www.ijhssm.org

' International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM)
‘ " Volume 2, Issue 1, pp: 50-52

Situating Christina Rossetti's "In an Artist's Studio’
In the Context of Gender and Power

Dr. Ranjana Bhattacharyya

Date of Submission: 18-03-2022

Date of Acceptance: 01-04-2022

The Poem :
“In An Artist's Studio'

One selfsame figure sits or walks or leans;
We found her hidden just behind those screens,
That mirror gave back all her loveliness.

A queen in opal or in ruby dress,

A nameless girl in freshest summer greens,
A saint, an angel; — every canvass means
The same one meaning, neither more nor less.
He feeds upon her face by day and night,
And she with true kind eyes looks back on him
Fair as the moon and joyful as the light:
Not wan with waiting, not with sorrow dim;
Not as she is, but was when hope shone bright;
Not as she is, but as she fills his dream.

Christina Rossetti

ABSTRACT:

This paper is a modest attempt at showing Christina
Rossetti's 'In An Artist's Studio' as a symbolic
representation of the politics of gender and power
acutely felt by a Victorian woman poet. The
Victorian Period witnessed a great change in
thinking about women's position in a society and
there was a constant concentration on some
womencentric issues like education of women,
women's emancipation, female identity and
oppression, experiences of love and marriage, right
to vote and so on in the intellectual debate. Born and
brought up in a Victorian society, Rossetti had
serious concern over such issues and in her poems
she tried to address these issues with typological
symbolism. The poem under discussion is a sonnet
which illustrates the concept of gendered tendency
of man to objectify woman through a very personal,
artistic but complex relation of a male artist and a
female model.

. INTRODUCTION :
Historically Christina Rossetti belongs to
the Pre Raphaelite circle which was a poetic
continuum descending from Spenser through Keats
and Tennyson — one that emphasizes explicit

expressions, detailed description and precise
delineation of sense and situation. The poem under
discussion is an illustrative piece of Pre
Raphaelitism with its dominant pictorial quality and
delicacy of outlines. A close reading of the poem
brings to the fore some additional gendered issues
that emphasize a complex negotiation with
masculine power that enables a woman to accept the
intriguing relation with a male artist with sufficient
fidelity. Rossetti, here, views the relationship of the
male artist and female model with the eyes of a
critical thinker. Evidence from the text can be used
to infer that the artist's obsession with the beautiful
physique of the model is a reflection of the
objectification that women have been experiencing
throughout the centuries.

1. DISCUSSION :

The title of the poem is significant. It is all
about the interior of the studio of an artist. The
studio becomes the metaphor of the mind of a
particular artist who is a devoted fan of his single
model and the canvases of his studio are filled with
the ‘selfsame’ figure in different poses,

One selfsame figure sits or walks or leans(line-1)

The artist possesses and controls the model
to fulfill his dreams. The beautiful female model is
the subject of all his paintings. She is in a sense
entrapped and confined either physically or
psychologically in all the canvases of the artist. All
the canvases provide the same meaning that those
are really perfect and exotic. He is infatuated by the
charming beauty of the girl and can use her
according to his wish. The poet , visiting the studio,
gets stunned by the obsession of the artist for a
single girl.

The reduction of a female personality to a
figure who 'sits or walks or leans' to fulfill the
fantasy of her painter is a serious problem from the
perspective of gender. The outward beauty of the
model is important, but the inner beauty or the
psychology is totally ignored. Her loveliness is
glorified and transported to a mythical realm of
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tragic heroines where she has become 'a queen in
opal or in ruby dress' or 'a saint, an angel' surpassing
all her longings and desires. Her identity is
reconstructed as a 'nameless girl'. It is not important
‘who she is', the focal point is that she is trapped by
the artist for her beauty and now she is bound to
fulfill the desire of her possessor by dressing up in
gorgeous apparel and accomplishing different poses
—sitting, walking, leaning etc. It is as if the artist is
trying to satisfy the girl by presenting her as a
perfect and ideal epitome of beauty —fresh,
innocent, kind and new. The standards of beauty as
defined by a male artist for a woman cannot assure
the expectations of a woman in real sense. Women
have always been expected to be perfect in body and
mind and Rossetti, through the fourteen lines poem,
brings this stereotypic view to light.

