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1. Introduction
Victorian art specialists have long sought in vain to trace the whereabouts of 
a lost masterpiece, Henrietta Rae’s Psyche before the throne of Venus (1894, 
Private Collection), concluding that her pièce de résistance must at some point 
have been destroyed. Astoundingly, the work recently reappeared, following 
over 100 years hidden-in-plain-sight in a series of American collections. This 
rediscovery provides us with the opportunity to admire and celebrate the re-
emergence of an important Victorian painting, and to reassess Rae’s position 
as one of the foremost British women painters within the context of Victorian 
painting in general. A detailed look at her work is long overdue, the last being 
Arthur Fish’s conservative monograph of 1905. Despite its rather out-dated 
prose, Fish’s book is a testament to Rae’s international fame in the early 20th 
Century and provides us with some interesting contemporary insights into 
the artist, her work, life and opinions. Contemporary 19th-century press and 
periodicals were also taken with Rae and her work, producing biographical and 
‘artist at home’ style articles that underline the fashionable professional status 
that she enjoyed.1

Henrietta Rae (1859-1928) was an oil painter, famous in late-Victorian Britain, 
who also achieved international recognition in her own time. Her desire for 
independent renown was expressed in her determination to retain her maiden 
name, Rae after her marriage. This was a trend becoming increasing popular 
among women artists due to the momentum that had been built by the women’s 

movement by the late 19th Century in Britain.2 Rae, who when asked by a 
journalist for the Woman’s Herald what she thought of ‘the so-called woman’s 
question’ remarked ‘I would give [women] every advantage that is possible’, was 
a supporter of the women’s movement.3 She put her name to a list in favour of 
the claim for women’s suffrage, led by the committee of the National Union of 
Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), in 1897 and promoted women artists as 
Curator of the ‘Women’s Work’ section of the Victoria Era Exhibition, organized 
for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in London the same year. This and other accolades 
that Rae obtained, including her appointment as the first woman to sit on the 
selection committee of the Walker Art Gallery’s Autumn exhibition in 1893, signal 
her achievement of public recognition as a professional artist in the late-Victorian 
art world. 

Since the 1980s, historians of 19th-century neo-classical and mythological 
painting, including Christopher Wood, Rosemary Treble and Alison Smith have 
discussed Rae’s work alongside better-known paintings by her male peers. 
Modern feminist art historians, including Pamela Gerrish Nunn, Meaghan Clarke 
and Jo Devereaux, have also studied her career, and depiction of draped and 
nude figures, particularly those represented in her painting Psyche before the 
throne of Venus – while it was still untraced.

Psyche  be fore  the  throne  o f  Venus

 1 Miller, 1897 and Rinder, 1901. Also see Clarke, 2005, 96-7 for discussion of articles pertaining to Rae. 
2 See Clarke, 2005, 86. 
3 Anon. Woman’s Herald, 1892, 8.



8

Rae worked simultaneously in two traditional 
genres of painting, being a prolific portraitist 
and painter of subject pictures; she also, 
occasionally, produced murals. In the genre of 
portraiture, she specialised in forceful and direct 
formal likenesses of eminent male sitters, such 
as Val Prinsep (1892, untraced) and George Lord 
Beeforth, Esq., Mayor of Scarborough (1894, 
Scarborough Town Hall) (Figure 1). 20 paintings 
by Rae reside in British public collections, four 
of which are subject pictures and two of those, 
Roses of Youth (1907) (Figure 2) and Ophelia 
(1890) (Figure 3) are currently on permanent 
display. Rae’s works have appeared periodically 
at auction for around four decades, finding their 
way into private collections, and they are as, 

technically and visually, inspiring today as they were in her lifetime.

The overarching thread that runs through her subject pictures is her focus on the 
female nude and subject matter taken from mythological, and other literature, 
but infused with imagination and the study of nature. Psyche before the throne 
of Venus is not only the key stone of this area of her oeuvre, but her chef 
d’oeuvre, making it the pivotal painting through which to understand her work. 
The high regard in which this painting has always been held is illustrated by the 
fact that, despite being unseen for over 100 years, it remains the artist’s most 
famous work; the image being widely disseminated by Arthur Tooth & Sons’s 
popular photogravure. Not only is the work executed on a monumental scale, 
but the overall composition is very intricate and complex, the interplay of colours 
carefully balanced and the placement of the figures designed to display Rae’s 
consummate skill as one of the best painters of flesh, drapery and marble of her 
generation – a rival to already well respected artists Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema 
and Sir Frederic Leighton. 

The very fact that Rae was able to seek and establish a professional 
artistic career in the late-Victorian period makes her work important to our 
understanding of the Victorian artworld. She overcame prejudices to become 
a professional artist and 
to be independent from 
her predecessors and 
peers. She sought to go 
beyond her Academic 
training through a modern 
approach to painting, 
inspired by her time in 
France and she created  
her own, bourgeois 
variation of en plein air 
painting in Britain. Figure 3, H. Rae, Ophelia, 1890, courtesy National Museums Liverpool,  

Walker Art Gallery.

Figure 2, Henrietta Rae, Roses of Youth, 1907, Scarborough Museums Trust.
Figure 1, H. Rae, George Lord Beeforth,  
Mayor of Scarborough, 1894, Scarborough.
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2. Rae’s Life and Early Career
Rae came from a modestly well-off family with social connections within the British 
art world and a liberal attitude to her choice of profession, qualities that were of 
great benefit to her in pursuing an artistic career. She was born into her bohemian 
family in Hammersmith, London in 1859, the youngest of seven siblings. 

Her father was a civil servant with literary and theatrical interests. Her mother’s 
activity as a musician, who had studied under German pianist Mendelssohn, likely 
influenced Rae’s initial choice to train, and begin practicing, as a concert singer. 
However, Rae also took art lessons and her interest in art was encouraged by 
her father and her uncle, Charles Rae, who had been a pupil of the caricaturist 
George Cruickshank (1792 -1878). Ultimately, Rae chose to pursue an artistic 
career; although, as we will see, her interest in theatre and music would have a 
lasting impact on her treatment of subjects in works such as Psyche before the 
throne of Venus. At just 13 years of age, Rae began art classes at the Female 
School of Art, Bloomsbury (also known as the Queen’s Square Art School), with 
the encouragement of her father, where she later remarked that she was likely the 
youngest student.4 In 1874, when she was 15, she enrolled at Heatherley’s School 
of Art, becoming the school’s first female pupil. This was not only an achievement 
for Rae but a stride forward for women’s education in the arts. 

While at Heatherley’s Rae showed ambition to become a professional artist 
by seeking to prepare and apply for studentship at the Royal Academy of Arts 
School. Her determination was demonstrated by the fact that, though it took six 
attempts for her to be accepted, she was not perturbed and, in 1877, she was 
accepted for seven years’ studentship. Her struggle is not surprising given that 
the Academy only began to accept female students in 1860 and at the time of 
her application still did not provide women with training equal to their male peers 
due to social restrictions. Women students would not be permitted to draw from 

4 Rae may have been even younger than stated in Fish’s biography as in an earlier interview she mentioned 
being just 11 years of age when she enrolled at Heatherley’s; I.E. The Sketch, 1894, 465. Figure 4, Portrait photograph of Rae.
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nude models there until 1893, which was a major obstacle to women wishing to 
specialise in figure painting. Rae had already found one way around this, from 
1874 she had often visited the British Museum antique galleries to study figures 
in the classical sculptures there. She later attended pioneering life classes set  
up for female students by her friend, and fellow RA student, Margaret Dicksee  

(1858-1903) at the Dicksee  
family home.

At the Academy School Rae’s fellow 
students also included Arthur Hacker 
(1858 -1919), Stanhope Forbes (1857-
1947), Henry La Thangue (1859-
1929), Ernest Normand (1859 -1923) 
– whom she was subsequently to 
marry –, Solomon J. Solomon (1860-
1927) and the sculptor Alfred Gilbert 
(1854-1934). She was taught by the 
veteran William P Frith (1819 -1909), 
Frank Dicksee (1853 -1928) – the 
elder brother of Margaret –, Hubert 
von Herkomer (1849 -1914), Sir John 
Everett Millais (1829 -1896) and Sir 
Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836 -1912). 
From these tutors she learnt to paint 

with attention to ideal classical proportions and in an Academic licked surface 
style, producing works with well-balanced compositions and highly finished 
surfaces, where the brushstrokes are barely visible to the viewer. Alma-Tadema 
had the most formative impact on her work, his classicism greatly influencing her 
student work.

Rae began to exhibit at the RA, and elsewhere, and to sell her work, from 1879 
onwards. Her first exhibit being a small landscape at the Society of British Artists. 

The following year she sent work to the Dudley Gallery, and in 1880 she made 
her debut at the Royal Academy with a figure, Chloe, followed by a portrait Miss 
Warman in 1881. Her work embraced portraits, landscapes, literary subjects 
and 18th-century genre scenes. Yet, Rae saw herself primarily as a painter of 
high art, classical themes with a strong emphasis on the female nude. She early 
expressed this through her exhibits  
at the 1885 RA, Ariadne deserted by  
Theseus (1885) (Figure 5) and A Bacchante  
(Figure 6). Ariadne was the first work to bring 
her prominence, being well-hung at the RA 
in 1885, from which exhibition the painting 
was purchased by a Mr Pochin, and so, too, 
was the copyright, by Berlin Photographic 
Co. Rae exhibited widely, patronizing 
the British Institution, Suffolk Street, the 
Grosvenor Gallery, the New Gallery, the 
Institute of Painters in Oil-Colours and 
regional exhibitions in Manchester, Glasgow 
and Liverpool. However, it was the Royal 
Academy that remained her principal place  
of exhibition for 38 years.

Following her marriage to fellow Royal 
Academy student, Ernest Normand, in 1884, 
the couple took a studio at Wright’s Lane,  
Kensington for a few months. They then used the funds from the sale of 
Normand’s painting A Palace and Yet a Prison to move to Holland Park, 
Kensington. There they entered the midst of London’s artistic milieu. Their 
studio was next door to that of Val Prinsep and next but one to the Academy’s 
President, Leighton – the young artists were immersed in, what became known 
as, the Holland Park Circle. This coterie of artists also included George Frederic  

Figure 5, H. Rae, Ariadne deserted by Theseus, 1885.

