include works by Victorian writers and critics like John Ruskin, Alfred 

Tennyson, Anna Jameson and, many others. Due to the above reasons, this study will 

not be able to fully cover all the aspects of the different types38  of Shakespeare’s 

women. However, in spite of the limitations, I still believe by including the above 

representations, the study will still be able to present with an exploration of Ophelia, 

Miranda, and Mariana’s symbolism through the Victorian and the present eyes.  

                                                      
38  The four types identified in Anna Jameson's Shakespeare's Heroines as characters of intellect, 
characters of passion and imagination, characters of the affections and, historical characters. 
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Chapter II: Shakespeare’s women as present in Pre-Raphaelite art and Victorian 

critics 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 During the Victorian age, numerous representations were created and inspired in 

relation to Shakespeare’s heroines. We can identify its interpretation and imagination 

through Victorian arts and criticisms. On the canvases, scenes from the plays were 

painted either as the reinterpretation of theatrical performances or the sceneries created 

in the artists’ minds while they served as a reader of the playwright. In this chapter, we 

are going to discuss the heroines presented in the representations and literary works 

created by the Victorians.  

In this chapter, I will begin with the women presented in the visual arts and later to 

the Victorian criticisms of Shakespeare’s heroines. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, this section will be narrowed down to the study of Pre-Raphaelite arts, instead 

of including the Victorian arts in general. Before proceeding with the discussion of 

Shakespeare's women as represented by the Pre-Raphaelites, it will be necessary to 

review a brief historical background of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and the three 

major artists of the group. An introduction and a brief summary of the artists and their 

models will follow in the exploration of this section. The latter half will focus on the 

discussion of the different types of women, in relations to their representations of 

Shakespeare’s women on the canvases. 

After the discussion about the women in represent in Pre-Raphaelite art, the chapter 

will change perspective to the Victorian criticisms of Shakespeare’s heroines. This 

section will follow the categorization of Jameson’s Shakespeare’s Heroines and select 

one of each to evaluate with a further discussion. The heroines chosen from the four 
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types are: Portia for characters of intellects, Juliet from the characters of passion and 

imagination, Imogen as the character of the affections, and Lady Macbeth representing 

the historical characters. Besides from Jameson’s analyses, other Victorian critics’ 

criticisms will be added into the discussion.  

 

2.2 Shakespeare’s women in Pre-Raphaelite arts 

The Pre-Raphaelites have made a significant contribution to the creation of 

Shakespeare’s representations. According to Tim Barringer, “writers at the end of the 

nineteenth century recognized Pre-Raphaelitism as only one among several important 

developments in recent British art.”39 Tragedies were the main inspirations for their 

paintings. These plays provided them with characters involving in intense emotions that 

became the main theme of their works. Hamlet was their favorite; its powerful influence 

can be seen through their amounts of works dedicated to the play. According to the 

checklist by Christine Poulson, there were at least ten paintings that subject Hamlet by 

the original members and their closest associates.40 Besides from tragedies, they were 

also attracted to comedies such as, As You Like It, Much Ado About Nothing and, many 

others. Shakespeare’s plays were a popular subject during the Victorian age, even in the 

other parts of the world. Unlike some artists at the time, the Pre-Raphaelites took their 

creation in a manner of “almost wholly original.”41 They tend to illustrate particular 

subjects that previous artists have not taken as central topics to discover.  

Besides from focusing on the psychological state of the characters, the exploration 

of the human relationship between the characters was also a main theme on their 

canvases. Many of their paintings were titled under the names of the characters, Claudio 

                                                      
39 Tim Barringer, Reading the Pre-Raphaelites. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998, 17. 
40  Christine Poulson, "A Checklist of Pre-Raphaelite Illustrations of Shakespeare's Plays," The 
Burlington Magazine 122.925 (1980): 244. 
41 Ibid., 245.  
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and Isabella (1850) by William Holman Hunt, Hamlet and Ophelia (1858) by Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti, and John Everett Millais’s Othello and Desdemona (1841-43). Most 

of their paintings involved female characters of the play. Lavinia Hulea writes in her 

study of Pre-Raphaelites Painting Shakespeare’s Women, “they expressed their belief 

that women are capable of healing and guiding men and strove to raise women to a high 

social condition.”42  Their paintings have influenced readers from later generations. 

Their representations has set as an iconic image to the readers’ minds and became the 

visual image that may influence on how they imagine the sceneries. With their success, 

they have imprinted their interpretations of the play to its audiences. For example, a 

reader of Hamlet and a viewer of Millais’s Ophelia, may connect the play and the 

painting together and take Ophelia’s death as it is on the canvas. The influences brought 

by the PRB to their later generations are noticeable. The Pre-Raphaelite study of 

Ophelia, Miranda and, Mariana will be later discussed in Chapter 3.  

 

2.2.1 The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood  

 The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB) was formed by a group of young British 

artists (painter, poets, writers and, critics) in the September of 1848. It was considered 

as the first avant-garde art group in British art history with its formative years from 

1848 to 1853. 43  The original brotherhood consisted of seven members, including 

William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Michael 

Rossetti, James Collinson, Frederic George Stephens, and Thomas Woolner. The 

Brotherhood influenced numerous artists and figures. Some notable associated figures 

were Ford Madox Brown, Walter Howell Deverell, Arthur Hughes, William Morris, 

Christina Rossetti, Lucy Madox Brown, John William Waterhouse, and many others. 

                                                      
42 Lavinia Hulea, "Pre-Raphaelites Painting Shakespeare’s Women," Gender Studies 11 (2012): 127. 
43 Jason Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais. New York: Phaidon Press, 2012, 2.  
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The formation of the art movement started with Hunt, Millais, and Rossetti during their 

age of twenty-one, twenty and, nineteen. They were the three major figures that 

contributed to the art movement with their paintings and writings. The name of the 

brotherhood came from their interest in the late medieval and early Renaissance art 

works. Frustrated by the act of studying and mimicking the historical pictures and 

sculptures, they call for a change in art style and intent for creativity. It was founded as 

a rebellion and opposition towards the general genre of artistic styles and practices 

established in the generation. They aimed to bring back the art genre before the time of 

Raphael (1483-1520), in order to reform British arts.44 The formation of the group was 

also a rebel against their teachers of the Royal Academy of Arts. They believed that art 

should go botanically naturalistic and with realism, instead of spending long hours 

focusing on objects, models, and casts. Besides from the rebellious thought, they also 

sought to follow the teachings and emulate the early Renaissance artists that they 

admired and learned from their artworks.  

Other than focusing on the naturalism in the paintings, the Pre-Raphaelites painted 

in the color of bright and jewel colors, flat surfaces and in the style of the fifteenth-

century Italian art. The Brotherhood were more than just an art movement, the raised 

social questions about the artistic problems and identities. According to Barringer, the 

Pre-Raphaelites raised issues regarding “the image of the genius, the lone, alienated, 

[and] creative individual (invariably male).”45 Pre-Raphaelitism cannot be identified 

in one generic form, as Jason Rosenfeld writes,  

 

Pre-Raphaelite pictures are marked stylistically by a vividness of detail, glowing hyper-

real coloration, a sharp clarity of outline best seen in their drawings and unconventional 

                                                      
44 Barringer, Reading the Pre-Raphaelites, 7. 
45 Ibid., 14. 
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compositions that often seemed willfully to ignore centuries of artistic theory regarding 

the representation of an illusionistic three-dimensional world on a flat surface.46 

 

The Pre-Raphaelite style draws from the traditions of High Renaissance, medieval, and 

gothic genre of art.  

John Everett Millais (1829-1896) was one of the most well-known artists among 

the three founders. Though first neglected by criticism, his Ophelia has become a 

symbolic icon to represent Pre-Raphaelitism. The gifted prodigy entered the Royal 

Academy Schools at the age of eleven and as the youngest ever. He met Hunt and 

Rossetti at the Schools and it led to the founding of the brotherhood. During the 

formative years of the group, Millais produced a number of Pre-Raphaelitism paintings, 

such as Isabella (1849), Christ in the House of His Parents (1849), Ophelia (1851-52) 

and The Order of Release (1853). However, he has slowly drifted from the Pre-

Raphaelite style into a more historical genre and portraits in the later 1860s.  

 Achieved fame as a painter, poet, and translator, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-

1882) enrolled in the Royal Academy of Arts and left after a year to study under Ford 

Madox Brown. As the most celebrated member in the Rossetti family, he was the 

brother of Christina Rossetti and William Michael Rossetti. He painted his first work 

inscribing the initials P.R.B in his The Girlhood of Mary Virgin in 1849. In his years of 

Pre-Raphaelitism, he produced a number of works on the subject of Christianity and 

literature inspired by Shakespeare, Tennyson and, Keats. Some of his notable artworks 

are: Ecce Ancilla Domini (1850), The Tune of the Seven Towers (1857), Beata Beatrix 

(1864-70), Dante’s Dream at the Time of Death of Beatrice (1871) and Proserpine 

(1874). Rossetti was also the main inspiration and influenced many Pre-Raphaelite’s 

                                                      
46 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 25. 

 



 
 

27 

associates.  

Unlike Millais and Rossetti, William Holman Hunt (1827-1910) was 

acknowledged to be the less studied and less well-known among the three.47 Though 

less studied, he was the last surviving painter member of the group and the only one 

who followed the principles throughout his career. With several patrons, he painted one 

of his most famous and controversial work, The Awakening Conscience (1853). In his 

later years, he was awarded the Order of Merit in 1905 and published his memoir in the 

following year titled Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. The 

memoir included the beginning of the establishment and the beliefs they shared through 

the paintings.  

The Pre-Raphaelites focused on the symbolic messages, artistic identities, religious 

contexts, literature, social life, nature and, portraits of artistic individuals. Their art style 

associates with the genre before the High Renaissance, especially on the traditions of 

medieval and Gothic periods. Other than working with religious themes, they were also 

largely inspired by literature. The Pre-Raphaelites had created many notable works 

during their formative years, according to the list organized by Poulson, the Pre-

Raphaelites drew at least sixty-three paintings and sketches referencing Shakespeare’s 

playwrights.48 Most Pre-Raphaelite paintings of Shakespeare portrayed the sceneries 

containing a complex psychological state of the characters with the addition of careful 

representation of nature. Their interest in drawing intense emotions becomes one of the 

key reasons for taking Shakespeare’s heroines as a subject.  

 

                                                      
47 Anna Olivia Funk, "William Holman Hunt and the Pre-Raphaelites: Artistic Aims, Worldview, and 
Influence on Nineteenth-Century Culture," (2016). Honor Senior Theses/Projects. Paper 94, Introduction. 
48 Poulson, "A Checklist of Pre-Raphaelite Illustrations," 244. 
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2.2.2 Pre-Raphaelite’s women 

 Besides from the portraits painted by the Pre-Raphaelites, many paintings include 

a female individual. The models and muses of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood were 

mostly women. According to Marsh, for the Pre-Raphaelites,  

 

woman was more than the simple subject and inspiration of art. She represented the artist’s 

own soul, the creative impulse of his art, in an idea repeatedly elaborated in a metaphor of 

the male artist and his ideal women.49  

 

These female models or the stunners were mostly born with identical or strong features 

and somehow related to the artists romantically. As Marsh discusses, the women of Pre-

Raphaelites can be divided into three types (and chronologically). The first type of 

stunners is the “fair, demure, modest maiden with her innocent attractions.”50  The 

second type is the beauties who can be related to the ‘sex goddess' and the third with 

the dark or femme fatale figures. The shift of women's image in their paintings reflects 

the change of society and the status of the Victorian women. As women struggled to 

gain more rights and presence in the public, their role of identity has changed as they 

try to acquire a more equitable treatment. With women gaining more rights in education 

and property rights, the criteria of becoming the ‘ideal woman’ changed in the late era. 

They do not have to be naïve, modest or fragile as a delicate flower in order to be the 

‘perfect’ women. They were given more characteristics and thoughts. With their 

influences and reflection to arts, women with sex appeal may not be related 

immediately to the fallen woman or prostitutes.  

 Notable stunners who modeled many works for the original brotherhood were 

                                                      
49 Marsh. Pre-Raphaelite Women, 12. 
50 Ibid., 26.  
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Elizabeth Eleanor Siddal, Jane Morris and, Annie Miller. As the most discussed and 

popularly known muse of the time, Elizabeth Siddal, the later Mrs. Rossetti, can be 

considered as the most important model in the early days of the PRB. She modeled and 

was painted by several members and associates of the PRB, such as Hunt, Millais, 

Rossetti, Walter Howell Deverell, and Ford Madox Brown. She was a pale, red-headed, 

tall, and slim woman (Figure 1).51 Her features were not considered those of a typical 

beauty in the times when the ideal beauty comes with maternal bodies, petite and, pale 

skins. According the Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock’s study about Siddal, 

“Drawings, said to be of Siddal, are represented as truthful mirrors of her beautiful 

appearance.”52 She was first discovered by Walter Howell Deverell, a talented young 

associate to the PRB who unfortunately died at a young age. He saw her while she was 

working at a bonnet shop and spent an effort trying to persuade her to model for Viola 

in his Twelfth Night (1850). The painting later became his most well-known work of art. 

With this experience, Siddal’s career as a model in the Pre-Raphaelite circle began. 

After Deverell, she sat for Hunt, Millais, and then for Rossetti. Although she only 

worked for Millais once, she became the face for possibly the most symbolic paintings 

produced by the group, Millais’s Ophelia (1851-52).  

Elizabeth Siddal’s identity did not only remain as a model or a stunner for the 

British art. Siddal is looked up as sign, she was “more than the name of an historical 

personage it does not simply refer to a woman, or even Woman. Its signified is 

masculine creativity.”53 While she was working for Rossetti, the two fell in love and 

this transformed her life from working simply as a model of the opportunity to create 

her own art. Both a lover and pupil of Rossetti, Siddal also became the most seen face 

                                                      
51 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1854, Elizabeth Siddal, Graphite and watercolor on paper, 18.1 by 16.2 cm, 
Wilmington, Delaware Art Museum.  
52 Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock. "Woman as sign in Pre‐Raphaelite literature: a study of the 
representation of Elizabeth Siddall." Art History 7.2 (1984): 207. 
53 Cherry and Pollock, “Women as sign in Pre-Raphaelite literature,” 208.  
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of Rossetti's painting in his early years. She became engaged with Rossetti in 1851 and 

finally got married after nearly a decade. However, the marriage ended quickly in 20 

months due to Siddal’s early death of an overdose of laudanum. During her relationship 

with Rossetti, she served as a pupil and created her own paintings. Ruskin was an 

important patron of Siddal who gives her 150 pounds a year in return for any work she 

produced and painted. She was also able to exhibit her paintings at the Russell Place in 

1857, including her Clerk Saunders (1857).54  

 
Figure 1: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Elizabeth Siddal (1854) 

 During the same period where Siddal sat as the stunner, Annie Miller was another 

popular model of the PRB. She was first found by Hunt, with whom she later spent a 

complicated relationship. Besides from Hunt, she also sat for many painting by Rossetti 

and Millais. She was best known for her appearance in Hunt’s The Awakening 

Conscience (1853) and Rossetti’s Helen of Troy (1863). Fanny Cornforth was another 

                                                      
54 Robert Upstone, ed. The Pre-Raphaelite Dream: Paintings & Drawings from the Tate Collection. 
London: Tate Gallery, 2003, 187.  
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stunner found by Rossetti in 1858, who later also became his housekeeper and mistress. 

She represented the second type of the Pre-Raphaelite women, the ‘sex goddesses.’ 

Fanny was a blonde and fine-looking woman who was originally a prostitute before she 

started her career as Rossetti’s model. Unlike the paintings of Elizabeth Siddal, she was 

often portrayed in sexually attractive expressions and postures. She sat for many 

paintings and sketches of Rossetti, including his unfinished attempt on the subject of 

prostitution, Found (1854-81) and Lady Lilith (1866-68). 

 After the early death of Siddal, Jane Burden, later known as Jane Morris became 

Rossetti’s favorite muse in his later works. She was known for her beautiful features 

such as tall and her iconic thick eyebrows (that can be seen in most of her portraits). 

Jane Morris was first discovered by Rossetti and Edward Burne-Jones in Oxford. She 

married William Morris, a close friend of Rossetti and Burne-Jones, and sat regularly 

as a model for Rossetti. Working as the muse for Rossetti, she becomes the centerpiece 

of most Rossetti's famous paintings in his later years, such as The Blue Silk Dress (1868), 

Mariana (1868) and, Proserpine (1874).  

 Euphemia (Effie) Chalmers Gray or more commonly known as Effie Millais was 

originally the wife of John Ruskin. She come to know Millais through her husband and 

posed for a character in his The Order of Release, 1746 (1853). In the same year, the 

couple traveled with Millais to Scotland for Ruskin’s portrait. During the trip, Effie 

Gray and Millais fell in love and this relationship led to a scandal that shocked the art 

society. After the divorce, Gray married Millais in the following year. Though she posed 

for Millais both before and after their marriage, her role as a muse of the Pre-

Raphaelites was short.  

 The Pre-Raphaelite women had many things in common. They were usually 

known for striking looks, passive, quiet, and fragile. The women who posed for the 

PRBs may not have fit the ideal image of femininity for the Victorians. However, 
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through a period of time, the Pre-Raphaelites “were able to alter and enlarge Victorian 

definitions of beauty, and create a look that has remained popular with painters and 

public for so long.”55 Despite from simply severing as their models and muses, many 

of these women were influenced and became the pupil of the artists. Elizabeth Siddal 

may probably be the most symbolic associated figure for the PRB. Besides being the 

principal muse and wife of Rossetti, she was also Rossetti’s pupil. Patronized by Ruskin, 

Siddal was able to start her career as an artist and was the only female artist to be 

included in the Pre-Raphaelite salon.56 Other than the models, there wejre also female 

associates that shared Pre-Raphaelite styles and ideals. Christina Rossetti, the sister of 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Michael Rossetti, a famous poet who wrote the 

Goblin Market (1862) and Remember (written in 1849 but was published in 1862) was 

one talented individual in the literary circles. As a member that shared the same social 

group, she was one of the most important female poets at the time. She also modeled 

for several paintings of her brother's work. The Girlhood of Mary Virgin (1848-49) was 

one of the works she sat for Rossetti and also one of the first paintings with the initials 

PRB inscribed.  

Many paintings by the Pre-Raphaelites used women as an inspiration and were 

set as the main subject of their works. Painting women became one of their common 

interests. As discussed in Michael Benton and Sally Butcher’s “Painting 

Shakespeare,” “woman became a dominating metaphor for their creative psyche, a 

blend of muse, cultural ideal, and spiritual icon.”57 The Pre-Raphaelites’ preference 

with picturing love and death with youth and beauty can be seen throughout their 

paintings. Shakespeare’s heroines became inspiring muses to collaborate with their 

                                                      
55 Ibid., 26. 
56 Ibid., 28. 
57  Michael Benton and Sally Butcher, "Painting Shakespeare," Journal of Aesthetic Education 32.3 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press,1998): 58. 
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ideals. Out the works of Shakespeare, they favored tragedies and characters within the 

play that suffered in a psychological crisis. Most of the heroines portrayed in their 

paintings were related to “symbols of female fragility and missed opportunities.”58 

These women have shared similar characteristics such as strong features on their 

faces, loose hair, long necks and large eyes. Reflecting and connecting to women's 

status in the Victorian environment, the Pre-Raphaelites painted their idealized image 

of women. Though reflecting on their identity as passive women that stay in the 

private spheres, they tend to “invest them with the higher state they deserved.”59 

They painted their ideal women with “elevated structures of feeling and of 

representation whereby women were both elevated and constrained, worshiped and 

restricted to specific roles.”60 Ironically, the fact that women were painted commonly 

on canvases and framed as an art hung in the houses of the bourgeois and galleries can 

be seen as a reflection of women's position in the society.61 

To have a clearer understanding of how Pre-Raphaelites’ way of portrayal of 

Shakespeare’s women differs from others, the following will be an overview of 

comparison of the works between them and other artists during the 19th century. The 

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood has taken a big part when it comes to the study of Victorian 

art, due to its avant-gardism. Aside from them, many artists during the nineteenth 

century also painted their own interpretation or versions of Shakespeare’s heroines. The 

analyses of the Pre-Raphaelites painting will be discussed in the latter sections.  

