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The thesis focuses on the most significant topics in the works of Gabriel Rossetti and 

Christina Rossetti, members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, formed in the Victorian era, 

who were influenced by the aesthetics of the movement and also by the subsiding 

Romanticism. This study discusses such characteristically Pre-Raphaelite topics in the poems 

of both authors as unfulfilled love related to the death of a young beautiful woman, or the 

anticipation of death and doom. Some more modern and provocative themes, such as 

prostitution, women rivalry and the role of woman in Victorian society are also examined. 

The thesis claims that the oeuvres of both authors were, to some extent, affected by their lives 

and their distinctive attitudes, often diametrically diverse, which is mostly palpable in their 

contradictory perception of religion, faith and redemption as shown in the collections The 

House of Life and Monna Innominata. The thesis also offers a comparison of Gabriel‘s well-

known artistic production with his less renowned literary output, highly valued by himself and 

closely connected with his paintings. One of the ambitions of this study is also an attempt to 

present Gabriel‘s poetry from an angle which would show that it is as engaging as his artistic 

creation, but – unlike his sister‘s – has not yet reached its revival among readers.  

 

 

Tato práce pojednává o některých zásadních tématech v tvorbě Gabriela Rossettiho a 

Christiny Rossetti, členů Prerafaelského bratrstva vzniklého ve viktoriánském období, kteří 

byli ovlivněni estetikou tohoto hnutí i doznívajícím romantismem. Práce se věnuje rozboru 

typicky prerafaelitních témat v básních obou autorů, jakými jsou například nenaplněná láska 

pojící se se smrtí mladé krásné ženy či anticipace smrti a zániku. Studie se ale věnuje i 

tématům modernějším, provokativnějším, jakými jsou prostituce, ženská rivalita a postavení 

ženy ve viktoriánské společnosti. Práce se snaží poukázat na fakt, že tvorba obou autorů byla 

do určité míry ovlivněna jejich životem i svéráznými názory, často velmi odlišnými, což se 

nejpatrněji projevuje v jejich protichůdném vnímání náboženství, víry a spasení v básnických 

sbírkách The House of Life a Monna Innominata.  Práce také nabízí srovnání známé výtvarné 

produkce Gabriela Rossettiho s jeho zatím méně známou tvorbou literární, které si sám velice 

cenil a která s jeho malbami úzce souvisí. Ambicí této literární studie je mimo jiné snaha 

představit poezii Rossettiho z úhlu, který prokáže, že je stejně poutavá jako jeho tvorba 

výtvarná, jen - srovnáme-li ji s poezií jeho sestry - nedosáhla dosud mezi čtenáři své 

renesance.  
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Introduction 
 

When I first read some lines of Christina Rossetti‘s poetry I knew nothing about her 

life and personality. When I learnt some facts and details concerning her life and work I was 

impressed: they somehow seemed so different, such a humble life, yet, sad expressive poetry.  

I was amazed when I found out that her brother, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, whose 

paintings I knew well, yet whose poetry I had not heard of, was also a very good writer, in 

some ways similar to Christina, in many other ways distinct from her in his poetic expression 

and outlook.  

While Gabriel‘s poetry was smitten by his paintings, Christina‘s writings won her a 

revival among the tangle of nineteenth century poets. Her poems speak to readers of various 

age and interests even today.  

In my thesis I would like to focus on some aspects of Christina‘s and Gabriel‘s oeuvre. 

I believe that this work will also help uncover Dante Gabriel as a vivid, intense and vigorous 

poet. I hope that his literary output will soon encounter a revival too. It would be a great pity 

to forget his writings in the light of his splendid paintings. His poems can compare to them 

with no difficulty. 

The literary world should be thankful to William Rossetti who edited Christina‘s 

complete works in 1904; thanks to him we may submerge into the delicate and passionate 

world of the poetry of Christina Rossetti. He also edited Gabriel‘s work after the latter‘s death 

and served as the first archivist and historian of the Pre-Raphaelite movement. 

 

The thesis is divided into several chapters and sub-chapters.  

The square brackets with numbers stand for picture images – please consult the Picture 

Annex. I have opted for this method of reference in accordance with the rules of the 

Department of History of Art, Faculty of Arts, Charles University. 

The bibliography and citations from sources and references for this work are quoted in 

accordance with the custom of the English Department, Faculty of Education, Charles 

University.  

 

The thesis is accompanied by a compact disc with three files recorded on it: the text of 

the thesis, the Picture Annex and a slide-show based on the pictures from the Annex.  
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A Brief Biography of Christina Rossetti  
and Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

 

Christina [1] and Dante Gabriel Rossetti [2], a daughter and a son of an Italian father 

and part Italian mother, can be seen as a bizarre set of contrasts.  

Surrounded by intellectualism and sober Anglicanism of the early years of the Oxford 

Movement
1
 Christina grew to be shy and reserved in life as well as passionate and observant 

in her poetry. She was aware of the beauties of this world, of their every detail (in the spirit of 

the Pre-Raphaelite creed), but her poems also reveal the urgency of sadness that comes of 

unrequited love and the inevitability of death (these themes were favoured by the Pre-

Raphaelite movement in general). Her poetry thus overflows with sensuality and personal 

feelings – it links closely to her life in the matter of love denial and amorous suffering.  

Dante Gabriel loved the early Italian poets although he never visited Italy and was rather 

chauvinistically English in many of his views; he adored the idea of platonic love but was 

himself a womaniser; he praised brotherhood yet, according to William Holman Hunt (who 

wrote his memoirs of the Pre-Raphaelite era called Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood) did not act fraternally in relation to his ‗co-brothers‘. Rossetti‘s character, as 

well as his work, has thus been subject to admiration or denigration by various successive 

scholars and authors.  

According to William Michael (who after Gabriel‘ death continued in the publication and 

editing of his memoirs and letters) Dante Gabriel ―was always and essentially of a dominant 

turn, in intellect and in temperament a leader. He was impetuous and vehement, and 

necessarily therefore impatient.‖ He barely demonstrated his feelings, except in relation to his 

mother whom he had loved enormously. William describes him as ―good-natured and hearty,‖ 

yet at times reserved and always self-centred. He was allegedly generally liked by people of 

diverse character and often seemed unoccupied (Stanford 1973, 2-3). 

His sister Christina William describes as follows: ―She was one of the last persons with 

whom any one would feel inspirited to take a liberty, though one might, without any sort of 

remonstrance, treat her as the least important of womankind.‖ When she was barely 

                                                 
1
 ―The Oxford Movement was a loose affiliation of High Church Anglicans, most of them members of the 

University of Oxford, who sought to demonstrate that the Church of England was a direct descendant of the 

Christian church established by the Apostles. It was also known as the Tractarian Movement after its series of 

publications, Tracts for the Times (1833–1841); the Tractarians were also called Puseyites (usually 

disparagingly) after one of their leaders, Edward Bouverie Pusey, Regius Professor of Hebrew at Christ Church, 

Oxford. Other prominent Tractarians included John Henry Newman, a fellow of Oriel College, Oxford and vicar 

of the University Church of St Mary the Virgin, John Keble, Archdeacon Henry Edward Manning, Richard 

Hurrell Froude, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Robert Wilberforce, and Sir William Palmer.‖ (www.wikipedia.com) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglicans
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Oxford
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_England
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apostle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1833
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1841
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Bouverie_Pusey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regius_Professor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church%2C_Oxford
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church%2C_Oxford
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Henry_Newman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oriel_College%2C_Oxford
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Keble
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Hurrell_Froude
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gerard_Manley_Hopkins
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Robert_Wilberforce&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Palmer_%28theologian%29
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seventeen, William told her in a joke that ―she would soon become so polite it would be 

impossible to live with her‖ (Zaturenska 1949, 203). 

Dante Gabriel was born on 12 May 1828, Christina on 5 December 1830, as the fourth 

and youngest child of Gabriele Rossetti and his wife Frances. Gabriele Rossetti lost the 

position of curator of Antique Bronzes and Marbles in the Museum at Naples for his liberal 

views that the government of King Ferdinand found intolerable. He fled the country and 

settled in London, where he later became Professor of Italian at King‘s College of London 

University. He married Frances Polidori (who was English, and seventeen years younger than 

himself) in 1826.  

From the four siblings, Christina, Maria Francesca, Gabriel Charles Dante (i.e. Dante 

Gabriel), and William Michael, Dante and Christina were the closest. They were called 

―storms‖ while Maria and William were the ―calms.‖ Dante Gabriel influenced also 

Christina‘s writing though at times she rejected his criticism. He helped her discover 

Shakespeare, Scott, Blake, Tennyson, Browning and Ebenezer Jones. While Dante Gabriel 

decided to be primarily a painter, Christina chose poetry. She composed her first couplet 

when she was five. Twelve years later her grandfather Polidori printed a small volume of 

Christina‘s poems at his private press. However, it was not until the publication of Goblin 

Market (1862), with an illustration by Dante Gabriel, posed for by Fanny Cornforth [3], [4] 

that Christina reached her first literary merits. 

The whole family was devoted to one another and to the arts. Christina‘s cherished 

books were The Arabian Nights, the plays of Metastasio and Thomas Keightley‘s The Fairy 

Mythology traces of which influence can be found mainly in her Goblin Market. There were 

two literary works of essential influence on Dante Gabriel: Dante Alighieri‘s La Vita Nuova
2
, 

which Rossetti, when still in his teens, had translated into English, and Sir Thomas Malory‘s 

Morte d’Arthur which inspired Gabriel‘s art in the 1850‘s. 

In 1840‘s Christina started sitting as a model to Dante Gabriel for the head of the Blessed 

Virgin in his paintings The Girlhood of Mary Virgin [5] and The Annunciation [6]. They 

prove that she was notably winsome in her youth.  

In 1848 when the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was formed, one of its establishing 

members, James Collinson proposed to Christina but was rejected on the grounds of different 

religion (Collinson converted from Roman Catholicism to Anglicanism but two years later 

once again joined the Church of Rome - that caused the break of engagement). The new 

                                                 
2
 It tells, in a symbolical and mystical fashion, the history of Dante‘s love for Beatrice. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morte_d%27Arthur
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movement in the world of art was triggered off in 1849 by the exhibition of The Girlhood of 

Mary Virgin and of Holman Hunt‘s and Millais‘ pictures.  

In early 1850‘s Dante Gabriel met the love of his life, Elizabeth (i.e. Lizzie) Siddall 

(later spelled only as Siddal from the incentive of Gabriel), a milliner‘s apprentice. In her 

sonnet ―In an Artist‘s Studio‖ Christina described her brother‘s obsession with Lizzie:  

One face looks out from all his canvases,  

One selfsame figure sits or walks or leans;  

We found her hidden just behind those screens,  

That mirror gave back all her loveliness. (…)  

He feeds upon her face by day and night,  

And she with true kind eyes looks back on him,  

Fair as the moon and joyful as the light. 

