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Love Letters to Rossetti
Vs. Rossetti’s Lady Lilith

Stevens’ commercial photography series was a contemporary homage 
to the founder of the Pre-Raphaelite movement founder, Rossetti. It was a part 
of a series which served to capture real-life versions of various Rossetti 
paintings such as La Ghirlandata or Venus Verticordia. The specific photo 
from the series that I want to focus on is the recreation of incredibly human 
Lady Lilith. It is not an exact rendering, I personally do not believe the craning 
of the neck present in the original would have translated well with a live model.

However, certain crucial symbolic elements are present in Stevens’ 
interpretation nonetheless. The white roses in the background serve as a nod to 
the sonnet which inspired the painting. In both, the primary focus also rest on 
the action of Lilith brushing her own hair, despite the change in hair color. 
Where Rossetti’s subject seems completely absorbed in the task, Stevens’ 
model seems almost to be brushing her hair purely for the viewers sake or to 
show off her shiny tresses. Both capture this excess of exposed, pale skin that 
ironically is used to represent Lilith’s sexuality, when usually, a blanch tone is 
used to symbolize purity instead. Both works were also considered modernized 
spins on classic concepts for the periods they were created in.

What is missing in Stevens’ is the reflected ideal of a garden, present in 
Rossetti’s painting. Donna Lee Stevens has been known to be opposed to the 
“false promise of perfection” (to quote the artist herself) found in the world of 
commercial photography and so in this piece she refuses to include a false 
representation of a Garden of Eden. (Stevens) She also diverts from the golden 
hair in the original, taking away a hair color which was commonly used in the 
Victorian Era to symbolize a woman’s grandeur or sexuality. Instead, she uses a 
model with red hair, a color commonly associated with zealousness, 
promiscuity, and hellfire, which could allude to Lilith’s role as the mother of 
demons.



   Love Letters to Rossetti Series
Donna Lee Stevens

The photography series “Love Letters to Rossetti” is 
a brief series which reimagines Venus Verticordia (bottom 
left), The Beloved (top), La Ghirlandata (bottom right), 
Lady Lilith (previous page), and Bocca Baciata (not 
pictured). The same model is shot in every image, and her 
sleek red hair has a soft contrast with the green, floral 
backdrops. It is particularly fitting to have the same model 
for this series, because most of the paintings that were 
recreated shared the same muse: Alexa Wilding. Her pale 
skin seems to take on that soft glow that is so commonly 
found emanating from the skin in Pre-Raphaelite paintings. 
The saturation of the flowers present in most of the 
renderings appear to have had their saturation increased 
and there is a soft light that gives the appearance of the 
woman being almost airbrushed. Her eye colors have been 
manipulated in each piece, creating vivid, unnatural green 
or icy blue irises that make it seem as if they could have 
been painted in as easily as edited. Each photo has an earth 
toned color palette that resembles that of their references, 
but with slightly darker shades. Highlighted areas contain 
floral tones that really draw attention to the subject’s 
femininity.
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   La Belle Dame Sans Merci
  -   Frank Dicksee

The painting La Belle Dame Sans Merci is based off of 
a ballad written by John Keats about a Fae woman who 
entrances a passing knight. In the ballad, the knight gives the 
Dame his horse to ride and flowers to wear from the 
meadows where they had met. Of the woman, Keats says this.

“I met a lady in the meads, / Full beautiful—
a faery’s child, / Her hair was long, her foot
was light, / And her eyes were wild. / I made
a garland for her head, /And bracelets too,
and fragrant zone;”

In the painting, the woman wears the garland and flowery 
bracelets made by the knight and looms over him as he stares 
up at her as if in a daze. His helmet hangs off of his horse, 
suggesting a slightly vulnerable disposition. The floral diction 
used frequently in the poem is carried over into the painting 
by having the ill-fated couple surrounded by wildflowers. 
There is the slightest bit of foreshadowing of the dangers of 
their romance shown in the torn and bitten leaves that hang 
over the knight. The sky in the background also appears to be 
at sunset, an archetype for death and closure.
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Pre-Raphaelite Influence
    -  Beauty STandards