As for now, there are still many different representations by other artists that shared 

the common theme of these heroines. Thomas Francis Dicksee, a fellow English painter 

who also exhibited at the Royal Academy since 1841, painted several paintings 

                                                      
58 Hulea, “Pre-Raphaelites Painting Shakespeare’s Women,” 128. 
59 Ibid., 128. 
60 Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Women, 10. 
61 Ibid., 10.  
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subjecting Shakespearean heroines. To see the differences with Millais’s Ophelia,62 

Dicks ee’s Ophelia (1864) 63  (Figure 2) was shown in profile and against a dark 

background. He focused mainly on the character’s emotion instead of the combination 

with the background. Other than Ophelia, Dicksee painted several heroines during his 

art career, such as; Ideal Portrait of Lady Macbeth (1870), Cleopatra (1876), Juliet 

(1877), Beatrice (1883), Miranda (1895), and two more versions of Ophelia and Juliet. 

One of the greatest difference between Dicksee’s paintings of the heroines with the Pre-

Raphaelites, is the dramatic moment of the selected scenery. As the PRB and its 

associates tend to portray a dramatic scene that was filled with intense emotions, 

Dicksee’s heroines were mostly shown in a still and calm position. While portraying 

the same scene of Juliet’s balcony, Ford Madox Brown chose to paint out a passionate 

scene during Romeo’s arrival,64  while Dicksee chose to represent his Juliet on the 

Balcony (1875)65 with the heroine in a figure standing by the balcony (Figure 3).  

  
Figure 2: Thomas Francis Dicksee, Ophelia (1864) 

                                                      
62 See Figure 12: John Everett Millais, Ophelia (1851-1852)
, 64. 
63 Thomas Francis Dicksee, 1864, Oil on canvas, 30.5 x 25.5 cm, Bilbao, Bilbao Fine Arts Museum.  
64 See Figure 7: Ford Madox Brown, Romeo and Juliet (1870), 34. 
65 Thomas Francis Dicksee, 1875, Juliet on the Balcony, Oil on canvas, 101 x 152.4 cm, Dundee, 
McManus Galleries. 
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          Figure 3: Thomas Francis Dicksee, Juliet on the Balcony (1875) 

Other than Dicksee, there were also different styles of interpretation of the 

heroines to build up a comparison. Some French artists like Achille Devéria, Louis 

Boulanger, and Eugène Delacroix painted the theoretical versions of the heroines. The 

three artists painted their interpretations of Ophelia from a stage performance of Harriet 

Smithson (the future Mrs. Berlioz and was the muse for Hector Beriloz’s Symphonie 

Fantastique). In 1827, Achille Devéria and Louis Boulanger painted their series of 

Souvenirs du Théâtre Anglais à Paris (1827), including Ophelia, Juliet and Desdemona, 

from which most of them were influenced by Smithson’s role on stage. As influenced 

by the theoretical performances, their interpretations of these heroines showed dramatic 
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moments of the play. In their illustrations of Ophelia66 and Juliet67 (Figure 4 and 5), 

viewers can clearly see the heroines’ body language and the “detailed naturalism of the 

actors’ depiction of pain and convulsions which preceded their deaths.”68 A few years 

later, Eugène Delacroix also painted his series of Hamlet and within included a drawing 

of Ophelia in her madness, Le Chant d’Ophélie (1834) (Figure 6). Noted by Jules Janin, 

a French writer and critic, Delacroix was influenced by Smithson’s role when he drew 

his impression of Ophelia. 69  Very different from how the Pre-Raphaelite later 

reimagine the character, Delacroix focused on the “disjunction of her body”70 instead 

of drawing out the entire scenery.  

 
Figure 4: Achille Devéria and Louis Boulanger, Souvenirs du Théâtre Anglais à Paris, 

Ophelia’s Madness from Hamlet (1827) 

                                                      
66 Achille Devéria and Louis Boulanger, 1827, Souvenirs du Théâtre Anglais à Paris, 43 x 30 cm, 
Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France 
67 Achille Devéria and Louis Boulanger, 1827, Souvenirs du Théâtre Anglais à Paris, 0.43 x 0.3 m, 
Paris, Bibliothèque de l'Arsenal. 
68 Peter Raby, Fair Ophelia: A Life of Harriet Smithson Berlioz. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003, 88.  
69 Cited in Judith Wechsler. "Performing Ophelia: The iconography of madness." Theatre Survey 43.2 
(2002): 213. 
70 Ibid., 213. 
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Figure 5: Achille Devéria and Louis Boulanger, Souvenir du théâtre anglais à Paris, 

Final scene of Romeo and Juliet (1827) 

 
Figure 6: Eugène Delacroix, Le Chant d’Ophélie (1834)71 

                                                      
71 Eugène Delacroix, 1834, Le Chant d’Ophélie, Work on paper, 25.8 x 20.7 cm, Paris, Cliché 
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 From the above examples, we can see how other artists besides from the Pre-

Raphaelites have reimagined the heroines. They tend to either portray them in a more 

dramatic or still expressions. As how we will see in the later discussion, the usage of 

colors is different from how the Pre-Raphaelites chose to represent. Connecting to their 

main belief that their paintings should go botanic realistic, they focused more on the 

creation of the entire scenery. They would spent have of the year to paint out the 

background and go back to their studio to finish up with their main model of the painting. 

In difference, they would also add many details to the painting, such as, flowers, 

embroideries, accessories and, details on their dresses. With these additional details to 

the scene, they were able to present their interpretations with connections and 

symbolisms to the subject and theme of the paintings.   

 

2.3 Pre-Raphaelites and Shakespeare’s Women  

 Shakespeare’s plays served as an inspirational subject to the artists. The plays does 

not only provide its readers with a storyline, but it also includes detailed description of 

the natural surroundings and human relationships. During the early eighteenth century, 

“there were no paintings of scenes from Shakespeare, by the end of the century there 

were whole picture galleries dedicated to him.”72 Out of the many artworks subjecting 

Shakespeare’s plays, there were a number of paintings dedicated to Shakespeare’s 

women. Theatre performances made little influences to the Pre-Raphaelites, 

Shakespeare was merely a “literary inspiration.” 73  Popular heroines in the Pre-

Raphaelite circle were Ophelia from Hamlet, Juliet from Romeo and Juliet, Isabella 

from Measure for Measure, and many more. The connection between the Pre-

                                                      
Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
72 Guy Cogeval and Beatrice Avanzi, eds. Drama and Desire: Art and Theatre from the French 
Revolution to the First World War. Milano: Skira, 2010, 75. 
73 Ibid., 77.  
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Raphaelites and Shakespeare can be easily seen from the most popular and commonly 

known painting by the group, Millais’s Ophelia.74 The heroine fits in their interest of 

intense emotions reflecting on social issues and psychological suppression. Besides 

from that, in Gertrude's announcement of Ophelia's death, it includes sections of 

detailed descriptions of the flowers and nature. The artists illustrate scenes that focus 

on the tension and mood rather than the usual climax of the play (for example, Millais's 

Ophelia and Ferdinand lured by Ariel (1849-50)). 

 In this section, Pre-Raphaelites’ women of Shakespeare will be divided into three 

types. For the discussion, they are classified into three categories: the desirable woman 

in love, the innocent virgins who face men's sexual treat, and the women facing death. 

Though the representations of the following heroines may fit into these groups, the 

study of Ophelia, Miranda, and Mariana will be later explored individually in Chapter 

four. In this section on the representations in the visual arts, the discussion will focus 

only on the paintings by the Pre-Raphaelites and their associates.   

 In the discussion of the desirable woman in love, we will talk about two different 

interpretations of Juliet from the play Romeo and Juliet. Ford Madox Brown, an 

associate and friend with the Pre-Raphaelites, exhibited his Romeo and Juliet75 in 1870 

(Figure 7). The painting showed the iconic and artists' favorite scene of the two lovers 

in their sensual moment at the balcony. Romeo has conquered the balcony with Juliet 

embracing him with her arms. The body language was largely praised and it represent 

the scene where the two are involved in a passionate moment. Henry James showed 

comments to the painting at the exhibition in 1897,   

 

                                                      
74Figure 12: John Everett Millais, Ophelia (1851-1852)
, 70. 
75 Ford Madox Brown, 1870, Romeo and Juliet, Oil on canvas, 133.5 by 92.5, Wilmington, Delaware 
Art Museum. 
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…the motion as of a rope-dancer balancing, the outstretched, level, stiff-fingered hand of 

the young man who, calling time, tearing himself away in the dovelike summer dawn, 

buries his face in his mistress’s neck and throws his ill-shaped leg over her balcony – this 

little gesture of reason and passion is the very making of the picture.76  

 

However, the face of Juliet was criticized for its maturity and was given the image of 

the ‘lustful Juliet’77 due to her exposure of breast and gestures. The model for his Juliet 

was his wife, Emma Madox Brown. In the original text of Romeo and Juliet, Juliet was 

described to be ‘almost fourteen years old,’ while Emma was already a mother of three 

children.  

 
Figure 7: Ford Madox Brown, Romeo and Juliet (1870) 

                                                      
76 Quoted from Poole, Shakespeare and the Victorians, 67. 
77 Marshall, Shakespeare and Victorian Women, 42.  
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Different from the passionate and sexual Juliet, Ford Madox Brown’s daughter, 

Lucy Madox Brown, painted her image of Romeo and Juliet in the same year. Lucy was 

a talented individual who presented her gifted abilities in the art circle with the 

encouragements from her husband, William Michael Rossetti. The couple shared a 

similar background from the artistic families during the Victorian era. Both lived with 

family members that overshadowed their artistic abilities. William was more commonly 

remembered as the sibling of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Christina Georgina Rossetti. 

Lucy’s identity, on the other hand, remained as the daughter, wife, and the sister-in-law. 

However, the couple’s contribution to the Victorian visual art were remarkable. 

According to Angela Thirlwell’s study, without William Michael Rossetti, “there would 

have been no Brotherhood, no Germ, no PRB journal, and no movement to leave its 

mark on the history of English art.”78 Similar to her father, Lucy’s paintings mostly 

included literary subjects and brought to an achievement as a painter. Out of her 

paintings, two were dedicated and inspired by the Shakespearean themes. In this section, 

one of her paintings will be discussed and the other will appear in a later chapter.  

 Her first painting inspired by Shakespeare was titled Romeo and Juliet in the 

Tomb (1870)79, it captured the later scene in the play where to two lovers faced the 

allegory of love and death (Figure 8). Instead of showing Juliet as the woman 

expressing her love and passion, she painted Juliet lying in her tomb. By that time, Lucy 

was a young artist in her twenties, the image of Juliet she chose to portray on the canvas 

was passive and motionless. Acknowledging the play, we understand that in this scene 

she was simply asleep and unconscious. The focus of this painting was then moved to 

Romeo’s expression. Marshall writes in her study, as a reader of the painting we 

                                                      
78 Quoted from Florence Saunders Boos, "The Pre-Raphaelites." Victorian Poetry 44.3 (2006): 369. 
79 Lucy Madox Brown, 1870, Romeo and Juliet in the Tomb, Panel, 61 by 81.5 cm, Wightwick Manor, 
Wolverhampton.  
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participate in a ‘necrophilia fantasy’ and the feeling of anticipation of what Romeo was 

planning to do to Juliet.80 While Brown presented Juliet as a sexual, flirtatious, and 

passionate woman, Lucy’s Juliet is passive, innocent and, young. In result, we see two 

different interpretations of the desirable Juliet in love.  

Figure 8: Lucy Madox Brown, Romeo and Juliet in the Tomb (1870) 

 William Holman Hunt’s Claudio and Isabella (1850-1853)81 illustrated the scene 

from Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure in a moralistic and sexual tone (Figure 9). 

The part of the play showed the dilemma between the two when they know that 

Isabella’s chastity can spare the life of her brother Claudio. Isabella, as Ruskin calls her 

“Shakespeare’s only saint,”82 was known as the pious and virtuous young woman who 

hopes on becoming a nun. She was devastated by the order made by deputy Angelo, 

                                                      
80 Marshall, Shakespeare and Victorian Women, 42.  
81 William Holman Hunt, 1850, Claudio and Isabella, Oil on wood, 75.8 by 52.5, London, Tate 
Gallery.  
82 Poole, Shakespeare and the Victorians, 61. 
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who sentenced Claudio to death due to his unlawful act of love. She begged the deputy 

for mercy but in return, he asked her to offer her virginity to him as an exchange for her 

brother's life. In relation to the theme of this painting, it showed a contrast between light 

and dark.83 Claudio's awkward position and Isabella placing her hands on his chest 

bring the attention to the central issues. The moral question in this painting was whether 

to let one face death or to let another live a shameful life. Claudio's gesture and the 

chains on his feet represent his desire for freedom and the hopes of being saved. The 

iron bars behind him show the world that he may never be able to live within. In contrast, 

Isabella is dressed in her white nun’s garb to represent her purity and stands in the light 

with a church in between the two.   

 The actual moment of the scene was interpreted differently. Christopher Wood 

assumes the painting described the scene after Claudio pleads Isabella to sacrifice 

herself for him.84 According to the lines in the play, Isabella reacts with disgust, “O 

you beast! O faithless coward! O dishonest wretch!” (3.1.153-154) 85  The look of 

Hunt’s Isabella shows worry and concern towards her brother. She places her palms on 

Claudio’s chest to comfort him. This may not be the exact image that a reader may 

imagine while reading the lines. Other than this assumption, the painting can be 

identified as Hunt capturing the moment right before Claudio’s persuasion. This 

assumption brought a definition to the awkwardness of Claudio and his half-opened 

mouth as if he knew what he was going to say was terrible. 

                                                      
83 Robert Hewison, Ian Warrell, and Stephen Wildman, Ruskin, Turner and the Pre-Raphaelites. London: 
Tate Gallery, 2000, 33.  
84 Christopher Wood and Paul Delifer, The Pre-Raphaelites. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1981, 
19.  
85 All quotes from the plays are from: William Shakespeare, The Complete Works of William 
Shakespeare. New York: Race Point Publishing, 2014. 
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Figure 9: William Holman Hunt, Claudio and Isabella (1850-1853) 

 Another painting by Hunt, Valentine rescuing Sylvia from Proteus (1851) 86 

includes the lesser known heroine of Shakespeare, Sylvia (Figure 10). The painting 

represents the scene from The Two Gentlemen of Verona. During this scene, the two 

friends Proteus and Valentine were in love with Sylvia. After saving Sylvia from the 

outlaws, Proteus threatens to rape her in the forest as a reward. Valentine shows up in 

time and stops Proteus from his ungentle act. At the same time, Julia, the original lover 

of Proteus, disguised herself as page Sebastian, stood at the scene and held the ring 

Proteus had given to her as a sign of love. Hunt provided the painting with a rich 

                                                      
86 William Holman Hunt, 1851, The Two Gentlemen of Verona (also known as Valentine rescuing 
Sylvia from Proteus), Oil on canvas, arched top, 98.5 by 133.3, Birmingham, City Museums and Art 
Gallery.  
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background of Autumn. Resembling most works by the Pre-Raphaelites, the realism of 

nature was also as important as the theme in the foreground of the canvas. They would 

spend months painting the background before going deep to the figures of the art. 

Embracing their principle to the truth of nature, Hunt spent weeks at the Knole Park in 

Kent to paint the autumn colors and the woodlands before he found his model for Sylvia 

(Elizabeth Siddal).  

Figure 10: William Holman Hunt, The Two Gentlemen of Verona (Valentine rescuing 
Sylvia from Proteus) (1851) 

 Hunt’s Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus freezes the scene at the moment 

where the later event cannot be guessed. The painting portrayed the second when 

Valentine showed up and rescued his lady. Poole analyzes the painting by writing that 

“there is no knowing for sure who will end up with whom, whether received or 
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rescued.”87 It included the complexity of gender and an emotional situation. It is hard 

to examine Sylvia’s facial expression clearly. It was commented by critics like The 

Examiner that Sylvia was ‘a hard-featured faded specimen of stale virginity.”88 On the 

other hand, Julia’s expression and the ring she is holding, represents her doubt and hope 

for her future. Ruskin writes in his letter to The Times about Julia, “the contending of 

doubt and distress with awakening hope in the half-shadowed, half-sunlit countenance 

of Julia.” 89  Though both praised and criticized, Hunt’s painting succeeded by 

inscribing the complexity of the scene and staging the women facing sexual threats.  

 Surprisingly, Macbeth was one of the tragedies that were lesser painted by the Pre-

Raphaelites. As one of the four great tragedies and a character who shares intense 

emotions, Lady Macbeth barely existed on the canvases of the Pre-Raphaelites. Rossetti 

has drawn his study of Lady Macbeth in 1875, titled The Death of Lady Macbeth90 

(Figure 11). It was one of the lesser known Pre-Raphaelite Shakespearean illustrations. 

It was a preliminary study made by Rossetti that had never gone on the canvas. 

Although it was not an exhibited painting, it still included the whole picture of the 

Rossetti's imagination of Lady Macbeth’s death. Following the storyline and similar to 

Ophelia, her death scene occurred offstage. Her death was notified to the characters and 

audiences by Seyton, Macbeth’s chief servant, by simply the line of “The queen, my 

lord, is dead.” There was no explanation of how she died or whether or not she 

committed suicide. Rossetti captured the moment with his study of the previous scenes. 

He included the details of Lady Macbeth’s mental illness. In his interpretation of the 

character, her eyes are seemly closed and it represented her problem with sleepwalking. 

Besides from sleepwalking, Rossetti added the reference of Lady Macbeth rubbing her 

                                                      
87 Poole, Shakespeare and the Victorians, 61.  
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89 Quoted from Ibid., 61.  
90 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1875, The Death of Lady Macbeth, Pen and brown ink, 46.5 by 61.5, 
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hands and as if she can smell and sight the blood on her hands. Through this sketch we 

see another offstage scene reimagined by the Pre-Raphaelites.   

Figure 11: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Death of Lady Macbeth (1875) 

The Pre-Raphaelite arts have focused on the emotional situation and psychological 

complexity of Shakespeare’s heroines. As mentioned before, the heroines represented 

in the Pre-Raphaelite arts showed their love, innocence and, despair. Most of their 

themes lied within sexual tensions between the characters or tension between the setting 

of the scene. Through the paintings discussed, we can explore how the Victorians see 

these heroines as a representation to the women of their generation. Juliet represents 

the woman in love, Isabella and Sylvia are the pious and innocent, and Lady Macbeth 

the woman facing death and suffering under psychological stress. 
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2.4 Victorian critics of Shakespeare’s women 

 Though Shakespeare and the Victorians were three hundred years apart, the 

popularity of his plays did not decrease through time. The beginning of Victorian 

enthusiasm towards Shakespeare can be traced back to the endless editions and 

reprinting of Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare in 1807. The book 

greatly influenced and gave an introduction to both adult and young readers on the ideas 

of morality and psychological complexity.91 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, one of the most 

influential and earliest English critics of Shakespeare, wrote “Shakespeare was the most 

universal genius that ever lived” and that the “criticism of Shakespeare will alone be 

genial which is reverential.”92 Coleridge’s criticism on Shakespeare had influenced the 

Shakespearean critics in the nineteenth century. R.A. Foakes states the importance of 

Coleridge to the literary world especially in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, “he 

changed fundamentally the ways in which we perceive and understand Shakespeare’s 

works, and his influence has been pervasive.”93 In the study of Coleridge’s Criticism 

of Shakespeare’s Characters, the author analyzes that “Coleridge tends to consider 

Shakespeare’s characters as living beings, thus interested in their motives and actions 

in terms we normally ascribe to non-fictional beings.”94  Through the beginning of 

Coleridge’s essays, Victorian critics became to focus more deeply on the character 

analyses of Shakespeare’s women.  

