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The Ancients, the Pre-Raphaelites and D. G. Rossetti:
A Relationship Mediated by Alexander Gilchrist's Life of William
Blake, “Pictor Ignotus”

The group calling themselves the ‘Ancients’ was formed in the 1820s by seven artists,
Samuel Palmer, George Richmond, Edward Calvert, Frederick Tatham, Francis Oliver Finch,
Henry Water, and Welby Sherman, together with three non-artists. Their aim was to reassess
so-called primitive and medieval art against what Palmer called the "pit of modern art. Their
taste for primitive art was enhanced by their meeting with John Linnell and William Blake.
Though the young artists were overpowered by Blake, a man now in his sixties, they enjoyed his
company. His influence is clearly evident in the primitive-style works of Palmer, Richmond and
Calvert. In the 1830s the Ancients abandoned their primitive’ yet avant-garde style through
lack of patronage. The formation of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in 1848, however, fuelled
interest in primitive and medieval art and the publication of Alexander Gilchrist's Life of
William Blake in 1863 rescued the Ancients from oblivion. Furthermore, the publication of the
Life of William Blake, a biography produced with the support of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and his
brother, William Michael, led to the rediscovery and reevaluation of Blake. Most significantly,
the book included the descriptions and reminiscences of the Ancients recorded by Linnell,
Palmer, Calvert, and Richmond. As the result of Gilchrist’'s Blake project the Ancients and
their work came to be more generally known and Palmer, in particular, gained prominence in
Rossettl's circle. Frederic George Stephens, an artist and critic of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood, praised Palmer’s landscapes for their atmospheric effects and musical modes, in
terms similar to those later applied to works of the aesthetic movement. The term “Art for
art’s sake’ (the slogan of aestheticism) was first used by Algernon Swinburne in his William
Blake: A Critical Essay of 1868 which itself began as a review of Gilchrist's Life of William
Blatke.
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[X] 2 George Richmond. Abel the Shepherd. 1825.
Tempera on oak, 23 x 30.8cm. Tate, London.
(William Vaughan, Elizabeth E. Barker and Colin
Harrison, eds., Samuel Palmer 1805-1881: Vision
and Landscape (London: The British Museum
Press, 2005), 128.)

X 1 William Blake. Illustrations to Robert John
Thornton's The Pastorals of Virgil, with a Course
or English Reading, adapted for Schools. 3™
edition. London, 1821 .Victoria and Albert Museum.,
London. (F:&4i)

[X] 4 John Linnell. Kenshington Gravel Pits. 1811-12.

M 3 Edward Calvert. A Primitive City. 1822. Oil. 71.1 x 106.7cm. Tate, London.
Watercolour, 7.7 x 10.2cm. British Museum, London. (William Vaughan, Samuel Palmer: Shadows on the
(Samuel  Palmer 1805-1881:  Vision —and Wall (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 60.

Landscape, 131) 2015)



[HfAZ:B] 265 77 TR, Z£LTD.G Oty F4A—A FWZVAD [T4 )T L TUL2O%HE] 2oL LT T

[ 5 William Blake. Beatrice Addressing Dante from
the Car. lllustrations to Dante's ‘Divine Comedy’.
1824-7. Ink and watercolour. 37.2 x 52.7 cm. Tate,
London.

(Sebastian Schuetze & Maria Antonietta Terzoli, L)(J 6 Williarr} Blake;. “Job and.His Family: Thus
William Blake: The Drawings for Dante’s Divine Did Job Continually”. lllustr fzz‘zmzs of the Book of
Comedy (Taschen America, 2014), 279-80) Job. Plate 1. 1825-6. Engraving, 199 x 164 cm.

(Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Blake,
“Pictor Ignotus”, with Selections from His
Poems and other Writings, 2 vols. (London:
Macmillan, 1863) IL.)

[X] 7 Samuel Palmer. Leaf 9 of the Sketchbook of
1824. British Museum, London.

(Martin  Butlin, ed. Samuel Palmer: The
Sketchbook of 1824 (London: Thames & Hudson,
2005), 41.)

[X] 8 Samuel Palmer. Harvest Celebration, leaf 20,
recto (39) of the Sketchbook of 1824. Ink drawing,
11.7 x 19.1 em. ©Victoria and Albert Museum,
London.
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[¥] 9 Samuel Palmer. Leaf 27 of the Sketchbook of [4 10 Samuel Palmer. Leaf 57 of the Sketchbook
1824. British Museum, London. of 1824. British Museum, London.
(Butlin, 53.) (Butlin, 79.) y

[¥ 11 Samuel Palmer. Early Morning. 1825. Brown [¥ 12 Samuel Palmer. The Valley Thick with Corn.
ink and sepia mixed with gum arabic, 18.8 x 23.2 1825. Brown ink and sepia mixed with gum arabic,
cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 184 x 275 ecm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
Vaughan (2015), 106. (Vaughan (2015), 111.)

[ 13 Samuel Palmer. The Skirt of @ Wood. 1825. Brown
ink and sepia mixed with gum arabic, 17.4 x 27.7 cm.
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

(Vaughan (2015), 112)



[EHRALL ] #5577 2RIk, ZLTD.G Oty F4~N—A FLZYAD [ )T A TLA O] 28/AELT 79

[ 14 Samuel Palmer. George Richmond Engraving ‘The
!dttﬁ ” Shepherd’. 1827. Ink, 12.8 x 11.6 cm. The Huntington Library,
1 ‘ Art Collections and Botanical Gardens, San Marino.
(Vaughan (2015), 121.)

[%] 15 William Blake. Illustration to Ambrose
Philips's “Imitation of Eclogue 1" in
Thornton's  Pastorals of Virgil (London,
1821). British Museum, London.

COLINET,

[X] 16 Edward Calvert. The Chamber Idvll.
1831. Wood engraving, 4.1 x 7.6 cm. British
Museum, London.

(Vaughan (2015), 129.)
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[% 17 Samuel Palmer, with engraving by Welby Sherman. Harvest
under a Crescent Moon. c. 1828. Wood engraving on Japanese vellum,
2.65 x 7.7 cm. British Museum, London.

(Vaughan (2015), 183.)
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gl - [418 Samuel Palmer, In a Shoreham Garden. c.

1829. Indian ink with watercolour and gouache on
prepared board, 27.9 x 22.2 cm. ©Victoria and
Albert Museum, London.

4] 19 Samuel Palmer. Moonrise. c. 1826 Brown
wash, 11.3 x 13.2 em. City Art Gallery, Temple
Newsam House, Leeds.

(Vaughan (2015), 184.)
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[X 21 Samuel Palmer. The T4

mber Wain. c. 1833-4.

[¥ 20 Samuel Palmer. Coming from Evening Watercolor and gouache with pen and black ink on
Church. 1830. Tempera, 30.5 x 19.7cm. Tate, medium, smooth, cream wove paper, 129 x 16 cm.
London. Yale Centre for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection,

(Vaughan (2015), 194.) New Haven.
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[} 22 Alexander Gilchrist. Life of William Blake, Strand.

“Pictor lgnotus”, with Selections from His Poems (Robert N. Essick, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Frederic
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