
tion of pleasure and pain, which reflects Swinburne’s early appreciation of Baudelaire, permeates his 

Poems and Ballads (1866);14 on the other hand, “the provocative image of a lovely young woman wasting 

away . . . was one also used by the English Pre-Raphaelites.”15 This reading of Botticelli, based largely on 

drawings by other artists and soon developed by Pater, became the predominant interpretative key for 

the Victorians’ understanding of the artist. 

Old master drawings provided a most unusual subject for a literary essay, and this very nov-

elty surely appealed to Swinburne. Moreover, his connections to artists gave him an appreciation for 

graphic work,16 while his essay likely resonated with the draftsmen exploring Renaissance techniques.17 

Swinburne must have been aware of an earlier, now almost forgotten article by French critic Léon 

Lagrange about the Uffizi drawings.18 Both authors noted the lack of a proper catalogue of the drawings 

and offered their comments as useful aids. For Lagrange, drawings showed the original conception for a 

work “as it emerged from the soul, inspired by the artist,” but in paintings, this idea was often obscured 

by obstacles; he specifically mentioned the “pale color” of Botticelli’s works.19 Similarly, Swinburne 

(followed by Pater) wrote of Botticelli’s drawings that the “dull and dry quality of his thin pallid 

colouring can here no longer impair the charm of his natural grace.”20 The “chief charm” of many 

Uffizi drawings is the “ability to see for a passage of swift thoughts and flying fancies across the fruitful 

minds of masters.”21

We can measure Swinburne’s distance from Lagrange by his selection of artists (he virtually 

ignored Fra Angelico) and original observations. Courting controversy, Swinburne argued that pagan 

subjects gave Renaissance painters artistic freedom. One drawing by Botticelli “suggests the suppressed 

leaning to grotesque invention and hunger after heathen liberty which break out whenever this artist 

is released from the mill-horse round of mythologic virginity and sacred childhood.”22 Pater later devel-

oped this idea, and presented even Botticelli’s depictions of the Madonna as reflecting his “desire to 
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an obscure essay by a famous author, “notes on designs of the 
Old Masters at Florence” by Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837–1909) offers more than a series of 

perceptive, influential, and beautifully written observations about Renaissance art;1 it also allows us to 

eavesdrop on conversations held within the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Although its members wrote 

little about their views on fifteenth-century painters, they surely discussed the observations in this arti-

cle. Swinburne based his text on notes he had taken in the Uffizi in 1864, soon after the Renaissance 

drawings were first put on display, and published it in 1868. The essay was thus written during the very 

period when Swinburne enjoyed regular contact with Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones, and 

Simeon Solomon.2 In the 1860s, these painters were already copying paintings by Botticelli, then lit-

tle known, and the Pre-Raphaelites evidently communicated their enthusiasm to Swinburne, the first 

Englishman “to set down at any length an appreciation of Botticelli.”3 In “Notes on Designs,” the poet 

brought his unique sensibility to the Renaissance artist; in many works by Botticelli, he detected “the 

faint and almost painful grace, which give a distinctive value and a curious charm to all the works of 

Botticelli.”4 

 Profoundly influenced by French Aestheticism, especially the works of Théophile Gautier and 

Charles Baudelaire, Swinburne explored the reaction of refined viewers to art, expressing disdain for 

religious and moral messages; famously, he translated and popularized the phrase “art for art’s sake” in 

his 1868 book on William Blake.5 In a similar vein, in “Notes on Designs” of the same year, Swinburne 

wrote of Venetian Renaissance artists that “since the Greek sculptors there was never a race of artists so 

humbly and so wholly devoted to the worship of beauty.”6 In Botticelli’s art, Swinburne found different 

qualities, and delighted in the “love of soft hints and veiled meaning.”7 This essay became a foundational 

text for English Aestheticism, an ideal that is now best known from the writings of Walter Pater. In 

its approach and subject, Swinburne’s essay had a profound influence on two studies later published by 

Pater in the Fortnightly Review, one on Leonardo (1869) and the other on Botticelli (1870).8 The second 

essay played a fundamental role in promoting Botticelli’s fame.9

Ironically, of all the Uffizi drawings then attributed to Botticelli, Swinburne devoted the most 

attention to two now ascribed to different artists: one he described as a cupid with a nymph (Venus 

and Cupid, by Andrea del Verrocchio, fig. 50), and the other as two witches (Althaea and Her Maid, by 

a follower of Botticelli’s student Filippino Lippi, fig. 51).10 The numerous Uffizi drawings by Filippino 

evidently struck a chord with Swinburne, who wrote the first sensitive appreciation of this artist in 

English. He even compared Filippino’s drawing of Minerva (fig. 52) to “Burne-Jones’s nobler drawing 

of the young Sidonia,”11 and he probably introduced the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood to works by the 

Renaissance artist. The two figures looking at sheet music in Burne-Jones’s celebrated painting King 

Cophetua and the Beggar Maid (1884, Tate, London) are based on angels in Filippino’s Corsini Tondo that 

had been specifically praised by Swinburne.12 In Filippino, Swinburne detected a “lean and fleshless 

beauty, worn down, it seems by some sickness or natural trouble rather than by any ascetic or artificial 

sorrow, in which Botticelli must have taught his pupil to take pleasure.”13 On the one hand, this confla-
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figure 50
Andrea del Verrocchio (Italian, 1435–1488), Venus and Cupid, 1475. Metalpoint and black chalk on paper, 513/16 x 10 3/16 in.  

(14.8 x 25.9 cm). Gabinetto dei Designi e Stampe, Gallerie degli Uffizi, Florence, 212 E



break free of the Christian frameworks that were imposed upon him and to pursue aesthetic ends simply 

for their own sake.”23 Pater found in Botticelli a direct source to the “buried fire” of the ancients,24 but 

Swinburne’s earlier views bring us closer to the sentiments of the Pre-Raphaelites. In Filippino, and in 

works by the “romantic school” of his contemporaries, “the clear form has gone, the old beauty dropped 

out of sight,” but the imperfections in the figures make them more immediate to modern viewers; “they 

tread real earth, and breathe real air, though it be not in Greece or Troas.”25 After discussing the myth-

ological works by Botticelli, Filippino, and Piero di Cosimo, Swinburne concluded that “[m]ore than 

any others, these painters of the early Florentine school reproduce in their own art the style of thought 

and work familiar to a student of Chaucer and his fellows or pupils.”26 In Early Renaissance artists, 

Swinburne found and celebrated the same “charm” he admired in the Pre-Raphaelites.27
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figure 52
Filippino Lippi (Italian, ca. 1457–1504), Minerva, 1488–1493. Pen and ink on paper, 915/16 x 8 1/16 in. (25.2 x 20.4 cm).  

Gabinetto dei Designi e Stampe, Gallerie degli Uffizi, Florence, 1255 E

figure 51
Follower of Filippino Lippi (Italian, late 15th century), Althaea and Her Maid, copy after original, 1488–1493. Pen and ink on paper, 

10 1/16 x 6 1/8 in. (25.6 x 15.5 cm). Gabinetto dei Designi e Stampe, Gallerie degli Uffizi, Florence, 203 E 
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