 Due to the popularity of Victorian Shakespeare, critics began to work on the 

different adaptations and criticisms of their Victorian Shakespeare. Victorian critics’ 

favoritism in Shakespearean studies had become a cultural phenomenon, their topic of 

interests was mainly focused on the ideology and morality based approach to the 

                                                      
91 Poole, Shakespeare and the Victorians, 90. 
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London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1989, 1.  
94 Colerdige’s Criticisms of Shakespeare’s Characters, 203.  

 



 
 

49 

contents.95 As she analyzes in Shakespeare and Victorian Essayism, Emma Sdegno 

writes “What makes Shakespeare a ‘natural’ phenomenon is not only the unconscious 

quality of his genius, but also the complexity of his imaginative faculties and his purely 

instinctual ‘morality.’”96 The topic of connecting Victorian women and Shakespeare's 

women later became a common interest and a popular field of study to critics who 

involved their contemporary beliefs and social matters with the literature. Many critics 

in the generation have contributed on this subject, however, this section will mainly 

focus on the study of Anna Jameson’s Shakespeare’s Heroines, essences of Mary 

Cowden Clarke and John Ruskin’s analysis. In the later discussion, we will discuss the 

analysis, criticism, and interpretation of the four heroines selected from Jameson's book. 

Each of the heroines comes from a different category that clearly identifies and 

symbolizes their characteristics.  

 To start with the discussion on the study of Shakespeare’s women, Anna Jameson’s 

Shakespeare’s Heroines was an influential and important text dedicated to this issue. 

Marshall analyzes that Jameson assumes that women are better than they are allowed 

and believed to be. Through the works of Shakespeare, we can see that he has been 

aware of and witnessed their capabilities.97 Jameson divided the heroines she selected 

into four types, within she includes her critiques on the ideology of womanhood and 

how she believed Shakespeare’s characters can be used as a reflection of the women in 

her generation. The book was originally published under the name Characteristics of 

Women: Moral, Poetical and Historical. According to Russell, the original title served 

as Jameson’s aim for the discussion and the later title, Shakespeare’s Heroines, was 

how readers understood her work.98  

                                                      
95 Emma Sdegno, “Shakespeare and Victorian Essayism:‘A Note of Provinciality’” Paper Bullets of 
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96 Ibid., 113.  
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Jameson opened her book with Portia as one of the characters of intellect. Julia 

Hankey explains in her Victorian Portias: Shakespeare’s Borderline Heroine that 

Jameson’s purpose was to ask her readers to “confront the real implications of 

Shakespeare-worship.”99 As Mary Cowden Clarke writes in her chapter of “Portia: the 

heiress of Belmont,” Portia was born and raised to become a great lawyer and a woman 

who was “capable of bearing her part in the great drama of life, and of influencing the 

destinies of others by her intellect, her sentiment, her actions.”100 Similar to Juliet and 

many other heroines, readers of Shakespeare see these heroines in the image full of the 

sweetness, tenderness, and innocence. We notice their lack of agency when facing the 

suppression from their superiors and crucial moments in life. Unlike most of them, 

Portia was able to act on her own will, “individualized by qualities peculiar to herself,” 

her intellect and, her “buoyancy of spirit.”101 In the character list of the Merchant of 

Venice, she was introduced as “a rich heiress; later the wife of Bassanio.” As a talented 

woman with both wisdom and beauty, she was greatly underestimated and undescribed. 

Jameson proclaims her beliefs of elevating Portia to a higher status and that she has not 

received enough justice by many critics who were fascinated by Shylock. Jameson 

argues that she was not satisfied with the word ‘clever’102 used to comprehend Portia 

in August Wilhelm Schlegel’s analysis about The Merchant of Venice. She believes that 

Portia has shown her capabilities far from simply ‘clever.' Portia's finest parts of the 

play were set in the climax, the trial scene. It showed a woman using her intellectual 

powers and spirit to save her husband. If she’s simply ‘clever,’ she would not be able 

to take the part as an essential role at the trial and dare to present her speech and 

                                                      
99 Hankey, “Victorian Portias,” 430.  
100 Ann Thompson and Sasha Roberts, eds. Women reading Shakespeare, 1660-1900: an anthology of 
criticism. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997, 88.  
101 Jameson, Shakespeare’s Heroines, 14.  
102 It was updated in her 2nd edition that she was informed with the original German word as geistreiche, 
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thoughts in front of Shylock.  

According to Jameson, Shakespeare “looked upon women with the spirit of 

humanity, wisdom, and deep love.” 103  Portia is a woman full of gentleness and 

tenderness but at the same time intellectual and brave. Though much praised by the 

Victorian critics, Portia was not the typical woman that fit into their beliefs of the ideal 

woman. We can see her as a figure for the Victorian women as a smart individual who 

makes her decision of purpose and is capable to support her husband in needs. Jameson 

writes,  

 

a woman constituted like Portia, and placed in this age and in the actual state of society 

would find society armed against her; and instead of being like Portia, a gracious, happy, 

beloved, and loving creature, would be a victim, immolated in fire to that multitudinous 

Moloch termed Opinion.104  

 

Through this, women do not need to fear that their talents will cause them to be less 

feminine or steps away from the ideal womanhood. Supported by Ruskin, who writes 

about women’s intellects, it “is not for invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, 

arrangement, and decision.”105  

After the characters of intellect, Juliet is one of the most iconic characters to 

symbolize the characters for passion and imagination. Juliet is known for her loveliness 

and tenderness. Jameson analyzes that all of the female characters in the plays have 

either fell in love or have loved, but “Juliet is love itself.” Her love was praised as a 

combination of many heroines:  
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The love that is so chaste and dignified in Portia – so airy-dedicated, and fearless in 

Miranda – so sweetly confiding in Perdita – so playfully fond in Rosalind – so constant 

in Imogen – so devoted in Desdemona – so fervent in Helen – so tender in Viola, – is each 

and all of these in Juliet.106  

 

Juliet is considered as the central heroine in her section of characters of passion and 

imagination. The character is compared to all other heroines discussed. She writes that 

Juliet’s imagination is the medium of passion and her passion arouses her 

imagination. 107  It was Juliet’s passion and imagination that inspired her poetic 

speeches. Compared with Portia, Juliet’s imagination was pure out of love while 

Portia’s was involved with morals and intellectuality.108 Ruskin compares the heroic 

action of the two lovers, “the wise and brave stratagem of the wife is brought to ruinous 

issue by the reckless impatience of her husband.”109 Juliet’s love was straightforward, 

unlike Portia, she was not capable and does not have to power to redeem a tragedy. 

Thus, she failed to show power to fight against the obstacles and became one of the 

tragic heroines. Though Juliet was much praised for her passion and imagination, 

Jameson was aware that her traits should serve as a warning to the young ladies. She 

used Juliet as a profound example to show the importance for women to “think beyond 

their emotions” and the need for them to acquire “intellectual independence.”110  

Imogen (Cymbeline) was considered the ‘characters of the affections.’ At the 

beginning of her section, Jameson comments that Imogen is the perfect woman. 111 
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Within her character, we see her chastity, faithfulness, tenderness, beauty, and, intellect. 

Compared with other heroines, Imogen was the “angel of light.”112 Every aspect of her 

was an essential element of the play. Cymbeline would not be the same if any element 

of her character was eliminated. Imogen was defined to fit the ideal of womanliness 

completely. When Posthumus was forced to leave her, she does not fall into despair or 

showed her grief dramatically, instead, her sorrow was silent. According to Jameson, it 

was one of the ideologies for women to “express in moments of feeling merely for the 

pleasure of hearing a protestation to the contrary.”113 In contrast, Juliet’s sorrow was 

expressed more passionately and exaggeratedly in a poetic sense. Algernon Charles 

Swinburne writes in his A Study of Shakespeare of 1880, that Imogen and Cordelia 

(King Lear) were both “Godlike” women. He calls Cordelia the brother-less version of 

Antigone, who is similar to Imogen in the way that they both perform divinity and 

tolerance to other characters in the play. Their “Godhead” is therefore feminine, 

credible and, adorable.114 Swinburne concludes his study by explaining that Imogen is 

“the woman above all Shakespeare’s women.” 115  In the Victorian beliefs of 

womanliness, she represents the pure and glory that the society expects women to 

perform and become.   

Concluding her book, Jameson added the fictional character, Lady Macbeth, in her 

last category of the historical figures. The author was aware that her choice of placing 

Lady Macbeth with Cleopatra and Octavia in the same section may seem doubtful. She 

explained her decision by making the argument that Lady Macbeth’s characteristics 

were created in a real human behavior and through the character, we can see her as “an 

ideal example of womanly conduct.”116 As a fictional figure, she has shown us “what 
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the human being is.”117 As a reader of Macbeth, Lady Macbeth may be remembered as 

the treacherous, wicked and, ambitious woman who would do anything for her 

husband’s success. However, Jameson writes, “she is ambitious less for herself than for 

her husband.”118 All her unforgiven cruelties and wickedness existed for her husband, 

Macbeth. It was him who she wanted to see on the throne, not herself.119 Although her 

image was completely different from Juliet and Imogen, those who we see as the perfect 

women that served as the ideal femininity; Lady Macbeth’s womanliness represented 

those women who were willing to make sacrifices to support their man for a better 

future.  

The Victorians found particular interest in connecting Shakespeare's women with 

their ideal womanliness. Through the many plays by the bard, heroines with different 

characteristics and moral values showed examples and warnings for the Victorian 

women to look up to. From the above discussion, we can see a few heroines set as 

different examples and provide their own symbolism. Portia stood as the role model for 

women who are able to be an ideal wife but at the same time an intelligent individual. 

Out of romance, Juliet can be seen as an iconic figure to symbolize the bravery and 

powerful love. However, her lack of consideration was set as a warning for young 

Victorian girls. Imogen, on the other hand, was praised as the perfect woman under 

their ideologies. Her thoughts and reactions were largely idolized by the Victorian 

critics as a literary figure for women in their generation to follow. Lady Macbeth 

represented the women who craved for success and who were able to support their 

man’s profession. Through Anna Jameson and other critics’ study, we see how the 

Victorians connected their ideologies and the women of their generation with 
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Shakespeare’s heroines.  

 

2.5 Chapter summary  

 As discussed in this chapter, the popularity of Shakespeare has greatly grown in 

their contemporary society and that bardolatry became a ‘fashionable affectation’120 

during the 19th century of the Victorian era. The prosperity state of the nation provided 

the artists and writers with an environment to publish and enhance their literary and 

artistic minds. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was a symbolic art movement during 

the century and it took an influential role in the representation of Shakespeare’s 

heroines. Many iconic paintings of the heroines were created by the Pre-Raphaelites 

and their associates. The works created by the Pre-Raphaelites were used as the 

iconological prompt to represent the heroines. The Pre-Raphaelite painters explored 

this complexity of emotion and, at the same time, it brought realism to their emotions 

and their connection to their contemporary society. Besides from the main subject of 

the painting, the artists paid much attention to every details and significations to show 

the whole image of what they believed the character represented. The way these 

heroines were showed through representations reflected on their belief of the ideal 

womanhood in the Victorian society.  

Unlike some artists who painted stage performances, the Pre-Raphaelites’ work, 

such as, Millais’s Ophelia and Mariana and Rossetti’s The Death of Lady Macbeth 

portrayed off-stage scenes where the audiences and readers of the play were not given 

a clear image on stage. They were able to create their own vision of the scene and 

provided its viewers with an image of the unseen moment in the story. As for their 

interest in Shakespearean themes, there were a number of paintings that only included 

the female characters of the play. Most of the time, the heroines in the plays were 
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overshadowed by the male protagonists. With Pre-Raphaelites’ favoritism in the subject 

of literary women, these characters were given the chance to become the protagonist of 

the representations. Readers were able to see and study these characters with a deeper 

understanding and analysis. Instead of serving as a supporting or subsidiary character, 

Shakespeare’s heroines became the main subject on the canvases, with every detail of 

the paintings dedicated to their characteristics. Thus, their interpretation of the 

characters and scenes became a symbolic image for both its viewers and the readers of 

Shakespeare.  

For Victorian’s appreciation of Shakespeare, we can see the complexity of 

Shakespeare’s heroines as represented in criticisms. The heroines share a connection to 

the Victorian women and symbolizes different elements of their ideologies. The 

representations of the heroines serve as a reflection of the creators’ belief of the ideal 

womanliness. Anna Jameson’s analysis was one of the texts that contributed and 

brought life to the heroines and created the new perspective of them as real humans. 

Her study influenced many critics like Mary Cowden Clarke, John Ruskin, and many 

other great critics of the time to perform their own interpretations addition to her beliefs. 

Through how Jameson divided the heroines into different sections, we can find the 

relations with their contemporary women and beliefs. Apart from the chaste and tender 

women that fit into the ideology, there were also sophisticated, passionate, pure and, 

ambitious women that can represent the century. The appreciation of Shakespeare's 

heroines had become an influential part of the Victorian life and its study can be seen 

as a reflection of their personal life. 
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Chapter III: Restructuring the femininity of Ophelia, Miranda, and Mariana 

 

This chapter takes the study of Shakespeare’s heroines to a deeper analysis on 

how they were interpreted and reimagined by the Victorians and other contemporary 

scholars. In addition, the analysis and reinterpretation of the contemporary studies and 

personal analysis will also be discussed. In their individual sections, the first half will 

be the discussion of their images and symbolism through the Victorian perspective and 

the second half will include contemporary analysis and interpretations of the heroines. 

In this chapter, we will go through the representations of Ophelia, Miranda and, 

Mariana. The reasons for choosing these three women of Shakespeare were due to their 

symbolism and resemblance to the women’s status: Ophelia as the emblem of female 

fragility, Miranda’s status as the innocent and sweet daughter and, Mariana representing 

isolation and women’s institution of marriage. 

 

3.1 Overview of the heroines   

 The three heroines are from the plays of Hamlet, The Tempest, and Measure for 

Measure. Hamlet is one of the four great tragedies121 of Shakespeare and The Tempest 

as a comedy or tragicomedy. Measure for Measure was classified as a comedy; however, 

it was considered as one of three problem plays of Shakespeare.122 The three plays all 

revolved against the male protagonist and included no more than two female characters 

in the play. The following will be a general summary of the selected play with the 

description focusing mainly on the heroines selected as the case studies for this chapter.  

Ophelia plays a minor role in the story of Hamlet. She is the daughter of the 
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Lord Chamberlain Polonius and the sister of Laertes. As an obedient daughter, she was 

described as a naïve and sweet young woman who was sharing a romance with Prince 

Hamlet. Out of the five acts in Hamlet, Ophelia appears in four acts and only five out 

of twenty scenes. After Hamlet encounters the ghost of King Hamlet, the story 

surrounded his madness and his revenge. At the same time, Ophelia’s family members 

ordered her to reject Hamlet’s love. She was later asked to testify Hamlet’s madness 

while her father and King Claudius hid behind the curtains. Hurt and rejected by Hamlet, 

she heard about her father’s death. She reappeared on the stage as a complete opposite 

character from how she used to be. She returned to the scene as a mad woman who sang 

songs and gave out flowers to the people she meets. Her death was simply announced 

by Queen Gertrude to the readers and other characters. As one out of the only two 

female characters in the play, Ophelia represented different aspects of women and it 

reflected on the analyses and interpretations made in the later centuries. To many 

scholars and critics from different generations, Ophelia embodies the fragile and fallen 

woman, the bait of the plot and, the representation of the feminine voice.  

 Throughout The Tempest, Miranda was the only female character that appeared on 

stage. She was the daughter of Prospero and was brought to the island at a very young 

age (before the age of 3). She spoke for only “one hundred and fifty lines,” appeared in 

four acts out of five and four scenes out of nine.123 Miranda was an innocent young 

maiden that has no awareness of her beauty and the knowledge of another human being. 

After her father created the storm that caused the shipwrecks, she begged him to stop 

the tempest and showed her caring and tenderness towards people that she does not 

even know. Later in the story, her father told her about their real identity and the reasons 

why they lived on the island alone. Acknowledging the truths, she showed her 
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gentleness by not blaming and seeking revenge against her family and relatives. The 

tempest brought Ferdinand, the prince of Naples, to the island and it was the first time 

for Miranda to see another human being on the island. She falls in love with Ferdinand 

and later they decided to get married once they go back to Naples. Although Miranda 

was the only female character in the play, she only appeared on the stage for a few times. 

Her story revolved around Prospero’s demands and her love interest towards Ferdinand. 

She represented the women that were to believe as the sweet and loving daughter to 

every father and the tender innocent lover of every man.  

 The leading female character of Measure for Measure is not Mariana, but Isabella. 

Though Mariana was just a minor character in the play, her role inspired many Victorian 

poets and artists to create works dedicated to the character. As the plot circulates around 

Claudio, Isabella, Vincentio (the Duke) and, Angelo (the Deputy), Mariana serves as an 

important factor for the storyline to flow. She was originally the fiancée of Angelo; the 

engagement was called off due to the shipwreck that drowned both her brother and her 

dowry. As a woman who was jilted, she isolated herself by living in a farmhouse. Before 

it was time for Mariana’s appearance, Isabella begged Angelo for her brother Claudio’s 

life. In order to do her this favor, Angelo asked Isabella to offer her virginity. The Duke 

(disguised as Friar Lodowick) came up with two tricks and the first was the ‘bed trick.’ 

Mariana agreed to participate in the trick by taking Isabella’s place to spend a night 

with Angelo. Towards the end of the play, the Duke returned to his original role and 

sets punishments for the faults. Instead of a widower or search for a better husband, 

Mariana chose to stay in the marriage with Angelo and plead for his life. Measure for 

Measure was a story revolving around the theme of marriage and justice. The women 

in the play do not have much control of their own lives. Mariana was an inspiring 

individual that symbolizes women suffering in the institution of marriage and isolation.  
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3.2 Ophelia, the emblem of female fragility 

 Ophelia was one of the most discussed and studied heroines of Shakespeare even 

until the modern days. In her study on Ophelia and the Victorian writes, Kimberly 

Rhodes writes that Victorians see the character as the symbol of “young, beautiful, and 

vulnerable.” 124  In this sense, the Victorian enthusiasm for Ophelia was greatly 

acknowledged by our contemporary scholars. Peter Trippi writes about their favoritism, 

“Victorian commentators celebrated Ophelia as an emblem of female fragility and 

missed opportunities.”125 In his lecture on Shakespeare’s women, Coleridge mentioned 

how every Victorian men wished to have Desdemona or Ophelia as their wives.126 

Through their characteristics, they were seen as the women who “may not always 

understand you, do always feel you, and feel with you.”127 The images and symbolism 

of Ophelia were largely discussed and interpreted by the Victorian critics and artists. In 

his essay about Shakespeare’s true heroes, Ruskin specifies Ophelia as the only weak 

woman among all the heroines. She failed to become the guide and support when 

Hamlet faced his crucial moments. It was her weakness that led the story to real tragedy 

including the deaths of all the main characters.128 Despite her weakness, she was also 

a figure representing the image of femininity in the Victorian’s ideology. Due to the 

descriptions from Hamlet, she was often related to nature and represented the fragile 

and delicate women of the nineteenth-century. Her richness in characteristics provided 

the Victorians with various perspectives, questions, and emotions to elaborate on the 

canvases and writings. 