 

In 1854 Gabriele died and the family had to face serious financial problems. 

Nevertheless, this was the era when Christina wrote some of her best poems, e.g. ―Young 

Love Lies Sleeping‖, ―Remember‖ (sometimes called ―Remember Me‖), ―When I Am Dead, 

My Dearest‖ etc. In 1862 with the encouragement from Dante Gabriel, Christina published 

her best-known work Goblin Market which gained much critical praise, and according to Jan 

Marsh, Elizabeth Browning‗s death in 1861 led to Rossetti becoming her natural successor as 

‗female laureate‘. She was also considered to be a successor to Tennyson (see below) 

(Jennings 1970, 12).  

Another volume called The Prince’s Progress which appeared in 1866 marked similar 

success. Dante Gabriel once again illustrated his sister‘s work [7], [8]. However, the shy 

nature of Christina together with her religious beliefs led to her seclusion at Mrs Gilchrist‘s, 

the widow of Blake‘s biographer and a friend of the Rossetti family. 

After Lizzie‘s death Dante Gabriel settled at Tudor House, Cheyne Walk. One of the 

many family‘s friends, the author of Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll, took photographs in 

the garden of the house of the Rossetti family
3
 [9]. William stayed in Cheyne Walk with his 

brother until he married; other occupants of the house together with Gabriel were the writers 

George Meredith and AC Swinburne
4
, a great admirer of Christina‘s poetry, with whom she 

got acquainted here as well as with Charles Bagot Cayley, an old pupil of her father‘s. 

Christina fell deeply in love with the scholar, even though she compared him to the ―blindest 

buzzard‖ and a ―special mole‖ in her writings. Cayley proposed to Christina in 1866 but she 

                                                 
3
 Gabriel‘s pet wombat may have been immortalized as the dormouse in Alice in Wonderland (Zaturenska 1949, 

186); Gabriel was famous for his collection of odd animals.  
4
 Morris‘s friends and a fellow undergraduate.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_Barrett_Browning


5 

rejected him because of the financial difficulties in the way of marriage and – more 

importantly – because he was an agnostic.   

In 1871 came another change; Dante Gabriel moved in with William Morris and his 

wife Jane, with whom Dante Gabriel was in love. They shared the house of Kelmscott Manor, 

near Lechlade. Christina was struck by a disease which left her invalid for a substantial period 

of time. In the following years William Michael married Madox Brown‘s daughter, Lucy, and 

Christina‘s sister, Maria, died (as an Anglican nun) in 1876. During this time Christina 

continued writing, but focused mainly on religious themes (she wrote books in prose for the 

Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge) and children‘s poetry (Sing-Song: 1872, 1893). 

However ambivalent she felt about women‘s suffrage, she spent ten years volunteering at a 

home for prostitutes, opposed the war, slavery (in the American South), child labour, animal 

experimentation, and the exploitation of girls in under-age prostitution.  

The fame of Dante Gabriel as a poet arrived mainly after the publication of his volume of 

poems he buried together with his wife (more details about the event are to be found in the 

chapter ―The Pre-Raphaelite Woman‖). Rossetti‘s friends urged him to have his poems 

exhumed. He did so and in 1870 the collection was published. These romantic, half-known 

circumstances predisposed the public and the press favourably. Morris praised it in the 

Academy, Swinburne in the Fortnightly Review, William Michael in the Anthenaeum. Gabriel 

was impressed and happy for these words of approval, as he himself highly valued his verses: 

―The bread and cheese question has led to a good deal of my painting being pot-boiling and 

no more – whereas my verse, being unprofitable, has remained (as much as I have found time 

for) unprostituted‖ (Gaunt 1975, 107). 

There was blame as well as praise of the book, but praise was predominant. It had 

successfully reached a fifth edition, and although Emerson claimed that Rossetti‘s poetry was 

too exotic for America, the collection of poems was successful even there.  

Yet, in 1871 the book met with harsh attack. The notorious article ―The Fleshly School of 

Poetry‖ written by Robert Buchanan (under the pseudonym of Thomas Maitland) appeared in 

the Contemporary Review. Even before, Buchanan had been attacking Swinburne‘s poetry 

and in January 1870 he turned his fire on William Rossetti in the Anthenaeum. In the article 

quoted below he denigrated also Morris. Still, for Dante Gabriel the shock of dispraise was 

too great. He had to confront the accusations raised by a Scottish journalist who claimed that 

Rossetti‘s poems (as well as Morris‘s and Swinburne‘s) ―extol fleshliness as the distinct and 

supreme end of poetic and pictorial art; aver that poetic expression is greater than poetic 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery
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thought; and, by inference, that the body is greater than the soul, and sound superior to sense‖ 

(Stanford 1973, 41). 

Dante Gabriel defended himself in the Anthenaeum in The Stealthly School of Criticism 

by saying that the ―Nuptial Sleep‖, quoted in Buchanan‘s article, which describes a couple 

falling asleep after a sexual intercourse (the poem was part of Rossetti‘s sonnet sequence The 

House of Life
5
; it traces the physical and spiritual development of an intimate relationship) 

does not focus ―merely on animal sensations‖ for all the passionate delights of the body 

would be ―naught if not ennobled by the concurrence of the soul at all times‖ (Stanford 1973, 

42). Similarly, he justifies his poems ―A Last Confession‖ and ―Willowwood‖. However hard 

Dante Gabriel tried, he could not shake off the tag of a representative of ―The Fleshly School 

of Poetry‖ and there were yet more accusations and insults to face.  

Robert Browning judged Rossetti‘s poems in 1870 as ―scented with poetry (…) like trifles 

you take out of a cedar or sandalwood box,‖ and he criticised the effeminacy of the school: 

―The men that dress up like women – that use obsolete forms too and archaic accentuations to 

seem soft.‖ The controversy went on for five years and it left Gabriel quite exhausted, 

dispirited, discouraged and suspicious. It was by then that he started using more and more 

chloral (during Victorianism recommended as a cure) to beat his growing insomnia. This was 

also the moment which marked the beginning of Gabriel‘s obsessive fear of criticism and 

rejection.  

In 1882 Dante Gabriel died after a long-lasting physical and mental deterioration. On 

his deathbed he completed the sinister ―Ballad of Jan Van Hunks‖, narrating a story of an 

immoral and inhuman Dutch man of means who refused to help his craving son (who instead 

of marrying a wealthy woman married a girl he loved, but in the winter months had to face 

with his family a deadly starvation) and daughter (who followed her mother Jan Van expelled 

from home and after her death ended up begging and eventually dying in the streets) and was 

taken to hell by a devil two nights after they had been smoking their pipes together for a 

wager claimed thus that ―whichsoe‘er to the other then / Shall yield the victory, / At the 

victor‘s Hest must needs accept / His hospitality.‖ 

In 1892 Christina contracted cancer. She was operated, but by the end of summer 1894 

it was clear that she was dying. She deceased on December 29 and was buried in Highgate 

Cemetery one of the best-known decorative cemeteries of the Victorian era
6
. Christina rests in 

the same grave as her father and mother with whom she lived for most of her life. The last 

                                                 
5
 The Sequence will be discussed later in its eponymous chapter. 

6
 Elizabeth Siddall and Karl Marx are also buried there among other important personalities. 
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poem she left behind (i.e. ―Sleeping at last‖) was ―a curiously appropriate one‖ (Battiscombe 

1970, 16): 

 

Sleeping at last, the trouble and tumult over,  

Sleeping at last, the struggle and horror past,  

Cold and white, out of sight of friend and of lover,  

Sleeping at last.  

No more a tired heart downcast or overcast,  

No more pangs that wring or shifting fears that hover,  

Sleeping at last in a dreamless sleep locked fast. 

 

Fast asleep. Singing birds in their leafy cover  

Cannot wake her, nor shake her the gusty blast.  

Under the purple thyme and the purple clover  

Sleeping at last. 

 

The Dawn and the Twilight of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 
 

As Derek Stanford claims in his anthology Pre-Raphaelite Writing, the movement 

―began as a small revolt in painting and ended up by becoming a nationwide influence 

informing current fashion and taste from wallpapers and fabrics to women‘s hair styles.‖ (13) 

John Ruskin, an influential art critic in the Victorian and Edwardian eras, was of the 

following opinion: ―Since Turner‘s
7
 death, I consider that any average work from the hand of 

any of the four leaders of Pre-Raphaelitism is, singly, worth at least three of any other pictures 

whatever by living artist.‖ (13) 

It was Holman Hunt (painter) and John Everett Millais (painter) together with Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti, soon joined by his brother William Michael (art critic), Thomas Woolner 

(sculptor and poet), Frederick George Stephens (art critic) and James Collinson (painter), who 

founded the new aesthetic movement in 1848. Collinson, Millais and others left the 

Brotherhood, but with the second generation of the Pre-Raphaelites other artists joined in, 

including Edward Burne-Jones (painter), Ford Madox Brown (painter) and William Morris, 

who later founded the Kelmscott Press at Hammersmith, in London, in order to produce 

models of improved printing and book design. He also founded the Firm for designing artistic 

wallpapers, fabrics and other decorative devices (it started, in fact, as a workshop for the 

furniture to the households of the newly-weds among the Pre-Raphaelites). Many of the Pre-

Raphaelites had worked for Morris and when he later decided to create only his own designs, 

                                                 
7
 Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775 – 1851) was an English Romantic landscape painter, watercolourist and 

printmaker, whose style can be said to have laid the foundation for Impressionism. (www.wikipedia.com) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hammersmith%2C_London
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Printing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1775
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1851
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Painter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watercolour
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Printmaker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impressionism
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the friendship among them was greatly harmed. Morris is considered a precursor of Art 

Nouveau.  

The basic intention of the Pre-Raphaelites was to reform art through rejection of what 

they saw as a non-natural, mechanistic approach of those artists who influenced the 

Renaissance and Mannerist art after Raphael and Michelangelo. They believed that the 

tradition they opposed had descended from the followers of Raphael. Henceforth, ―they 

adopted the name Pre-Raphaelite to signify their admiration for the fifteenth-century Italian 

and Flemish artists who preceded the High Renaissance‖ (Rodgers 1996, 9). They raised a 

strong objection against the leverage of Sir Joshua Reynolds, the founder of the English Royal 

Academy of Arts, and stepped out against the contemporary Academicians with their ―trivial 

sentimentality, glossy surfaces and formulaic form of Mannerism, and the neglect of moral 

subject matter.‖ They admired the compositions of Quattro cento for its ample use of detail 

and intense colours, accepted the concepts of history painting, revived classicism and 

medievalism. However, by looking back they aimed to return to archaic honesty, not archaic 

art, as Ruskin wrote to The Times in defence of the Pre-Raphaelites (Hunt 1968, 37). 

