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Sotheby’s to Sell Orpheus and Eurydice by
George Frederic Watts, ‘England’s Michelangelo’
The Most Important Work by the Artist to Appear at Auction in 15 Years
To be Offered in the Year that Marks the Two-Hundredth Anniversary of Watt’s Birth

In July this year, Sotheby’s will offer one of the greatest compositions by George Frederic Watts, ‘England’s
Michelangelo’, to come to auction. A tour de force of dramatic power, Orpheus and Eurydice remained in Watts’
possession until his death in 1904 when it was inherited by his adopted daughter Lilian. The romantic subject
matter may have been inspired by the emotions Watts was experiencing following the breakdown of his first
marriage to the young actress Ellen Terry, resulting in their separation after only eleven months. The painting
will be offered at Sotheby’s London sale of Victorian, Pre-Raphaelite & British Impressionist Art on 13 July with
an estimate of £300,000-500,000.

Simon Toll, Sotheby’s Victorian Art Specialist, said: “Orpheus and Eurydice encapsulates everything that made
Watts’ art so visionary and revolutionary in the 1860s – powerful drama, a sensual and expressive use of paint
and rich colour and reverence for the work of the Italian Old Masters. This hauntingly beautiful vision of lost love
is among a handful of his best-known pictures and the most important example of his art to be seen at auction
in the last decade and a half. It is fitting that a picture of two lovers emerging from the shadows should itself reemerge into public view in the year that marks the two-hundred year anniversary of the artist’s birth.”
The legend of Orpheus and Eurydice was popular in the 1860s at a time of revival for classical subject matter in
British art. Rossetti, Burne-Jones, and Watts’ neighbour in Kensington, Leighton, produced their own visual
interpretations of the moment when Orpheus, after journeying to the Underworld to lead Eurydice back to
Earth, gives in to temptation to look at his wife despite the warning not to look back at her until they reached
daylight. Watts was fascinated by the subject and made at least eight paintings of the two lovers, the earliest
version in 1869, towards the end of a decade in which he had immersed himself in themes of abandonment,
romantic disappointment and separation. The version to be offered for sale is probably the culmination of the
artist’s experiments with a horizontal format and half-length figures, painted circa 1870. After 1872, he used a
vertical format of full-length figures, which arguably lessens the intimacy and intensity of the composition.
Watts never ceased to be fascinated by the possibilities of the narrative and in the last years of his life he
painted another version.
Such an important picture in Watts’ oeuvre, Orpheus and Eurydice required a large number of sketches and
drawings, a process in which he worked through the dynamic controposto of the figures, especially the stretch
and turn of their necks. Whilst aspects of the painting echo the traditions of the Renaissance, particularly the
colouring of Titian, others are wholly modern and anticipate the abstractions of the next century. A significant
tenet of the new Classicism that emerged in the 1860s was that narrative should be conveyed by the artistic
qualities of gesture, form and colour rather than in details and accessories requiring interpretation. In this
version of the work, Orpheus is clothed in a swirling vortex of fiery red drapery, suggestive of the flames of his
father Apollo the Sun-God, his tanned muscular body contrasting with the languid pallor of Eurydice. The
insertion of a dead tree-trunk marks the boundary between the worlds of life and death, a device which
heightens the heart-breaking moment when Orpheus turns to see his wife disappear into the darkness forever.
Orpheus and Eurydice demonstrates the stylistic preoccupations of the new art movement of the 1860s, when
fifth century Greek art was considered the fountainhead of beauty. Combining grandeur with naturalness,
Phidias’ sculptures for the Parthenon were regarded as the most important treasures of the ancient world. The
figures in the painting reveal close study of the Parthenon pediment figures in their drapery and anatomy.
One of the most remarkable men of the nineteenth century, Watts is perhaps now best-known for his
magnificent sculpture Physical Energy in Kensington Gardens and for his large, imposing mythological, biblical
and symbolist canvases. He also portrayed every great statesman, artist, poet, aristocrat and society beauty of
his generation. Genuinely interested in the great issues of the day, he challenged the injustices of the world in
his allegorical paintings. The most famous of all Watts’ paintings is Hope, a postcard of which Nelson Mandela
kept in his prison-cell at Robin Island.
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