 The Victorian novelists’ appreciation of Shakespeare can be examined through 
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their literary interpretations of the bard in their writings. Besides from drawing upon 

the bard himself, some characters shadowed the bard’s heroines when they face 

obstacles in life. We see shadows of Ophelia in novels of the Victorian writings. 

Dickens emphasized the relationship between men and women and father and daughter. 

In his novels, we can find dialogues referencing Shakespeare and his works as a part of 

the characters’ lives. Our Mutual Friend (1864-5) is the last completed novel by 

Dickens. The story revolves around a young man, John Rokesmith, who was found 

dead during his return home to receive his inheritance from his father. It is later 

understood by the readers that John plays dead in order to test his fiancée, Bella Wilfer, 

loyalty and dignity.  

With this background setting of the story, we see a common theme of Dickens in 

relation to Shakespeare. The influences Hamlet brought to the sons of the nineteenth 

century can be seen through the novels. Many characters shared the common 

background of retrieving their deprived inheritance, terror with the need of vengeance 

and, spending most of the time testing or challenging other characters. Poole writes in 

his study, the way for a son to not end up with a tragedy like how Hamlet does, he will 

need to find someone to share their inheritance with. In the case of Hamlet, we know 

the tragic end of Ophelia, the young maiden who was originally the lover of Hamlet. In 

Our Mutual Friend, we see Bella Wilfer willing to sacrifice herself for the love of John 

Rokesmith even without knowing that he is still alive. Besides from becoming and 

serving as the fragile woman like Ophelia, Bella was able to prove her faithfulness and 

love for John. With her becoming the ideal woman or the heroine in the relationship, 

the couple arrived finally with a happy ending. 

George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda (1876) also showed its readers the resemblances of 

her book with the characters from Hamlet. Mirah, the Mirah’s appearances and actions 

often remind the readers of Ophelia. When the two lovers first meet by the river, she is 
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described as a melancholic “girl hardly more than eighteen, of low slim figure, with a 

most delicate little face,” who looks down “on the river with a look of immovable, 

statue-like despair.”129  Daniel is not able to remove his eyesight from this scene, 

besides from the beauty of the young maiden, the scenery is described with “the 

picturesque lines and colour of the image that were exceptional.”130 The description of 

Mirah’s appearance in the story echoes Ophelia’s image in Hamlet. Eliot recreated the 

scene of Ophelia’s death by the river and set Daniel as Gertrude, who witnessed this 

suicidal act of the young maiden. Instead of fulfilling the Queen’s role, Eliot shifted 

Daniel into the character who brought a “genial influence”131 to Ophelia. As believed 

by Jameson, a young and naïve girl like Ophelia may not end with a tragic life if there 

were “genial influences” guiding her during obstacles. As a twisted role, Daniel became 

the loving Gertrude who saved Mirah from drowning in the streams. Afterward, Mirah 

told Daniel, “If you had not come, I should have been dead now.”132 This relates to 

Ophelia’s “muddy death” and Daniel served as the role who prevented Mirah to end up 

as a tragic heroine. 

 Other than Dickens and Eliot, in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), 

Sibyl Vane, the beautiful and young actress falls in love with Dorian Gray. Later in the 

story, Dorian Gray told her that he no longer loves her. This resulted in her depression 

and eventually led to her death by suicide. A friend of Dorian Gray, Lord Henry, 

commented on her death with the resemblance towards Ophelia, “Mourn for Ophelia, 

if you like.”133 It reflected on the common knowledge of Ophelia’s young death after 

the loss of love. Therefore, Ophelia’s image as the fragile woman and sweet daughter 

deeply influenced the Victorians. 
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 In relation, Mary Cowden Clarke’s volume 2 of The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s 

Heroines includes her interpretations of Ophelia’s childhood. Her story served as a pre-

live for Ophelia that showed her “unwanted advances and sexual abuse of children.”134 

Before the separation with her family, she was raised with full care and her mother, 

Lady Aoudra, who would often sing nursery-rhymes and lullabies to her. Bringing the 

reference to Ophelia’s mad lullabies, the nurse who takes care of ‘little Ophelia’ said:  

  

no need to mind the words of my song, so that the tune soothes my baby; no call to take 

heed of the matter, so that the murmur pleases her; it’s no matter to me; and certainly 

no matter to the child, that can’t make matter out of it.135  

 

Included the importance of songs in her childhood memories, Clarke givese an origin 

to Ophelia’s expression of her madness. The lullabies brought a great influence on her 

characteristic. The mad songs she sang may be to the tune of her nursery-rhymes. 

Ironically, the nurse emphasized that the meaning of the words should not be caught by 

the child due to its “wickedness in words.”136 The words Ophelia sang during her mad 

appearances were commented as ‘nothing,’ Clarke brought this connection to her 

writings and traced it back to her childhood.  

In the visual arts, the figure of Ophelia served as a source of inspiration for the 

Victorian artists. Ophelia’s influences were less noticeable in the eighteenth and 

twentieth centuries, most of her visual arts were created during the nineteenth 

century.137 In fact, this growth of popularity can be seen from the annual exhibitions of 

the Royal Academy. In 1831, the exhibition included three paintings centralizing 

                                                      
134 Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 219.  
135 Clarke, The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines, Vol.2, 185. 
136 Ibid., 185.  
137 Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 4.  
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Ophelia as the main subject. To compare, back in 1791 to 1828, there were only five 

works that were dedicated and included Ophelia at the Royal Academy.138 This showed 

her importance in the popular culture and interest. Most of her interpretations linked 

with her image of vulnerability and her connection to nature. Her iconic scenes in the 

play were filled with descriptions of nature. In Act IV, she reentered the scene as the 

mad woman who distributes flowers for each character and later drowned herself in the 

streams. Thus, her image was subsumed into nature and it fits into the ‘naturalization 

of femininity’ in the Victorian’s beliefs of separate spheres.139  

Apart from her image towards Victorian’s ideology of femininity, her lack of 

agency also became one of her symbolic traits. To justify, Rhodes analyzes how and 

what Ophelia was praised for by the Victorians, “Ophelia is praised for what she lacks 

and what can therefore be projected onto her, rather than the strength of her character 

or characterization.”140 Ophelia’s passiveness and fragility became aspects that artists’ 

admired. She was largely painted as the fallen and madwoman that suffered from 

psychological crisis. Several versions of Ophelia were painted during the Victorian era 

and each painting presents her in a different image from the creators’ perspective.  

 In Jameson’s discussion of Ophelia, she comments that the heroine was “Oh far 

too soft, too good, too fair, to be cast among the briers of this working-day world, and 

fall and bleed upon the thorns of life!”141  Ophelia’s characteristics inspired several 

representations created during the Victorian era. As mentioned earlier, Victorians saw 

her as the image of female fragility. The Pre-Raphaelites and their associates have 

created a number of paintings dedicated to the character. John Christian writes that 

“time and again the Pre-Raphaelites found a subject in Shakespeare that enabled them 

                                                      
138 Ibid., 4.  
139 Ibid., 3.  
140 Ibid., 4.  
141 Jameson, Shakespeare’s Heroines, 111. 
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to strike a characteristic note of emotional intensity.”142  The Pre-Raphaelites were 

drawn towards her emotions, melancholy, struggles, and the crisis that she faced.  

One of the most iconic representations of Ophelia is Millais’s Ophelia (1851-

52)143  (Figure 12). Millais was not the first to paint about Ophelia’s death, but he 

created one of the most successful and iconic pieces. The painting combines the artist’s 

interest in deep emotions and realistic landscapes. Following his Pre-Raphaelite beliefs, 

he painted the bank of the Hogsmill River as the background for the canvas. For this 

painting’s landscape, he spent three months in Surrey before moving back to his Gower 

Street studio in London.144  

As previously mentioned, Elizabeth Siddal was the model for his Ophelia. She laid in 

a tub filled with water to portray Millais’s image and representation of Ophelia’s death. 

However, the background story of this production was about Millais getting too 

concentrated with his work and failed to notice the lamps that were meant to kept her 

warm went off. Suffering under the cold, Siddal did not interrupt Millais’s work and 

this led to a severe cold. This severe cold led to her lifelong weak health and eventually 

led to her early death at the age of thirty-three. With this background reference, Siddal’s 

death fell into the theme of Ophelia and added more tragic to the painting. Siddal 

complicated relationship with Rossetti and her early death gave the painting another 

meaning of young women dying out of love.  

                                                      
142 Quoted in Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 86.  
143 John Everett Millais 1851-2, Ophelia, Oil on canvas, arched top, 76 by 101.5, London, Tate 
Gallery.  
144 John Guille Millais. The Life and Letters of Sir John Everett Millais. London: Methuen, 1899, 144. 
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Figure 12: John Everett Millais, Ophelia (1851-1852)  
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 Ophelia’s success was greatly praised in the later centuries; however, it was given 

mixed criticism during its time. Millais’s attempt to interpret Ophelia in this manner 

was a challenge at his contemporaries and his viewers of the time. Although there was 

already a number of Ophelia’s representations exhibited at the Royal Academy since 

the beginning of the 19th century, the interpretation of her actual death was, however, 

rare.145  Millais’s Ophelia challenged the critics and forced them to re-examine the 

character out of their expectations. He showed the heroine in a different interpretation 

and perspective and it greatly influenced her later image in the public eyes. The painting 

was given reviews arguing the ‘naturalistic’ of the character as described in the 

monologue and its symbolism of the natural femininity. It was also criticized for its lack 

of “nationalistic importance and artistic conventions of the characters.” 146 

Nevertheless, Ophelia was still a great success and an influential work to shift and shape 

Ophelia’s image. As Rhodes writes about the success of Millais’s work: 

 

Because of the public role that artists played in the nineteenth century, Victorian audiences 

and many critics expected them to uphold moral standards and create topical works of art. 

Millais, instead, looked to Ophelia much as the Romantics did: to fulfill aesthetic needs 

and address the complexities and attractions of femininity in all its guises.147 

 

This artwork has brought the attention of the figure’s image from representing the fallen 

woman to her melancholic death.  

According to Villar, Millais’s painting rescued “Ophelia’s end for the spectator 

but, … also disrupts the feelings of veracity that the whole event is imbued within the 

                                                      
145 Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 89. 
146 Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 87.  
147 Ibid., 92. 
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play.”148 His interpretation of her death delivered a strong tragic message. The scene 

came from the lines spoken by Queen Gertrude in the fourth act of the play. The passage 

itself was rich with nature descriptions: 

 

There is a willow grows askaunt the brook, 

That shows his hoary leaves in the glassy stream, 

Therewith fantastic garlands did she make  

Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples 

That liberal shepherds give a grosser name,  

But out cull-cold maids do dead men’s finger call them. 

There on the pendant boughs her crownet weeds 

Clamb’ring to hang, an envious sliver broke,  

When down her weedy trophies and herself  

And mermaid-like awhile they bore her up,  

Which time she chaunted snatches of old lauds,  

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. (4.7.162-180)  

 

Erin Frisch writes about the painting’s success, “Millais worked to reinvigorate the 

image of the heroine who was widely painted in the nineteenth century.”149 Tracing 

                                                      
148 Villar, “Musings from Ophelia’s Watery Voyage,” 228.  
149 Erin Frisch, “Pre-Raphaelite Painting and the Medieval Woman.” Art and Art History Honors 
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back to the play, Ophelia’s death happened offstage. Millais chose to represent the scene 

where he performed his interpretation of the scenery. The painting had an impact on 

both the Victorians and the later generations. In Millais’s painting, Ophelia was 

portrayed in the position of laying down in the stream with only her face and hands to 

be seen out of the water. Her gesture represented her passiveness and inertia as if she 

was blending in with nature.150 She was surrounded by the willows and flowers floating 

around her. Her pale skin creates a contrast with her natural surroundings. Tim 

Barringer writes about the disparity, “The claustrophobic composition and lack of direct 

sunshine underscored the work’s tragic message.”151 The contrast of light and dark 

reflected on the Victorian fashion of portraying woman’s purity.152 In resemblance to 

the Victorian women, Millais painted his interpretation of the scene in a way that 

reflected their contemporary ideology of women’s fragility.  

In Ophelia, Millais included the flowers mentioned in Gertrude’s description of 

the memorable scene and the ones Ophelia held in her hands while singing her madness. 

Various types of flowers were placed around her and they are emblematic of her life. 

Her pale skin and half-opened mouth might refer to her songs at the end of her life. The 

addition and selection of flowers represents Millais’s interest in floriography (the 

language of flowers). Besides from the flowers mentioned by Gertrude, Millais also 

included violets, white daisies, and pink roses. As mentioned earlier in the quoted text 

of Ophelia’s death, “crow-flowers, nettles, daisies and long purples” (4.7.165) were 

clearly mentioned as a company to Ophelia’s death. Crow-flowers (more commonly 

known as buttercups), symbolize her beauty, but at the same time, the flower itself can 

be poisonous. Crow-flowers may represent the danger of Ophelia’s maiden status and 

                                                      
Theses. (2013): 52. 
150 José María Mesa Villar, “Musings from Ophelia’s Watery Voyage: Images of Female Submission in 
Shakespeare’s and Millais’ Drowning Maiden.” Sederi 14 (2004): 228. 
151 Barringer, Reading the Pre-Raphaelites, 62.  
152 Villar, “Musings from Ophelia’s Watery Voyage,” 228. 
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her shift to a mad woman. Nettles are the pain and sorrow that accompanied her to her 

death. The long purples or the orchids represent her love and thoughtfulness that can be 

seen through her relationship with Laertes. Her necklace of violets brought an 

association to her chastity and young death.153  The pink roses relates to Laertes’s 

comment on calling Ophelia the “rose of May,” (4.5.133) which symbolizes her beauty 

and love. The inclusion of a poppy reflects on its name, the flower of death.154 Last but 

not the least, the number of daisies in the paintings was outnumbered compared to other 

flowers. The language of Daisies symbolized her innocence and serve as a reflection of 

her image of a naïve, young and beautiful woman. Millais’s inclusion of flowers and 

references from the play creates a deeper understanding and serves “as a meditation on 

transience in death.”155  

During the same year where Millais introduced his version of Ophelia to the public, 

Arthur Hughes (1832 - 1915) also exhibited his own version of Ophelia in 1852156 

(Figure 13). Upon entitling the same subject during the same exhibition of the Royal 

Academy, Hughes’s Ophelia was placed by little octagon room which what also known 

in the art circle as ‘the condemned cell.’ However, Millais showed praise to the painting 

and admired the differences with his own interpretation. Although Hughes’s painting 

did not receive as much critical attention from the critics as Millais’s Ophelia, critics in 

later 1865 published a review in the Art-Journal dedicating that his Ophelia was:  

 

better than most of his compeers – the juste milieu … he shows us that the Art to which 

this title has been given may be made attractive, just as others have seemed to labour only 

                                                      
153 Frisch, “Pre-Raphaelite Painting and the Medieval Woman,” 56.  
154 Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Women, 138. 
155 Frisch, “Pre-Raphaelite Painting and the Medieval Woman,” 52.  
156 Arthur Hughes, 1852, Ophelia, Oil on panel, 69.8 by 125.7 cm, Manchester, Manchester City Art 
Gallery.  
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for the purpose of showing its repulsiveness.157 

 

In the same year, the painting was praised again as an engraving of the Art-Journal by 

showing Ophelia as:  

 

A sweet, child-like face is Ophelia’s, its look of vacancy scarcely dimming its beauty. … 

suggests the idea of an exquisite cameo in a setting of rich enamels. The composition is, 

undoubtedly, that of an artist whose mind has thoroughly felt his subject, and given to it a 

truly poetical rendering.158  

 

Hughes’s Ophelia is represented in a darker tone. The painting can be viewed as more 

a naturalistic impression and stayed true to the original description. Different from 

Millais’s version and similar to Richard Redgrave’s Ophelia Weaving her Garlands 

(1842)159  (Figure 14), Hughes’s interpretation of Ophelia showed the heroine in a 

young, tiny and, vulnerable image160 that was living within her madness. As for how 

Ophelia was often represented in visual arts before Millais’s version, Redgrave and 

Hughes painted the moment before her death while she was posing on the willow 

branch. 

  

                                                      
157 Quoted from Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 86. 
158 Ibid., 109. 
159 Richard Redgrave ,1842, Ophelia Weaving Her Garlands, Oil on panel, 25 by 30 inches, London, 
Victoria and Albert Museum.  
160 Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 273. 
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Figure 13: Arthur Hughes, Ophelia (1852) 

Instead of focusing on the flowers and the general details from the descriptions, 

Hughes emphasizes on the following lines from Gertrude’s monologue, “There is a 

willow grows askaunt the brook, / That shows his hoary leaves in the glassy stream.” 

(4.1.162-163) Hughes added the lines on the semicircular shaped canvas, it was a typical 

approach of the Victorian art to show narrative paintings’ realism (it can also be seen in 

Hunt’s The Two Gentlemen of Verona (Valentine Rescuing Silvia from Proteus))161. In 

comparison with Millais’s use of jewel-colors, Hughes’s landscape “evokes a spooky 

atmosphere of apprehension, conveyed by the unnatural light on the figure, whose 

emaciated form is suggestive of insanity.”162 Hughes showed Ophelia in the gesture of 

picking up flowers and looking towards the stream that will eventually talk her life. It 

represented the action of her looking upon her death. Indeed, he emphasized his 

imagination of Ophelia as a young and fragile woman from her look and the theme of 

the painting.   