The Pre-Raphaelites found great inspiration in Nature, the general Victorian revival of 

Gothic art, mediaeval and religious topics, mythologies (apart from the Arthurian romance 

mainly the Greek myth, Irish folklore and Scandinavian saga), the Nazarenes
8
, Keats, Blake, 

Shakespeare, Dante and the early Italian poets, Malory, Froissart, Villon and other 

personalities already mentioned, but their lodestar was Tennyson. Yet, Tennyson disliked 

Hunt‘s Lady of Shalott‘s hair [10] ―blown about like a tornado and the web wound round her 

like the threads of a cocoon‖ (Gaunt 1975, 74). An eponymous (though not as cloying) picture 

was painted by John William Waterhouse. Dante Gabriel created an illustration of the Lady of 

Shalott to be engraved for Moxon‘s Poems of Alfred Tennyson.  

In D.G. Rossetti‘s memoir (in Family Letters, 1895) we find the four main creeds of 

the Pre-Raphaelites: to have genuine ideas to express; to study Nature attentively, so as to 

know how to express them; to sympathize with what is direct and serious and heartfelt in 

previous art to the exclusion of what is conventional and self-parading and learned by rote; to 

produce thoroughly good pictures and statues. As for the writings, mainly poems, they were 

to be humanly interesting or artistically good (Stanford 1973, 16).  

                                                 
8
 A group of early 19th century German Romantic painters who aimed to revive honesty and spirituality in 

Christian art. The name Nazarene came from a term of derision used against them for their affectation of a 

biblical manner of clothing and hair style. (www.wikipedia.com) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/19th_century
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Painter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_art
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In 1850 they started publishing a magazine The Germ with William Michael Rossetti 

being its editor. Christina Rossetti together with Woolner, Madox Brown, Gabriel Rossetti 

and others contributed to the few issues of the monthly sixpenny magazine, printed by George 

Tupper. Christina published her ―Dream Land‖ (albeit anonymously), ―An End‖, ―When I 

Am Dead, My Dearest‖, ―Remember‖, and ―Oh Roses for the Flush of Youth‖ and Gabriel his 

prose-work Hand and Soul, and poems ―My Sister‘s Sleep‖ and ―The Blessed Damozel‖.  

But, the existence of The Germ was of a short term. Sales of the magazine were small; 

thus the fourth issue was the last, and The Germ disappeared, leaving a noticeable amount of 

dept to be paid by the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. 

In the following year the Brotherhood had to face a few controversies, mainly the one 

that stirred up after the exhibition of Millais‘ Christ in the House of His Parents [11]. This 

painting was found blasphemous and rejected by many, notably Charles Dickens. If until then 

the backward-looking medievalism and the devotion to detail had been criticised, now it was 

a specific work denigrated. Dickens asserted that Jesus in the picture looks like ―a hideous, 

wry-necked, blubbering, red-haired boy‖ (Stanford 1973, 29). Yet, the Brotherhood was under 

the patronage and protection of John Ruskin who supported their rejection of conventional 

methods. 

Pre-Raphaelitism was both greatly praised and derogated; at the time it appeared the 

Anthenaeum condemned the ―eccentricities which have a sort of seduction for minds that are 

intellectual without belonging to the better orders of intellect,‖ The Times, similarly, judged it 

as a ―morbid infatuation which sacrifices truth, beauty and genuine feeling to mere 

eccentricity‖ (Gaunt 1975, 29). The criticism of his paintings soon led Dante Gabriel to 

withdraw from public exhibitions and turn to watercolours, which could be sold privately. 

Only later, mostly in his portraits of beautiful feminine models, he started using oils again.  

Pre-Raphaelitism might be understood as a final manifestation of the Romantic 

Movement. Thanks to D.G. Rossetti a part of Pre-Raphaelitism merged with Aestheticism and 

later with Symbolism and Decadence. He could be regarded as a representative of the poetic 

side of Pre-Raphaelite painting, while Holman Hunt and the realism of Madox Brown would 

stand for the prose. D.G Rossetti created a collective imaginative vision which may be seen in 

paradox to his own elusive personality. He was a superstitious pagan, trying to fight the 

material ugliness of industrial urban living through his art, uncovering sociological dramas 

permeating the prudish Victorian society (as in ―Jenny‖), and, similarly to his sister and other 

Pre-Raphaelite artists, communicating with the underworld through his ‗epiphanic‘ writings 

(―The Blessed Damozel‖) – which will be discussed below.   
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It was William Michael Rossetti who pointed out ―the dangers of Pre-Raphaelitism‖: 

―first, that, in the effort after unadulterated truth, the good of conventional rules should be 

slighted, as well as their evil avoided. (…) The second danger is that detail and accessory 

should be insisted on to a degree detracting from the importance of the chief subject and 

action. (…) Thirdly, there remains the danger of an injudicious choice of model; (…) 

transform, disguise, ‗improve‘ he may not‖ (Stanford 1973, 168). 

The third point will be significant in the chapter ―The Pre-Raphaelite Woman – The 

Model of Beauty‖ which focuses on Gabriel‘s models. As for the second one, the Pre-

Raphaelite ‗obsession‘ with detail is indisputable: there are examples of Gabriel Rossetti 

writing to Miss Boyd to ask for some details he wanted to use in his poem ―The Stream‘s 

Secret‖ or refusing to paint bedclothes in the Annunciation because Palestine‘s climate would 

not have required any; or Rossetti‘s ―Dürer-like execution of the calf in Found‖ (Hunt 1968, 

238). [12]  

These are two poems written by Christina Rossetti on the foundation and break-up of 

the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood: (Stanford 1973, 14, 27) 

 

The two Rossettis (brothers they) 

And Holman Hunt and John Millais, 

With Stephens chivalrous and bland, 

And Woolner in a distant land—
9
 

In these six men I awestruck see 

Embodied the great P.R.B. 

D.G. Rossetti offered two 

Good pictures to the public view; 

Unnumbered ones great John Millais, 

And Holman more than I can say. 

 

William Rossetti, calm and solemn, 

Cuts up his brethren by the column.  

 19 September 1853  

 

The P.R.B. is in its decadence: 

For Woolner in Australia cooks his chops, 

And Hunt is yearning for the land of Cheops; 

     D.G. Rossetti shuns the vulgar optic; 

While William M. Rossetti merely lops 

     His B‘s in English disesteemed as Coptic: 

Calm Stephens in the twilight smokes his pipe, 

     But long the dawning of his public day; 

     And he at last the champion great Millais, 

Attaining academic opulence,  

                                                 
9
 As he was unable to make a living, he emigrated to Australia (in 1852), but eventually returned to Britain. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia
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     Winds up his signature with A.R.A.
10

 

So rivers merge in the perpetual sea;  

So luscious fruit must fall when over-ripe; 

And so the consummated P.R.B.  

 10 November 1853 

 

However, there are scholars who believe that the Pre-Raphaelite movement did not 

finish in the fifties but continued until the early twentieth century through the art of the Pre-

Raphaelite followers.  

Among the associated figures were, apart from Christina Rossetti, Charles Alston 

Collins (painter), Walter Howell Deverell (painter), Arthur Hughes (painter), AFA Sandys 

(painter), John William Waterhouse (painter), William Bell Scott (painter and poet), Algernon 

Swinburne (poet) etc.  

 

The Art of Christina and Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
 

Pre-Raphaelitism‘s literary achievements are predominantly poems. According to 

James D. Merritt there are certain characteristics which may be seen as typical of almost all 

Pre-Raphaelite poetry (Stanford 1973, 24): 

1. A heavy use of descriptive detail. 

2. Images highly sensuous and full of colour. 

3. The occasional use of an obscure symbolism, such as repeated use of the number 

seven, and references to the more mysterious aspects of Christianity or of ‗pagan‘ 

religion.  

4. A tendency to lend the tone (if not the form) of a ballad to the narrative. 

5. The frequent use of subjects that have an innate poignancy or morbidity. Many of 

these subjects were taken from literary sources.  

6. Deliberate ‗medievalism‘, such as the use of mediaeval sounding words, or the use 

of settings that, though unidentified, seem Pre-Renaissance.  

 

One could find – as will be shown below - all of these in the poems of D.G. Rossetti, 

while only a few might be discovered in the verses of Christina Rossetti. While Dante 

Gabriel, not Christina, practised also the visual art, writings of both teem with coloured and 

distinctly contoured optical imagery, with concrete, sensible definition. The visual world of 

the poetry of both the authors is enriched by particularized similes and tangible metaphors.   

To conceive Dante Gabriel as a literary figure, we need to understand his paintings 

too, as he frequently wrote sonnets inspired by them and on occasion painted pictures 

motivated by his verse. His poems contain ten Sonnets on Pictures and fourteen Sonnets and 

                                                 
10

 Millias was elected as an associate member of the Royal Academy of Arts in 1853, and was soon elected 

President of the Royal Academy (once so despised).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Academy_of_Arts
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Verses for Works of Art (i.e. his own works of art). Because of this close association of 

Rossetti‘s verse and paintings, his poetry was often called by the contemporaries ‗the painted 

poetry‘.  

For Rossetti the two arts were united: ―My own belief is that I am a poet (within the 

limit of my powers) primarily, and that it is my poetic tendencies that chiefly give value to my 

pictures: only painting being – what poetry is not – a livelihood – I have put my poetry chiefly 

in that form.‖ (Rodgers 1996, 5) As David Rogers maintains, Dante Gabriel admitted that 

―technical dexterity should not be looked for in his pictures, ―as he was, above all, an 

imaginative painter and ―therein lies his poetry‖ (5). 

Even as a student, Gabriel was unsure whether his future lay in painting or in 

literature; in 1847 he wrote to William Bell Scott, praising his poetry and enclosing some of 

his own verse for comment. In the same year he sent his poems to Leigh Hunt, Robert 

Browning and Ford Madox Brown, who started giving Gabriel private lesson for free.  

―Rossetti‘s poetry reflects many facets of his rich, complex personality, and his most 

significant experiences in its development. This largely explains, for a poet who wrote 

comparatively little, the surprising variety of his verse in both form and content‖ (Doughty 

1963, 15). For Rossetti, as for most of the Romantic poets, intellect was necessarily related to 

emotions – thus poetry, according to Rossetti, was ―best here most impassioned‖ (28). 

According to Oswald Doughty, Rossetti was an amateur in both arts he practised, but 

he was an amateur of genius (29). 

