ELIZABETH SIDDAL: THE HEALTH ISSUE

Isabelle Williams

Before attempting to situate Elizabeth Siddal witthie framework of Victorian
medicine, it is important to investigate the pheeraon of illness in general, and
particularly that of women's health issues, frosoeeohistorical standpoint. Thus,
a few general comments, inspired by such brillexposes a€omplaints and
Disordersby Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre EnglisbJneven Devel opments by
Mary Poovey, need to be established as a startoigt go a revisionist
understanding of Siddal's aura of romantic frailty.

In Women Artists and the Pre-Raphaelite Movement, Jan Marsh summarizes
the whole issue of Victorian women's health withsiagle assertion which
constitutes the corner stone of an explorationhefitleological implication of
illness:

Cultural attitudes towards women's health were silgoificant in that the nineteenth-

century cult of female frailty among the middlessas led to the general belief that
women's physical constitution was naturally wedieirt achievements were thus
thought to be determined or limited by their bodiad gender. From this flowed the
idea that women were incapable of hard work. (1B85-5

Notwithstanding, in spite of difficult working coitebns and notoriously
insanitary living quarters, the British working stahad no "right” to ill-health.
Therefore, as long as Lizzie Siddal and Jane Mari full-fledged members of
the working class, their health was never scrugidjnor questioned. Nevertheless,
their official inception into the Pre-Raphaeliteogp was heralded by their
accession to bourgeois invalidism, which seemededimat exonerating their
origins. During the early years of Siddal's careea semi-professional model, no
mention was ever made of her physical frailty, wilib exception of the all-too
notorious legendary episode of the Ophelia bath tOlm the contrary, she was
chosen by Hunt foWalentine Rescuing Sylvia, because she had acquired the
reputation of being able to sustain difficult pas@essetti's correspondence clearly
situates the genesis of Siddal's health probleri8%4, the very year of Siddal's
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