                                                      
161 Figure 10: William Holman Hunt, The Two Gentlemen of Verona (Valentine rescuing Sylvia from 
Proteus) (1851), 42. 
162 Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Women, 138. 
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Figure 14: Richard Redgrave, Ophelia Weaving Her Garlands (1842) 

John William Waterhouse, the PRB associate who painted in the themes of the Pre-

Raphaelitism and impressionism, had produced three versions of the Ophelia theme 

during his career. Instead of reinterpreting her death, Waterhouse painted three different 

progressions of her madness that led to her death. His first painting, Ophelia,163 was 

exhibited in 1889 (Figure 15) at the Royal Academy but was surprisingly given less 

positive attention.164 It portrayed the heroine laying on the grass with an unclear stare 

and expression. For this reinterpretation of the maiden, Peter Trippi noted its 

resemblance with the figure in Millais’s Spring (Apple Blossoms) (1859). Waterhouse 

borrowed the posture of the young maiden in Millais’s work to show Ophelia suffering 

in her madness. The representation of the scene showed a young maiden “on the very 

of sexual maturity, posing provocatively among symbols of natural fecundity that will 

                                                      
163 John William Waterhouse, 1889, Ophelia, Oil on canvas, 97.79 by 158.12 cm, Private Collection. 
164 Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 113. 
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also fade.” 165  As his first painting of Ophelia, this version was criticized as a 

disappointed that failed to create the relationship between nature and its facial 

expressions.166 The main landscape of the scene was set in the field with wildflowers 

lying next to her body. A stream can be seen at a far distance which may refer to her 

later movement towards the water and the prefiguration of her death. Despite portraying 

a clear message to some of its viewers, Waterhouse’s 1889 version portrayed her 

madness as a young woman lying abandoned on the grass with “a seductive Ophelia 

whose innocence has been corrupted.”167  

 

Figure 15: John William Waterhouse, Ophelia (1889) 

                                                      
165 Trippi, JW Waterhouse, 95.  
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167 Benton and Butcher, Painting Shakespeare, 64. 
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In Waterhouse’s second interpretation of Ophelia, Ophelia (1894)168 (Figure 16), 

showed a different image of the heroine. Unlike his previous work that was more 

sexually suggestive, his 1894 version presented a slightly similar moment to Hughes’s 

version of the character. In this painting, Waterhouse showed the scene before her death 

where she sat by the water. This version of Ophelia is shown with a calm expression 

while sitting on the log with lilies leading her way towards the stream. In both versions, 

Waterhouse showed a strong contrast of light and dark through Ophelia’s dress, dark 

red hair, and the natural surroundings. According to Benton and Butcher, Waterhouse’s 

second version is showing “an enchanting, medieval damsel from the age of romance 

and Arthurian quests, dressed in period costume, with the look of a tragic princess 

waiting to be rescued by her knight.”169  

As mentioned, instead of plain white, Ophelia of 1894 was dressed in a silvery-grey 

gown with golden adornments and a golden belt that contrasts to the natural 

surroundings.170 The symbolism shown in the painting can be seen through the botanic 

details: the willow and lilies were taken from the original play and the poppy placed on 

her hair represented her close death. In relation to Waterhouse’s later diploma work in 

1901, The Mermaid, it brought a resemblance to his 1894 Ophelia. A comparison of 

these two paintings shows that their pose is almost interchangeable171 and shares the 

theme of sexuality and death. The image of mermaids or the sirens brings death to the 

meaning of the paintings. Their relation with water and use of sexual power lure sailors 

and men to their watery death. This version of Ophelia shared to its concept of watery 

death due to the power of sexuality.172 However, instead of showing a melancholic 

                                                      
168 John William Waterhouse, 1894, Ophelia, Oil on canvas, 73.6 x 124.4 cm, Private Collection. 
169 Benton and Butcher, Painting Shakespeare, 64. 
170 Lavinia Hulea, “Waterhouse’s Ophelia–a reversed ekphrastic approach of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, 
Prince of Denmark.” Journal of Romanian Literary Studies, Issue 9 (2016): 260. 
171 Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, 118. 
172 Ibid., 118. 
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death, art critic and a member of the PRB, F.G. Stephens, commented on this painting 

as it showed “little of Ophelia’s madness and distress, and not much of her pain or 

sorrow.”173 

 
Figure 16: John William Waterhouse, Ophelia (1894) 

Waterhouse’s third interpretation of the character is Ophelia174 of 1910 (Figure 17). 

This version showed a strikingly different Ophelia from his previous interpretations.  

As shown chronologically, the 1910 Ophelia showed her last act before her death by 

drowning. It showed Ophelia as a “staring-eyed, full-bosomed woman in blue silk gown, 

                                                      
173 Quoted from Ibid., 118. 
174 John William Waterhouse, 1910, Ophelia, Oil on canvas, 62.2 x 100.3 cm, Private Collection. 
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clutching a handful of flowers.”175 Despite the dark tone and blue silk dress, the 1910 

version served more closely as the continuation of 1894. The botanic details are similar, 

with the addition of more poppies that signifies the closer to death. As the viewer of 

this painting, we see Ophelia walking towards us (or the stream) with the gaze that 

stared directly at its audience. From the further distance, two spectators were included 

in the background as to witness her death. This may bring a reference to Gertrude’s role 

as the witness or as the audiences who saw her act on the stage.  

 

Figure 17: John William Waterhouse, Ophelia (1910) 

                                                      
175 Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Women, 140. 
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 In relation to the Victorian woman, Ophelia represented the ones that suffered in 

love and the outcomes of living in a patriarchal society. Despite on her characteristics 

of being the young and naïve, her madness and death inspired many of Hamlet’s readers. 

Through the representations painted in Pre-Raphaelites style, we see the different 

interpretations of Ophelia. Starting with Millais’s Ophelia, we see the great influences 

brought by the character to the art world and beyond. Ophelia became the most popular 

Shakespearean heroine for artists to paint. One similarity that all the discussed works 

shared was the common theme of Ophelia’s death, either before or during. Unlike 

Millais, who chose to draw out the actual death scene of Ophelia, most Pre-Raphaelite 

artists painted the moments before her death. Instead of her known scene in the play, 

the Pre-Raphaelites were more interested in her image as the fragile woman that could 

not partake in the real world and that her fragility led to her death. As her madness was 

linked with flowers, in every painting discussed, she was accompanied with different 

flowers that represented her characteristics and life. In Waterhouse’s three different 

versions of Ophelia, we see the transition of the character as she starts by laying on the 

grass, to sitting on the willows and, then walking down to the streams. The details and 

expressions of Waterhouse’s Ophelias, showed the young maiden changing from 

simply the mad woman into a woman walking towards her end.  

The representations of Ophelia showed her sense of femininity through her 

expressions, color of her dress and, the selected scene of the play. Ophelia’s life after 

her madness was the common theme that interested and inspired the Pre-Raphaelites 

and it became the scene that were used to show her fragility. Her reaction and the way 

to face obstacles in her life (departure of her brother, rejection of her lover and, the 

death of her father) showed her fragility when it comes to the real world. The Pre-

Raphaelites find her story as an inspiration to portray the traits of their women in the 

private spheres and portrayed her as “an extreme example of the passivity demanded of 
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young women in Victorian society.” 176  Through visual arts, the Pre-Raphaelites 

showed Ophelia’s fragility, beauty, and, naivety through the addition of details that 

brought another meaning and symbolisms to the painting. Although her death was only 

described in the play, artists greatly drew different versions of interpretations to satisfy 

their own and the viewers’ imagination. With these representations of Ophelia created 

by the Pre-Raphaelites and their associates, the readers of the play could see the offstage 

scenes and look at the details that created and linked to her symbolism.  

 

3.2.1 Ophelia’s anagnorisis  

 As previously mentioned, Ophelia’s madness and death were largely interpreted 

and studied. The cause of her death was also a popular topic for discussion. Even until 

today, she is still considered as one of the most studied heroines of Shakespeare. Her 

characteristics and symbolisms can be discussed in various perspectives and fields. 

However, covering all the different aspects of her studies will be a massive number of 

texts and literature. Therefore, in this particular section of the study, instead of agreeing 

to the idea of love causing her death, the following section will be an analysis of the 

cause of her death as through her transformation of identity and the process of 

anagnorisis.  

 The term anagnorisis originated from Aristotle’s Poetics, as one of the elements 

required to form tragedy. According to the online etymology dictionary, the origin of 

the Greek word anagnorisis came from the Latin root word of ana meaning again and 

gnorizein meaning “to make know, gain knowledge of.”177 The definition of the word 

cannot be easily described, however, in the translated versions of Aristotle’s Poetics, 

the section for anagnorisis was translated into the word discovery 178  or simply 

                                                      
176 Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 273. 
177 “anagnorisis.” Etymoonline.com. Online Etymology Dictionary, 2018. Web. 22 April 2018.  
178 See Humphry House, Aristotle's Poetics. London: Rupert Hart-Davis Ltd, 1956, 97. 
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recognition.179  In Samuel Henry Butcher’s 1902 edition of Aristotle’s Poetics, the 

passage about anagnorisis was translated in the following words:  

 

Recognition as the name indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, producing 

love or hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune. … 

Recognition, then, between persons, it may happen that one person only is recognised by 

the other – when the latter is already known – or it may be necessary that the recognition 

should be on both sides.180 

 

In comparison, in 1956, Humphry House’s translation named anagnorisis as the 

discovery, the same passage of Aristotle’s definition was written as following: 

 

The “discovery” is in its essence, as Aristotle quite clearly says, “a change from ignorance 

to knowledge.” The recognition of a person, or the discovery of the identity of a person, 

like the recognition of Orestes by Iphigenia and of Iphigenia by Orestes, is merely one 

special kind of this “change from ignorance to knowledge” which is what it meant in 

general by “discovery.” … The “discovery” is the realization of which really is the right 

end, and of the fact that you had got hold of the wrong one, and also, perhaps, of a whole 

train of consequences.181  

 

Either with the word recognition or discovery, the terms cannot fully describe 

‘anagnorisis.’ Anagnorisis relates to the turning point of a tragedy in which the character 

acknowledges the truth and turns the story to a tragic ending.  

                                                      
179 Samuel Henry Butcher, ed. The poetics of Aristotle. New York: Macmillan, 1902 41. 
180 Ibid., 41-43.  
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Through the study of other contemporary scholars, the definition of anagnorisis in 

terms of the relation of tragedy can be seen in different ways. According to Lalita 

Pandit’s study, Aristotle defines anagnorisis as a change and the turning points of a 

drama where there is a reversal of a situation and recognition.182 Stephen Halliwell 

uses the simpler definition for the term, “a change from ignorance to knowledge.”183 

Similar to Halliwell, John MacFarlane adds up to the definition in his study of 

Aristotle’s Definition of Anagnorisis, that the term can be categorized as “a change from 

ignorance into knowledge, leading to either friendship or enmity.”184 In his study of 

Henry Johnstone’s anagnorisis, Tom Heeney writes that Johnstone identifies 

“anagnorisis as one of the keys to understanding the indissoluble link between tragedy 

and philosophy.”185 In general, the term is often used to understand the change in a 

tragedy.  

 One of the examples used by Aristotle to describe the word was the story of 

Oedipus Rex. The plot of the story begins with a prophecy declaring that the son of the 

King will murder his own father and marry his mother. The king sentenced Oedipus, 

the protagonist, to death but was secretly saved and sent away to another kingdom by 

the queen. As the years went by and the king was murdered in the woods, the new king 

came to the throne and married the queen. It was only towards the end of the story that 

the protagonist acknowledged the truth that he unknowingly killed his father and 

married his mother. With this change or the process of anagnorisis, Oedipus suffered 

from a transformation of ignorance to obtaining the knowledge of the truth. The 

                                                      
182 Lalita Pandit, “Emotion, perception and anagnorisis in the comedy of errors: A cognitive 
perspective.” College Literature 33.1 (2006): 95.  
183 Stephen Halliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle: Translation and Commentary. Chapel Hill: University 
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recognition of oneself transformed the story into a tragedy and Oedipus shifted his role 

from the hero of the story to the protagonist of a tragedy. A tragedy is formed at the 

tragic moment when the characters and readers share a mutual understanding of the 

situation. With this change of ignorance to knowledge, the story of Oedipus Rex 

becomes a full tragedy.  

Relating back to tragedy itself, Roger W. Herzel analyzes, “The word tragedy is 

routinely applied to any event in our daily lives which produces untimely death, serious 

inconvenience, or uninsured property loss.”186 The origin of the term tragedy comes 

from Latin word of tragedia, a tragedy.187 As said etymologically, tragedy, comes from 

the root words of tragos meaning goat and ode as in song. Hellenistic critics traced its 

practice to the awarding of a goat to contests honoring Dionysus.188 Aristotle used three 

elements to describe the truth of tragedy. According to Alexander Nehamas, the three 

components are, “pathermata, or dramatic incidents and emotions; peripeteia, or 

reversals of fortune; and anagnorisis, understood adequately in the common sense of 

the English term recognition.”189 These three are considered as the essential elements 

of a tragedy from Aristotle’s perspective. As MacFarlane mentions, “to understand the 

term anagnorisis, one has to understand the relationship between recognition and 

reversal.”190 MacFarlane discusses that anagnorisis can be consider as the Greek word 

for recognition and peripeteia is more related to reversal. As for “a change of fortune is 

a reversal,”191 the close association between recognition and reversal is two-in-one, 

                                                      
186 Roger W. Herzel, “‘Anagnorisis’ and ‘Peripeteia’ in Comedy.” Educational Theatre 
Journal 26.4 (1974): 495. 
187 “tragedy.” Etymoonline.com. Online Etymology Dictionary, 2018. Web. 22 April 2018. 
188 Aristotle, Leon, and O. B. Golden. Aristotle's Poetics a Translation and Commentary for Students 
of Literature. New Jersey: Prentice-hall Inc., 1968, 112. 
189 Alexander Nehamas. “Pity and Fear in the Rhetoric and the Poetics.” In Essays on Aristotle’s 

Poetics, 2015. 291.  
190 Macfarlane, “Aristotle's definition of Anagnorisis," 376. 
191 Ibid., 376. 

 



 
 

83 

meaning a “change of the things being done into the opposite.”192 In every tragedy, 

there is a change or a recognition while the plot for reversal may not be necessary. 

Reversal itself may take place in the process of recognition, with reversal acting in the 

change of fortune. Oedipus Rex is the best example to describe the scenario. Aristotle 

believed that for Oedipus, recognition, and reversal occurred at the same time. The 

transition happened when he faced his unbearable self-discovering and knowledge of 

the truth. When the story ended with Jocasta dead and Oedipus blinded, he encountered 

a reversal change of his life.  

In relation, Ophelia’s loss of patriarchal supports becomes the key element of her 

anagnorisis and she faces the separation of identity. Through her transformation of 

identity, she changes from a naïve young maiden to the mad woman who ends her life 

in madness. In this discussion, I will elaborate on the idea that Ophelia goes through a 

three-stage transformation, 1) the figure of a young maiden dominated by her 

patriarchal figures; 2) a being for Polonius's path to success; 3) a victim bit by reality 

and gave Hamlet a legitimate reason to act out his madness; and the becoming of the 

mad woman. Through her transformation, she crosses the borders of madness and 

experiences the destabilization of identity. The following discussion will be an analysis 

of Ophelia’s transformation from Act 1 to Act 4 of Hamlet. 

 

Transformation 1 - Figure of a young maiden dominated by her patriarchal figures 

 In the first stage, Ophelia appears as the ideal daughter and sister in a family that 

relies on her patriarchal figures. Her thoughts and decisions come later than any 

demands from her dominants. She represents the figure of a young maiden with the lack 

of agency. Ophelia is normally pictured as a naïve young maiden whose affections for 

                                                      
192 Ibid., 377. 
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Hamlet are pure and chaste. With no signs and mentions about her mother, the dominant 

figures of her life are set to be her father and brother. Gabrielle Dane says, "Motherless 

and completely circumscribed by the men around her, Ophelia has been shaped to 

conform to external demands, to reflect others' desires.”193 Her actions and thoughts 

all relied on the two patriarchal figures around her. She appears to be an obedient 

daughter who is too naïve to make her own judgments. She is always accompanied by 

a significant male superior during her appearances. As described in the character list, 

she is known as ‘the daughter of Polonius and sister of Laertes.’ She is always 

introduced as a secondary and subsidiary to another character. Her image is built on her 

innocence of desire and knowledge.  

 With her first appearance in Act 1 Scene 3, “Do you doubt that?” (1.3.4) is her first 

response to Laertes’s demand to write to him. In response, there is no need to question 

her obedience to her brother’s request. Before leaving for France, he showed his 

concern towards his sister’s reputation and private life. In contrast to her innocence, 

Laertes, aware of men’s and women’s desire, tells Ophelia to not fall for Hamlet’s 

affection. Instead of advising or warning her, he sentenced Hamlet's affection towards 

Ophelia as a temporal flirtation.   

 

 For Hamlet, and the trifling of his favor, 

 Hold it a fashion and a toy in blood,  

 A violet in the youth of primy nature,  

 Forward, not permanent, sweet, not, lasting, 

 The perfume and suppliance of a minute –  

 No more. (1.3.5-10) 

                                                      
193 Gabrielle Dane, “Reading Ophelia's Madness.” Exemplaria 10.2 (1998): 406. 

 



 
 

85 

 

Besides from considering any details between the relationships of the two, he gave his 

comments on how the prince act and his feelings towards his sister. He treated his 

sister’s private life as a family business. Without questioning and doubts, Ophelia 

replied with “I shall the effect of this good lesson keep / As watchman to my heart” 

(1.3.45-46). She does not acknowledge her agency and the knowledge of challenging 

her superiors. 

 With Polonius’s entrance, the conversation continued on the topic about her recent 

relationship with Hamlet. As Polonius asked and questioned the truth, Ophelia 

responded with "I do not know, my lord, what I should think" (1.3.104). Her response 

fits perfectly with her role and created the image of an obedient daughter. Pleased with 

her answer, he immediately took the role to educate and command his daughter. Similar 

to Laertes, he also made the decision for her feelings towards the prince.  

 

 …In few, Ophelia,  

 Do not believe his vows, for they are brokers,  

 Not of that dye which their investments show,  

 But mere [implorators] of unholy suits,  

 Breathing like sanctified and pious bonds,  

 The better to [beguile]. This is for all: (1.3.127-131) 

 

Without hesitation and doubts, she accepted the lecture and took it as her thoughts. She 

acts on the behalf of her male superiors. Dominated and confronted by her father and 

brother’s instructions, she simply responses, I shall obey, my lord” (1.3.136). At this 

point in time, Ophelia is still portrayed as an obedient daughter who lacks the 

knowledge of her own voice and judgments.  
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Transformation 2 - A being for Polonius’s path to success  

 Lacking the knowledge to challenge, Ophelia obeys Polonius’s order and rejects 

Hamlet’s letters. Her obedience can be seen as she replies her father, “no, my good lord. 

But as you did command I did repel his fetters and denied His access to me” (2.1.107). 

For Ophelia, who lives in a patriarchal society, the commands from the men in the house 

are seemly equivalent to the law. Erin Campbell writes, “if she refuses Polonius, she 

risks social ostracism and grave insult to the man who capriciously controls her 

future.”194 As the plot moves on with Hamlet’s madness, Polonius offers his daughter 

to King Claudius and Queen Gertrude as an ‘object’ to testify Hamlet’s psychological 

state. He states Ophelia as his possession,  

 

 I have a daughter—have while she is mine— 

 Who in her duty and obedience, mark, 

 Hath given me this. (2.2.108-110) 

 

With her act of obedience, it becomes her duty to be under her father’s control and 

supervision. At this state, her role as the ideal daughter transforms into the being or 

object for Polonius’s path to success.  

 As Lord Chamberlain of the king, Polonius’s will and duty are to please the king. 

Claudius and Gertrude are confused and shocked by Hamlet’s sudden madness. In order 

to help and gain trust from the king, Polonius seeks to solve the problem. He assumes 

that Hamlet has gone mad out of love and offers his daughter to present proof to the 

king and queen. The idea of lovesickness as the cause of Hamlet’s madness saves the 
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couple from their feeling of guilt (of which Gertrude was aware of the pressure coming 

from the death of King Hamlet and her remarriage.) In Act 2 Scene 2, Hamlet calls 

Polonius Jephthah195 and sings the lyrics from a song about Jephthah.  

 

 HAMLET.  O Jephthah, judge of Israel, what a treasure hadst thou! 

 POLONIUS.  What a treasure had he, my lord? 

 HAMLET.  Why, 

    One fair daughter and no more,  

    The which he loved passing well.  

 POLONIUS. (aside) Still on my daughter. (2.2.375-381). 

 

Polonius did not catch the irony within Hamlet’s words. He was still caught in his idea 

of Hamlet suffering under the loss of love. It makes him even certain on his plan to set 

Ophelia as the key to check on Hamlet’s madness. Relating to how Laertes and Polonius 

see Ophelia, as Dane says, “Ophelia is [an] angel to Laertes, she is [an] asset to Polonius, 

a commodity to be disposed of, ideally at the greatest profit to himself.”196  By all 

means, Ophelia now has become an essential being and “bait”197  participating in 

Polonius’s politician career.  