Figure 6, H. Rae, A Bacchante, 1885,  
private collection © Christie’s Images 
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Watts, OM (1817-1904), Sir Luke Fildes, RA (1843-1918), Marcus Stone, RA 
(1840-1921), Sir HamoThornycroft, RA (1850-1925) and Colin Hunter, ARA  
(1841-1904).

Fish tells us the Normands were 
‘adopted as the protégés of the 
older artists among whom they 
lived’. Leighton who embodied 
the Victorian art establishment, 
took a personal interest in Rae’s, 
and Normand’s, progress and 
profoundly influenced their 
treatment of classical subjects. 
Their studio was constantly visited 
by an array of other established 
artists, Val Prinsep, Sir William 
Blake Richmond, Millais and Watts 
particularly.5 

During these early years, Rae 
established a reputation as 
a painter of the female, and 
sometimes male, nude. She 
enjoyed considerable success, 
exhibiting at the Munich and Berlin 
International Exhibitions, gaining an 

                                                                         honourable mention for her 1887 
                                                                         Royal Academy exhibit Eurydice 
sinking back into Hades (untraced, 1887) (Figure 7) at the Universal Exhibition in 
Paris in 1889 and a gold medal at the Worlds Colombian Exposition in Chicago 
in 1893, while Ophelia (Walker Gallery, 1890) (Figure 3, page 7) was bought for 
the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool. The complex poses of Rae’s figures – clothed, 

draped or nude – demonstrate her anatomical knowledge and offer a theatrical re-
staging of established classical and literary narratives. Her approach to painting in 
her early career was in keeping with the Academy’s teachings, strong outlines that 
set the figure apart from the background characterise her nude figure of Eurydice, 
for instance, and a stark contrast between the dark ground and light figure in 
Ophelia show her skill in traditional chiaroscuro techniques.

It seems that, initially at least, Rae and Normand were flattered by the attentions 
of their more established and older neighbours in Holland Park. However, as time 
went on, the constant interruptions and continual constructive criticism was to 
become very tiresome. Leighton himself was particularly liberal with his critique 
of Rae’s paintings. Writing later in 1901, Rae viewed Leighton’s attentions as very 
much a double-edged sword: 

To Leighton, perhaps, I owe the deepest debt of 
gratitude. His dominating personality from the outset 
exercised on my impressionable nature a most wonderful 
and permanent influence, and to his fostering care I 
attribute the development of any powers of design I 
may possess. His criticisms, though severe, and at times 
almost scathing, always left me feeling that he expected 
me some day to do good work.6 

Yet, Rae herself recorded an episode, involving William Blake Richmond, that 
provides a perfect summary of the trials of her time as well as her own resilience:

The men who used to come in [to my studio] used to 
make me feel as though I could not do anything. There 
was one in particular who used to find very great fault 
and upon one occasion he surpassed himself by walking 
up to one of my pictures just finished and saying that 

5 Fish, 1905, 47. 
6 Fish, 1905, 48. 

Figure 7, H. Rae, Eurydice sinking back to Hades, 1887, untraced.
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the background was not 
dark enough to show 
up the flesh tints. “You 
should have cobalt blue 
close against it,” said he, 
and with that he dipped 
his large thumb into the 
cobalt blue and drew 
a great line with it all 
round the edge of my 
beautiful figure that I 
had to clear out again the 
next day. When asked if 
she was furious she 

                                             replied, “Oh! I should 
think I was, but could not say anything, because he was 
a great man or thought he was and was being so kind, 
or pretending to be, but I will tell you what I did. I put 
his new hat in the stove, by accident of course.” 7 

Rae’s proximity to eminent artists at Holland Park, and Leighton in particular, 
fuelled her ambitions to challenge her male peers on their own ground and 
become as serious contender for the favourable placement at exhibitions and 
patronage that they coveted. The scale of her paintings approached that of 
Leighton’s. Her well received nude Eurydice Sinking Back to Hades (1885, 84 x 
48 in) and Ophelia (1890, 67½ x 90¾ in), are larger than Leighton’s Daedalus and 
Icarus (1868, 54½ x 42 in) or Greek Girls Picking Up Pebbles (1871, 33 x 51 in). 
While her Psyche before the Throne of Venus (76½ x 120 in) would be similar in 
height and slightly more than half length of Leighton’s Cimabue (1853-55, 87½ x 
205 in) and The Daphnephoria (1876, 91 x 206½ in).

Yet the constant interference, whether it was well meant or not, and the continual 
onslaught of largely uninvited comments gradually eroded Rae and Normand’s 
artistic confidence. The situation reached its crux when at the Royal Academy 
exhibition of 1890 both artists’ submissions were badly placed and both Rae and 
Normand were sufficiently discontented to acknowledge that something needed 
to be done. 

In 1890 Rae, and Normand, 
travelled to study in France with 
the aim of furthering their artistic 
education. They were aware of 
the benefits of training in the 
continental system, based as 
it was on life drawing and the 
study of anatomy, and sought 
an alternative to the training 
that they had already received 
in Britain. This departure may 
seem surprising, given that they 
were already well-established 
artists – and Rae an independent 
personality – but it seems 
probable that their decision was 
influenced by the realisation that 
a change was needed, and in 
the knowledge that many of their 
contemporaries had undergone 
Parisian training. They passed 
several months at the Académie Julian in Paris. There they studied under Jules 
Joseph Lefébvre (1836-1911), a French Academic painter known for producing 

7 Miller, Woman’s Signal, 1897, 19-20.

Figure 9, H. Rae, La Cigale, 1891.

Figure 8, H. Rae, Study of a head, drawn in Paris, 1890.



Figure 10, The Studio at Norwood, showing studio props included in Psyche before the 
throne of Venus (detail), © Herrington Photography.
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neo-classical female nudes, often depicted as full-length lone figures, and came 
into contact with French naturalist painter Pascal Dagnan-Bouvet (1852-1929), 
whose combined influence played a part in Rae’s subsequent change in style. 
The progressive art education provided at this Parisian art school attracted large 
numbers of women, as well as men, from across Europe and America. Fellow 
Académie Julian student, Russian artist Marie Bashkirtseff kept diaries that reveal 
a rigorous training schedule, involving drawing from male and female undraped 
nudes, study of anatomy and observation of human dissections. This was the kind 
of preparation for depicting classical nudes that women had long been denied 
at the RA Schools. A figure study that Rae produced in Paris (Figure 8, page 13) 
evidences her skilful study of a nude female model.

Following their period at the Académie Julian, Rae, and Normand, spent the 
remainder of the summer and autumn 1890 at Grez-sur-Loing, near Fontainebleau 
– the place that early 19th-century Romantic artists interested in naturalism had 
frequented. There the Normands joined an international circle of young artists 
experimenting with degrees of Impressionism. This proximity to contemporary 
painters interested in painting en plein air led Rae to become immersed in that 
practice. She built on her early established interest in painting outdoors, evidenced 
by her work Through the Woods, now untraced but shown at the winter 1880 -1 
Suffolk Street exhibition and known due to its illustration in Fish’s biography, and the 
woodland backdrops of works such as Lancelot and Elaine (1884, untraced).

The couple’s return from Paris the following year heralded a new stylistic departure 
in Rae’s work. The first picture she undertook was La Cigale (Figure 9, page 13). 
Exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1891, it attracted widespread attention when it 
was first on view. Fish notes that `full effect was given to the experience gained at 
Paris and Grez ... The delicately painted figure is rounded off into the back-ground 
with no suggestion of defined outline’.8 This new style was not universally appreciated 
amongst her peers, but despite the criticism of Leighton – who viewed the painting as 
lacking ‘edge’ – the picture was well placed in the 1891 exhibition and well received, 
Millais commenting: `I would give my left hand to be able to paint flesh like that’.9 

The more positive reception of Rae’s 1891 Royal Academy exhibit restored 
some self-confidence in the artist. This combined with her French training and a 
new-found freedom from many of the academic conventions in which she was 
trained resulted in Rae commencing in 1891 her most ambitious work, Psyche 
before the throne of Venus.10 As the painting progressed it became clear that 
the magnificent scale of the work meant that her current premises were not big 
enough and Sir William Blake Richmond, who also mentored Rae, lent her his 
studio. However, perhaps unsettled by the knowledge that Leighton strongly 
disapproved of Rae’s 1891 submission, La Cigale (Figure 9, page 13), which 
was more ‘impressionistic’ in style, in 1892 the couple decided to leave the 
rather suffocating environment of Holland Park and move to Norwood, south-
east London. There they took residence at Fox Hill Gardens where their garden 
backed onto that of Normand’s father. He had offered to build them a studio in 
the grounds of his house, Aucklands, so it might be said that the studio was 
built for this painting. The purpose built, glass-house studio undoubtedly took 
inspiration from the immense glazed structure of the nearby Crystal Palace 
which housed picture galleries frequently mined for inspiration by contemporary 
artists. The Normands’ studio was constructed so that one end fitted under the 
spreading branches of the trees in the garden of Aucklands, through which the 
sunlight could filter into the studio below. Thus, the studio provided a suitably 
bourgeois environment for Rae to reproduce the effects of painting en plein 
air. The studio was in keeping with the late 19th-century public persona of a 
feminine and domestic woman artist, wife and mother, that she had cultivated 
and through which she secured social acceptance. But it was also key to her 
development of a painterly modern style more readily associated with male artists 
of her generation, including Arthur Hacker and John William Waterhouse. By the 
time that the New English Art Club, a venue that encouraged impressionistic 
painting, was founded in Britain in 1886, British Impressionism was well-
established. Rae can be considered an innovative contributor to that movement, 
though she continued to combine her interest in nature and painting outdoors 
with the draw of classicism and a penchant for the female nude.
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As we have already seen, the early 1890s marked a turning point in the artist’s 
career, a move away from the academic style advocated by Leighton and his 
followers and an implementation of a more naturalistic style. In 1893, the same year 
that Rae was awarded a medal at the Worlds Colombian Exposition in Chicago, 
she was invited to serve on the Hanging Committee at the Liverpool Autumn 
Exhibition, becoming the first woman to achieve the distinction (Figure 11). The 
following year Rae would submit her monumental work, Psyche before the throne 
of Venus, the painting she considered to be her best, to the Royal Academy. 