 

The Pre-Raphaelite Woman – The Model of Beauty 
 

The critic and poet F.W.H. Myers spoke of D.G.Rossetti‘s portraits of Elizabeth 

Siddal and Jane Burden, later Morris, (also known as Janey) as ―the sacred pictures of a new 

religion‖ (Stanford 1973, 94)
11

. The ideal Pre-Raphaelite woman, their so-called ‗stunner‘, is 

sexually alluring, pale, distraught, with bent grave low-hanging brows, an odour of mystery, 

remorse, yearning or some enigmatic aura surrounding her. Her beauty is haunting, the spirit 

wandering. These women are worshipped as Mary or Christ and that is what many critics 

found inadmissible or at least capricious; some compare them to melancholy dolls, others 

found them too passive. They range from demons to angels, from Lilith to Astarte. They are 

mystical as much as Leonardo‘s Mona Lisa and often evoke the aura of netherworld. 

Hamilton in his notorious description of the Pre-Raphaelite woman (in The Aesthetic 

                                                 
11

 To be discussed in detail in the chapter ―The New Religion in the House of Life‖. 
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Movement in England) says that their hair is coppery-golden (like that of Elizabeth Siddal) or 

matted dark auburn falling in masses over the brow (like that of Jane Morris). Their eyes are 

shading with lovelorn languor or feverish despair. The upper lip is usually protruding, the 

neck is long the hands are thin and nervous (Hunt 1968, 180). 

It is quite curious that in Christina‘s as well as in Gabriel‘s poetry the coppery-golden 

colour of hair is often depicted as merely golden and thus alludes to the blond colour, 

sometimes explicitly as in ―The Blessed Damozel‖ [13] whose hair is ―yellow like ripe corn‖ 

in the poem. The hair of Gabriel‘s Lilith is coppery-golden on canvas [14] while in the poem 

it is simply golden; the laughing women in heaven in Gabriel‘s ―A Last Confession‖ also 

have ―long golden hair.‖ The hair of Laura and Lizzie in Goblin Market is golden as well: 

―You have much gold upon your head (…) Buy from us with a golden curl.‖ In the night they 

sleep ―golden head by golden head.‖ 

As will be mentioned in ―Symbols and Details‖, the hair of the Pre-Raphaelite woman 

is rich in symbolical power. Extremely significant are also the hands of the Pre-Raphaelite 

‗stunner‘. The Pre-Raphaelites, mainly Dante Gabriel, found a real obsession in them. In later 

years Gabriel devoted his poem and a painting, both called ―La Bella Mano‖ [15] (i.e. ―The 

Beautiful Hand‖) to this motif which could, according to Rossetti, ―remind Italian readers of 

the well-known Petrarchan series of sonnets, so named, by Giusto de‘ Conti‖ (Rodgers 1996, 

118). 

John Dixon Hunt believes that for the Pre-Raphaelites and their followers the symbolic 

part that woman played was to remind them of a sens mystérieux de l‘existence (144). He also 

claims that artists like Whistler (in his Femme en Blanc) and Mucha built their ideal of beauty 

on a base similar to the one of the Pre-Raphaelites; Aubrey Beardsley and Picasso were then 

among those who ridiculed this idealism.  

 

Rossetti‘s models of great importance were three: his wife Elizabeth Siddal (as a 

model first appearing as Viola disguised as a page in Deverell‘s Twelfth Night [16] in which 

Gabriel posed for the Jester), his mistress (and a housekeeper and confidante after Lizzie‘s 

death) Fanny Cornforth, the ―Good Elephant‖ in later years (she posed for Fair Rosamund 

[17], Fazio’s Mistress [18], Bocca Baciata [19], Lady Lilith [14] etc.), Alexa Wilding 

(sometimes also Alice, who replaced Fanny as Gabriel‘s principal model) and his love Jane 
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Burden (later Morris), an ostler‘s daughter, who Gabriel and William Morris both met in 

Oxford, while working on mural paintings for the new Science Museum.
12

  

In 1865 Jane and her husband settled with their two daughters above the Firm‘s 

premises in Bloomsbury. Dante Gabriel began to see Jane regularly and even persuaded her 

pose for a series of photographs at Cheyne Walk [20]. In the spring of 1870 Rossetti and Jane 

stayed at Scalands, the country home of his old friend Barbara Bodichon. It was the time 

when his Poems were published. The increasingly scandalous behaviour of Jane and Gabriel 

led William Morris to a cover-up – he took a lease, with Rossetti, of Kelmscott Manor, in 

Gloucestershire, from May 1871. Having found the situation unbearable, he left for Iceland. 

After the publication of Buchanan‘s critical article, Dante Gabriel suffered from paranoia and 

a lack of nerve; according to his brother‘s diary he even attempted suicide (Rodgers 1996, 23) 

by laudanum, the drug which had killed his wife. By the end of summer 1874 the affair 

between Jane and Gabriel was over.
13

 

The notoriously known painting (and the poem) called Proserpine [21], posed for by 

Jane, is (together with Beata Beatrix [22]) Rossetti‘s most haunting image. It might be 

considered an association between the ancient wife of the God of the underworld, Pluto, and 

Jane Morris, in the matter of an unhappy marriage, in which Jane was trapped (the idea of 

imprisonment and an unhappy marriage also appears in La Pia de’ Tolomei [23] and its 

accompanying Rossetti‘s caricature, The M’s at Ems [24], sent to Jane in 1869 during her stay 

with Morris at the German spa town of Bad Ems). The painting was purchased by W.A. 

Turner and there are eight versions of the painting; the last one was completed only a few 

days before Gabriel‘s death. In line with Gabriel‘s custom we find the eponymous sonnet in 

the upper-right corner of the painting, which speaks of the tragedy that destined Proserpine to 

stay in the underworld
14

: ―Dire fruit, which, tasted once, must thrall me here (…) afar, how 

far away, / The nights that shall be from the days that were.‖ Pomegranate thus stands for 

sensuality, immortality and a symbol of doom, while ivy (on the painting) represents memory.  

Jane Morris also posed for Pandora [25] and Astarte Syriaca [26], together with 

Proserpine the trio of melancholy and mystery, where the motif of flowers gradually 

disappeared. All three paintings are accompanied by eponymous poems. 

                                                 
12

 The outcome of this excursion was a fiasco for, inexperienced in fresco, Gabriel and his friends used 

unsuitable materials and within months the work was deteriorating. 
13

 Jane had later other love affairs with other man.  
14

 By eating one seed of a pomegranate, Proserpine inadvertently lost the opportunity to return to earth, given to 

her by Jupiter.  
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It is necessary to admit that Rossetti‘s work is in fact a rejection of the real for the 

ideal. He would change the physical features of his models to make them look perfect 

according to his own aesthetic standards. Holman Hunt explained how Rossetti used to ignore 

actual physiognomy of his models: ―Rossetti‘s tendency in sketching a face was to convert the 

features of his sitter to his favourite ideal type, and if he finished in these lines, the drawing 

was extremely charming, but you had to make believe a good deal to see the likeness, while if 

the sitter‘s features would not lend themselves to the pre-ordained form, he, when time 

allowed, went through a stage of reluctant twisting of lines and quantities to make the drawing 

satisfactory‖ (180). 

Gabriel liked to arrange the reality according to his visions of ideal beauty. That is 

why some of his models resemble one another on Gabriel‘s paintings, like Fanny Cornforth, 

Alexa Wilding, Annie Miller, Marie Spartali Stillman and Ruth Herbert. Gabriel even 

sometimes changed the head of one sitter on a canvas for the head of another, most 

significantly in the case of Lady Lilith (Alexa replaced Fanny, allegedly to fulfil a client‘s 

request).  

 

Woman as Femme Fatale or Redeemer 
 

According to William Allingham, Dante Gabriel demanded strong savours in art, 

literature and in life. In poetry he desired spasmodic passion, and emphatic, partly archaic, 

diction (Stanford 1973, 77). He was full of contempt for authority, had a taste for legend, 

pageantry, witchcraft and occultism, possessed a priceless collection of William Blake‘s 

prose, verse and designs, discovered a book of nonsense verses by Edward Lear and wrote 

limericks of a similar kind. As mentioned above, the works of Dante (and later Malory) had 

exerted the greatest influence on his art.  

When in September 1850 Dante Gabriel met Elizabeth Siddal, he identified her with 

the ideal of Beatrice Portinari (who died on 9 June 1290, aged 26), a love of Dante Alighieri. 

Old Gabriele Rossetti thought that Beatrice was only a symbolic personage but Dante Gabriel 

believed that she was a real woman, if not Love itself as the creation of Dante‘s emotions. In 

Gabriel‘s unfinished prose tale ―St Agnes of Intercession‖, begun in 1850, the hero, painting 

the portrait of his dying fiancée as St Agnes, realizes that they are doppelgangers of a 

fifteenth century Florentine painter and his dying mistress – this theme influenced Rossetti in 

his further life and work (it also appears in his drawing How They Met Themselves [27]). 

Rossetti‘s imagination as well as his poetic language was, however, too earthly and too 
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physical to recreate Dante‘s Beatrice – as will be proven later; his Damozel ―suggests for 

Beatrice a more substantial, somewhat glamorised half-cousin, who has abandoned St. 

Thomas Aquinas for the Oxford Movement‖ (Doughty 1963, 17). 

In ―Dantis Tenebrae (In Memory of my Father)‖ Dante Gabriel ‗explained‘ his 

obsession with Beatrice, the haunting image of the fateful woman, when recalling how his 

father dedicated him to art at the baptismal font: ―And didst thou know indeed, when at the 

font / Together with thy name thou gav‘st me his, / That also on thy son must Beatrice /  

Decline her eyes according to her wont, / Accepting me to be of those that haunt / The vale of 

magical sweet mysteries (…)‖ 

 Dante Gabriel breathed genius into his wife Elizabeth. Under his influence she began 

to draw [28] (Lovers Listening to Music, 1854), paint [38], [39], [40] and write poems. Ruskin 

settled an annual sum for Lizzie in exchange for all her work – some scholars believe that this 

was a gesture done to relieve the lovers‘ poverty and to assist their marriage which Dante 

Gabriel had began to put off because of his various love affairs with other women (as 

explained below). Ruskin, however, also took interest in Lizzy‘s health. (To repay Ruskin‘s 

kindness, Rossetti took a life class at the Working Men‘s College, recently established, where 

Ruskin himself taught. Here, Gabriel met Burne-Jones and William Morris.) 

The relationship between Gabriel and Lizzie is seen by many scholars as purely 

platonic, at least until their marriage in 1860. The union was yet of a short term. Lizzie died in 

1962 of an overdose of laudanum after having given birth to a stillborn daughter. Some 

biographers believe that the circumstances of Lizzie‘s death point to a suicide, even though 

the verdict at the inquest was one of ‗Accidental Death‘. 