Transformation 3 - Victim bit by reality and the becoming of the mad woman 

 As Polonius planned, Ophelia plays in the act to testify Hamlet’s affections 

towards her. It was her first encounter with Hamlet’s madness. Acting completely 

different from how he treated her, he tells her to “Get thee to a nunnery” (3.1.23). 

                                                      
195 In the biblical story of Jephthah (Judges 11:31), Jephthah vows to sacrifices the first person who 
comes out of his house after his returns from the victory in a battle. However, the first person who he 
met was his daughter and he sacrifices his daughter.  
196 Dane, “Reading Ophelia’s Madness,” 407.  
197 Jacques Lacan refers Ophelia as “the object Ophelia” and the “piece of bait named Ophelia,” in his 
Desire and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet. He objectifies her as Hamlet’s desire. 
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Becoming suspicious, Hamlet asks Ophelia where Polonius is and due to her ‘duties’ 

and obedience, she responses with a lie. Aware that Ophelia may have lied to him, 

Hamlet performs his madness in front of Ophelia and the others behind the curtain. He 

rages and curses her then leaves. 

 

 If thou dost marry, I’ll give thee this plague for thy  

 dowry. Be thou as chaste as ice, as pure as snow,  

 thou shalt not escape calumny. Get thee to a  

 nunnery, go Farewell. Or, if thou wilt needs marry,  

 marry a fool, for wise men know well enough what  

 monsters you make of them. To a nunnery, go, and  

 quickly too. Farewell. (3.1.136-142). 

 

Left hurt and crushed by reality, Ophelia now becomes a victim of this tragedy. Her role 

has changed from a minor to an essential part of the play to move on. Her real tragedy 

comes when Polonius was later killed in Act 3 Scene 4. With the death of her father and 

the far away Laertes, she is now left with no patriarchal supports.  

 After the death of Polonius, Ophelia becomes the isolated figure in the patriarchal 

society. As an isolated figure, it was also the time where she has the chance to obtain 

her own voice and wills. Despite from becoming a solid figure, she succumbs to 

madness. With the consecutive absences of the three men in her life, she transforms into 

the mad woman who suffered in separation. David Levernes writes in his The Woman 

in Hamlet: An Interpersonal View, that as she was “not allowed to love and unable to 

be false, Ophelia breaks…” and “she goes mad rather than gets mad.”198 Instead of 

                                                      
198 David Leverenz, “The Woman in Hamlet: An Interpersonal View.” Signs 4.2 (1978): 301. 
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making the choice to become the mad woman, Ophelia’s fragility and passiveness 

forced her to get mad. The loss of patriarchal figures leaves her with the separation of 

identity. She loses her identity as the obedient daughter and out of life ‘duties.’ It is the 

time in which she can get hold of her own self. However, unlike the present thinking of 

agency, she fails to perform herself with a new identity. Thus, madness becomes the 

result of her separation.  

 Ophelia’s madness is an accumulation of tragedies. She falls into madness as 

Hamlet pretends to be. When she reenters the play in Act 4 Scene 5, she is described as 

“distracted” and is reported by the gentleman that “she speaks much of her father…” 

and “her speech is nothing” (4.5.4-8) but at the same time it presents a deeper meaning 

within. Even with the return of Laertes, he was not able to revive Ophelia’s sanity, in 

which, she has them gone to Polonius’s grave. Within this stage, she crosses the borders 

of sane and insanity. The story of Ophelia has now become a tragedy through her 

anagnorisis. As Duncan Salkeld writes, “Ophelia’s body reads as ‘a document in 

madness,’ inscribed with an insanity soon to be erased altogether.”199 In the last stage 

of her transformation to madness, Ophelia has become the woman that delivers her 

thoughts and voice through her madness.   

As previously discussed, Ophelia was ignorant about her own identity and agency. 

It was when she becomes an individual figure that obtains the knowledge that she is 

now on her own and have to make her own decisions. There will not be any dominants 

to command her and for her to follow anymore. Acknowledge this truth, she was not 

able to step out of grief and vulnerability. The result of her anagnorisis follows with her 

madness and then ends with her death. With this, Ophelia’s anagnorisis can be discussed 

through an analysis of her death and representations. As previously discussed, the most 

                                                      
199 Duncan Salkeld, Madness and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare. Manchester: Manchester UP, 
1993, 95. 
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iconic representation of her death is a painting by Millais.200 Instead of the character 

playing in the scene, her death was announced and delivered by Gertrude to the readers. 

Ophelia’s anagnorisis and death associated together. Madness gave her the knowledge 

of truth and death returned her innocence and identity back. Death became her final 

solution for her struggle with life. The announcement of her death contained “a sense 

of poetic justice in” and performed a “restoration of Ophelia’s lost innocence.”201 The 

painting illustrates the scenery that was imagined by its readers. It included a number 

of relations to the original text and to Ophelia’s madness. In this stance and as discussed 

earlier about the symbolisms and details presented in the painting, it is to say that 

Millais’s Ophelia showed and represented the result of Ophelia’s anagnorisis.  

 

3.3 Miranda, the innocent and dutiful daughter  

 “O, I have suffered / With those that I saw suffer,” (1.2.506) is the opening 

statement of Miranda’s entrance. Through the lines and the descriptions, we can see her 

characteristics as a tender and unselfish young maiden. Miranda is one of Shakespeare’s 

most “loveliest and sweetest creations.”202  In The Tempest’s theme of justice and 

forgiving, Miranda stood the character as a woman full of tenderness and purity. Her 

roles in the play surrounded the three elements: “daughter, disciple [and], lover.”203 In 

criticisms, she was often discussed as a dutiful daughter and young lover. Miranda was 

largely praised by the Victorian critics on her virtues as a young maiden. Tracing back 

to Coleridge, he talks about the “calm and maidenly fondness of Miranda.”204 With his 

                                                      
200 Figure 12: John Everett Millais, Ophelia (1851-1852)
, 31. 
201 Katharine Goodland, Female Mourning in Medieval and Renaissance English Drama: From the 
Raising of Lazarus to King Lear. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005, 197. 
202 Jameson, Shakespeare’s Heroines, 123.  
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influences present in the Victorian perspective, Jameson writes in her section of 

Miranda, that she considers her as the ‘character of passion and imagination’ and is “so 

perfectly unsophisticated, so delicately refined, that she is all but ethereal.”205 Addition 

to her praise, Jameson calls Miranda the “Eve of an enchanted Paradise.”206  After 

Jameson, Charles Cowden Clarke describes his Miranda as “one of the most perfect 

specimens that can be produced of womanly trustingness, with innocence of motive.”207 

To many Victorian critics, Miranda refers to the images of “innocent, artless, and sweet” 

with the taste of “primitive and unsophistication”208 that fits into her role as the perfect 

daughter.   

 Miranda became one of the ideal images for daughters of the Victorians to look up 

to. Through education, Miranda was often used as a daughter figure to promote the 

concept of justice and morals to the young readers. In 1877, Anna Buckland published 

her Little Folks, focusing on her selection of six plays from Shakespeare that has a child 

as one of the main protagonists. Similar to Charles and Mary Lambs’ Tales of 

Shakespeare, Buckland dedicated her book to young readers of the bard. However, 

instead of reshaping and censoring parts of the plays, she rewrites the stories as a 

children’s literature where the book features young protagonists to create empathy and 

relation for its young readers.209 The Tempest was one of the selected plays, it featured 

Miranda as the heroine of the story that centered her role as a dutiful daughter. As 

written in the book, Miranda’s unselfishness and love became one man’s (her father) 

salvation:  

 

                                                      
205 Jameson, Shakespeare’s Heroines, 123. 
206 Ibid., 123. 
207 Charles Cowden Clarke, Shakespeare-characters; Chiefly Those Subordinate. New York: Ams 

Press Inc., 1863, 284. 
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If Miranda’s love and smiles had comforted and saved her father when shew as but a baby-

child, we may be sure her sweetness and intelligence as she grew older – her tender 

concern for her father, and her sympathy and interest in all he taught her – must have been 

the very life of his life, and have kept him from hating all mankind of account of the way 

he had been treated by the world, or from sinking into wretchedness and despair.210  

 

Miranda was used as a figure to symbolize and show the Victorian girls on the beauty 

of kindness, love, unselfishness, and care for male counterparts.  

Moving on with the visual arts created during the Victorian period, there are a few 

paintings dedicated to Miranda’s image of innocence and sweetness. The original 

members of PRB did not create their versions of Miranda, instead, Lucy Madox Brown, 

the daughter of Ford Madox Brown, painted a version of Miranda and Ferdinand 

playing chess. A year after her exhibition of Romeo in the tomb of Juliet, Lucy painted 

her version of Miranda in her Ferdinand and Miranda Playing Chess (1871)211 ( Figure 

18). She selected the scene in Act V, scene 1, where Miranda was shown playing chess 

with her future husband, under the supervision of her father. This painting was executed 

three years before her marriage with William Michael Rossetti. She also included the 

portrait of William Rossetti as the model for Prospero.212  

In relation to her other Shakespeare inspired painting, Romeo in the tomb of Juliet, 

she selected the moment where the metaphor of the scene was about love. As shown in 

the content, chess symbolizes “a metaphor for the game of love.”213 Compared to many 

other couples of Shakespeare, Miranda and Ferdinand were very innocent and naïve. 

                                                      
210 Prince, Shakespeare in Victorian Periodicals, 39.  
211 Lucy Madox Brown, 1871, Ferdinand and Miranda Playing Chess, Oil on Canvas, 68 by 61 cm, 
Private Collection.  
212 Donald Stone, “Pre-Raphaelite lives.” Sewanee Review 112 (2004): xciii.  
213 David Clifford and Laurence Roussillon, eds. Outsiders looking in: the Rossettis then and now. 
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Lucy included the scene where the two shared their ‘romantic moment.’ Instead of 

enjoying their time passionately, they spent their time playing chess. This was also one 

of the few moments where Miranda’s thoughts were showed slightly more 

independently aside from Prospero’s demands and control. There was a short dialogue 

in Act 5 Scene 1 that was used as the inspiration for this painting:  

 

MIRANDA  Sweet lord, you play me false.  

FERDINAND  No, my dear’st love,  

    I would not for the world.  

MIRANDA  Yes, for a score of kingdoms you should wrangle,  

    And I would call it fair play. (5.1.175-178)  

 

Aside for Lucy Madox Brown’s interpretation of Miranda, her brother, Oliver 

Madox Brown had also painted a The Tempest inspired painting in the Pre-Raphaelite 

manner. Oliver was the first and beloved son of Ford Madox Brown, who was a 

promising artist and writer that passed away at the age of twenty due to blood poisoning. 

He selected the part from Act 1 Scene 2 where Miranda was shown as an infant that just 

arrived at the island with Prospero. It showed the two on the boat with the traitors that 

were hired by the new Duke of Milan. Oliver’s Prospero and the Infant Miranda (1871), 

was exhibited in 1871 at the International Exhibition of South Kensington and was 

given with high praise, especially regarding to its originality and strength delivered.214 

However, the present location of the painting remains unknown215 and there are no 

online references and descriptions of how the painting looks like.    

                                                      
214 John Henry Ingram, Oliver Madox Brown, A Biographical Sketch. London: Elliot Stock, 1883. 
Web. 10 March 2018. https://archive.org/details/cu31924013441625, 30.  
215 Poulson, “A Checklist of Pre-Raphaelite Illustrations,” 246. 

 

https://archive.org/details/cu31924013441625


 
 

94 

Figure 18: Lucy Madox Brown, Ferdinand and Miranda Playing Chess (1871) 

Other than the Madox Brown siblings, John William Waterhouse also painted two 

different versions of Miranda in 1857 and 1916. Waterhouse was born in the year of 

1849, the same year when Millais, Rossetti, and Hunt formed the PRB and appeared in 

the art circle. After nearly two decades of his art career, Waterhouse’s paintings joined 

the Pre-Raphaelitism and he painted them in a modern manner.216 Similar interest to 

the general theme of Pre-Raphaelite art, Miranda was one of the few women of 

Waterhouse who had a happy ending. Both paintings of Waterhouse portrayed the same 

scene of Miranda staring off into the distance. He selected this iconic scene where she 

first showed her feelings and compassion towards other people. Referring to the play, 

her most iconic scene that painters loved to portray Shakespeare’s language to their 

representations was her entrance in Act 1 Scene 2. In this scene Miranda declares:  

 

If by your art, my dearest father, you have 

Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them. 
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The sky, it seems would pour down stinking pitch,  

But that the sea, mounting to th’ welkin’s cheek, 

Dashes the fire out. Oh, I have suffered 

With those that I saw suffer. A brave vessel  

Who had, no doubt, some noble creature in her  

Dashed all to pieces. Oh, the cry did knock  

Against my very heart! Poor souls, they perished.  

Had I been any god of power, I would 

Have sunk the sea within the earth or ere 

It should the good ship so have swallowed and  

The fraughting souls within her. (1.2.1-14)   

 

The above lines were Miranda’s most iconic monologue in the play. It was also the part 

where the pieces of evidence of her characteristics were based on. By gazing over the 

tempest, her sorrow and worry for the strangers far away from her distance showed her 

kind-heart, caring and, tender.  

Still a student at the Royal Academy, Waterhouse painted his first deception of the 

heroine in 1875. His Miranda217 was praised for his artistic skills and his ability to 

draw out the insights and sensitivities of a literary character (Figure 19). The painting 

was long lost for a century and was finally rediscovered in 2004 in a private collection. 

After an interview with Waterhouse, James A. Blaikie writes about Miranda:  

 

in no sense a dramatic illustration of Shakespeare, but…rather, for all its pictorial effect, 

a purely academic study of the figure, set forth in a spacious aerial medium of broad, soft 
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evening light suffusing sea and sky.218 

 

Instead of painting Miranda gazing over the storm, as a young man, Waterhouse painted 

his first version of the heroine sitting by the shore, longing for the ship. The young lady 

pictured in the painting was dressed in white and shown with gold hair. She was 

positioned sitting by the shore while looking towards the ocean. With Prospero’s 

absence from the scene, the viewers can analyze that the moment could be taken place 

before the shipwreck and her sorrows. Her face was shown in profile, concerning the 

whereabouts of the ocean. In Anthony Hobson’s study of Waterhouse, he said that his 

painting of Miranda showed “the perennially attractive image of the young innocent 

girl.”219 The common traits of golden hair with pale skin and her passiveness. They 

brought to a reflection of how young women were pictured and idealized by the 

Victorian society.  

 
Figure 19: John William Waterhouse, Miranda (1875) 

                                                      
218 J A Blaikie, “J W Waterhouse, ARA.” The Magazine of Art 9 (1886): 1. 
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Forty-one years later, Waterhouse exhibited his second version of Miranda 

(1916) 220  (Figure 20) and nearly half the size of his earlier work. Similar to his 

‘Ophelias’, Waterhouse painted his two Miranda’s in the same scenery. However, the 

mood and theme of the two were strikingly different. If the 1875 version of Miranda 

was beautiful, tender and, innocent, the mood of the new Miranda can be seen as 

dramatic and full of power. In contrast, the colors used for the 1916 version were much 

darker and filled with red and blue. We see Prospero’s absence from the presence of the 

shipwreck. Unlike the first version, the 1916 Miranda stood up and facing towards the 

storm. Instead of showing parts of her facial expression, Waterhouse averts Miranda’s 

face and hides her horror.221 His ‘Mirandas’ performs a shift from the innocent to the 

woman acknowledging the truth. It reflects on the Victorian women’s change of identity 

and their thirst for equal opportunities.   

 

Figure 20: John William Waterhouse, Miranda (1916) 
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 The Victorians see Miranda as the perfect daughter that fitted into their ideology 

of womanhood. Her role has been set as the obedient daughter of a demanding father 

since her first appearance in The Tempest. Through the analyses and representation 

created by the Victorian critics and painters, the heroine was interpreted as a loving 

daughter that fits into rules and beliefs of the patriarchal society. Her unsophistication 

became her virtue in which she naturally relies on the male dominants in her life. 

Through Lucy Madox Brown and Waterhouse’s paintings of Miranda, we see the nature 

of the heroine with compassion, tenderness, passiveness and as the “personification of 

innocence.”222 With her first monologue and Waterhouse’s two paintings of Miranda, 

she is forever linked with the caring woman echoing the sea.   

 

3.3.1 Miranda’s inconsistency  

Previously discussed, the Victorians portrayed Miranda in the image of innocence 

and sweetness. She was seen as the perfect role model for daughters of the era to look 

up to. They praised her in the image of “a consistent, natural, human being” that showed 

her “nymph-like beauty, her peerless grace and purity of soul.”223 She was seen as the 

lovely and pure individual with simplicity. According to Jameson, Miranda “could not 

possibly be otherwise than as she is portrayed.”224 In contrast to how the Victorians 

believed, contemporary studies analyze Miranda’s behavior with complexity and 

inconsistency. The following discussion will focus on her behavior in the sense of her 

agency.   

Although Ophelia and Miranda shared the same role as the perfect daughters for the 

Victorians, the contemporary studies find Miranda as a character of complexity and 
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inconsistency. In Sturgiss’s “Shakspeare’s Miranda,” the writer declares that although 

Victorians studied Miranda as the ‘innocent, artless and, sweet,’ no one had attempted 

to perform a detailed analysis of the character itself, especially towards her own 

thoughts and actions. 225  She finds Miranda as a complex and inconsistence 

character.226 In the earlier discussion of Ophelia, we see her as the perfectly obedient 

daughter who never doubts her superiors’ commands. Miranda, on the other hand, 

shows her obedience but at the same time includes her own questioning for the truth. 

When Prospero decided to confess to her about their identities and the reasons for the 

two of them to stay on this island, she replied him with no doubt: “More to know / Did 

never meddle with my thoughts.” (1.2.22-23) After a few more lines Miranda talked 

about her anticipations back in the time when Prospero remained silent.  

 

You have often  

Begun to tell me what I am, but stopped  

And left me to a bootless inquisition,  

Concluding, “Stay. Not yet.” (1.2.33-36) 

 

Through this, we are able to see some evidences of Miranda as a heroine with character 

and thoughts. Instead of simply obeys and completely lacks her own agency, she proved 

to the readers that she does acquire her own beliefs and thoughts.  

 Her inconsistency can also be traced back to her intelligence. It was mentioned 

that Miranda “knows something of society and of the state; she understands Prospero’s 

story of his fall from power,”227 but at the same time she grew up on an island without 

                                                      
225 Sturgiss, “Shakspere’s Miranda,” 37.  
226 Ibid., 37. 
227 Ibid., 38. 
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encountering other human beings besides from her father and Caliban. As the only 

female character in The Tempest and, Miranda grew up without any female’s guidance 

and figure to look up to. One of the few women mentioned in the play was the witch 

Sycorax and was only referred as “This damn’d witch Sycrox” and to be “Thou know’st, 

was banished” (1.2.266, 269). With the lack of feminine support and motherly guidance, 

it was to believe that she would not be aware of the differences between sexes. However, 

she showed her acknowledge of this recognition and understand the ‘biology of 

birth.’228  

 Related to the study of Miranda’s behavior, another perspective will be discussed 

in this study. As mentioned, Shakespeare’s play inspired the Victorians with the senses 

of resemblance with the characters. Fictional or historical, the characters in the plays 

showed a resemblance to the readers. Shakespeare created his characters through his 

imagination and observation of human behavior.229 In relation to our text, Miranda falls 

in the act of proxy agency, whereas one behaves on the behalf of another individual’s 

will. According to his study on proxy agency, Kirk Ludwig defines it as “one person or 

subgroup’s doing something counts as or constitutes or is recognized as (tantamount to) 

another person or group’s doing something.”230  Throughout The Tempest, Prospero 

acted as ‘the one person’ who took the part to decide and assign Miranda’s behaviors.  