8 Fish, 1905, 74. 
9 Fish, 1905, 74 and 75. 
10  Fish, 1905, 75-76 says that Rae began work on the piece in 1892 but in the Raes’ interview with The 

Sketch, 1894, 466, Ernest Rae states that she worked on the painting for three years.

Figure 11, Photograph of the Hanging Committee at the Liverpool Autumn Exhibition including Henrietta Rae.
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3. The Story of Cupid and Psyche 
Like many of her fellow late 19th-century artists, the classical myths provided 
a rich source of inspiration for Rae. Her choice of subject for her magnum 
opus requires further examination. The story of Cupid and Psyche was 
originally included in the 2nd Century AD novel Metamorphoses (also known 
as The Golden Ass) by Apuleius. The story was repeated and re-interpreted 
by Boccaccio in his Genealogia deorum gentilium (1472), which did much to 
disseminate the myth during the Italian Renaissance. The story of Cupid and 
Psyche has been readily allegorized in a Christian context, symbolising the fall of 
the human soul, driven by sinful curiosity and lust, from the paradise of Love’s 
domain. Boccaccio saw Psyche and Cupid’s eventual marriage as symbolizing 
the union of the soul and God. It was first translated into English in 1566 by 
William Adlington and has been widely retold in poetry, drama and opera, with 
episodes depicted in painting and sculpture. Episodes from the story provided 
many opportunities for visual artists from the 16th Century onwards. Notably, 
the cycle of 22 paintings from the story of Cupid and Psyche (now lost) that 
Queen Henrietta Maria, wife to King Charles I, commissioned Jacob Jordaens to 
paint, to decorate the Queen’s House at Greenwich. Central to the appeal of the 
subject was the heroic light in which it placed Psyche, whose elevation to divinity 
was the central theme of the ceiling design, which the house’s architect, Inigo 
Jones specified to the painter.

The classical myth was still very popular in the Victorian era. It was the subject of an 
ode by the poet Keats in 1819 and a chapter in Walter Pater’s Marius the Epicurean 
(1885) was a prose translation of the story and about the same time Robert Bridges 
wrote Eros and Psyche: A Narrative Poem in Twelve Measures (1885; 1894). 
Perhaps most significantly for artists in this period, the story was re-told as part of 
William Morris’s The Earthly Paradise, 1868-70. The following lines from Morris’s 
‘The Story of Cupid and Psyche: the Classical Tale for May’ provided the chief 
inspiration for Rae’s painting:

 But when a little Psyche’s eyes grew clear, 
A sight they saw that brought back all her fear 
A hundred fold, though neither heaven nor earth 
To such a fair sight elsewhere could give birth; 
Because apart, upon a golden throne 
Of marvellous work, a woman sat alone, 
Watching the dancers with a smiling face, 
Whose beauty sole had lighted up the place. 
A crown there was upon her glorious head, 
A garland round about her girdlestead, 
Where matchless wonders of the hidden sea 
Were brought together and set wonderfully; 
Naked she was of all else, but her hair 
About her body rippled here and there, 
And lay in heaps upon the golden seat, 
And even touched the gold cloth where her feet 
Lay amid roses—ah, how kind she seemed! 
What depths of love from out her grey eyes beamed; 
Well might the birds leave singing on the trees 
To watch in peace that crown of goddesses, 
Yet well might Psyche sicken at the sight, 
 And feel her feet wax heavy, her head light; 
For now at last her evil day was come, 
Since she had wandered to the very home 
Of her most cruel and bitter enemy.
William Morris, The Earthly Paradise:  
Story of Cupid and Psyche, 1868
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to plead for mercy. The myth continues with Psyche enslaved by Venus and 
ordered to complete a series of seemingly impossible tasks, which she achieves 
with help from other members of the panoply of gods and goddesses. Finally, 
through the appeals of Cupid and the intervention of Jupiter, Psyche is given 
ambrosia, the immortal drink of the gods, and so the couple can be united as 
equals, and their marriage celebrated with a heavenly banquet. The climax of the 
wedding banquet for Cupid and Psyche was a more popular episode, depicted 
by artists from Raphael and Andrea Schiavone to Boucher in the 18th Century. 

Rae herself explained to a critic 
writing for the Sketch magazine 
‘I have taken it from Morris’s 
Earthly Paradise, where Psyche 
falls at the feet of the beautiful 
and jealous goddess, and the 
maidens around Venus scoff 
and laugh at her.’13 It was this 
episode of the two female 
protagonists brought together 
that Rae chose to depict in her 
monumental work, rather than 
the more customary scenes of  
Cupid and Psyche together,  
or explorations of the figure of Psyche, favoured by her contemporaries such as 
Burne-Jones and Waterhouse. Cupid and Psyche can be considered one of the 
most important themes running through Burne-Jones’s work. At least five versions 
of Cupid finding Psyche were completed by Burne-Jones including an oil painting 
once in the collection of FR Leyland. In the early 1870s he also planned a series 
of works depicting the story for his patron George Howard at 1 Palace Green, 
London. Before that, in 1865 he had begun the preparatory illustrations for William 

Morris’s poem was acknowledged by Royal Academy art critic, Henry Blackburn 
as the source for Rae’s picture.

The story primarily concerns the overcoming of obstacles, which have been placed 
in the way of the love of Psyche (the Soul or Breath of Life) and Cupid (Desire or 
Love) and culminates in their union in a sacred marriage, sanctioned by the gods. 
Psyche was a maiden so beautiful that Venus became jealous of her and sent her 
son Cupid to make Psyche fall in love with some hideous creature. However, Cupid 
himself became enamoured of her and instructed the wind, Zephyrus to kidnap her 
while she slept and take her to Cupid’s bower to be ‘his bride new-wed’.11 There 
he had created a palace fit for a goddess and visiting her at night ‘he sent a ray, Of 
finest love into her inmost heart’ that caused her to fall in love with him.12 Psyche 
therefore became the innocent victim of both Venus’s jealousy and Cupid’s lust. 
Fearful of the consequences if their relationship was discovered, Cupid only visited 
her in the dark of night and forbade her ever to see his face. Overcome by curiosity, 
lest her lover should be a monster, Psyche took a lamp to look upon Cupid while 
he slept, however she was so unsettled by his beauty, she let a drop of oil fall from 
the lamp and wake him. Whereby Cupid left her, angered at her disobedience and 
Psyche, solitary and remorseful, was left to search for her lover all over the earth. 
Psyche’s discovery of a naked sleeping Cupid was an enduringly popular episode 
from the myth that was painted by artists such as Rubens, Gentileschi, Reynolds 
and David, with Gerard and Goya treating the subject of Cupid’s meeting with 
Psyche. Cupid and Psyche in the nuptial bower by Hugh Douglas Hamilton is one 
of the Irish artist’s masterpieces, echoed in his fine pastel of Canova with Henry 
Tresham before his marble sculpture of Cupid and Psyche. 

Psyche before the throne of Venus depicts the young maiden, who following her 
abandonment by Cupid is found by the hand-maidens of Venus and brought 
before the throne of the goddess. Venus had been further enraged by Psyche’s 
perceived ill-treatment of her son, and the heart-broken girl is thrown at her feet 

11 Morris, 1870, 404. 
12 Morris, 1870, 409.

13 I.E. The Sketch, 1894, 466. 

Figure 12, Sir Edward Coley Burne-Jones, Sketch for an unpublished 
design for William Morris’s `Earthly Paradise’, 1865, Birmingham 
Museum and Art Gallery.
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Morris’s epic poem The Earthly Paradise and a pencil sketch for an unpublished 
design (Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery) (Figure 12) that shows Psyche 
before the throne of Juno, is reminiscent of the composition of the present work, 
in so far as Venus is shown enthroned on a platform – in a manner reminiscent 
of images of the Virgin Mary in Italian Renaissance paintings – to which steps 
lead and surrounded by her attendants with Psyche kneeling before her. It is 
not unthinkable that Rae may have known this sketch considering that artists 
within the Holland Park circle often discussed their work together and visited one 
another’s studios, however Rae’s composition was not reliant on inspiration from 
others, but instead on her own vivid imagination, the temple and garden of Rae’s 
work have no parallel for instance. Waterhouse later portrayed the tragic figure of 
Psyche in Psyche entering Cupid’s Garden (1903, Harris Museum and Art Gallery) 
and Psyche opening the Golden Box (1903, Private Collection), works that show 
her undertaking her series of impossible tasks. Other female artists had painted 
the subject too. Rae would undoubtedly have known Annie L Swynnerton’s Cupid 
and Psyche (1891, Gallery Oldham) for example, which illustrates the couple 
together at the break of day and communicates Psyche’s desire for knowledge of 
Cupid’s identity through her barely closed eyes and outstretched arms. 