After Elizabeth‘s death
15

, Rossetti became increasingly consumed in depression and 

qualms derived from the real and imaginary wrongs he had done to her. When Lizzie was still 

alive, he was turned aside from his contemplative devotion to her by an affair with Annie 

Miller (Hunt‘s model for The Awakened Conscience [29] and intended wife) and a lively 

Cockney, a corpulent blonde, Fanny Cornforth, whose real name was Sarah Cox and whom 

Rossetti first used as a model in 1856.
16

 Dante Gabriel and Fanny had been having an on-and-

off affair until Gabriel‘s death, even during the time he was married to Lizzie. Some 

biographers claim that Lizzie committed suicide through jealousy of Fanny whom she 
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 She is buried in the Rossetti‘s tomb at the Highgate Cemetery. Dante Gabriel refused to be buried in the same 

place; his grave is to be found in the churchyard at Birchington-on-the-Sea.  
16

 The picture for which she sat was Bocca Baciata, a turning point in Rossetti‘s career, which marks the 

beginning of his period of painting beautiful women with exotic jewellery and usually floral backgrounds. In 

some of these paintings Rossetti‘s passion for archaic musical instruments can be observed (as well as in his 

mediaeval paintings) – he used them to show the beauty of female hands.  
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believed Gabriel visited on the crucial night. When he came back, Lizzie was already 

unconscious. According to William Gaunt ―the tradition also refers to a farewell note, pinned 

to Lizzie‘s nightgown and found (and destroyed) by Ford Madox Brown (…) its purport being 

‗My life is so miserable I wish for no more of it‘‖
17

 (92). 

The self-accusation was so unbearable that Gabriel decided to bury the volume of his 

unpublished poems in her grave at Highgate Cemetery, though (as mentioned above) he 

would later have it disinterred. John Dixon Hunt claims that this act, however, was only a 

gesture ―Rossetti must surely have copied from his sister‘s Maude
18

, where the heroine buries 

her locked book in her best friend‘s coffin‖ (186). Yet, it seems rather far-fetched for a man in 

such a state that Gabriel must have been in at the time to ―envisage real life in terms of the 

imagination.‖ What seems more likely is the speculation of some scholars whether it was 

possible that Christina inserted this event from her brother‘s life into her book which was, 

after all, only published after her own death.  

Gabriel wrote a play about the events around Lizzie‘s death entitled The Wife’s 

Tragedy. Unfortunately, the script disappeared.  

Gabriel idealised Elizabeth‘s image as Dante‘s Beatrice in a number of paintings, most 

significantly in Beata Beatrix [22] created after her death - the piece draws an allusion to the 

mystical transition of Beatrice from earth to heaven in Dante‘s Vita Nuova. 

Malory‘s Morte d’Arthur became his inspiration in years later, but in his works it had 

never mirrored the same importance as the revived myth of Beatrice, most likely because it 

had never reached the same significance in his own life. William Morris and others were 

much more interested in the knights‘ circle around King Arthur as it contained, according to 

the Pre-Raphaelite standards, unhappy love – the adulterous attraction of Queen Guinevere 

for Sir Lancelot, and mystical search – the one for the Holy Grail.  

For the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood a dying or a dead woman symbolized beauty, an 

aesthetic object, as Millais‘ painting of Ophelia [30] (with Elizabeth Siddal) or Waterhouse‘s 

Lady of Shalott [31] prove. 

Christina subscribed to this ideal in her poetry. Her poem ―Beauty is Vain‖ might 

uncover one of the reasons why: ―While roses are so red, / While lilies are so white, / Shall a 
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 Oswald Doughty claims that this whole ‗tradition‘ is ―doubtful‖ and that the Rossetti family denied it. He also 

asserts that the contents of the message differ. According to the sources he reached the note was of the following 

account: ―Perhaps you‘ll be sorry now!‖ (1949, 299) 
18

 Maude, a story for girls: written when Christina was only nineteen (often seen as clearly autobiographical), 

examines the heroine‘s struggle to resist the notion that modesty, virtue and domesticity constitute the duties of a 

Victorian woman. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Highgate_Cemetery
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woman exalt her face / because it gives delight? … Be she red or white, / And stand she erect 

or bowed, / Time will win the race he runs with her / And hide her away in a shroud.‖ 

This poem proves the inevitability of aging which step by step mares beauty – it fades 

away as it is as fugacious as any other earthly phenomena. Thus, only a young dying woman 

can maintain her pulchritude as the death surprises her in the bloom of her beauty. Hence, for 

Gabriel his young dead wife must have necessarily symbolized the ideal of such charm and 

grace. 

The real Pre-Raphaelite woman, be her destiny redemption or doom for those who 

love her, is always closely connected to death. In his poem ―The Card-Dealer‖ Gabriel gave 

Death a frame of a woman who deals the cards in a land of darkness:  

Whom plays she with? With thee, who lov‘st  

Those gems upon her hand;  

With me, who search her secret brows;  

With all men, bless‘d or bann‘d.  

We play together, she and we,  

Within a vain strange land:  

A land without any order,—  

Day even as night, (one saith,)— 

Where who lieth down ariseth not (…)  

A land of darkness as darkness itself… 

 

The poem was originally written for a picture called The Wish (also The Card Dealer 

or The Fortune Teller) by Theodore von Holst [32] but it turned into a verse of its own life. 

The colours of the cards represent various features: according to Howard ―the heart does seem 

to represent human insatiability and greed, the diamond human delusion and illusion (perhaps 

also the illusions of the world), the club human violence, the spade the inevitable fact of 

death‖ (11). Gabriel‘s ―The Card Dealer‖ in fact uses the Keats-like motif of ‗la bella dame 

sans merci‘, a ballad about a knight who has been in love with and abandoned by ―the 

beautiful woman without mercy‖ who represents a fame fatale, a mystical, almost demonic 

woman, with the power to give and change the fates of others. Keats‘ ballad influenced also 

the famous painting by John William Waterhouse [33]. 

The Pre-Raphaelite model of beauty is thus usually devoured in an aura of weariness 

and sadness – or melancholy at least – which is present both in the works of Christina and 

Gabriel. Nevertheless, Gabriel realizes that the integrity of body and soul can guarantee a 

release from pessimism. This idea is expressed in his prose-work Hand and Soul where a 

young artist Chiaro searches for a visible embodiment of his thoughts, but his allegorical 

depiction of virtues ends up in vain in the immoral Italian society. Old and desperate he meets 
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his own soul – who is, according to Pre-Raphaelite tendencies – embodied by a lady in a grey 

and green dress (the colours of hope and contemplation). The soul reassures the artist about 

his work, advising him to be true to his own introspection and the integrity of his artistic 

imagination. In the end she commands Chiaro to paint her as she is, to know her: ―So shall thy 

soul stand before thee always, and perplex thee no more.‖ It is this message that reaffirms the 

sanctity of an artist‘s vision — Gabriel applied this creed onto his own work; henceforth we 

are not surprised to find Mary Virgin and Mary Magdalene among his paintings as well as 

Jenny, Lilith and the Blessed Damozel among his poetry. These various feminine figures who 

haunt his art are a focus on his introspective states.  

While Lilith is Gabriel‘s representative of ―Body‘s Beauty‖, Sibylla Palmifera [34] 

represents ―Soul‘s Beauty‖. Rossetti uses the speech of eyes (which are usually set in the 

centre of his canvases) to communicate the characters and emotions of his heroines. 

Henceforth, Sibylla is described as follows: ―Hers are the eyes which, over and beneath, / The 

sky and sea bend on thee,—which can draw, / By sea or sky or woman, to one law, / The 

allotted bondman of her palm and wreath.‖ 

Lilith is depicted in this manner: ―Lo! as that youth‘s eyes burned at thine, so went / 

Thy spell through him, and left his straight neck bent / And round his heart one strangling 

golden hair.‖ 

The eyes of the Blessed Damozel, who is somewhere in the middle between Body‘s 

Beauty and Soul‘s Beauty, are described like this: ―deeper than the depth / Of waters stilled at 

even.‖ 

―Body‘s Beauty‖ is thus a depiction of soulless passion, while ―Soul‘s Beauty‖ exalts 

the ideal, emotional and intellectual beauty.  

  

The Blessed Damozel – The Voice from the Underworld  

―The Blessed Damozel‖ was first written in 1847 and it was greatly inspired by La 

Vita Nuova and by Lentino‘s sonnet ―Of his Lady in Heaven‖ and Pugliesi‘s ―Canzone of his 

Dead Lady‖. It is generally known that Gabriel‘s poem was created as a polemic with E.A. 

Poe‘s ―The Raven‖, where the lover grieves on earth for the loved one in heaven
19

. Even 

though the re-edited poem was later thought to picture Gabriel‘s deceased Lizzie in heaven, it 

was Alexa Wilding who sat for the portrait (and Jane Morris‘s face is prominent among the 

background lovers).  
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 ―I saw that Poe had done the utmost it was possible to do with the grief of the lover on earth, and so 

determined to reverse the conditions, and give utterance to the yearning of the loved one in heaven.‖ (Doughty 

1949, 649) 
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The Damozel portrays a prototypical image of ‗La Donna della Finestra‘, i.e. ‗the 

Woman at the Window‘; a subject that derives from La Vita Nuova and that was first treated 

by Gabriel in 1870
20

. For Dante, La Donna represents Philosophy rather than Pity; Gabriel 

perceives her as a beautiful mistress, teeming with understanding and sorrow. Thus the poem 

begins with words: ―The blessed damsel leaned against / The silver bar of Heaven.‖ 

The Damozel represents an image of external as well as internal beauty. She is 

externally palpable: ―And still she bowed herself and stooped / Into the vast waste calm, / Till 

her bosom‟s pressure must have made / The bar she leaned on warm.‖
21

 At the same time 

she is internalised in the eternal world of heaven where even the passing of time seems to her 

―scarce a day,‖ while for her earthly lover it has been ten years since her death. She seems to 

be both, physical and spiritual. The connection of soul and body, i.e. externalism and 

internalism, is crucial for Gabriel‘s work, both visual and verbal, and it is often merged. One 

of the most transparent verbal examples we may find in ―Heart‘s Hope‖: ―Lady, (...) Thy soul 

I know not from thy body, nor / Thee from myself, neither our love from God.‖  

The Damozel in heaven longs for the reunion with her earthly lover. The reunion at the 

same time breeds redemption. Similar theme appears in other Gabriel‘s poems, for instance in 

―The Stream‘s Secret‖, where the yearning lyric speaker imagines the moment when he will 

be reunited with his beloved, but eventually loses hope for the lover‘s return. The stream is 

for the speaker a messenger from Love. As in ―Willowwood‖ (which will be discussed in 

detail later), Love lets the lovers reunite for a while through the water they drink: ―So even 

beside that stream even I and thou / Through thirsting lips should draw Love‘s grace, / And in 

the zone of that supreme embrace / Bind aching breast and brow.‖ The ―thirsting lips‖ stand 

for a metaphor of the thirst for reunion. Love here represents also Death: ―Ah! by another 

wave / On other airs the hour must come / Which to thy heart, my love, shall call me home. 