Since the beginning of the play, Miranda was shown to live on the island with her 

father dominating all the decisions. After Prospero was banished by his wicked younger 

brother Antonio, he fled to the island to start a new life. It was his decision to bring 

young Miranda along with him. From this afterwards, Miranda grew up with a single 

parent that designated himself as both the father and mother of the child. She grew up 

                                                      
228 Ibid., 39.  
229 Stephen Orgel, “Prospero's wife.” Representations 8 (1984): 3. 
230 Kirk Ludwig, “Proxy agency in collective action.” Noûs 48.1 (2014): 75. 
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with the absence of her mother and any motherly figure. As previously mentioned, the 

closest motherly figure Miranda acknowledged was Caliban’s mother, the witch 

Sycorax. She died before Prospero came to the island and he had only heard everything 

about her from Ariel.  

Although it may seem as she falls in love with the man she chooses to, however, it 

can also be said as she was ‘arranged’ to fall in love with Ferdinand. Growing up on the 

island, Miranda has never seen any man other than her father and Caliban. When she 

saw Ferdinand, she immediately fell in love with the gorgeous young man. It was 

possibly love at first sight for the two of them. When Ferdinand first entered the play, 

it was Prospero who told Miranda to look at the man and Miranda was then amazed 

with what she was asked to see: 

 

 PROSPERO   (to MIRANDA) The Fringed curtains of thine eye advance 

     And say what thou seest yond.  

 MIRANDA     What is ‘t? A spirit? 

        Lord, how it looks about! Believe me, sir, 

        It carries a brave form. But ‘tis a spirit.  (1.2.407-11) 

 

After Miranda exclaimed her affection for the beauty of Ferdinand, Prospero spoke to 

himself, “it goes on, I see, / As my soul prompts it. – Spirit, fine spirit! I’ll free thee / 

Within two days for this.” (1.2.419-21) Happening according to his plan, the two young 

lovers have fallen in love and he decided to cause some conflicts among them so they 

will understand the value of love. Be that as it may, from the shipwreck that brought 

Ferdinand to the island and their romance, everything was ‘arranged’ by Prospero.  

 With Miranda’s proxy agency, her image fits into the role as the ‘perfect daughter.’ 

Being the perfect daughter of the Victorians, critics and scholars at the time neglected 
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her identity beyond this image. Her character remained with the six words that were 

used to describe her throughout the play, such as: beauty, perfect, maid, woman, 

goddess, and daughter. 231  Miranda’s behaviors reflect to the beliefs of feminine 

ideology, however, her inconsistency and agency differ her from the traditional belief 

of a passive woman. She shared her submissiveness with Ophelia, but unlike Ophelia’s 

ending, Miranda was able to make the right decisions and move on with a happy ending. 

Throughout the play, she was sometimes seen as the artless and unsophisticated woman 

that the Victorians loved, other times she was shown expressing her emotions without 

the accompany of another patriarchal figure beside her. As a reader of the play, our 

imagination of Miranda was created and based on these words that appeared several 

times throughout the reading. There were no clear descriptions of her real physical look 

but was always referred as the beautiful young woman. The evidence to trace Miranda’s 

beauty was shown through the deformity of other characters. Her beauty overshadowed 

her insides and thoughts. She became the mythical ideal daughter in the fantasy and 

illusion of the patriarchal society.   

 

3.4 Mariana, the isolated jilted woman 

 Mariana is a perfect example of lesser known characters from less popular plays 

of Shakespeare to greatly inspire artists and writers. The common Victorian interest on 

Mariana did not fully start with Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure instead, it began 

in the 1830s and reached its climax in the 1850s till the end of the century. In 

Coleridge’s criticisms on Measure for Measure, he emphasized that the play was 

‘painful’ for him to enjoy. He writes that the claim of justice and the common hatred 

                                                      
231 Pei-Chen Liao, “The ‘Perfect’ Woman in the Tempest: A Comparative Deconstruction of Miranda.” 

NTU Studies in Language and Literature 19 (2008): 97. http://dx.doi.org/10.6153/2008.19.04  
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for Angelo’s act served as the “degrading to the character of women.”232 Thus, he may 

refer to the degradation of Mariana due to her agreement on substituting for Isabella for 

the ‘bed-trick.” Since the act was devastating for Isabella to participate but became 

relieving and acceptable when Mariana agreed to ‘sacrifice’ and become the fallen 

woman. Besides from her role as the substitute, Mariana’s existence reminds us that 

even the cruel and damning Angelo still had someone who loved him and begged for 

his life. As a woman rejected by her lover, her chances for another engagement or 

marriage were slim. In the Victorian belief, a jilted woman is a sad figure and “was 

expected to remain faithful to her beloved; unrequited passion was no less eternal.”233 

In this sense, although Mariana may not have been one of the most popular heroines of 

Shakespeare, her identity and characteristics still inspired and brought a sense of 

resemblance to the Victorians.  

For the rise of Mariana’s popularity among the Victorians, a great effort was made 

by Lord Alfred Tennyson (1809 – 1892). Tennyson was the Poet Laureate of the United 

Kingdom during the reign of Queen Victoria, who was also the author of The Lady of 

Shalott (1833), Ulysses (1842) and, In Memoriam A.H.H (1850). Inspired by Measure 

for Measure, Tennyson published his poem Mariana in 1830 and its rewritten and 

newer version, Mariana in the South (1832). Both these poems were dedicated to the 

character and presented as a prequel to her appearance in the play. Mariana serves in 

the form of seven-twelve line stanzas, including the theme of isolation and memory. 

Tennyson’s poem of Mariana greatly influenced the Victorian’s common interest 

towards the character. The intense emotion and isolation described in the poem and the 

character were the key factors that result in a great number of artworks.  

As it is a minor role in Measure for Measure, Shakespeare did not emphasize much 

                                                      
232 George L. Geckle, “Coleridge on Measure for Measure.” Shakespeare Quarterly 18.1 (1967): 72.  
233 Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Women, 138. 
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on Mariana’s characteristics. The readers of the play may only know very little of her. 

She was only given the background information that she was originally the fiancée of 

Angelo and was left with tears. Five years from the time that the play took place, she 

lost her dowry and her brother in a shipwreck. Thus, her engagement was broken off by 

Angelo and she decided to leave the city and isolate herself. When the Friar mentioned 

Mariana’s name to Isabella, she recalled her acknowledgment of her as a fair woman 

and that she had heard of her absence in the area. There was no detail provided in 

dialogues and soliloquies of how the Friar persuaded and why Mariana reluctantly 

agreed to participate in the ‘bed trick.’ It was towards the ending scene at the court we 

acknowledge the that fact that Mariana may have loved Angelo as she pled for his life.  

With only a few descriptions of the character, Victorians were fascinated by the 

character’s choice of self-isolation and her mental status. The one line that started this 

phenomenon was mentioned in Act 3 Scene 1, “there, at the moated grange, resides this 

dejected Mariana.” (3.1.27-28) Her role in the play served as the substitute of Isabella 

in the ‘bed trick.’ Tennyson picked up this specific detail and created his imagination 

based on Mariana’s isolation in the grange. His Mariana was a remarkable work “for 

its portrayal of psychological disintegration.”234 Instead of using the word melancholy, 

Tennyson explained and described to the readers what melancholy was. Unlike other 

Tennysonian poems, that were written in the tone of vibrant colors and sceneries, 

“Mariana concentrates on auditory images that underscore and intensify for 

inconsolable loneliness.” 235  He elaborated the scenery and brought the readers to 

“Mariana’s inner plight” and to her “rutted existence.”236 Inspired by Shakespeare’s 

fragment about the character, Tennyson isolated Mariana with his distillations of 

                                                      
234 G. O. Gunter, “Life and Death Symbols of Tennyson’s Mariana.” South Atlantic Bulletin. Vol. 36, 
No.3 (1971): 64.  
235 Sophia Andres, The Pre-Raphaelite Art of the Victorian Novel: Narrative Challenges to Visual 
Gendered Boundaries. Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 2005, 62. 
236 Rosenfeld, John Everett Millais, 56. 
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“victimage and fixation on the past.”237 Instead of ‘at’ the moated grange, he relocated 

her ‘in’ the grange.238 Thus, she was forever linked with the fragment and lived in the 

self-enclosure heterotopia.  

With Tennyson’s poem emphasizing on Mariana’s sorrow and decay, the Pre-

Raphaelites created a number of artworks dedicated to her isolation in the grange. A 

year before his exhibition of Ophelia, Millais painted his version of Mariana239 in 1851 

(Figure 21). The Shakespearean Tennyson painting was largely praised by Ruskin as 

“the representative picture of its generation” due to its representation as the “best 

symbol of the mud-moated Nineteenth century.”240 Millais’s Mariana was a successful 

piece of “combining realism with literariness.” 241  Tennyson’s poem provided a 

detailed description of the landscapes and Mariana’s inner feelings. Inspired by 

Tennyson’s elaboration, Millais contributed to the interpretation of the character by 

creating his Mariana in a room while bending back facing towards the window. When 

first exhibited in 1851, the painting indicated the lines from Tennyson’s Mariana:  

 

She only said, “My life is dreary, 

He cometh not,” she said; 

She said, “I am aweary, aweary.  

I would that I were dead!” (9-12) 

 

Similar to his Ophelia, Mariana was first criticized by its viewers. His Pre-Raphaelite 

style in both paintings did not fit into the traditional manner of portraying women in 

                                                      
237 Herbert F. Tucker Jr, “Tennyson and the Measure of Doom.” Publications of the Modern Language 
Association of America (1983): 17. 
238 Tucker Jr, “Tennyson and the Measure of Doom,” 17.  
239 John Everett Millais, 1851, Mariana, Oil on mahogany, 60 by 50 cm, London, Tate Gallery.  
240 John Ruskin, The Works of John Ruskin. Vol. 280. London: G. Allen, 1903, 166.  
241 Andrew Leng, “Millais’s ‘Mariana’: Literary Painting, the Pre Raphaelite Gothic, and the 
Iconology of Marian Artist.” The Journal of Pre-Raphaelite and Aesthetic Studies 1 (1988): 66. 
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visual arts. As discussed in Chapter 1, 242  the Victorian ideologies of femininity 

consisted in passiveness and beauty. Mariana, however, was a spurned fiancée with her 

hair tied up and stood in front of a window stretching over her embroideries. Noted by 

Susan Casteras in her study entitled “Pre-Raphaelite Challenges to Victorian Canons of 

Beauty,” Millais’s Mariana was criticized and described as “only an ill-complexioned 

lady straining herself into an ungraceful attitude.” 243  Though it received critical 

receptions at the time, Mariana served as one of Millais’s symbolic Shakespearean and 

Tennysonian subject paintings that contributes and fantasizes the art and literary circles.  

                                                      
242 See, 1.1 Contextualizing the issue,1. 
243 Quoted from Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian visual culture, 97. 
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Figure 21: John Everett Millais, Mariana (1851)  
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In addition to Tennyson’s lyrics selected from the poem, Millais included many 

objects and details to render her melancholy. The scene of the painting lies when 

Mariana paused her work on the embroideries. She stood up and stretched her back with 

her hands holding on the waist. The table in front of her lies her work of embroidery 

with the needle thrust into it. Her pose and the needle represented the time and the years 

that took her to wait for Angelo.244 The stained-glass window showed Virgin Mary’s 

Annunciation. The comparison was made through the fulfillment of announcement of 

the Incarnation to Mary and Mariana’s waiting and frustration.245 In resemblance to 

the longing of lost love, the painting was filled with fallen autumn leaves as a reflection 

of the time that had passed. The tracks of Millais’s interest in the language of flowers 

can also be found in Mariana. Besides the picture of Annunciation, there lies the 

heraldic design with a snowdrop or Galanthus underneath. The meaning of snowdrop 

is ‘consolation’ and it is also the flower that represents St. Agnes’ Eve. On January 20, 

St. Agnes’ Eve, it is a tradition for young girls to put flowers or herbs in their shoes 

while praying to St. Agnes for a sight of their future husband. It reflected on Mariana’s 

status of the long yearning of love.246  The altar at the back of the scene signifies 

Tennyson’s second poem of Mariana, Mariana in the South, whereas he mentions that 

she prays to the Virgin Mary in front of an altar.247  

The weary stretching pose and tightly fitting blue dress of Mariana came to the 

attention of the Victorian critical reception. Several critics have expressed their 

observation towards the erotic perception of the painting. For instance, “Mariana is 

presenting her body for inspection, while she gazes desirously into the eyes of the 

Archangel Gabriel represented in the stained glass.”248 Millais’s representation of the 

                                                      
244 Upstone, The Pre-Raphaelite Dream, 44.  
245 Ibid., 44.  
246 Ibid., 44. 
247 Ibid., 44. 
248 Quoted from Andres, The Pre-Raphaelite Art of the Victorian Novel, 63. 
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sexual tension in Mariana showed a mature version of sexuality, whereas the common 

interest at the time focused on the young adolescents or the fallen women. Despite 

painting out the theme of the “awakening of adolescent sexuality,” he showed the image 

of the “longing or fantasy of mature woman.”249 The symbolism and interpretation of 

the painting cannot be simply analyzed in one or two perceptions. Millais’s Mariana 

has served its viewers with both complexity and symbolic values that represents the 

despair and hopelessness in Pre-Raphaelite style.  

Moving on with a different interpretation of Mariana, another original member of 

the Pre-Raphaelite, Dante Gabriel Rossetti painted a few creations dedicated to Mariana. 

Prior to his exhibition of Mariana (1870)250  (Figure 22), he also painted his Jane 

Morris: Study for “Mariana” (1868). Rossetti’s Mariana was another famous painting 

featuring Jane Morris as the model (and a page boy modeled after William Graham’s 

son). The painting was a reinterpretation of Rossetti’s own The Blue Silk Dress (1868) 

with only featuring Jane Morris. Rossetti’s Mariana was dressed in a blue gown like 

Millais’s heroine. Despite the origin of The Blue Silk Dress, it also brought to a 

possibility that Rossetti was suggested by or referenced to Millais’s Mariana in 1851. 

If we say that Millais’s creation was mostly inspired by the details in Tennyson’s poem, 

Rossetti’s Mariana was more likely inspired by the play itself. Besides from picturing 

the scene created by Tennyson, Rossetti selected the scene where Mariana and the page 

boy made an entrance. In addition to the painting, Rossetti added the following lines 

from Measure for Measure to the frame:  

 

 Take, O Take those lips away 

                                                      
249 Ibid., 63. 
250 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1870, Mariana, oil on canvas, 109 by 89 cm, Aberdeen Art Gallery and 
Museum.  
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 That so sweetly were forsworn 

 And those eyes, the break of day 

 Lights that do mislean the morn.  

 But my kisses bring again, bring again 

 Seals of love, but sealed in vain, sealed in vain. (4.1.1-6) 

 

He gives the image of a woman of lost love while looking towards its viewers. Sillars 

writes about Rossetti’s representation that it shows “an image of the deserted beauty as 

an object for the male gaze.”251 He captured the narrative moment where she neglected 

her embroideries and stared off distance while listening to the page sing. 

Figure 22: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Mariana (1870) 

                                                      
251 Quoted from Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 275. 
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Philip Hermogenes Calderon (1833 - 1898), another Victorian painter who worked 

in the Pre-Raphaelite style during the early years of his art career, painted his version 

of Mariana (date unknown) 252  (Figure 23) with the same scene with Rossetti’s 

Mariana (1870). While most artists were inspired by Mariana’s isolation described in 

Tennyson’s poem, Calderon showed her isolation through the original description in 

the play. Similar to Rossetti, Calderon showed Mariana sitting down while listening to 

the page boy’s song. With Mariana’s status as the betrothed woman by her fiancé, the 

lilies by the corner symbolized her innocent love and virginity.253 Despite from Millais 

and Rossetti’s blue gowns, Calderon gives Mariana a white dress. The color is likely to 

be an association with the Virgin Mary, which relates to her status as the chaste virgin. 

The greatest difference from Rossetti’s and Calderon’s Mariana was their portrayal of 

her face and gesture. Rossetti showed her expression and sorrow toward the audience. 

On the other hand, Calderon’s Mariana was showing her back while facing the page 

boy. She was facing away from the viewer and it represented the message that she was 

even isolating herself from the viewers that symbolizes her self-enclosure from the rest 

of the world.  

Other than the melancholy and isolated Mariana, Calderon painted another image 

of Mariana with the appearance of Angelo. With the same text inscription with the 

previous painting discussed, Calderon’s Measure for Measure (1873)254 (Figure 24) 

showed the scene where Mariana was comforting Angelo after his acknowledging the 

loss of her dowry. According to Sillars, the painting shows the fashionably genre in the 

                                                      
252 Philip Hermogenes Calderon, (Date unknown), Mariana, Oil on canvas, 61 x 45.7 cm, Private 
Collection.  
253 Hoakley, “The Story in Paintings: Philip Hermogenes Calderon 2, Shakespeare and the naked 
saint.” The Eclectic Light Company. World Press, 10 October 2016. Web. 25 April 2018. 
https://eclecticlight.co/2016/10/10/the-story-in-paintings-philip-hermogenes-calderon-2-shakespeare-
and-the-naked-saint/.  
254 Philip Hermogenes Calderon, 1873, Measure for Measure, Oil on canvas, 71.1 x 92.7 cm, Private 
Collection.  
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Victorian age, whereas it includes a medieval setting with “figures with postures and 

gestures familiar from popular prints of everyday life, a facet of the Victorian 

fascination with the relationship between the past and present.”255 Calderon showed a 

gentle and loving young Mariana, that readers and viewers were not able to see in the 

play or in other representations. She was shown comforting the distraught Angelo while 

he was pushing her away with his right hand. The painting showed a scene that was 

simply carried away during the conversation between the Friar and Isabella. He showed 

the compassionate Mariana before she was abandoned by Angelo and with the 

understanding of the play, viewers are able to predict the later dialogues between the 

two characters. The scene could have happened before the rejection of Angelo and her 

choice of leaving where she lived and move to the grange. In comparison, he showed 

her expression and active body language compared to his still-posed and melancholic 

heroine in his painting titled Mariana.  

           Figure 23: Philip Hermogenes Calderon, Mariana (Date unknown) 

                                                      
255 Quoted from Marshall, Shakespeare in the Nineteenth Century, 277.  
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Figure 24: Philip Hermogenes Calderon, Measure for Measure (1873)  

 Prior to his painting of Jane Morris as Mariana, Rossetti had already painted 

another version of Mariana under his remembrance of Elizabeth Siddal. The illustration, 

Mariana in the Moated Grange (1862) and later repainted as The Heart of the Night 

(Mariana in the Moated Grange) (1862)256 in a dark color tone, was used in Moxon’s 

Tennyson as the illustration of Tennyson’s poem (Figure 25). In this version of Mariana, 

he created an image of a pious woman kissing the feet of a crucifix. In comparison to 

most Pre-Raphaelite paintings, The Heart of the Night was shown in a darker tone to 

emphasize Mariana’s isolation. She was mostly shown in the shadow with only a small 

beam of light to contrast the darkness in the room.  

                                                      
256 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1862, The Heart of the Night (Mariana in the Moated Grange), Watercolor 
and gum arabic on paper, 270 by 244 mm, London, Tate Gallery.  
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Figure 25: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Heart of the Night (Mariana in the Moated 

Grange) (1862) 

Nearly forty years later, John William Waterhouse created his interpretation of 

Mariana in the South (1897)257 (See Figure 26). He focused on the following lines of 

Tennyson’s poem:  

 

 And on the liquid mirror glow’d  

 The clear perfection of the face.  