Rae’s inspiration, interpretation and handling of this episode certainly differs 
from its previous treatment by her predecessors and peers. Jean-Honore 
Fragonard’s (1732-1806) Psyche before the tribunal of Venus (c.1750s, location 
unknown) (Figure 13), prints after which were certainly in circulation, differs in 
composition, detail and emotional intensity. A butterfly-winged Psyche stands 
on the left, before a carved throne upon which Juno and Aphrodite are both 
seated, a mourning Cupid stands on the right, three winged female figures hover 
behind the throne. The strong emotions of all the characters are clearly visible, 
Venus and her attendants glower at Psyche, while Juno points accusingly at 
her. Edward Matthew Hale’s (1852-1924) work of the same title (1883, Russell-
Cotes Art Gallery & Museum) (Figure 14, page 21) – painted in a style more 
closely reminiscent of Alma-Tadema’s work than any of Rae’s paintings – was 
exhibited at the Grosvenor Gallery in 1883. Like Rae’s painting, Venus sits on her 
throne upon a marble dais, with the captured Psyche on the ground below her. 
The emotions of the two women are very evident with a scornful Venus looking 
down on a humiliated Psyche. Not only is the dominance of the goddess over 
the mortal woman emphasised by the view point but Victorian class divisions are 
expressed in the differing attire of the women too. Adolphe Webber’s print of the 
subsequent year, Psyche whipped by order of Venus (1884, location unknown) 
(Figure 15, page 21), stresses the violent emotions felt by the protagonists. In 
his representation Venus’s anger is evident in her aggressive and accusatory 
pose towards the naked Psyche, who writhes in pain, as her exposed body is 
restrained and whipped by two of Venus’s attendants. Rae’s interpretation of 
the scene has a more psychological emphasis, while Psyche lies on the ground, 
in a pose of supplication that shows her torso to the viewer unassumingly, 
both Venus and her attendants look on almost impassively. Venus reclines on 
her throne and her attendant gestures, casually, at the prostrate Psyche. Their 
emotions are restrained and there is no hint of violence. It may have been 
Webber’s work, which eroticises and fetishizes the body of Psyche, that an art 
critic was comparing Rae’s painting to when they declared in the Times: 

Figure 13, After Jean-Honore Fragonard, Psyche before the tribunal of Venus, c. 1750s.
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The artist has avowedly illustrated Mr. William 
Morris’s setting of the famous story, but one looks 
in vain, in this comely and amiable Venus, sitting 
enthroned before her victim, for any of that 
ferocity which is of the essence of her character 
in the poem and in the ancient tale. In fact, 
Mrs. Normand’s whole picture errs on the side of 
over-prettiness, there is little emotion even in the 
prostate figure of Psyche, and none anywhere else.14 

14 Anon. The Times, 1894, 16. 
15  Downing, Christine. Psyche’s Sisters: Reimagining the Meaning of Sisterhood. Spring Journal 2007; 

quoted d in Amy K. Levin, The Suppressed Sister: A Relationship in Novels by Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century British Women. Associated University Presses: 1992, 14

The story of Cupid and Psyche has been interpreted from a feminist perspective 
as a paradigm of how the gender unity of women can be disintegrated 
through rivalry and envy, replacing the bonds of sisterhood with an ideal of 
heterosexual love. This theme was explored by Christine Downing, who uses 
myth as a medium for psychology in Psyche’s Sisters: Reimagining the Meaning 
of Sisterhood.15 It is tempting to 
muse on the layers of meaning Rae 
intended with her choice of subject 
and the initiated viewers’ perception 
of a deeper meaning woven into the 
narrative. Considering the struggles 
Rae faced, usually at the hands 
of her male colleagues, it seems 
too simplistic to conclude that her 
depictions of women conformed with 
any purely male centred perception of 
the feminine ideal. 

Figure 14, Edward Matthew Hale, Psyche before the throne 
of Venus, 1883, Russell-Cotes Art Gallery and Museum.

Figure 15, Adolphe Webber, Psyche whipped by order of Venus, 1884.



4. Psyche before the throne of Venus at the Royal Academy
Rae’s painting was praised in the national press even before it was exhibited 
at the Royal Academy in 1894. A reviewer writing in the St James Gazette 
remarked: ‘Henrietta Rae, will show a picture of considerable size and power 
upon which she has expended three-years’ work. It is entitled “Psyche at the 
throne of Venus” and is a delightful composition of many figures and much 
beautiful colouring.’16 At the RA the picture was well hung and well received, 
attracting considerable attention. The first notice that the Times published about 
the Royal Academy of that year enthused: 

The picture of this class [nudes] which will be most 
discussed and admired is the very ambitious performance 
of … Miss Henrietta Rae. Hung in one of the most 
important positions, … takes every eye, and attracts by its 
clever composition, its good drawing, and pleasant colour. 
… the picture marks a great advance upon any former 
achievement of the artist; and many an Academician 
might be well pleased to have painted it.17

There were lengthy reviews of the painting too. The Daily News, for instance, 
commented:

It is a large canvas with many figures skilfully grouped, 
and the courage of the painter in attempting such a 
task has been justified by her success. She shows us the 
goddess seated on her classical golden throne, beautiful 
and unadorned, all her loveliness displayed, the draperies 
carelessly thrown over the seat set upon the throne of her 
temple. White Parian columns support its dome, and the 
steps of the cool marble pavement lead down to the rich 
growing grass of the enclosure. Her maidens are around  16 Anon. St James Gazette, 1894, 12-13. 

17 Anon. The Times, 1894, 16. 
18 Quoted in Fish, 1905, 83-5. 

her in groups, and no part of the picture is more successful 
than the treatment of these groups. The group to the left 
is especially happy in arrangement. Tall, graceful figures, 
their draperies pale blue and low-toned powdered purple, 
making such agreeable harmony with the full rose of the 
oleander blooms, assisted by a passage of orchid purple, 
where a piece of some over-garment rests on the marble 
steps; even the dove–not the white pigeon of the classic 
writers–finds excuse for its soft colour in the harmony of 
the whole scheme. The faces are beautiful, varied, and 
not too remote from the Greek ideal. But to the right 
of the throne, on the green sward, is another group of 
maidens, also picturesque, attendant on the goddess; they, 
indeed, have some employment for their lazy loveliness. 
Poor Psyche, straying into the midst of all this beauty, and 
over-powered by it, as she well may be, has fallen prostrate 
at the very steps of the shrine; her arms just rest on the 
marble ledge, as if she dared not approach nearer. Venus 
contemplates her with the easy indifference of a goddess, 
and the maidens standing by her, picturesquely grouped, 
and not unconscious of their beauty in their clinging 
draperies of yellow and amber, and salmon red, have an 
interest in the penitent that is undisturbed by pity. In the 
background the turf stretches away under the shade of low 
growing trees; and a bronze door, dimly seen through the 
open, show how Psyche gained her access  
to the shrine.18 
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under which Cupid visited her, has in her desolate 
despair wandered far and wide, and has come at length 
to the very home of her most bitter cruel enemy; the 
pleasance where Venus rules amid the cool marbles, 
the over-shadowing trees, the profuse flowers, and 
surrounded by graceful and beautiful handmaidens.  
The grey eyes of Venus could be pitilessly cruel, and her 

The Morning Post declared:

[Rae’s] contributions to the Royal Academy have always 
been marked by high artistic aims; but her large picture 
of this year … is, whether viewed from the point of size 
or from that of endeavour, undoubtedly her magnum 
opus. Deriving her theme from Mr Morris’s “Earthly 
Paradise,” she depicts Psyche lying prostate at the 
steps leading to the semi-circular platform of marble 
strewn with roses, where the Queen of Love reposes 
on her golden throne, amid the rich robes she has cast 
aside, and surrounded by attendant maidens, some of 
whom glance at the culprit with mocking expressions 
on their faces. The whole group is in shadow, but it 
is shadow permeated by bright diffused light, while 
the walled garden in the background is streaked with 
golden sunshine. The picture is admirably composed, 
more particularly so in the grouping of the numerous 
figures. The draughtsmanship leaves little to be desired, 
the flesh painting is excellent, while the whole work is 
governed by a fresh luminous scheme of colouring whose 
many bright and well contrasted tints combine in the 
most delicate harmony.19 

Meanwhile, the Birmingham Daily Post had the following to say: 

The post of honour in the eighth gallery is assigned to 
Miss Henrietta Rae’s large picture, “Psyche at the throne 
of Venus” (564). The subject is taken from Mr William 
Morris’s “Earthly Paradise.” Poor Psyche having lost love 
through her curiosity and her violation of the conditions 19 Anon. Morning Post, 1894, 6.
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wrath terrible. She received the miserable Psyche with 
scorn, and contumely and opprobria, but this mood 
passed for one calmer, but still ruthless. Psyche has flung 
herself in a passion of grief onto the steps:–

 Above sat Venus calm and very fair, 
Her white limbs bare of all her golden hair, 
Into her heart all wrath cast back again, 
As on the terror and the helpless pain, 
She gaked with gentle eyes and unmoved smile

This is the moment the artist has seized. The picture is 
very large 10ft long by 6ft 6 in high. The incident has 
been conceived with dramatic force, the figures – there 
are more than a dozen – are admirably grouped and 
composed, most gracefully and effectively posed, and 
the colour and workmanship is throughout exceedingly 
delicate and refined. The throne of Venus is placed in 
an alcove to which three marble steps lead, and these 
are strewn with flowers. On this throne the naked 
Venus sits, her maidens grouped behind her, lounging 
on the steps or gathered in groups in the gardens 
which occupy the right of the composition. Wealth of 
invention, grace and charm in the figures, and beauty 
in the quality of the painting distinguish the work. It 
is a negative commendation to say that there is nothing 
dainty about it. There is an exquisite peachy softness 
in the surfaces of flesh and a purity about the rosy 
carnations for which few parallels, and nothing finer, 
are to be found in the exhibition. It has sometimes been 

20 Anon. The Birmingham Daily Post, 1894, 5. 
21  The same remarks were made in Anon. Western Daily Press, 1894, 3 and Anon. Sheffield Daily Telegraph, 

1894, 5.

said that there are no great women artists. Well, the 
men whom we call “great” are not numerous in this or 
any other field; but if we set on one side those to whom 
first rank undoubtedly belongs the painter of such a 
picture as this is entitled to a front place among those 
who remain, and there are some of the Academicians 
and Associates whose work would make a very poor 
show alongside of it.20 

Regional papers also reflected the stir that Rae’s painting created in London, the 
Western Daily Press and Sheffield Daily Telegraph both remarked: ‘As a work of 
luxurious colouring and poetic fancy the palm of the year must be awarded to 
the large canvas, Psyche at the Throne of Venus.’21 The Manchester Courier and 
Lancashire General Advertiser found:

The most conspicuously successful picture by a lady artist 
is Miss Henrietta Rae’s “Psyche at the Throne of Venus” 
(564), suggested by Morris’s “Earthly Paradise.” Venus, 
surrounded by her court, is reclining in the sensuous 
abandonment of indolence upon her jewelled throne, 
while Pscyhe, prostrate before her, seems scarcely to 
command her slightest attention. The picture is a triumph 
of dainty flesh tints and not less delicate draperies. The 
effect of the whole is exquisitely soft, harmonious, and 
pleasing. The figure of the goddess is especially well-
painted, and the effect of the pearls and turquoises of the 
cestus upon the fair flesh is especially beautiful.22

