
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco photos

Masters of visual pleasure
Colorful exhibition captures movement's devotion to nature, romance

By Charles Desmarais

They called themselves "the Pre-Raphaelite Broth-
erhood," a phrase, that sounded stufty even when it
was first pronounced in the mid-19th century. The
names even of the group's founders - William Hol-
man Hunt, John Everett Millais and Dante Gabriel
Rossetti - are not widely known among museumgo-
ers. Yet few artistic movements had so profound an
effect on the way we.think about art and artists to-
day.

"Truth and Beauty: .The Pre-Raphaelites and the
Old Masters," an exhibition at the Legion of Honor
that opens Saturday, June 3o, pays scant attention"Tli.uth" coritinues orl E2

Truth and Beauty= \
The Pre-F!aphaeLites
and the Old Mas-
ters= 9:30 a.in.-5:15
p.m„ Tuesdays-Sun-
days. Saturday, June
30-Sept. 30. S13-28.
Legion of Honor, Lin-
coln Park,loo 34th
Ave., S.F. 415-750-
3600. http://[egionof
honor.famsf.org

Above: John Everett
Millais' "Mariana"
(1851). Left: Raph-
ael's "Self-Portrait"
(1504-o6).
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Pure visual pleasure transcends tinie
"Truth" f irom Dago EL

to whatever continuing
relevance the group
may have. It indulges,
instead, in the pure
visual pleasure of an
idiosyncratic style that
drew upon the greatest
moment in European
painting, the dawn of
the Renaissance. The
show will be on view
through Sept. 30.

To observe that rem-
nants of Pre-Raphaelite
art are with us today is
not to say that artists of
later eras paid much
attention to their ex-
ample. Their graphic
fascination with nature
and their lascivious
embrace of ornament
relate most closely to
the allied Arts and
Crafts movement and to
Art Nouveau - trends
of modem art that,
though much beloved,
from today's vantage
point appear to have led
to sublime dead ends.

And yet, the Pre-
Raphaelites' insatiable
appetite for realistic
detail, lurid color and,
above all, passion for
romantic story are
deeply ingrained in the
public psyche as ideals
in art. Their historicist,
moralistic pictures had
the greatest influence, it
would seem, on chil-
dren's book illustrators,
artists who trade in
images that both reflect
and shape our funda-
mental visual literacy.
Think of Howard Pyle,
N.C. Wyeth and their
followers, whose pie-
tures charged the imag-
inations of successive
generations, enlivening
adventure books that
are still widely read.

Meanwhile, the abun-
dance of beautiful worn-
en depicted in moody
reverie feeds a popular
expectation that art of
feeling must be solemn,
if not sad. As in today's
movies, pop songs and
romance novels, loss
and longing generally
trump joy.``Truth and Beauty"
injects new life into
works that, by reason of
such triviality, are often
dismissed by art histori-
ans. In the presence of
the works themselves,
however, any sense of
emotional shallowness
gives way to delight at
their quirky technical
ingenuity. Strong line
and rich color combine
in effects that remind
us of mosaics. Sure
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John Roddam Spencer Stanhope's "Love and the Maiden" (1877) is on display at the Legion of Honor's Pre-Raphaelites exhibition.

Sandro Botticelli's ``Idealized Portrait of a Lady
(Simonetta Vespucci)" (circa 1475).

enough, designs for
tapestries, stained glass
windows and mosaics
conclude the exhibition.

The exhibition is

remarkable for other
reasons, as well. For the
first time in a major
museum presentation, it
takes the Pre-Raphaelite
devotion to art histor-
ical precedent at face
value, showing works
from the early Renais-
sance ("pre-Raphael," in
other words), as well as
other key sources,
alongside Brotherhood
pictures.

It is tempting to say
that Sandro Botticelli,
whose glorious i5th
century "Idealized Por-
trait of a Lady (Simo-
netta Vespucci)" in-
troduces one central
gallery, is the standout
artist of the show. No

Dante Gabriel Rossetti's "Veronica Veronese" (1872) captures the era's romance.

fewer than five paint-
ings by the master are
here, as well as other
comparative works by
Paolo Veronese, Jam van
Eyck and Hans Mem-
1ing.

Also included is Ra-
phael's own "Self-Por-
trait" of 15o4-o6, a
starkly pared-down gem
of VIlnerability that
conveys little of the
bravado we see in the
works of his 19th centu-
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The exhibition
Continues the
Legion of Honor's
smart recent turn
to use its best
resources set into
broader contexts.

ry devotees.
The exhibition contin-

ues the Legion of Hon-
or's smart recent turn
to use its best resources
- excellent curators
and a collection with
strong highlights - set
into broader contexts.
The show was orga-  `
nized by Melissa E.
Buron, director of the
act division of the Fine
Arts Museums of Sam
Francisco, of which the
Legion is a part. About
3o percent of the works
are from the museums,
including drawings and
other works on paper
that are rarely shown,
and paintings that look
fresh and entirely dif-
ferent in this environ-
ment.

Volumes have been
written about what the
Pre-Raphaelites f.#JG#dcd,
and the exhibition goes
to great pains to try to

explain their theoretical
principles. What it does
best, though, is to dem-
onstrate how little theo-
ry had to do with their
enterprise, and how
quickly its adherents
developed individual
styles of their own.

For all their procla-
mations of ``truth to
nature," members of the
Brotherhood were not
above creative distor-
tion. Founder Dante
Gabriel Rossetti devel-
oped a lovely but pecu-
liar female archetype,
with large hands, prom-
inent nose and jawline,
and long neck.

where one artist
might focus almost mi-
croscopically on, say,
certain plants in a
painting, women were
universally depicted as
sultry but distant. In
this manner, the Pre-
Raphaelite "brother"
could have his wome'n
both ways - both sen-
sual and spiritual.

Charles Desmarais is The
San Francisco Chronicle's
art critic. Email..
cdesmarais@sficbronicle.
com Tevitter..  @Artgayl
Free eveekly  neevsletter..
bttp..//bit.ly/ArtquyFteviows
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