 “Is this the form,” she made her moan, 

 “That won his praises night and morn?” (31-34)  

                                                      
257 John William Waterhouse, 1897, Mariana in the South, Oil on canvas, 114 by 74 cm, Private 
Collection. 
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Unlike other versions of Mariana, he illustrated his image of the heroine in long black 

hair, streaming down her dress while kneeling in front of the mirror. Waterhouse’s 

Mariana in the South was shown in the gesture of morning, which was suggested to 

symbolize a long period of time. He also showed a clear reflection of her face in the 

mirror as a resemblance to the line of the poem. The image served as the iconology of 

her “lover’s desertion.”258  

 
Figure 26: John William Waterhouse, Mariana in the South (1897) 

Although Mariana was not a popular heroine of Shakespeare, her melancholy and 

isolation attracted great attention. With Tennyson placing Mariana forever ‘in’ the 

                                                      
258 Hobson, The Art and Life of JW Waterhouse, 160. 
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grange, she inspired her readers and represented women with unrequited love and their 

status as the jilted one in the relationship. The creation of Mariana lies within the 

collaboration of literature, poetry and, visual arts. Through Pre-Raphaelites’ art, we see 

her in the mood of mourning and her face was all shown in profile. Besides from 

Rossetti’s Mariana in 1870, we see different interpretations of the figure created by the 

Pre-Raphaelites in similar factors. The setting of the scene all referred to Shakespeare’s 

description of her residence and the addition of Tennyson’s theme of her melancholy 

for the lost love and time. From Millais and Rossetti to Waterhouse, we see the character 

living in her grange and isolation. Instead of the common idea of youth and beauty, the 

Victorians saw Mariana as the emblem of the jilted woman with “hopeless passion” 

representing “the idea of courtly love which expected no fulfilment.”259  

 

3.4.1 Mariana’s incarceration  

 Ever since the Victorians brought the attention towards the woman living in the 

grange from Measure for Measure, studies dedicated to Mariana have been made since 

the beginning of their exploration on the character. The play does not provide details of 

her characteristics and the life after her engagement went apart, however; with the help 

of Tennyson’s narrative poems about the character, scholars were able to present the 

literary world with a deeper analysis of Mariana. As previously discussed, the public 

interest toward Mariana flourished during the 19th century and many representations of 

the character were created during the century. This phenomenon has slowly faded after 

the century and Mariana has lost its public eye. Mariana has lost its center of attention 

in our contemporary studies. She is often now only mentioned during the analysis of 

the ‘bed trick’ and her substitution for Isabella. Besides from creating what the Victorian 

artists and writers had interpreted, some 20th-centutry scholars have taken the study of 
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Mariana to a psychological approach.  

 As previously mentioned, Tennyson’s Mariana provided a detailed description of 

the character’s mood and life while living in the grange. This poem elevated the 

character with a deeper analysis and presented a notable work for its portrayal of decay 

in “both material and psychological levels.”260 Unlike how the Victorians focused on 

Mariana’s portrayal of a jilted and isolated woman, the contemporary studies that will 

be discussed today focused on the symbolism of the paintings that represented her decay 

and death (both materially and mentally). The two aspects of decay worked and 

combined harmoniously in the sense of Mariana’s loneliness and frustration.261 In the 

following discussion of Mariana, Tennyson and Millais’s interpretation of the character 

will serve as the main literary and iconological prompt.   

Measure for Measure is one of the notable problems plays of Shakespeare. Though 

considered as a comedy, it included themes and plots that reflected deeply on our moral 

values and degradation. In 1995, Louis Burkhardt published his study of the play, 

signifying that it was a magisterial example of the theme of desire. With the main theme 

surrounding on ‘desire,’ it can be seen through the “mirroring virulent desires in its 

characters, it mediates similar desires to the offstage spectators (audiences and 

readers).” 262  He defines this concept as the “motivational impulses in humans, 

including forces of repulsion as well as attraction.”263 The ‘desires’ in the play were 

not just built out of love, there was the desire due to pity, admiration, violence and, 

alienation. From the beginning of the play, we see Claudio facing the consequences of 

his desire which became the cause and triggered all other characters’ desire and 

decisions. In relation to Mariana, her desire happened before her entrance to the play. 

                                                      
260 Gunter, “Life and Death Symbols in Tennyson’s ‘Mariana,’” 64.  
261 Gunter, “Life and Death Symbols in Tennyson’s ‘Mariana,’” 64. 
262 Louis Burkhardt, “Spectator seduction: measure for measure.” Texas studies in literature and 
language 37.3 (1995): 236. 
263 Burkhardt, “Spectator seduction: measure for measure,” 236.  
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After her engagement was broken down, she faced her desire and chose to alienate 

herself at the grange.  

Related to the concept of self-enclosure, the following will present a brief 

discussion on the connection of Mariana’s isolation and Michael Foucault’s theory of 

heterotopia. Through Shakespeare and Tennyson’s poetic reinterpretation, Mariana 

alienated herself in the place of ‘otherness,’ where she lives in her absence of her old 

self. Instead of going deep with the theory in general, we will focus on the one principle 

that relates to our heroine. Foucault writes that heterotopia is “a physical representation 

or approximation of a utopia, or a parallel space that contains undesirable bodies to 

make a real utopian space possible.”264 In other words, it is a real space outside of its 

already known space. Foucault divided the concept of heterotopia into six different 

principles. In relation to our topic, Mariana’s status fits into the first principle. The first 

principle indicates that “there is probably not a single culture in the world that fails to 

constitute heterotopias.”265  In every diverse form, there exists its own heterotopic 

space. In this principle, Foucault discussed the two different forms of space, the crisis 

heterotopia and the heterotopia of deviation. The crisis heterotopia lies in the 

“privileged or sacred or forbidden places” that were reserved for the individuals who 

live in the “state of crisis.”266 Foucault explains in his essay that the common situation 

that most people will encounter this area are adolescents, pregnant women, elders, and 

institutes for military service or education purposes. The second form, the heterotopia 

of deviation, are institutions or locations for individuals who were excluded from the 

society.267  Aside from staying in the mainstream society, these people may live in 

retirement homes, psychiatric hospitals, or prisons. One situation that served as both 

                                                      
264 Michel Foucault and Jay Miskowiec, “Of other spaces.” diacritics 16.1 (1986): 23. 
265 Ibid., 24. 
266 Ibid., 24.  
267 Ibid., 24. 
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are ‘aging,’ or can be understood as old age. Since the individual may suffer in a mental 

stress but at the same time is stuck in a physically weak body or may live in a rest home 

that is isolated from the mainstream world.  

In the sense of Mariana’s situation, she chose to live ‘at’ the grange (with 

Tennyson’s creation, she was placed ‘in’ it). Without getting in touch with the outside 

world, she alienated herself in her own space. She then fits the first principle, the crisis 

heterotopia and the heterotopia of deviation, where she excludes herself from the rest 

of the society. Besides from the physical incarceration of her body, her mindset was 

locked and trapped in the stage of her lost love, which refers back to her living in the 

state of crisis. From the text, we understand that she lived at the grange for five years 

before the play took place. Over the years at the grange, she stayed alone and lived in 

the thoughts of her past engagement. Her thoughts were trapped five years ago and her 

life has yet moved on from the incident.  

With her isolating herself within the heterotopic space, her time and her 

psychological state stayed in the same status as the moment she enclosed herself in the 

grange. In relation to Foucault’s theory, Mariana lived in a space where both her mind 

and body were imprisoned. Herbert Sussman notes in his Fact Into Figure: Typology in 

Carlyle, Ruskin, and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood that Mariana was “imprisoned by 

the idea of female chastity.” 268  In relation to Millais’s Mariana 269 as the main 

iconological prompt to describe Mariana’s incarceration, the painting showed her 

confinement in different ways of approach. From one perspective Mariana can be seen 

as a companion piece of Hunt’s Claudio and Isabella (Figure 8).270 Both paintings 

show and emphasize the theme of imprisonment. Millais’s Mariana shows the 

                                                      
268 Quoted from Leng, “Millais’s ‘Mariana,’” 71. 
269 Figure 21: John Everett Millais, Mariana (1851)
, 108. 
270 Figure 9: William Holman Hunt, Claudio and Isabella (1850-1853), 41. 
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incarceration of Mariana as Hunt shows Claudio’s imprisonment and Isabella’s 

entrapment.271 In Hunt’s painting, the scene was physically located in the prison where 

Isabella was visiting Claudio for his unlawful act with fiancée, Juliet. With Millais’s 

painting, it showed Mariana living in the grange that isolated her from the rest of the 

world.  

In his Mariana, Millais added the stained-glass window implies Mariana’s decay 

and sorrow. As discussed earlier about the symbolism on the window,272  a further 

analysis could be made as an element for Mariana’s incarceration. Despite from 

showing the religious approach of the Annunciation, the image on the stained-glass can 

be regarded as Angelo’s presence in the scene. While posing in a stretching position, 

Mariana was looking towards the windows and according to George MacBeth, she was 

looking out for her absent lover, Angelo.273 MacBeth writes that Millais’s inclusion of 

the Annunciation is related to the use of the Shakespearean pun on the words ‘angel’ 

and ‘Mary,’ in relation to Angelo and Mariana.274 The origin of the name Angelo is 

referred to the angel or the messenger, however, in Measure for Measure, Angelo was 

nothing close to the character of an angel. On the other hand, Mariana was the feminine 

form of Mars, referring to the god of war and also through similarity, the name is often 

associated with the name Maria, which referred to the Virgin Mary. Just before the 

conversation between Angelo and Isabella took place, Angelo said, “To thy false 

seeming! Blood, thou art blood / Let’s write good angel on the devil’s horn / ‘Tis not 

the devil’s crest.” (2.4.15-17) He referred to himself with an angelic appearance with a 

devilish heart and understood that by writing or giving the devil an angelic name would 

not change its nature. With this reference, Leng notes that Millais could have been 

                                                      
271 Leng, “Millais’s ‘Mariana,’” 69. 
272 See 4.4 Mariana, the isolated jilted woman, 109. 
273 George MacBeth, “Subliminal Dreams,” In Narrative Art: Art News Annual 36, ed. T. Hess and J. 
Ashberry. New York: Macmillan, 1970, 36.  
274 Ibid., 36. 
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inspired with Angelo’s dual identity (as an angel and a devil concealed with the desire 

of lust) and painted the Annunciation scene in Mariana to symbolize Angelo’s presence 

as the good angel and Mariana as the virgin.275  

Through Millais’s Mariana, we see the representation created to show Mariana’s 

incarceration. His addition of details and references for the painting brought to a 

connection of Mariana’s self-enclosure in the grange. The Virgin included on the 

window represented her mirror image as her identity of the chaste woman waiting for 

her lost love. It also represents “an image of perfect, fulfilled womanhood which 

reflects unfavorably on Mariana.”276 Rozsika Parker notes that “incarceration, the slow 

passage of time, embroidery as compensation for male absence – appear in Alfred, Lord 

Tennyson’s poem ‘Mariana’ and inspired John Everett Millais’ painting Mariana.”277 

Her incarceration signifies her “long wait and nobility”278 and within the scene of the 

painting, she is forever imprisoned in the heterotopic space with her identification with 

the Virgin and the presence of ‘angel’ Angelo. 

 

3.5 Chapter summary 

 The selected case studies for this study, Ophelia, Miranda, and Mariana, 

symbolized different types of women in the Victorian society. Including the other 

heroines discussed earlier, Imogen, Isabella, Juliet, Lady Macbeth, and Portia, also 

represented different characteristics to the readers of Shakespeare. Their traits fit into 

the Victorian beliefs of the ideology of femininity. Through these aspects, Victorians 

showed their appreciation towards the female characters of Shakespeare with studies 

and representations. With the selection of heroines for the case studies, this study is able 

                                                      
275 Leng, “Millais’s ‘Mariana,’” 67.  
276 Ibid., 71. 
277 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine. New York: IB 
Tauris, 2010, 25.  
278 Ibid., 25.  
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to see three different heroines from different kinds of plays, roles and, characteristics. 

Ophelia was a minor character from a tragic play that died by the end of the play. 

Miranda, the main female character of a comedy (or tragicomedy) that ended with a 

loving and happy ending. Last but not the least, the lesser known character of a problem 

play, Mariana, instead of being young, beautiful and, naïve, she was the jilted woman 

living within her melancholy.  

Ophelia was the most popular heroine during the time and even till our time. 

Though she is just a minor character in Hamlet, representations and reinterpretations 

dedicated to her outnumbered all other heroines. As previously analyzed, Millais’s 

success in his Ophelia had influenced not only the character’s image but also its 

symbolism. Besides from the details, it has also become the face to represent Pre-

Raphaelitism and the main image printed in the readers and viewers’ minds. With the 

help of the Pre-Raphaelite arts, Ophelia’s image has shifted from the fallen women to 

the symbol of female fragility. The focus of attention has changed from her death by 

drowning to various other perspectives. She can be seen sitting on the willow branches, 

lying in the streams and, standing and sitting prettily by the woods and streams. Other 

than the studies published in the Victorian period, Ophelia is still a popular character to 

be studied in our contemporary days. The study of the heroine can be discussed in 

various of fields, as for this study, I chose to discuss her death with the process of 

anagnorisis and her transformation of identity.  

Miranda was seen as the perfect daughter for all fathers of the Victorians. Her 

personality as an obedient, dutiful and, tender young maiden fits into the ideology of 

separate spheres. Besides from being unsophisticated, she shows her character as a calm 

and sweet daughter that follows the path and order of her father. Early in the century, 

she was depicted as the naïve woman who acts passively and pure. A few decades later, 

her image had slowly shifted away from being simply the unsophisticated. With the 
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changes in women’s rights, Victorian women were able to gain more opportunities in 

education and being sophisticated, Miranda’s later representation showed her thoughts 

and reactions (as seen in Waterhouse’s 1916 Miranda). Till our days, the study of 

Miranda has changed from seeing her as the passive and artless to a woman with 

inconsistency and her lack of agency. She was mostly remembered and studied about 

her outside and superiors. In the modern days, her thoughts and actions are more put 

into study and analysis. As mentioned in this study, instead of simply following the 

orders of Prospero, her proxy agency was the reason that caused her to be seen as the 

‘unsophisticated and artless.’  

Mariana’s identity is very different from the Ophelia and Miranda. Instead of being 

the common theme of being young, beautiful and, naïve, she was the slightly elder and 

mature woman who has been neglected in a relationship. In Measure for Measure, she 

was the lesser known character and Shakespeare did not include much details about her. 

However, the Victorians were greatly inspired by the character and created numbers of 

representations during a period of time. With only a fragment introducing her years 

before the play takes place, Tennyson and the Pre-Raphaelites were able to interpret 

and illustrate her melancholy and incarceration. The representations of Mariana focused 

on her sorrow and disintegration, by portraying the loss of time and the claustrophobic 

atmosphere. On the other hand, Mariana lived in her own heterotopia. Reflected the 

Victorian belief, women were to stay in the private sphere with her men at the public. 

As the jilted woman, she has lost her role and opportunity to fit into the common ideal 

of the perfect woman and thus, she chose to isolate herself and lived through her sadness. 

Indifference to other heroines that represented the good side of the ideal, Mariana 

symbolized the women who failed to fit into the standard belief and become the ‘perfect 

woman.’ 
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Chapter IV: Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, I aim to review my research results and findings on how the 

Victorians viewed Shakespeare’s women, especially on Ophelia, Miranda, and Mariana, 

through their interpretations and creations of art, writings and, criticism. For this 

chapter, I aim to review the following results as discussed in the previous chapters: 1) 

how the Pre-Raphaelite arts became the iconological prompt for these Shakespeare’s 

heroines, 2) the symbolism and moral values of the heroines that took influential roles 

in the Victorian society, 3) the resemblances shared among Shakespeare’s heroines and 

Victorian woman and, 4) how Victorians took Shakespeare’s heroines as a reflection of 

their ideology of womanhood.  

From an overview of the study, we can understand that Shakespeare was “a great 

worshipper of virtue female character.”279 Within his creations, his heroines come in 

various types and characteristics. They range from being naïve, innocent, tender, loving, 

sophisticated, melancholy, and even the mad; thus, the Victorian women were provided 

with a wide range of examples to look up and relate to. The ideology of womanhood 

influenced how the Victorians studied and reinterpreted the heroines. They brought and 

established their connections with their women and elaborated through different ways 

of representations. In relation to their similarities, Shakespeare’s heroines can be seen 

as the role models for Victorian women to look up to or belonging as one of them.  

Throughout this study, the selection of visual arts was down to the paintings 

created by the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and its associates. Part of the Pre-

Raphaelites’ interest was to illustrate their image of literary figures. Combining with 

the other elements of their favoritism, these artists created a number of paintings 

inspired by Shakespeare’s plays. Each and every artwork included details referring to 
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the text and also the addition of the painter’s interpretation. With Pre-Raphaelite style 

and iconographies, these heroines became a literary subject that inspired them deeply 

to create a large number of representations in the century. Instead of painting much from 

image performed on stage, many scenes selected by the artists were offsite or the scenes 

that were not a particularly the climax. They painted out the emotions and the intensity 

while featuring female characters as their main subject. These representations 

influenced its viewer on how the scene was imagined since they were not able to see it 

on stage or given a clear and detailed description. By understanding the intrinsic 

meanings of the paintings, the viewers are able to get introduced to the symbolism and 

perform deeper analyses of the characters. Thus, the Pre-Raphaelite art serves as the 

iconological prompt and is necessary for the understanding and study of Shakespeare’s 

heroines.  

As for symbolism and moral values of the heroines and their importance in the 

Victorian society, it reflects the resemblance shared among their women and the 

characters. With the different traits of the heroines, their characteristics reflected the 

Victorian beliefs of separate spheres. Mentioned in this study, several heroines served 

as role models for the Victorian women to relate to. With Jameson’s accomplishment 

on her Shakespeare’s Heroines, she brought the attention of bardolatry to the study of 

female characters. Ruskin also related these heroines to their belief of the ideal woman. 

Under that creation of Shakespeare, readers can see the heroines with symbolisms that 

brought a resemblance to their contemporary society, in which women were to believe 

to have the following characteristics to be considered as the ‘perfect’ wife or daughter: 

tender, caring, naïve, innocent, loving and, forgiving. On the other hand, other heroines 

like Ophelia and Portia represented women of another kind. Instead of the ideal women 

roles, they represented the other traits that women have while living in the Victorian 

society. Ophelia represented the female malady and Portia with the intelligent and 
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sophisticated women who were able to support her husband. With the study of the 

heroines, Victorians find their symbolism and values related to their contemporary 

beliefs and with that, it influenced the representations and criticisms created during the 

time.  

Discussed throughout the study, the Victorians took Shakespeare’s heroines as a 

reflection of their ideology of womanhood. Other than the visual arts, readers are able 

to see the signs and influences brought by the heroines to the Victorian novels and 

criticisms. As discussed in the previous chapters, the influences of heroines of 

Shakespeare can be seen throughout the works of Victorians. The characters from the 

novels may share similarities in traits and backgrounds with the heroines and may either 

end with a similar or alternative ending. These heroines do not only work as a character 

of a story for the Victorians, they represent real-life behaviors and situations that anyone 

could have encountered. Instead of treating them as simply fictional characters, they 

treat them as their selves and as one of them. By all means, through the Victorian eyes, 

Shakespeare’s heroines represented the Victorian women in their ideologies and served 

as the model for the representations inspired by the connection of between the two.  
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