22 Anon. Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, 1894, 7.



But many contemporary commentators could not separate their commentaries 
on the success of the painting from remarking upon the gender of the painter, 
any criticism seemingly stemming not from any weaknesses in training or 
application, but from the fact that it was painted by a woman. The critic 
Spielmann writing in Academy Pictures noted ‘the high key… lights up this end of 
the gallery’.23 Yet, it was not to be read as a work of import; it was not significant 
and thought-provoking, but rather frivolous and decorative. Spielmann remarked 
in the Magazine of Art: 

Miss Henrietta Rae contributes a large canvas of Psyche 
before throne of Venus which is very remarkable in its 
composition and execution. This elaborate composition, 
full without being crowded, graceful in the drawing 
of its figures, dainty in its appreciation of feminine 
beauty, delicate in its tones and tints, is a work we 
hardly expected from a woman. But we instinctively 
feel that the painter has never quite grasped the 
treatment of this scene of classic mythology – the figures, 
with all their charm, are not inhabitants of Olympos, 
but denizens of an ungodly earth.24

Henry Blackburn in his Academy Notes, meanwhile, found: 

This large canvas deals prettily with the prettiest of all 
the tales of mythology, and the scene selected is the most 
dramatic. Psyche has loved and distrusted Love, has 
disobeyed and seen and lost him; and in wandering 
with many sufferings in search of him, she comes by evil 
chance upon her cruel rival Venus, in her court.25

It was not just the art critics who could not resist making prejudiced comments 
upon the picture, remarks that it is easy to think would not have been made if the 

23 Spielmann, Royal Academy Pictures, 1894, 13.  
24 Spielmann, The Magazine of Art, 1894, 274. 
25 Blackburn, Academy Notes, 1894, 19. 

painter has been male. Just before the Academy’s 1894 exhibition opened, in 
fact, Rae’s optimistic hopes about her monumental Psyche had been dampened 
by none other than Leighton; Rae’s former neighbour, the then President of 
the Royal Academy. Having lost sight of Psyche following its removal from his 
neighbourhood before it was finished, Leighton – whose painting tradition Rae 
had initially followed – had an unusually keen interest in examining it before the 
Academy show opened. In Fish’s biography Rae recalled that despite Leighton’s 
many praises of Psyche, his ultimate criticism was ‘that it had a tendency to 
prettiness of which he could not approve.’ Fish’s narrative continues and relates 
the subsequent events around the work entering the collection of one of the most 
significant collectors of contemporary British painting within moments of this 
critical flattening by Leighton: 

Scottish mining engineer George McCulloch, appeared 
in front of Psyche. He had seen it once before, in 
progress, and had practically purchased it then. Now, 
seeing it in its completed state, he was enraptured, 
and asked the artist what the President of the Royal 
Academy had just said about her picture. Still reeling 
from disappointment, Rae recounted Leighton’s 
comments. McCulloch immediately purchased the 
painting for the impressive sum of £1,000 plus £200 
for the copyright. He also engaged the firm of Arthur 
Tooth & Sons to publish a large photogravure of the 
painting, which served to make it more widely known.

Leighton’s disapproval thus paled in comparison to the visual appeal of  
Rae’s painting.

26



27



28

Rae exhibited her early paintings of nude figures Ariadne (Figure 5) and  
A Bacchante (Figure 6) amidst an ongoing controversy in the British artworld. 
Debate had begun proper in late May 1885, when a writer calling herself  
‘A British Matron’ wrote a letter to the Times objecting to public displays of nude 
figures at the Royal Academy. Although many readers responded disagreeing 
with the Matron and recognising her views as lacking culture and driven by 
puritanical beliefs, the arena into which Rae entered her works was that much 
more hostile than in previous years. However, Alison Smith has pointed out  
that it was also a year in which an unprecedented number of nudes were 
exhibited at the Royal Academy, perhaps in protest, and certainly showing their 
enduring popularity.29

5. Painter of the female nude
Of the 14 female figures in Rae’s Psyche before the throne of Venus, two, Psyche 
and Venus are nude or mainly so – the former being draped loosely below her 
hips. This emphasises the main protagonists, who, according to mythology, 
were both widely admired for their bodily beauty, which is laid bare here. When 
the painting was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1894, the Times declared it: 
‘The picture of this class [nudes] which will be most discussed and admired’.26 
More than three decades later, at the time of her death Rae’s nude figures were 
praised as ‘graceful and poetical’.27 An examination of Rae’s work in this genre 
demonstrates her desire to tap into a share of the market that her male peers 
dominated and reveals her consummate skill as a painter of flesh.28

26 Anon. Times, 1894, 16. 
27 Anon. The London Times, 1928, 11.

28 Harris and Scott have suggested that Rae’s motivations for depicting nude figures laid in demonstrating 
‘her considerable talent for painting flesh tones’ and desire to ‘tap into the market which consisted of mainly 
male buyers’; Harris and Scott, 1997, 271. 
29 Smith, 1999, 234. 
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Rae was not the only woman artist to take the female nude as her subject. 
Beginning in the 1880s, a number of women, including Anna Lea Merritt (1844-
1930), Evelyn Pickering DeMorgan (1855-1919) and Annie L Swynnerton (1844-
1933), exhibited work in this genre. However, Rae’s ability to remain unabashed 
by hostile criticism distinguished her from her female contemporaries. Fish 
recorded her strategy in dealing with attacks from the public:

The bid for success was a bold one; for a woman 
painter to submit two studies from the nude… and 
have them accepted was quite out of the usual… they 
attracted a certain amount of adverse criticism from 
that irresponsible section of the public which sees in this 
class of subject nothing but impropriety or indecency. 
One of these self-constituted guardian of artists’ and 
the public’s morals wrote to Mrs. Normand as a new 
exhibitor; implored her ‘to pause upon the brink’. 

When the letter reached Rae she was rejoicing in the presence of her infant 
son, who had been born shortly after the opening of the exhibition. The letter 
was shown to the doctor…he made the suggestion that the artist should reply 
to the letter and state that she had recently given birth to a son ‘who came into 
the world entirely naked’ which fact seemed to suggest to her that there was no 
impropriety in representing the human form as it was created.30

Rae’s focus on the controversial female nude and popular subject matter taken 
from mythological and other literature was key to her 19th-century success. 
However, Alison Smith has stated that ‘women who painted the nude did nothing 
to challenge male conventions of the representation, opting rather to uphold 
existing stereotypes of the passive and subjected female body’.31  

33 Devereaux, 2016, 202.  
34 Gerrish Nunn, 1995, 143.

30 Fish, 1905, 35-6. 
31 Devereaux, 2016, 200. 
32 Kestner, 1989, 311. 

A number of 20th-century scholars – perhaps unaware of Rae’s artistic struggles 
and commitment to the women’s movement – defined Rae, specifically, as a 
woman artist who partook in the male view of the female nude. Joseph Kestner 
remarked in 1989: 

Classical subjects contributed significantly to the 
disempowerment of women. Henrietta Rae is an 
adherent of the stereotypes of her time, depicting 
women as dangerous and helpless; at the same time,  
she celebrates the female nude with no apologies.  
Rae’s representations of women are consistent with  
the male-centred vision of the feminine ideal.32 

Germaine Greer also claimed that Rae was not aware of the politics of women’s 
bodies when she declared: 

Rae is one woman who insisted on painting nude 
female subjects and met with surprisingly little hostile 
criticism when she began to exhibit in the 1880s, 
but when one looks at her boneless, pink and hairless 
creations, lyrically swathed and surrounded by roses,  
it is immediately obvious how the female artist had  
to blinker herself.’33 

Gerrish Nunn has explained that women sought to paint the female nude 
because they believed: ‘Since the proponents of high art defined it as the 
antipathy of imitative art, if women proved themselves in that mode they would 
confound their critics… they would become taste-makers, formers of ideas and 
values’.34 However, she has argued that female neo-Classicists were focused 
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on aesthetic questions, rather than socio-political ones and, furthermore, that 
they took a naïve approach to depicting the female nude. This she has identified 
in Rae’s response to the aforementioned letter received from an objector to 
her exhibition of nudes, which does not acknowledge the ramifications of the 
representation of female bodies central to 20th- and 21st-century feminist theory. 

Yet, more recently, scholars have redressed earlier interpretations of Rae and 
her work. For instance, art historical scholar Meaghan Clarke, judging her 
assessment of Rae in the context of reviews by contemporary 19th-century 
female critics, has appreciated her as an established artist who was nonetheless 
navigating a culture that was still fraught with profound challenges from 
entrenched chauvinism. She has explained that Rae’s choice to feature the 
female nude in her paintings was an artistic power strategy, since the female 
nude was the non plus ultra of academic painting.35 Furthermore, Clarke has 
found that, like the artists themselves, female critics supportive of their work in 
this genre were aware of the subordination of women that could be represented 
by nude female figures. Such critics, including Florence Fenwick Miller (1854-
1935) – an early and influential feminist journalist, who wrote for numerous 
publications, such as Fraser’s Magazine, Lett’s Illustrated Household Magazine, 
The Echo and The Illustrated London News, and became editor and proprietor 
of The Women’s Signal –, ‘stepped lightly over social purity debates which 
conflicted with their success, in an effort to maintain the propriety of the artists’.36 
Deborah Cherry has agreed, explaining that women artists painting the nude 
highlighted the difficulties of 19th-century power relations between the sexes 
because the nude represented both the height of a fine artists’ practice and, 
often, the subordination of women.