Simon de Beauvour and Gilbert and Guhar
have observed that throughout much of the history
and especially in the nineteenth century there is a
tendency for men to depict women as either virgins
or whores, angels or monsters, pure or perverted.
The woman is not conceived of as a human being
having her own desires and longings, hopes and
despairs , but merely as a reflection of what a man
wants her to be. This sort of view gets a focus in the
delineation of the model by the artist as a pure saint
or virgin angel or sensual or seductive queen. The
poet believes that by an intentional exultation of his
female model ,the artist diminishes her actual self.
He makes his art perfect by her presence, but the
identity of her suffers annihilation. She becomes 'A
nameless girl'. This is the sacrifice the woman has to
do for a person who possesses her. Man has an idea
to be imposed on woman, and the woman is simply
expected to materialize the idea by fulfilling all the
requirements. She has no dream but she is needed to
gratify the dream of her possessor .This issue is
questioned time and again in most of the feminist
discourse and Rossetti deals with such woman
question in the present sonnet.

The set of the poem offers a more critical view
when she writes,

He feeds upon her face by day and night(line-8)

Here the artist is seen as a parasite or
predator feeding upon the beautiful face of the girl
model by day and night. The artist's eyes don't just
gaze at the charismatic model he is painting over
and again, but takes advantage from the relationship.
In the name of aesthetic relation he is devouring her
self like a monster, the poet visitor imagines. His
appetite for the face and body is vampiric and

insatiable. Either physically or psychologically she
is at the mercy of her beholder's whims. He is trying
to satisfy all his fantasies by her. The model is
drained of life in the process, the poem suggests.
But she has to accept the situation with true kind
heart. Her choice and interest have nothing to do in
terms of her relation with the artist lover. It can be
assumed as an intriguing relationship where the
question of profit and loss is associated. The
possessor is seeking advantage at the expense of the
model's innocent self. However, her reaction to the
attitude of the of the artist is not only surprising but
also pathetic,

And she with true kind eyes looks back on him

She is in sharp contrast to the demonic personality
of the artist. He has ruined her in the name of art,
but she has simple appreciation for the talent of the
artist. She seems to be happy that she is depicted as
Fair as the moon and joyful as the light

But this is not her actual representation. In reality
she is ‘wan, with waiting' and filled 'with sorrow
dim'. The wan and sorrow of the model are not taken
into consideration by the artist. Neglecting the real
self and inner reality of the model, the artist tries to
execute his plan of painting some exquisite canvases
out of her external beauty. The line

Not as she is, but was when hope shone bright

Suggests that the artist and his model have a
personal history. There was a time when a romantic
commitment was involved in the relationship
between them but the artist using her as a model in
the professional sense has betrayed her. While she
hoped for a long term personal relationship, the
artist mistreated her by dodging the reality and
strictly maintaining a professional relationship. Here
the poet speaker's perspective gets forgrounded. The
artist's subject becomes a celestial body emitting
soft light of divinity, but in actuality this subject's
life is not so divine and gleaming. It is much more
complicated and weighed down than painted on the
canvases. One of the themes brought out here is that
the artistic representation of female model in the Pre
Raphaelite paintings never represents her life as
complex and an example of unfulfilled dream, but
how she can fulfill the artist's dream.

I11l.  CONCLUSION
In view of forgoing discussion, it can be
assumed that the chief argument of the sonnet is on
the pre Raphaelite notion of beauty and prefection
that denounces the actual reality and natural human
consciousness. What the poet asserts in the end is
the male artist's unhealthy obsession and imposed
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indentity of the female model in paintings. Rossetti
allows her readers to realise that there is no truth in
the beauty of the paintings and such beauty can be
detrimental to one's mortal life. The irony behind the
final argument is that 'Whatever is beautiful may not
be real. The concluding line of the poem is a
comment not on the love of the the model but of all
women. The aspiration of true love comes to
nothingness in a world where  women are
subordinated emphasised through the final lines of
the poem.
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