(…) / But there Love‘s self doth stand, / And with Life‘s weary wings far-flown, / And with 

Death‘s eyes that make the water moan, / Gathers the water in his hand: / And they that drink 

know nought of sky or land / But only love alone.‖ 

Oswald Doughty believes that the mistress in this poem is not a deceased beloved, but 

a living woman, who is now absent and the poet longs for her return (1949, 402). This 
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 Another example of ‗La Donna della Finestra‘ can be seen in the eponymous painting [35]. It is significant 

that Gabriel chose Jane Morris to pose for this picture - this may support the idea that the artist found in Jane 

consolation for the death of Elizabeth and a new Damozel. Moreover, Rossetti also represented Jane as Beatrice, 

most expressively in ―Dante‘s Dream at the time of the Death of Beatrice‖; in the original version we find Lizzie 

[36] (1856), later replaced by Jane [37] (1871). Fair Rosamund [17] posed for by Fanny Cornforth are other 

illustrations of ‗La Donna della Finestra‘. 
21

 Emphasis added.  
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interpretation would point towards the time in Rossetti‘s life when the relationship between 

him and Jane started to wane and he – once again – felt alone as after the death of Lizzie. 

Gabriel‘s belief that in after-life true love shall find its consummation  is most notably 

expressed in ―The One Hope‖: 

When all desire at last and all regret 

Go hand in hand to death, and all is vain, 

What shall assuage the unforgotten pain 

And teach the unforgetful to forget? (…) 

 

Ah! when the wan soul in that golden air 

Between the scriptured petals softly blown 

Peers breathless for the gift of grace 

unknown, 

Ah! let none other written spell soe‘er 

But only the one Hope‘s one name be 

there, — 

Not less nor more, but even that 

word alone. 

 

Christina‘s poem ―Echo‖ is the most similar poem to Dante Gabriel‘s ―The Blessed 

Damozel‖ as it is a monologue of a dead mistress who speaks to her earthly lover and begs 

him to come ―in the silence of the night‖ and ―speak low, lean low, as long ago.‖ 

Christina‘s poetic monologue ―The Convent Threshold‖ once again presents a 

situation, which resembles that of ―The Blessed Damozel‖. This time the female speaker is 

not dead but speaks to her beloved on the convent threshold where she decided to go after 

their love had somehow caused ―father‘s blood and brother‘s blood‖ to be shed. She pleads 

with her beau to do the same: ―to turn away from the evanescent pleasures of this life and to 

repent his sins, thereby ensuring that the two of them can reunite in heaven if not on earth. 

She emphasizes that if he fails to repent and thus suffers spiritual death, her own afterlife 

reward will suffer as a result‖ (http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/kashtan6.html). 

The speaker imagines herself in heaven, sad without her beloved, similarly to 

Damozel. Gabriel presents the situation from the viewpoint of the earthbound male beloved 

who imagines his beloved Damozel talking. By contrast, in Christina‘s perspective the speech 

of the female lover to her swain signifies a thoroughly hypothetical situation based on a 

seemingly more altruistic purpose. Christina‘s heroine urges her beloved to repent but leaves 

the decision of doing so or not up to him. On the other hand, the Damozel is praying that God 

would allow her lover into heaven, thus bereaving him of his right to choose. 

A variation of the theme of lovers who were separated on earth but might reunite in 

heaven appears in Christina‘s poem entitled ―Memory‖. The reader cannot be certain what 

were the reasons for the lovers‘ separation but it comes clear that the lyrical persona grieves 

for the memory of the ―one buried yet not dead.‖ It is hinted that the female character decided 

to leave the lover who is actually still alive: ―None know the choice I made and broke my 

heart, / Breaking mine idol: I have braced my will.‖ The marred, unrequited love brings agony 

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/dgr/9.html
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to the heart of the lyric speaker: ―(…) Crushed in my deep heart where it used to live. / My 

heart dies inch by inch.‖ Now in her ―worn life‘s autumn weather‖ she ruminates on ―how it 

will be in Paradise / When we‘re together.‖  

To conclude, while Gabriel sees death as a possibility for the reunion of the lovers 

who were separated by it, Christina‘s poem expresses the belief that the two people who could 

not be happy on earth together might be united in heaven. The notion that Christina inweaved 

her own life‘s sentiment into the lyric suggests itself as she rejected two suitors she loved on 

the grounds of different religions (as mentioned above) and might have ―grieved / Alone and 

nothing said.‖ 

 

Sacrificial Love versus Death as Reproach: Unfulfilled and Unrequited Love  

When we look at Pre-Raphaelite paintings, we are aware of the melancholy in the 

choice of the subject matter: unfulfilled love (typically marred by death) was the only earnest 

and genuine form of love. In Christina‘s poems the theme of unfulfilled love links closely to 

that of unrequited love. Her verses render the Pre-Raphaelite image of a woman who speaks 

from the underworld but her innovation and asset to this phenomenon is that the words of the 

lyrical personae often point at sacrificial women love or devotion which is not requited from 

the male side as we find it in the poem entitled ―At Home‖, where the dead heroine visits her 

home to find her friends speaking of today and tomorrow, but not of yesterday, where she 

belongs. She departs in reconciled sadness:  

I shivered comfortless, but cast 

No chill across the tablecloth; 

I all-forgotten shivered, sad 

To stay and yet to part how loth: 

I passed from the familiar room, 

I who from love had passed away, 

Like the remembrance of a guest 

That tarrieth but a day. 

 

In the eminent poem called ―After Death‖ the dead female heroine rests in peace on a 

bed and listens to a male pity: ―Poor child, poor child.‖ It is not clear if the male is her 

husband, lover or even father, but the importance is centralized on the last cynical verses:  

He did not love me living; but once dead 

He pitied me; and very sweet it is 

To know he still is warm though I am cold. 

 

As a contrast to this poem where the heroine speaks starkly about the unreciprocated 

love she experienced, we can perceive Christina‘s poem ―Day Dream‖, where it is a male hero 
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thinking with reproach of the love he treasures for a woman who does not reciprocate his 

feelings. This is one of few of her poems narrated from the perspective of a male lyricist. It 

was most probably influenced by Dante Gabriel‘s picture The Day Dream [41], sat for by 

Jane Morris. Even though this painting by Gabriel is not an example of la Donna dela 

Finestra, Christina chose to depict the feminine character of the poem as follows: ―Gazing 

through her chamber window / Sits my soul‘s dear soul: (…) I have strewn thy path, beloved, 

/ With plumed meadowsweet, / Iris and pale perfumed lilies, / Roses most complete: / 

Wherefore pause on listless feet?‖ The imagery of flowers Christina uses complies with the 

Victorian ‗language of flowers‘
22

: meadowsweet stands for the uselessness of the lover‘s 

effort, iris for the message which the woman is listless to hear, the perfumed lilies express a 

hope for returned happiness and the roses as the ambassadors of the pleasure of love and yet 

the pain of unrequited love. The hero is desperate because he cannot get any answer from his 

lover: ―But she sits and never answers, / Gazing, gazing still (…) Who can guess or read her 

will? / Who can guess or read the spirit? / Shrined within her eyes, / Part of longing, part a 

languor, / Part a mere surprise (…).‖ Christina is close to her brother‘s style in this poem 

through the choice of words (shrined, languor etc.) that remind us of Gabriel‘s ‗new religion‘ 

verbiage (see ―The ‗New Religion‘ in The House of Life‖). The male lyric speaker is 

pondering over the idea whether the woman, in her silence, is captured in a daydream of love 

or death, which – in a Pre-Raphaelite fashion – fuse together: ―Is it love she looks and longs 

for, / Is it rest or peace (…).‖ Towards the end of the poem the male resigns, his efforts are 

useless and he no more has the power to penetrate the atmosphere of a daydream silence of 

the woman, who evidently lives in her own world; his cynicism is harsh:  

Time is lessening, hope is lessening, 

Love grows less and less: 

What care I for no or yes? 

I will give her stately burial, 

Tough, when she lies dead: 

For dear memory of the past time, 

Of her royal head, 

Of the much I strove and said. 

I will give her stately burial, 

Stately willow-branches bent: 

Have her carved in alabaster, 

As she dreamed and leant 

While I wondered what she meant. 
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 More to be found in ―Symbols and Details‖.  
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The willow-branches given as a symbol of melancholy to the female heroine are, once 

again, an allusion to Gabriel‘s painting of Jane Morris, this time Water Willow [42] and also 

the poem ―Willowwood.‖ The overall atmosphere of the poem could be applied onto 

Christina‘s life - her suitors also had to give up their love for her daydream of eternal paradise 

in heaven.  

The motif of a female‘s secret appears also in Christina‘s ―I Tell My Secret? No, 

indeed, not I‖, where the speaker, a rather playful woman, trifles with her male listener, who 

wants to find out what her secret is, apparently by getting into her door which she refuses to 

open:  

Perhaps some day, who knows? 

But not today; it froze, and blows and snows, 

And you‘re too curious: fie! 

You want to hear it? well: 

Only, my secret‘s mine, and I won‘t tell. 

Or, after all, perhaps there‘s none: 

Suppose there is no secret after all, 

But only just my fun. 

Today‘s a nipping day, a biting day; 

In which one wants a shawl, 

A veil, a cloak, and other wraps: 

I cannot ope to everyone who taps (...) 

 

The poem may be read on various levels of meaning, but the one hinting an erotic play 

suggests itself. The motif of door-opening appears in many other Christina‘s poems (most 

significantly in ―Despised and Rejected‖) yet here it most openly includes sexual 

connotations.  

Christina‘s tone of writing varies from serious to sharp, witty and sometimes even 

nonsensical. The nature of Christina‘s poems was aptly described by Virginia Woolf as 

follows: ―Death, oblivion, and rest lap round your songs with their dark wave. And then, 

incongruously, a sound of scurrying and laughter is heard. There is a patter of animals‘ feet 

and the odd guttural notes of rooks and the snuffling of obtuse furry animals grunting and 

nosing. For you were not a pure saint by any means. You pulled legs; you tweaked noses. You 

were at war with all humbug and pretence‖  

(http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/rossetti5.html). 

This quotation profoundly comments on many aspects of Christina‘s poems that have 

already been mentioned or will be discussed below, such as the confusing emotions 

encompassed, the whimsical connotations featured and the sensual world set as an implied 

background for many of her poems.  