Being married to an artist Rae had the advantage of being able to paint and 
study the nude form in the company of her husband, a discipline denied to 
her female classmates in the Royal Academy Schools until 1893. Rae, like 

35 Clarke, 2005, 97. 
36 Clarke, 2005, 97 and 103-6. 
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Leighton and others, painted her figures nude and later added drapery to their 
bodies; in her case the exquisite transparency of the minimal drapery employed, 
beneath which the nude bodies of her figures can clearly be seen, makes this 
practice strikingly apparent (see detail opposite). But, unlike Leighton, Rae did 
not reconstruct the appearance of drapery familiar from archaeological finds, 
but instead chose to paint what Jo Devereaux has called ‘filmy’ fabrics. These 
fabrics she sometimes decorated with intricate geometric designs, particularly 
spirals, which are symbolic of wombs, and hence women and fertility, but also 
with nature; themes that are in keeping with Rae’s support of the women’s 
movement and turn to painting outdoors, respectively. Devereaux has compared 
Rae’s work to her male peers arguing that Leighton’s thickly layered drapery, 
in the figure of Andromache in Captive Andromanche (1888, Manchester Art 
Gallery) for instance, conceals the nude female body, fetishizing it, while Rae’s 
open treatment of Psyche and Venus, minimal use of drapery in those figures, 
transparent film like drapery in the case of the attendants and emphasis of the 
texture of her female figures’ skin throughout the painting ‘works to free these 
female figures from a shame-based and fetishistic rendering of their bodies.’37 
As a result, she asserts: ‘Dainty, delicate, and pretty perhaps, Rae’s painting 
nevertheless reveals a pioneering spirit and represents a significant female 
intervention into the late Victorian debate about the decency of the draped and 
undraped nude.’38 Rae’s minimal approach to drapery also echoes modern 
thinking 19th-century women’s rejection of corsetry and heavy fabrics in favour 
of freeing loose and lightweight clothing in the late Victorian period.39 Devereaux 
has, furthermore, explained that it was in the strained poses of Rae’s early female 
nudes that she expressed women’s resistance to male domination.40 Although 
Venus and her attendants assume elegant postures, Psyche’s prostate position 
shows continuity with Rae’s contorted figures Ariadne and Eurydice, for instance.

Rae’s approach to the painting of flesh in her nude and draped figures is an 
aspect of her work that makes it unique and visually appealing. The Morning 
Post declared of Psyche before the throne of Venus ‘the flesh painting is 

excellent’.41 Meanwhile, the art critic writing in the Birmingham Daily Post found: 
‘There is an exquisite peachy softness in the surfaces of flesh and a purity about 
the rosy carnations for which few parallels, and nothing finer, are to be found 
in the exhibition.’ The Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser 
remarked: ‘The picture is a triumph of dainty flesh tints and not less delicate 
draperies. The effect of the whole is exquisitely soft, harmonious, and pleasing. 
The figure of the goddess is especially well-painted, and the effect of the pearls 
and turquoises of the cestus upon the fair flesh is especially beautiful.’ 

While Alma-Tadema’s nudes, such as his Sculptor’s Model (1877), were criticised 
for their realism and too closely representing his models, Leighton was periodically 
criticised for the waxy appearance of flesh in his paintings.44 Late 19th-century artists 
were caught in a debate between critics as to what constituted good flesh painting, 
between calls for idealisation, on one hand, and realism, on the other. Fish summed 
up the balance Rae reached aptly in relation to another of her paintings of the mid-
1890s, Summer (1896, untraced) as follows: 

There is a quality of colour which is seldom seen in the 
usual studies of the nude figure. The wide range of colour 
and texture of flesh-painting as interpreted by various 
artists may be represented at one extreme by the peculiar 
wax-like tint and surface affected by Leighton, and at 
the other by the ugly, coarse-skinned, unwholesome flesh 
representations of the ultra New English Art Club school. 
Between these, and nearest akin to nature, comes the 
work of Mrs. Normand, with its tenderness and delicacy; 
with its sufficient idealisation to remove the figures 
beyond the plane of mere studies from the living model. 
She imparts to them all the beauty of texture and colour 
that pertains to nature. The flesh glows under the charm 
of her brush as though it were palpitating with life…45
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Indeed, Rae’s depiction of flesh was not the licked surface type that she learnt at 
the Royal Academy School. Neither, were her post-1890 figures the starkly outlined 
kind preferred by Leighton; and other established Academic artists including William 
Blake Richmond for that matter. However, her flesh painting was envied by her 
predecessors and peers. Millais remarked in relation to Rae’s La Cigale, when it was 
exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1891: ‘I would give my left hand to be able to 
paint flesh like that’46. Rae’s use of colour closely replicates vivid and true flesh tones 
and the layering of varied hues of oil paint has left visible brushstrokes that reveal her 
affiliation with broad brush, plein air modes of painting learnt in France. Rounding 
off her figures’ bodies by feathering the edges into their surroundings, Rae created 
a solid sense of plasticity. However, this technique also produced imagery that, 
as Devereaux has surmised in the context of Gen Doy’s writings about classical 
drapery, “disrupt notions of the self-contained body”, thus representing women in 
a less constrained way more attuned to late 19th- to early 20th-century struggles 
for female emancipation.47 In 1897, the contemporary 19th-century critic Sir Alfred 
George Temple commented on Rae’s depiction of the nude thus: ‘a “chaste and 
sensitive” rendering of Henrietta Rae’s Summer is typical of the skill of “one of the 
most gifted and best trained” of the female artists. Rae treats her subjects with 
grace and sensitivity, rendering nature and the human form with singular skill.’48

37 Devereaux, 2016, 212.  
38 Devereaux, 2016, 213. 
39 Harris and Scott, 1997, 271. 
40 Devereaux, 2016, 202-3. 
41 Anon. Morning Post, 1894, 6. 
42 Anon. The Birmingham Daily Post, 1894, 5. 
43 Anon. Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, 1894, 7. 
44 For further discussion see: Devereaux, 2016, 196-7. 
45 Fish, 1905, 89-90. 
46 Fish, 1905, 74 and 75. 
47 Devereaux, 2016, 208; Gen Doy, Drapery: Classicism and Barbarism in Visual Culture.  

London: IB Tauris, 2002, 17. 
48 Temple, 1897, 370 and 48.
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Rae’s studio at Norwood.



6. Symbolism within the picture
Whether Rae intended any hidden comment on the absence or shortcomings 
of a sorority among British women at the turn of the century, she certainly wove 
layers of symbolism into her tableaux that would have been readily understood 
by her audience. Through such symbols she expertly articulated multiple 

aspects of Psyche’s story 
within this single image. In a 
contemporary 19th-century 
photograph of Rae’s studio 
it is possible to identify some 
of the props utilised in the 
making of this painting, 
including garlands of silk 
flowers and a wooden model 
of a dove (see detail page 14). 
She showed her artistic 
skill in composition and her 
knowledge of classical and 
modern literature. There 
are indications here, too, of 
Rae’s ambitions, politics and 
stylistic affinities. 

The majority of the left half of 
the composition of Psyche 
before the throne of Venus 
is taken up with the classical 

temple which represents the Olympian domain of Venus. It is resplendent in 
marble, with complex veins and subtle variations in colour the depiction of which 
demonstrates an ease of artistic skill equal to Rae’s male contemporaries. The 
riches and power of Venus are emphasised by the golden half dome of the 

temple that reflects light down onto the enthroned goddess. Rae’s choice of 
Ionic columns, the proportions of which are based on what was thought to be 
the ideal form of a young woman – slender, elegant and decorative – right up 
to the curls of her hair style, depicted in the form of volutes atop the column, is 
symbolic of the rivalry of Venus and Psyche, based as it was on Venus’s envy 
of Psyche’s beauty. In the negative space left by the temple structure, in the 
right-hand half of the canvas, is shown the garden of Venus. It is populated by 
a loosely painted lawn, peppered with colourful flowers, and a forest with a dark 
canopy of entwining branches, representative of the wilderness into which Cupid 
cast Psyche to wander alone. Meanwhile, centrally, in the far distance can be 
seen the golden door through which Psyche entered Venus’s enclosure. The 
balance between classicism and nature presented by the division of the painting 
into these two halves can also be taken as a metaphor for Rae’s approach to 
painting at this time, by which 
point she had begun to combine 
her early classicism with loose and 
broad-brush techniques that she 
had explored during her time in 
France.

In the centre of the composition, 
the goddess reclines, leaning 
on the arm of a golden throne. 
It stands out, almost jarring 
with the harmonious palette of 
the attendants’ gowns and the 
delicate pink of the roses. The 
viewer’s eye is drawn to it and the 
right side and arm of the throne 
that is sculpted to represent a 
Sphinx. In the classical tradition, 
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Figure 16, Marble Throne of Ceres, Vatican Collection, Rome,  
on display at the Louvre, Paris.



the Sphinx has the head of a woman, the haunches of a lion, and sometimes  
the wings of a bird and is portrayed as a treacherous and merciless creature, 
who sets its victims seemingly impossible riddles. Those who fail to answer 
correctly suffer the fate of being killed and eaten by this ravenous monster.  
The depiction of this mendacious, female beast in this context, surely alludes 
to the pitiless attitude Venus shows towards Psyche and the harsh series of 
seemingly unachievable tasks she set for her. The throne and iconography of  
the sphinxes appears to be inspired in part by the marble throne of Ceres  
(Figure 16), part of the Vatican collection, Rome, that is on display at the Louvre, 
Paris where presumably Rae saw it during her stay in Paris in 1890. She used 
the same throne design in her painting, Venus Enthroned (1902). Venus’s beauty 
is celebrated through the adornment of her nude body with a high waist belt 
comprised of gold ribbons and chains embellished with pearls and some  
emerald beads. It resembles the costuming and staging of Greek plays and 
tableaux directed by E.W. Godwin and John Todhunter, for instance, in the  
mid-1880s which illustrates Rae’s ongoing interest in theatre.

Rae’s use of flowers, with their implicit associations, is particularly significant. 
On the left-hand side of the composition Rae has placed an Oleander plant in 
a pot (see detail, page 36), its pink flowers showy and profuse, often fragrant, 
having beautiful properties and yet poisonous. At a basic level it can be taken as 
a warning of the danger posed to Psyche by Venus. In Greek myth, the Oleander 
flower is associated with spells that involve charms and attraction. The origin of 
the flower’s name adds another layer of symbolism. It takes its name from the 
passionate, yet ultimately tragic love affair of another couple, Hero and Leander 
in which Venus played a part and which can be taken as a parallel to Psyche and 
Cupid’s affair. Driven by desire Leander swam across the Hellespont every night 
to see his lover, Hero, a priestess of Aphrodite (Venus), however one winter’s 
night, while trying to reach a blossom of a plant to take to his love, the stormy 
waves tossed Leander into the sea and the wind extinguished Hero’s light, 
which usually guided him. Leander lost his way and drowned. In the morning, 

Hero found his body with 
the blossom clasped in 
his hands and cried out, 
‘O Leander!’, ‘O Leander!’ 
before throwing herself off 
her tower to be with her 
lover in eternity. The flower 
has come to symbolise a 
majestic yet deadly beauty. 
The allusion to Venus is 
further emphasised by the 
octagram or eight-pointed 
star decorating the pot in 
which the Oleander plant 
grows, a sign which is 
also associated with the 
goddess. In Babylonian 
symbolism, the goddess 
Ishtar is represented by 
an eight-pointed starburst 
and was associated with the planet Venus, the star was known as the Star of 
Venus. The collared doves (see detail), hovering tentatively on the steps or being 
released from her attendants’ hands are also symbols of the goddess.