Rossetti was a major artist in the Pre-Raphaelite 
movement, and this influence carries over into Stevens’ 
photography. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood of which he was 
a founding member was a rejection of Victorian art, preferring 
to be both realistic with their portrayals of their muses and 
romantic in their portrayal of nature. Their paintings were a 
conflicting depiction of unconventional beauty for the time in 
their subjects and idyllic natural scenery. It was a movement 
that combined drama and Naturalism, epic characters from 
myths or literature with an incredibly realistic style. (The Art 
Story)  Dicksee however was an artist who adhered to the  
highly romanticized Victorian style. And though many of his 
paintings include features that were considered unappealing 
during the time of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, beauty 
standards were beginning to shift to embrace such traits that 
were rejected in the late 1800’s by the time Dicksee began pieces 
such as La Belle Dame Sans Merci. Though the red hair of the 
“Dame” was considered beautiful when the painting was 
completed, it was not still entirely accepted and was a bit of a 
taboo like it was for the Pre-Raphaelites. It is primary feature 
that visually labels the woman as supernatural, as opposed to 
simply beautiful.

Frank Dicksee. La Belle Dame 
Sans Merci, 1901. Oil on canvas, 
137.2 x 188 cm. Bristol Museum 

& Art Gallery, England.
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9 Salvador Dali. Gala 
Contemplating the 
Mediterranean Sea 
which at Twenty 
Meters Becomes the 
Portrait of Abraham 
Lincoln-Homage to 
Rothko (Second 
Version), 1976. Oil on 
canvas, 99.25 in x 75.5 
in. The Dali Museum.

“How could Salvador Dali fail to be dazzled 
by the flagrant surrealism of English 

Pre-Raphaelitism? The Pre-Raphaelite 
painters bring us radiant women who are, 
at the same time, the most desirable and 

most frightening that exist.”

Salvador Dali, 1936

Surrealism vs. The Pre-Raphaelites
       Dali and Frida vs. Waterhouse

Before I get to Frida, I find it necessary to remark on her 
influences, and by extension, the influences of her influences. It is 
no secret that Frida Kahlo was known to associate with the key 
Surrealist painters Pablo Picasso and Salvador Dali. Dali, fittingly 
enough, had an unexpected fascination with the Pre-Raphaelite 
movement (especially their depiction of women). He had a great 
respect for the raw, unfiltered sensuality that the Brotherhood 
used in their portraiture and sought to convey a similar feeling in 
his own works. In the painting to the left, this influence is shown 
in the tender but attentive way Dali paints his wife Gala’s figure, 
carefully shading in her legs in a piece where the objective is to 
otherwise disregard detailing. Though half of the aesthetic 
viewing experience is to inevitably blur out the body of Gala in 
order to see an illusion of Abraham Lincoln’s face, each 
brushstroke is nonetheless adoringly placed.

Frida is similarly intimate in her methods of 
representation as she paints her self-portraits again and again. 
The woman never shies away from integrity with her paintbrush, 
wholly embracing her facial hair, eye bags, bony cheeks, 
androgynous nature, and haunted expressions. Though she 
struggled throughout life to create an image of herself that would 
be enticing to her husband, in her paintings she refuses to 
sugarcoat her own nature in favor of more conventional beauty.



El Abrazo De Amor De El Universo, La Tierra 
(méxico), Yo, Diego Y El Señor Xólotl

The Love Embrace of the Universe is perhaps the easiest painting to 
connect Frida Kahlo to that distant influence of the Pre-Raphaelites. Though 
far from being realistic in nature, the painting is technically representational 
(and containing a lot of natural imagery). Frida was very much opposed to 
being labeled as a surrealist, and the way she spoke about her own work was 
very similar to how the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood would talk about their 
own works. She painted works to be accurate depictions of her mental state as 
opposed to physical surroundings. In a patriotic flair, Frida embraces the 
Mayan heritage of Mexico by painting the personification of the Earth as the 
goddess Cihuacoatl (the mother of all plant life and a representation of 
fertility). (Muller) Trees, cacti, aloe vera, and desert plants rise out of her as 
she holds Frida and Diego and milk falls from her chest.

Little time appears to have been spent perfecting the features on 
Frida’s own face, but Diego’s expression has been delicately blended. The pale, 
reflected light that wraps underneath his infantile body separates him from 
the red warmth of Frida’s body. His entire body is made up of the smoothest 
blends in the painting, giving him a soft, vulnerable appearance, despite the 
destructive, fiery-looking flower in his hand.