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/rossetti5.html
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It would be too daring to compare Christina to the ingeniousness of Lewis Carroll or 

Edward Lear, but there are traces of playful sagacity in some of her poems such as ―No, 

Thank you John‖ where the lyrical persona offers friendship to a man who loves her but with 

whom she is not in love. The refusal seems in fact rather cynical and sarcastic: 

You know I never loved you, John; 

No fault of mine made me your toast: 

Why will you haunt me with a face as wan 

As shows an hour-old ghost? 

I dare say Meg or Moll would take 

Pity upon you, if you‟d ask: 
And pray don‘t remain single for my sake 

Who can‘t perform that task. 

I have no heart? - Perhaps I have not; 

But then you‘re mad to take offence 

That I don‘t give you what I have not got: 

Use your own common sense. 

 

Let bygones be bygones: 

Don‘t call me false, who owed not to be true: 

I‟d rather answer "No" to fifty Johns 

Than answer "Yes" to you.
23 

 

The idea of misplaced love also appears in Gabriel‘s poem ―The Mirror‖, where the 

lyrical persona loves a woman who is listless to his ―strife,‖ but later stops loving her as he 

realizes that he was in love only with a phantom of his own imagination: ―But when the image 

shakes / No whit, he finds his thought betray‘d, / And must seek elsewhere for his own.‖ 

―Remember‖ and ―Song‖ (When I am Dead, My Dearest) are, on the other hand, 

typical examples of the female protagonists‘ perspective on love and relationship. These 

perspectives are then of a twofold nature: either sacrificial (as in ―At Home‖), or reproachful, 

cynical (as in ―After Death‖). ―Remember‖ and ―Song‖ are well known for the dead female 

protagonists‘ almost sacrificial love which breeds the females‘ insistence on not being 

remembered if that means pain for the living lover: 

…I shall not see the shadows, 

I shall not feel the rain; 

I shall not hear the nightingale 

Sing on, as if in pain: 

And dreaming through the twilight 

That doth not rise nor set, 

Haply I may remember, 

And haply may forget. 

(Song) 
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 Emphasis added. 
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…Yet if you should forget me for a while 

And afterwards remember, do not grieve: 

For if the darkness and corruption leave 

A vestige of the thoughts that once I had, 

Better by far you should forget and smile 

Than that you should remember and be sad. 

(Remember) 

 

Some scholars claim that Christina‘s protagonists ―talk back‖ to be heard and that ―the 

impossibility of this situation occurring under normal circumstances suggests the extent to 

which the female voice was suppressed in society‖ (http://www.victorianweb.org./authors/).  

This would be true about the poem called ―After Death‖, mentioned above, which is 

also a model of the cynical type of love of the female heroine which uses death as a reproach.  

Probably the only poem written by Christina that deals with happy love is called ―A 

Birthday‖. The vivacious description the writer uses in this surprisingly joyous poem is one of 

the reasons it is quoted so often:  

My heart is like a singing bird 

Whose nest is in a watered shoot; 

My heart is like an apple-tree 

Whose boughs are bent with thick-set fruit; 

My heart is like a rainbow shell 

That paddles in a halcyon sea; 

My heart is gladder than all these 

Because my love is come to me. 

 

However, the majority of Christina‘s poems speak of grief and loss and lean towards 

the dark side of life. Georgina Battiscombe claims that it would be ―a mistake to use the 

contents or chronology of Christina‘s poems to support a theory about the nature of her ‗love-

life‘‖ (1970, 18). However, several parallels may certainly be drawn between her life and 

work, in moderation. Battiscombe assumes that Lona Mosk Packer had made a major mistake 

in her biography about Christina Rossetti by maintaining that the love of Christina‘s life was 

the painter and poet William Bell Scott, who was a married man and hence comes the guilt 

that occurs in some Christina‘s poems. Battiscombe, along with other scholars, claims that 

this theory has not been proven.  

The poetess‘ reasons for love-denial were different. Even before she fell in love with 

Cayley, in 1857, she wrote a poem ―The Heart Knoweth its Own Bitterness‖. Georgina 

Battiscombe argues that this poem shows the ―inadequacy of the demands of the flesh which 

made Christina turn away to another love (which she found in God)‖ (21). 
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To give, to give, not to receive!  

I long to pour myself, my soul,  

Not to keep back or count or leave,  

But king with king to give the whole.  

I long for one to stir my deep-- 

I have had enough of help and gift-- 

I long for one to search and sift  

Myself, to take myself and keep. 

 

You scratch my surface with your pin,  

You stroke me smooth with hushing breath: -- 

Nay pierce, nay probe, nay dig within,  

Probe my quick core and sound my depth.  

You call me with a puny call,  

You talk, you smile, you nothing do:  

How should I spend my heart on you,  

My heart that so outweighs you all? 

 

Christina, influenced by the Protestant upbringing must have gathered loathing 

towards the urges of the flesh. Discouraged by the marred attempts for marriage and affected 

by the Pre-Raphaelite Aestheticism of unfulfilled love, it is understandable that she treated the 

theme of love-denial in her writings, in varied ways.  

 

Love as a Stage for a Tragedy to be Enacted 
  

The subject of unrequited or unfulfilled love also appears in Gabriel‘s writings. He 

either deals with the theme through the already mentioned earthly love separation and 

heavenly reunion (as in ―The Blessed Damozel‖ and several sonnets from The House of Life) 

or through the motifs of a betrayal or revenge, and a consequent tragedy. A cardinal example 

of this can be seen in ―Eden Bower‖. The poem is based on the Assyrian and Hebrew legend 

about Adam‘s first wife who, bereft of Adam‘s love after the coming of Eve, decided to 

revenge on them both by luring them, in the skin of a serpent, into eating the fruits from the 

Tree of Knowledge. The poem develops as Lilith‘s monologue and is highly sensual. Lilith
24

, 

trying to talk a snake, her former lover, into lending her his skin for the trap on Adam and 

Eve, speaks of their former affair in great detail, also mentioning her sexual experience with 

Adam the consequence of which was the birth of demonic children. Lilith bribes the snake 

with her own body: ―Look, my mouth and my cheek are ruddy, / And thou art cold, and fire is 

my body.‖ She promises to be his mistress again after the deed is done and offering him also a 

revenge against God himself through Cain, the son of Adam and Eve.  
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 As mentioned before, Gabriel created also a painting engaged in the theme of a treacherous woman called 

Lady Lilith. [14] 
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The central image of the poem is the coiling of a serpent
25

 – this sinister move stands 

for both eroticism and evil. Even the ―bright babes‖ of Adam and Lilith are described as 

―shapes that coiled in the woods and waters, / Glittering sons and radiant daughters.‖ 

The verse impressively demonstrates Gabriel‘s ability to employ the phonetic means 

of language in depicting the macabre atmosphere of the poem.  

Gabriel‘s explicit ―Eden Bower‖ contrasts with his earlier translations of Burger‘s 

Lenore and Auë‘s Henry the Leper. As John Dixon Hunt claims, Lenore is too sophisticated, 

full of pseudo-poetic language and certain prudery, which leads Gabriel into mistranslations. 

In Henry the Leper he even omits the passage where Henry watches the naked virgin through 

the door chink (47). Hunt also asserts: ―Rossetti shows himself incapable of conveying 

Villon‘s real sense of sin.‖ (48) We may yet easily refute this statement; in his French 

translations Dante Gabriel might have not proved the best interpreter, but it would be 

misleading to say he was unable to express the essentials of a sin with the same force as 

Villon did, especially when we fully realize the artistry with which Gabriel depicted the 

fundamental sin of all humankind, the fall of man in his ―Eden Bower‖. 

The balladic tone of the poem is underlined by the rhythmical repetition of two simple, 

yet significant verses: ―Eden bower‘s in flower,‖ ―And O the bower of the hour.‖ The poem 

gradates the plot until the climax of the fatal act of sin, which is situated into an intensely 

depicted natural scenery: ―None shall hear when the storm-wind whistles / Through roses 

choked among thorns and thistles. / Yea, beside the east-gate of Eden, (...) / Where God 

joined them and none might sever, / The sword turns this way and that for ever.‖ 

Lilith‘s seductive power is – according to the Pre-Raphaelite principles and in line 

with the ancient myth about one of the three gorgons, Medusa
26

 – hidden in her hair: ―All the 

threads of my hair are golden, / And there in a net his {Adam‘s} heart was holden. (…) All 

the day and the night together / My breath could shake his soul like a feather.‖ As mentioned 

before, Lilith symbolizes the ‗Body‘s Beauty‘ for Gabriel. Thus, even in Eden, she used to 

experience ―great joys‖ with Adam, ―as heart in heart lay sighing and pining.‖  

The poet is explicit in his belief that the two evil powers can cause more harm than 

God himself could heal: ―God‘s strong will our necks are under, / But thou and I may cleave it 

in sunder. (…) Is not the foe-God weak as the foeman / When love grows hate in the heart of 

a woman?‖ The writer seems to be siding with Lilith, not God or his cherished children; he 
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 The serpent-like image will be discussed further in ―Symbols and Details‖. 
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 As Ovidius narrates in the fourth book of his Metamorphosis, Medusa was originally a beautiful woman with 

ravishing hair. Raped by Poseidon in the shrine of Athena, she was turned by the goddess into a terrible monster 

with snakes on her head. The power of female hair will be analysed in detail in ―Symbols and Details‖. 
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understands the despair of the abandoned lover which leads necessarily to hankering for 

revenge: ―And let God learn how I loved and hated / Man in the image of God created.‖ 

Gabriel linked the earthly love of men and the preternatural love of supernatural creatures in 

its extreme notions of amorousness and hatred. He managed to win the readers to side with 

Lilith through simply rejecting to let God or Adam and Eve express their attitude to the whole 

matter. It almost gives the impression that the writer surmised the Bible says plenty about the 

way the circumstances are viewed commonly and used the apocryphal tale to bring out a 

disturbing counterpoint to the dogma. A counterpoint the more striking that it deals with the 

feelings of a forgotten lover, which most people experience at least once in their life times. 

The poem thus becomes timeless as it speaks to many.  

   

Gabriel‘s ―Troy Town‖ is another excellent example of the balladic form; it overflows 

with sensual metaphors. The poem opens with beautiful Helen standing before the altar of 

Venus and praying for passionate love. As the ballad progresses Venus approves of the desire 

and Cupid sends his burning arrow into the heart of Paris – thus the stage is set for the tragedy 

to be enacted.  

Helen (in whose heart has Cupid already ―marked his arrow‘s burning crest‖) offers 

Venus a ―carven cup (…) moulded like my breasts,‖ praying: ―Is the cup to thy heart‘s desire? 