Rae’s use of flowers to accentuate the underlying strands of the story continues 
with the profusion of pink roses scattered on the marble steps before the throne 
and arranged in garlands behind the goddess. Pink roses symbolise romantic 
love, and often first innocent love. These roses provide an allusion to the maiden 
Psyche’s seduction by Cupid and her continuing love for him. Furthermore, the 
rambling pink garden roses that sprawl upwards around the right-hand column of 
the temple can be taken as a sign of Psyche’s pure love and her impingement on 
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Venus’s territory, both literally,  
by entering her enclosure,  
and metaphorically, by rivalling 
her beauty.

Close inspection reveals that 
one of Venus’s attendant’s 
hair is garlanded with ivy, an 
evergreen plant symbolic of 
perennial life and immortality, 
but also fidelity, even wedded 
love. This detail can be taken 
to represent Psyche’s loyalty 
to Cupid and forecast their 
eventual union in marriage, 
but it may also represent the 
attendant’s loyalty to Venus, and 
hence the theme of sisterhood. 
Another handmaiden wears 

a striking garland of marigolds, which can symbolise sorrow or grief, but, 
here, indicates the jealousy felt by Venus towards Psyche. Both adornments 
emphasise the underlying narrative of the picture and the relationship between 
the two chief protagonists. Another figure that assumes some prominence in 
the painting is the attendant in yellow drapery that presents Psyche to Venus. 
Although her expression is indifferent she carries a symbolic lyre, (see detail, 
page 39). The instrument is possibly traceable in form to a specific classical 
sculpture. Moreover though, following George Frederic Watts’s exhibition of 
Hope (1886) – a forlorn classically draped female figure clutching a lyre with one 
remaining string – the lyre had become synonymous with that sentiment. The lyre 
carrying figure may represent not only hope for Venus and Psyche’s reconciliation 
but for the benefits of sisterhood in the late Victorian period, when national 

campaigning for women’s 
suffrage – a cause that Rae 
supported – was gathering 
considerable momentum. Other 
musical instruments, a harp 
and two tambourines, included 
in the painting meanwhile 
represent the idyllic leisured 
life of Venus’s entourage; 
potentially commenting upon 
that of affluent late 19-century 
women. These elements 
equally express Rae’s own 
background as a concert 
singer and interest in musical 
and theatrical performances. 
But the evocation of music, 
alongside the harmonious 
colour palate and sumptuous 
textures of this painting, places 
Rae’s work firmly within the 
context of the contemporary 
Aesthetic movement in 
painting. Chief exponents of 
which, including James Abbott 
McNeill Whistler, Burne-Jones 
and Albert Moore (who had 
died the preceding year), to 
name but a few, sought to 
create allusions between visual 
art and music.
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The tray of fruit carried by another attendant (see detail, page 38), who strides 
confidently into the scene, is also intended to underscore the narrative. She 
appears to bear apples, grapes, peaches or oranges and most significantly 
pomegranates. Apples are a symbol of the goddess Venus herself, but also 
represent immortality and temptation. Despite the Christian symbolism of 
grapes, signifying the blood of Christ, they can also be a symbol of debauchery, 
harking back to Bacchus the god of wine. The pomegranate is a symbol of 
fertility, desire and abundance, but also resurrection and immortality. It is closely 
associated with the story of Proserpine and, as such, it represents temptation 
and a fall from grace, as seen in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Proserpine (circa 1874). 
Proserpina was abducted by Pluto whilst she was picking flowers. In revenge, 
her mother the goddess Ceres cast a curse on earth causing a great famine. 
Ceres refused to lift the curse until she saw her daughter again. Jupiter, the 
king of the gods and the brother of Ceres, intervened and sent Mercury to the 
underworld to ask Pluto to return Proserpina. However, Proserpina had eaten 
six seeds of a pomegranate, the ‘fruit of the dead’ and anyone who ate the food 
of the dead had to stay in the underworld. A compromise was reached, and 
Proserpina returned to the earth for six months of the year. Again, this story has 
parallels with that of Psyche and Cupid. In addition, intriguingly in the context of 
Rae’s career and Psyche’s social mobility – illustrated in her ultimate elevation 
from mortal to goddess –, in Ancient Egypt the pomegranate was a symbol of 
ambition and prosperity. 
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7. Previous owners
The re-emergence of this painting has revealed that it has been hiding-in-plain-
sight within private collections for over a hundred years. It has a fascinating and 
important provenance which includes two prestigious private collections of the 
19th- and 20th-Century. 

Its first owner was Scottish-born George McCulloch (Figure 17), who made his 
fortune from mining in New South Wales Australia and retired to England, where 
he indulged his passion as an art collector. He was born in Lanark, the youngest of 
five siblings of James McCulloch, a road contractor and his wife Isabella Robertson. 
McCulloch was a member of a syndicate that owned a mine at Broken Hill, New 
South Wales where large deposits of silver were discovered. He rose to become 
manager and chairman of the Broken Hill Proprietary Co Ltd. Through this and 
other investments in the west Australian goldfields he became enormously rich, 
a multi-millionaire by Victorian standards. In 1891, he returned to London and, 
having married the widowed daughter of another miner, Mary Agnes Mayger (1857-
1945), he set about acquiring the trappings of wealth and social status. He bought 
a house at 184 Queen’s Gate, London, to which he added several large galleries 

and, between 1893 and his death in 1907; he 
established an art collection of international 
renown (Figure 18). The parameters of the 
collection were that each work had to have 
been painted within McCulloch’s lifetime. An Art 
Journal critic declared in 1897 that McCulloch’s 
collection: ‘summarised effectively the whole 
range of British art as we see it at the present 
moment, and has done so with a degree of 
discretion which argues the possession by him 
of a peculiarly keen insight into the intentions and 
aims of the artists who lead our native school’.49

He spent more than £200,000 purchasing over 300 pictures. He owned works 
by American artists working in Britain, John Singer Sargent and James Abbott 
McNeill Whistler, Irish painter William Orpen and Scottish ones, such as William 
Quiller Orchardson, John Pettie, David Murray and John Lavery. However, the 
collection was particularly strong in works by the Pre-Raphaelites and their 
followers; he owned Millais’s A Dream of the Past: Sir Isumbras at the Ford 
(1857, Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight), for instance. He was also drawn to 
classical and mythological subjects featuring draped figures, such as Leighton’s, 
The Daphnephoria, (1874-6, Lady Lever) and The Garden of Hesperides (1891-2, 
Lady Lever) (shown centrally, Figure 18), Burne-Jones’s Love amongst the 
Ruins (1874, Wightwick Manor) and Waterhouse’s Saint Cecelia (1895, 
Private Collection), and nudes, including Watts’s Fata Morgana (1865, Private 
Collection). Psyche before the throne of Venus would therefore have been in 
keeping with his collecting preferences. Furthermore, his continued interest 
in the subject of Cupid and Psyche following his purchase of Rae’s work is 
evidenced by the presence of Burne-Jones’s later work The Wedding of Psyche 
(1895, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Brussels) in his collection. On his death his estate 
amounted to £436,000 and two years later, prior to its sale at Christie’s, London, 
the Royal Academy exhibited his collection, including Psyche before the throne 
of Venus. This exhibition aroused considerable controversy, the Academy being 
accused of commercialism in exhibiting a collection that was about to be sold. 
It was dispersed through a series of sales at Christie’s during May 1913, which 
numbered 326 lots and made a total of £136,859.

The painting then belonged, for the next 28 years, to an even more rapacious 
collector, the publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst (Figure 19). He bought 
it from McCulloch’s sale, in London, and shipped it back to the United States, 
where it would remain in New York. Hearst was a formidable figure in American 
life, a powerful force in both business and politics. He has been described 
as ‘the foremost news media mogul in the United States and throughout the 

49 Alfred Lys Baldry, ‘The Collection of George McCulloch, Esq.’, Art Journal, 1897, 374.
Figure 17, George McCulloch (1848-1907).
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Figure 18, Mr and Mrs George McCulloch in their house at 184 Queen’s Gate, London.
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world’.50 The publishing magnate 
was born in San Francisco, the 
son of George Hearst, a mine 
developer and US Senator, and 
Phoebe Apperson Hearst, an 
American philanthropist, feminist 
and suffragist, who took her son 
on two art tours of Europe by the 
time he was sixteen. At the age of 
twenty-three Hearst took charge 
of the San Francisco Examiner, 
a paper owned by his father, and 
was responsible for turning it into 
a commercial success. He went 
on to buy the New York Morning 
Journal in 1895 as a rival to 
Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World. 

Along with his energy and ambition he also brought money to the sphere of 
journalism. Fabulously rich he spent more than $8 million dollars of family money 
in his first decade of newspaper ownership, luring journalists from competitors 
by offering extravagant salaries. He was a great innovator in the sphere of 
newspapers, perfecting attention-grabbing headlines, introducing cartoons, 
weather reports and stories of human interest including those regarding 
European royalty and American high society. His reporting of the Spanish 
American War included photos for the first time and the New York American 
began carrying obituaries and subsequently births, engagements and marriages. 
He instituted the feature of games and puzzles and serialised current best-sellers. 