Beneath the couple lies el Señor Xólotl, a dog who represents a Mayan 
underworld guardian. He sleeps beneath them, like the ever-present threat of 
an end to their strenuous relationship. His tiny canine body is a dark spot in 
the painting. If one takes not of his position, he is not being held, he simply 
makes himself comfortable where he can. There is no loving embrace for 
Death, just an acceptance of his presence. The highlights on the dog’s fur give 
him a rather bony, skeletal appearance, further suggesting his role as a dog 
associated with death.

Frida Kahlo. The Love Embrace of the 
Universe,the Earth,Myself,Diego and 

Senor Xolotl, 1949. Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 
70 cm. Collection of Jacques & Natasha 

Gelman Mexico City, Mexico.



   Conception Process
Frida Kahlo vs. Frank Dicksee

To the right are the initial sketches for La Belle Dame 
Sans Merci and The Love Embrace of the Universe. Both in 
their own rights are a bit rudimentary compared to the oil 
paintings that they mapped out, but each also has its own 
unique decree of sophistication.

Frida’s rough, preliminary sketch was heavy handed, 
drawn into her diary with a great deal of pressure that 
created somewhat stiff, curved lines and layers of ink that 
bled through the page. There was no worries over details, all 
of the focus was on the concept and composition. She felt no 
pressure to commit the entire piece to paper once it appeared 
in her mind, unless it was with oil paint. The personification 
of the sky stares at the viewer with an intensity that is lost in 
the painting. That same painting however preserved the 
feeling of nurturing and motherhood present in the sketch.

Alternatively, Dicksee etched down every detail. Each 
blade of grass, wildflower placement, strand of hair, and fold 
in the horse’s neck was mapped out beforehand. The painting 
ends up coming across as more of a refinement of this 
original design, rather than an expansion of it.
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Visually SImilar Elements
Though vastly different, these three works 

share many aesthetic qualities, such as color 
palettes, imagery, and subject matter.

All three contain muted greens paired with 
subdued reds and rich, earthy browns. All three 
share subjects with pale flesh and backgrounds with 
deep shadows. In La Belle Dame Sans Merci and 
The Love Embrace of the Universe, the figures all 
have yellow undertones in their flesh, as opposed to 
“Lady Lilith” of Love Letters to Rossetti, who has a 
red undertone. Figures 2 and 3 show a shared usage 
of rosy pinks to accent the earth tones, where Frida 
opts for shades of red that better resemble 
iron-infused clay.

Plant life fills the composition in every work, 
resulting in a very organic feel to each piece. Lilith 
stands before a wall of roses, the knight and lady 
gaze at each other from a grassy countryside, and 
Frida and Diego sit atop a woman as plants rise up 
out of her body.

The feeling of intimacy also permeates from 
each individual in each piece. From the lover’s gaze 
in Dicksee’s, to the amorous clutches in Kahlo’s, to 
the sensuous gaze from Stevens’ model.

1. Frida Kahlo. The Love Embrace of the Universe, 
the Earth, Myself, Diego and Senor Xolotl, 1949. 
Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 70 cm. Collection of Jacques & 
Natasha Gelman Mexico City, Mexico.

2. Frank Dicksee. La Belle Dame Sans Merci, 1901. 
Oil on canvas, 137.2 x 188 cm. Bristol Museum & 
Art Gallery, England.

3. Donna Lee Stevens. Love Letters to Rossetti, 2015. 
Digital photograph, 750 x 1006.
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Female Dominance
There is one major thematic element shared across all three pieces, and I find it absolutely necessary to address when 

observing these together. In each painting, the feminine is the dominant force. Frida clutches Diego, a man-baby to her chest 
as she leans back into the divine bosom of the Earth (Cihuacoatl). The fey woman leans over the knight as her wild, hypnotic 
gaze bends him to her will and towards his demise. Lilith takes care to groom her long hair, which she uses to subdue men in 
the original picture-sonnet. Interestingly enough, Rossetti had numerous sketched renderings of his own of La Belle Dame 

Sans Merci, captivated by the idea of an empowered seductress. (Rossetti Archive) Though each work has its own 
representation of intimacy, it is female driven. La Belle Dame is not some random helpless woman the Knight wishes to woo, 
she literally has her hands on the reigns of their interactions, driving him towards her as she drives his horse. Frida clutches 

onto Diego, as if he were her child instead of her lover and asserts her control over him. Lilith rests, her body exposed, but not 
vulnerable. Her “strangling golden hair” is on display for all to see and take heed of.



