WILLIAM HOLMAN HUNT 
HIS EARLY CAREER
"Hunt’s father was a warehouse manager in Cheapside, London, who ran an evangelical home where the young Holman Hunt spent considerable time reading the Bible. Holman Hunt left school early and went to work as a clerk at the age of 12. But office work bored him, he dreamed instead of being an artist, although he lacked the natural talent to be one. What he did have in abundance, however, were imagination and vision - rare qualities at a time when society was moving forward with post-Industrial Revolution fervor. 

"Eventually he persuaded his reluctant parents to allow him to attend the R.A. Schools where he could pursue his ambition to be a painter. There he was soon completely disillusioned by contemporary British art, in which he could find nothing to emulate or admire. However he read John Ruskin's second volume of Modern Painters and was hugely impressed by his argument that artists should return to the style of late medieval and early Renaissance painters, particularly Venetian, in their style of art. This appealed to the young Holman Hunt, who had spiritual leanings, especially the idea of bringing symbolic realism into modern art, so that the viewer could read with the help of metaphors more than the story apparently tells. 

"He met and became good, if unlikely, friends with Millais, another art student at the R.A. Both of them cultivated the desire to get a painting into the 1848 R.A. Exhibition. Hunt in particular was anxious to get an acclaimed painting exhibited as he badly needed to sell paintings to make a living. They discussed ideas and techniques and painted in the studio together on their offerings for the exhibition. But while Hunt's painting was accepted, Millais's was not. Hunt had chosen a subject from a little known poem by a fairly obscure poet who had died in 1821: the poem was The Eve of St Agnes and the poet Keats. But a recently published biography and the re-publication of Keats's works led to a reconsideration of his intensely visual poems. Furthermore, he too, had been very interested in Italian art before Raphael's time. 

"Holman Hunt chose a scene from the poem when the hero Rienzi decides to revenge the death of his younger brother. The painting was painted in a flat medieval style and called Rienzi; it included a number of symbolic emblems, including a circlet of flowers around the sword handle. Rossetti posed for Rienzi and Millais for his dead brother. Much of the landscape was painted outside on Hampstead Heath but the figures were all done indoors. The painting bore the mysterious appellation "P.R.B." The work was generally well received and considered to show great promise. 

"By 1850 Hunt had finished A Converted British Family Sheltering a Christian Missionary from the Persecution of the Druids - better known simply as The Missionary. This picture appeared in the same exhibition as Millais's Christ in the House of his Parents. Both paintings received harsh criticism, although the main criticism was aimed at the latter, The Missionary was initially Hunt's entry piece for the Royal Academy Gold Medal Contest but the painting's most important consequence was that, through the good offices of Millais, Holman Hunt got to meet Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Combe. He was in his fifties and Superintendent of the Oxford University Press. He and his wife became very fond of Holman Hunt and in the course of time took on the role of surrogate parents to him as well as important patrons of the Pre-Raphaelites generally. Help also came in the shape of John Ruskin - the very man whose literary criticism had opened Holman Hunt's eyes in the first place to symbolism and early Italian paintings. 

- Text adapted from "The Pre-Raphaelites", by Sandra Forty 