By the time Hearst was 50 he owned eight publications in five of the largest 
cities in the U.S. including New York, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles and San 
Francisco, totalling more than 4 million readers. He also owned five magazines, 

including Cosmopolitan, Good Housekeeping, Country Life, Harper’s Bazaar 
and Motor Boating, two news services and a film company. Hearst had high 
aspirations for what his newspapers could achieve, ‘The force of the newspaper 
is the greatest force in civilization... They suggest and control legislation. …
They declare wars …’ he wrote in an editorial in 1898. Hearst believed he had 
his finger on the pulse of the American people and referred to his methods as 
‘government by newspaper’. He wrote in another editorial, ‘The influence of a 
newspaper in a great community is almost unlimited, almost illimitable. It enters 
into the hearts and homes of the people. It informs the mind of the citizen of 
today and moulds the thought of the citizen of tomorrow’.51

Hearst also harboured political ambitions, yet he was often at loggerheads with the 
leaders of the Democratic Party and his support and that of his papers’ editorials 
were often given with strong reservations or grudgingly. In 1904 he finished second 
in the voting for the presidential nomination at the Democratic National Convention 
and served two terms in the US House of Representatives (1903-07) but was 
erratic and unreliable, setting records for absenteeism. He ran unsuccessfully for 
Mayor, Governor and Lieutenant Governor of New York, between 1908 and 1910. 
He was consistently unsuccessful in his support of presidential candidates of both 
the Democratic and Republican parties for whom he campaigned. Although he 
never achieved the highest office of President, he strived to attain it.

Hearst owned many properties, which included two estates in California, USA: San 
Simeon and Wyntoon, near Mount Shasta. He also owned La Cuesta Encantada, 
the near million-acre Babicora ranch in Mexico and St Donat’s Castle in South 
Wales, UK; Hearst commissioned Alice Head, who headed up his two English 
magazines Country Life and Good Housekeeping, to purchase the latter, unseen, 
for $120,000 in 1925. 

He was also lavish in his collecting of art, calling dealers at all times of the day 
to purchase pieces. The main building at San Simeon, La Casa Grande was 

50 Proctor, Ben H. William Randolph Hearst,The Later Years 1911-1951, New York: Oxford University Press:     
   2007, 1. 
51 Proctor, 2007, 246.

Figure 19, William Randolph Hearst (1863-1951).
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to be a magnificent museum for his priceless art collection. Hearst had been 
buying treasures for many years and his art purchases were so extensive that he 
established the International Studio Arts Corporation ‘to purchase art for him, and 
when necessary, to clear customs’.52 His collection had a vast range in terms of 
date and media, from examples of Medieval architecture to pictures by 19th- to 
early 20th-century British painters such as Rae, among them Frederick Sandys’s 
La Belle Yseult (1863, The Makins Collection, Washington DC) and Waterhouse’s 
Thisbe (1909, Private Collection).

His private life was as colourful as his working one. He married Millicent Wilson, 
a dancer, in 1903 and had five sons with her. However, in 1915 an aspiring and 
engaging young actress Marion Cecilia Davies captivated him. She became an 
increasingly important part of Hearst’s life and although 34 years his junior, the 
relationship was a loving one. Millicent refused to grant him a divorce and the 
couple remained legally married until Hearst’s death. Davies and Hearst regularly 
entertained together, and she was with Hearst when he died in Beverly Hills, after 
suffering crippling illness for four years. 

As consummate as Hearst’s media skills were, many viewed him as lacking in 
the financial acumen a chief executive needed. By 1935 a crisis was looming, 
creditors were no longer willing to forestall payment of his mounting debts. In 
1937, more than $125 million in debt, he lost control of his holdings. Unprofitable 
areas of the business and properties were sold and his spending on art came to 
a halt. Of the 42 papers that he had bought or established, only 17 remained by 
1940. He agreed to sell half of his art collection and spending on San Simeon 
was stopped. The diversity of methods used for the liquidation from 1938-
1942 reflected the difficulty of the times. Initially museums that expressed an 
interest were given preferential consideration and perhaps as a reflection of the 
depressed state of the auction market, the department stores Gimbel Brothers 
and Saks-Fifth Avenue placed on exhibition and sale approximately 15,000 
works of art, valued at $15 million to $50 million in early 1941. The items filled 
more square footage in the Fifth Avenue department store than Hearst had built 

at the La Casa Grande. Psyche before the throne of Venus was one of the works 
sold by Hearst in the same year through the retail setting of Gimbel’s, rather than 
at auction, to recoup debts; in its case, with the assistance of Hammer Galleries 
in New York.

Nevertheless, Hearst remained powerful, influential and famous; the 1941 film 
Citizen Kane being inspired partly by his life. By his death in August 1951, he 
still headed the largest news conglomerate in America with 16 daily papers, 
two Sunday only papers and nine magazines. He controlled ten percent of 
daily circulation after World War II, a greater share than any newspaper group 
managed for forty years after his death.

The quality of Hearst’s collecting eye is evidenced by the many items from 
his collection that now grace national collections, including Musees Royaux, 
Belgium, The Louvre, Paris, The Getty, California, The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York, The Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia, The Burrell Collection, 
Glasgow, The Archeological Museum of the University of Zurich, The Walters 
Art Museum, Baltimore, The Speed Museum, Kentucky, The Legion of Honor 
Museum, San Francisco, The Los Angeles County Museum of Art, The Art 
Institute of Chicago, The Detroit Institute of Arts, The Cleveland Museum of Art, 
The National Gallery of Art, Washington, The Toledo Museum of Art, The North 
Carolina Museum of Art and many others.

The next owner of Psyche before the throne of Venus was another flamboyant 
character, Amon G. Carter (Figure 20) of Fort Worth, Texas, who purchased 
the painting from Gimbel’s on 31 March 1941. Carter, was also a newspaper 
publisher, being the founder and publisher of the Fort Worth Star (and whom 
Hearst sold the Fort Worth Telegram to in 1925) as well as for many years 
prominent in the development of Fort Worth and West Texas. Carter was the 
son of William Henry Carter, a farmer and part-time blacksmith and Josephine 
Ream. A man noted for his confidence and stubbornness he married three 

52 Proctor, 2007, 94.
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times, divorced twice and fathered three 
children. He was a self-made man who 
moved to Fort Worth Texas in 1905 and 
having borrowed $250 from the bank he 
set up the Star newspaper. Carter’s guiding 
principle was his unwavering belief that 
promoting his state of Texas would benefit 
his newspaper. According to Carter’s 
biographer, the publisher cultivated the 
modern fictional Texan portrayed in movies, 
books and on stage; when trying to make an 
impression Carter dressed in a cowboy hat 
with spurs, a bandanna, leather chaps and a 
pearl-handled pistol. Carter built the Star-
Telegraph into the largest-circulation paper 

in Texas and made it required reading at Franklin Roosevelt’s White House. 
Carter made his money through an oil strike but gave much of it away through 
philanthropy and established the Amon G Carter Museum. His obituary in the 
New York Times described him as ‘the best town booster in the country’.53 
Whether this noted collector of American art ever kept Psyche before the throne 
of Venus in his own collection – particularly given his avoidance of nudes in his 
eponymous museum – is unknown. However, he donated the work to the Fort 
Worth Club. There it was displayed in the lavish dining and function room (Figure 
21), where it was on view to club members and their guests, day in, day out, into 
the 1960s. 

In its most recent history, the painting was briefly owned by Edward Maddox II  
of Fort Worth, who came from a Fort Worth pioneer family, the owners and 
operators of Crystal Pure Milk and Ice, which was the first modern ice and milk 
plant in the town. He purchased Psyche before the throne of Venus from the Fort 

Worth Club in 1969 and bequeathed it immediately to the Jefferson Historical 
Museum, Texas in May 1969. There it remained in unintentional anonymity, a 
rare inclusion among a collection devoted primarily to Jefferson County history 
(the bottom right corner of the painting can be seen in the top left-hand corner 
of a surviving photograph of the interior of the museum, (Figure 22), until its 
re-emergence to the international art world in 2017. This has prompted, much 
overdue, renewed consideration of this important Victorian painting. The 
reappearance of Rae’s greatest masterpiece after an absence of over 100 years 
surely ranks among one of the most exciting rediscoveries of recent times. 
Psyche before the throne of Venus, exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1894, was 
previously only known from a photogravure published contemporaneously. It is 
Rae’s most beautiful and successful composition and, it is tempting to speculate 
that, had it not slipped into obscurity, it and Rae’s fame could have equaled that 
of her male counterparts. The painting is a virtuoso example of Rae’s skill in flesh, 
drapery and marble painting and serves as a testimony to her achievements, as 
not only one of the foremost British female painters, but also one of the most 
talented and pioneering painters of her generation.

53  Sweeney, Mike. ‘Carter, Amon G (1879-1955), newspaper publisher’, American National Biography 
Online, 1999.

Figure 20, Amon G. Carter (1879-1955).

Figure 21, Fort Worth Club’s dining room, showing Psyche before the throne of Venus on the wall.
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Figure 22, Interior of Jefferson County Museum, showing Psyche before the throne of Venus on the wall, upper left.
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Martin Beisly   
Martin Beisly launched his art dealership in 2015 after over 30 years’ experience in the auction 
world. As International Director of Victorian & 19th Century Pictures at Christie’s, he established an 
impressive reputation for expertise, a keen understanding of the art market and a wealth of contacts 
with international collectors and curators. Under his leadership the Victorian department became 
market leader in the field.  Martin was instrumental in restoring Farringford, Tennyson's home on the 
Isle of Wight and was a trustee of Juliet Margaret Cameron's house Dimola. He is a trustee and also 
a member of Collections Committee of  The Watts Gallery, Compton. Martin’s gallery in St James’s 
specialises in Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite painting and sculpture and holds a representative stock of 
Victorian art both owned outright and sold on behalf of collectors throughout the world.  

Dr Katie JT Herrington   
Dr Katie Jane Tyreman Herrington is a researcher and curator with particular expertise in 19th- to 
20th-century British and European art. Herrington further specialises in the work of women artists and 
has led the Tate British Art Specialist Network Sub Group ‘British Women Artists 1750 to 1950’ for 
the Department of History of Art, University of York since 2015. Before taking up her current post as 
Curator of the Stanley and Audrey Burton Gallery at the University of Leeds, she worked freelance for 
Manchester Art Gallery on the exhibition, and book of the same name, Annie Swynnerton: Painting Light 
and Hope (Manchester Art Gallery, 2018).’ 

Rosie Jarvie  
Rosie Jarvie, worked at Christie’s as a specialist and Associate Director in the British Drawings and 
Watercolours Department for 20 years, before becoming a freelance art consultant. She writes, lectures 
and advises on many aspects of British Art and the British Art Market for museums, auction houses  
and galleries.
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