“That Apple’s love---”

To look at love through shadows of a fern
At that twice-scorched love from one flame

And love is lost only in longing for a time
When future can be gifted as that 

present
The philodendron knows time only by the heat of 

the sun
And an eclipse as a coupling of heat and 

its mistress moon
The crone blinds herself to the fragility of 

maidenhood
And lovers stumble unseeing onto ivy 

pothos

But hellfire is cold to the impassioned breath of 
Dracaena in love

Aloe Vera can heal bare flesh but burns still from 
coals of extinguished love

The scorched sweat of expired sweet nothings
Dampens the following moments of silence

Yet though succulents can sunburn,
So too do they wilt in steam

Just the same as great loves
Wither in the waking after dreams

Personal Picture-Sonnet
Though not necessarily a sonnet per say, 
the text to the right is a scribbled poem I 
had written which went on to inspire a 
resolved work, pictured to the left. It 

spoke mostly about the plants growing in 
my house, but also the nature of love, 

which can wither away just as easily as 
over-watered plants. The piece was a bit 
deviated from the poem, containing the 
basic elements, but with an end result 

that had an entirely different meaning. I 
would not call this piece a picture-sonnet, 

partly because the poem was definitely 
not a sonnet, but also because I find the 
illustration was too alienated from the 
poem, despite containing the very text 

embedded in the window sill. In that way, 
it is a bit like Stevens’ photography, with 

a strong resemblance to the written 
source material, but a separate work. I 

wanted the aesthetic image to be as 
important to creating the piece as the 

poem, much like Donna Lee Stevens had 
to leave certain elements out of her 

photograph in order to properly 
represent the atmosphere of the painting.My illustration That Apple’s Love, 2019



Cultural Significance
Frida Kahlo made her country and her 
blood a crucial part of her conceptual 

and artistic process. Part of what makes 
The Love Embrace so iconic is that it is 

filled with references to Mayan 
mythology. As an indigenous artist, I 

wanted at least some of my work to show 
some of that same pride in my heritage 
that Frida is infamous for boasting. So 

though my piece Blackfoot Blodeuwedd 
does not depict a goddess from native 

mythology, the woman in the center was 
inspired by a great-aunt of mine who 
passed on, an activist for native rights 
who I wrapped in traditional Blackfoot 

dress. She is a native goddess in a 
different sense, an empowered native 

woman who embodies all of my powerful 
native ancestors, as Cihuacoatl 

represents all of the nurturing arms of 
the women in Mexico and the world.

Frida Kahlo. The Love Embrace of the 
Universe, the Earth, Myself, Diego and Senor 

Xolotl, 1949. Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 70 cm. 
Collection of Jacques & Natasha Gelman 

Mexico City, Mexico.

My work Blackfoot Blodeuwedd, 2019



Cultural Significance 
(Continued)

Though Blackfoot Blodeuwedd was one of 
my only pieces to so blatantly draw 

inspiration from my native heritage, it is not 
the only one. The very way that I tend to 
draw women takes it roots in my Pueblo 

heritage. For my people, hair is a reflection 
of our mental organization, and loose hair 
let down is a sign of our thoughts roaming 
freely. We tend to be cautious who we let 

engage with our hair because we would not 
let just anyone run their fingers through our 
mind. I have very little control or filter over 

my thoughts, so I tend to depict hair as loose 
and flowing. For Frida, hair is important as 

well. For Frida, her hair was a way to 
proudly display her Mexican blood. 

Whenever Frida strayed from her typical 
braids, it was often a sign of great emotional 
distress, such as when she chopped most of 
her hair off. In The Love Embrace, Frida’s 

hair falling freely could easily be reflective of 
a moment of loving vulnerability between 

her and Diego, just as my subject’s free hair 
is representative of her free-natured spirit.

Frida Kahlo. The Love Embrace of the 
Universe, the Earth, Myself, Diego and Senor 

Xolotl, 1949. Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 70 cm. 
Collection of Jacques & Natasha Gelman 

Mexico City, Mexico.

My work Blackfoot Blodeuwedd, 2019