/ O for the breast, O make it his!‖ She compares her breasts to sweet apples and urges the 

goddess: ―Once an apple stirred the beat / Of thy heart with the heart‘s desire: -- / Say, who 

brought it then to thy feet?‖ She speaks of the apple that Paris, having been asked to choose 

from Hera, Athena and Afrodita (Venus) the most beautiful of them, gave to Venus, having 

decided for her. Thus he gained her reward of the love of the most beautiful earthly woman. 

Henceforth, the apple, the symbol of the first sin, becomes the root of a new tragedy, the 

Trojan tragedy. 

According to Howard the poem uses explicit symbolism of coiton: the cup is a yonic 

symbol, while the phallic symbol is the ―Tall Troy‖ itself (142). 

The refrain (O Troy‘s down, Tall Troy‘s on fire!) does not have only a structural 

function (to create a form of a ballad) or a decorative effect; more importantly, it stresses the 

devastating power of human desire by announcing what is going to happen, specifically, it 

reports the fall of Troy.  

Venus in Gabriel‘s eyes is the one responsible for the fall of Troy, because she heeded 

Helen‘s pleas. To this goddess and femme fatale he dedicated his poem and painting Venus 

Verticordia [43] (―The Changer of the Heart‖), depicting her in a semi-nude posture, with 
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―the apple for his lips, — the dart / That follows its brief sweetness to his heart, — (…).‖ On 

the painting‘s upper-right corner Gabriel‘s poem can be found on a scroll, his favoured 

custom.  

The cause of the tragedy is in both Gabriel‘s ballads specified as that of lust, erotic 

love and destructive passion and is represented by the divinity of desire: Venus and Lilith. 

 

Sinful Love, Punishment and Betrayal: Love that Fails 
 

Even though Gabriel‘s ballads are often understood to belong to his powerful works, 

we may assert that ―Rose Mary‖ and the never finished ―The Bride‘s Prelude‖ with their 

extensiveness and mediaeval themes and motifs (a secret passion, in fact a sin of pre-marital 

sex, with the result of a punishment, a tragic pregnancy, in ―The Bride‘s Prelude‖ and the 

death of both lovers in ―Rose Mary‖) would not be among the favourite pieces of a 

contemporary reader, because the gradation of their plot is rather slow and their style quite 

cloying; yet, ―Sister Helen‖ and ―Troy Town‖, analysed above, (as well as the translation of a 

French folk-song called ―Le Roi Renaud‖, i.e. ―John of Tours‖) belong to Gabriel‘s best 

pieces. The two ballads based on real historical events, ―The White Ship‖ and ―The King‘s 

Tragedy‖, the first one speaking of the shipwreck and drowning of Prince William (the son of 

Henry the First) and the latter of the murder of King James the First of Scotland (when ―Kate 

Bar-lass‖ tried to bar the door against the murderers), are often criticised for their lack of 

nuance in characterization and versification.  

In the four ballads discussed below the motifs of pre-marital passion, its punishment 

and a betrayal, thrice from a lover, once from the members of family, intertwines.  

In ―The Bride‘s Prelude‖ a scene from approximately fourteenth century Southern 

France is depicted. Two daughters of a feudal aristocrat, Aloÿse, and younger Amelotte, have 

a passionate dialogue an hour before Aloÿse‘s wedding. The bride, instead of being happy, 

feels lacerated and narrates her story of a love affair with Urscelyn, a bastard son without 

land, who used Aloÿse to reach possessions. During the civil war he fled away, leaving the 

pregnant Aloÿse to deal with her situation – to face the threat of death from her brother Raoul 

(who would have killed her for having stained the family‘s name if it was not for her father to 

have intervened) and the murder of her child. As the war neared its end, Urscelyn returned 

and Aloÿse was forced into marriage with him. She tells the whole story to her younger sister 

who returned from a convent some time ago, to warn her against the same or a similar fate. 

The message of the ballad is that of accusation of the world of convent (the realm of religion 
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and needlecraft) which does not prepare the women for the real life in the profane ―life i‘ the 

sun,‖ where irreligion, wars, betrayals, seducers and fleshly desires leave the former nuns 

confused and emotionally deprived. Realizing that the laws she had been taught are not 

applicable onto the world of profanity, Aloÿs rejects her own shame and blames the hostile 

hypocritical world for leading her to where it did: ―But from that hour I put my shame / From 

me, and cast it over them / By God‘s command and in God‘s name. / For my child‘s bitter 

sake.‖   

―Rose Mary‖ is the narrative most permeated with betrayal from all of Gabriel‘s 

works. The poem begins with Rose Mary‘s mother bidding her to scan the beryl stone for 

danger on the road to Holy Cross, which her lover Sir James of Heronhaye takes the next day 

to confess before he and Rose Mary are wed. Since Rose Mary had had a pre-marital sexual 

relationship with Sir James, the beryl stone deceives her because only virgins are allowed to 

scan it. Thus the mother advises Sir James to take the road, believing it will be safe, and 

James is killed by the men of the Warden of Holycleugh, whose sister Sir James was going to 

marry in the church (he apparently wanted to thwart the marriage of James and his sister). 

Rose Mary‘s mother finds a letter disclosing James‘s betrayal when she kneels by his dead 

body. Rose Mary who does not know anything about her lover‘s perfidy, awakens after her 

sleep (she fainted when she heard of James‘s death) and feeling that she may yet redeem 

herself and James cleaves the beryl stone with her father‘s sword. She lies dead, when the 

voice of good spirit promises her a peaceful forgetfulness and salvation.  

     The number of treacheries in the poem is high: first there is the betrayal of the beryl 

stone which comes as a punishment for Rose Mary‘s sin of unchastity; then there is the 

striking deceit of Sir James which is prevented from fulfilling by the lie of the beryl stone; 

finally there is the unintentional false advice from Rose Mary‘s mother to James. Out of these 

all, James‘s betrayal is the least forgivable. Thanks to the genuineness of her love (she cleaves 

the beryl stone hoping she might save herself as well as her lover) Rose Mary finds peace, 

while James‘s treachery damns him: ―For under all deeps, all heights above, — / So far that 

the count is lost thereof, — / Are Hell of Treason and Heaven of Love.‖ 

     Rose Mary‘s name is full of symbolism: rose stands for beauty, love and passion as 

well as Dante‘s mystic rose; rosemary signifies remembrance. Moreover, rose sometimes 

connotes secrecy and rosemary an emblem of fidelity.  

     According to Howard the altar with the beryl stone in ―a coiling serpent‘s life-

likeness‖ was inspired by Tennyson‘s early poem ―The Kraken‖: ―in both the monster sleeps 

until the day of doom‖ (161). The beryl represents evil which, when Rose Mary confronts it, 
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transmits some of its powers onto the female heroine who is then described as the destructive 

femme fatale, the ancient Medusa: ―Dumb she stood in her malisons, — / A silver statue 

tressed with bronze: / As the fabled head by Perseus mown, / It seemed in sooth that her gaze 

alone / Had turned the carven shapes to stone.‖  

Once again we encounter the image of a ravaging female compared to that of Medusa; 

Lilith and Rose Mary are linked through the bond of a passionate illegitimate love and 

through the motif of destruction.   

Another poem by Gabriel dealing with love and betrayal is called “Stratton Water”. 

Lord Sands realizes at a sudden and unexpected meeting with his beloved Janet that his 

brother and his mother betrayed him by saying that Janet was dead. Meantime Janet, who was 

pregnant with Lord Sands, believed that her lover was ―false‖ and decided to drown herself 

with the ―babe in her body‖ in the flooded waters of the river. By chance of fate the two meet 

again and Lord Sands resolves to marry Janet the very same day at his mother‘s priest to 

triumph over the traitors.  

The clash of values: those respected by the family and those adhered to by Lord Sands, 

an individual in love with an ‗unsuitable‘ partner, occurs similarly in Christina‘s poem ―Noble 

Sisters‖. More broadly, we may consider the conflict a collision between the Victorian and 

Romantic ideals. One of the sisters in ―Noble Sisters‖ is visited by her lover in the night but 

the other sister turns him from their door ―and stabs him with a lie‖ by saying her sister is 

married already. When the young girl in love finds out the truth she decides to ―go seek him 

thro‘ the world / In sorrow till she dies.‖ The girl who is concerned with sexual purity to such 

extent that she betrays her sister and mars her sister‘s love is the voice of Victorianism, while 

the other girl is the passionate Romantic unconventional spirit who longs to elope with her 

lover, to flee from Victorian society and live a luxurious life (as the attributes of the animals 

hint: jingling bells, ribbon or a ring, silken leash) of forbidden love.  

It is hard for the reader to guess with whom Christina sides as the poem concludes 

with these lines: ―Go see in sorrow, sister, / And find in sorrow too: / If thus you shame our 

father‘s name / My curse go forth with you.‖ Christina might have wanted to show the 

Victorian girl in a bad light by putting these strong words into her mouth, but she may also 

have wanted to conclude with verses that comply with Victorian requirements. Anyhow, she 

avoids any straight judgement or criticism of the sinful heroine, as her brother does in his four 

main ballads connected with secret passion and betrayal (i.e. ―The Bride‘s Prelude‖, ―Rose 

Mary‖, Stratton Waters‖ and ―Sister Helen‖) and like Gabriel she includes a punishment for 

the sin which is carried out by the sinner‘s relative (in ―Noble Sisters‖ the sister, in ―The 
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Bride‘s Prelude‖ most probably the members of the family who murdered her child) or a 

supernatural power (the beryl stone in ―Rose Mary‖).  

In ―Sister Helen‖ and ―Stratton Water‖ the punishment is not so transparent, but the 

more effective then is the revenge for the betrayal which the individuals carry out themselves: 

Lord Sands in ―Stratton Water‖ triumphs over his family by marrying the girl they did not 

want him to marry (Janet, believing that the Lord had deceived her, wanted to drown herself, 

hoping that her dead body would reach the sight of Lord Sands – another act of vengeance), 

while Helen revenges herself in a self-destructive way, which leads to her own damnation 

(this might be seen also as the punishment for her sin of pre-marital passion).  

The theme of betrayal can be also found in ―A Last Confession‖, which will be 

discussed later, where it is both amorous and political and in ―The King‘s Tragedy‖, where it 

converts to treason. The theme of love is even in this ballad entangled with pessimism, as the 

love of the Queen (and the effort of Kate Bar-lass) fails. In ―The White Ship‖ the love of the 

king for his son also fails (as it does not protect the prince from his fate) and the prince‘s love 

for his sister causes his death.  

 

The Echo of Gothic Eeriness, Witchcraft and Occultism 

―Sister Helen‖ is an interesting balladic piece with an elaborated rhythmical form, 

accentuated by a refrain that anticipates the coming tragedy. The poem is concerned with a 

similar topic of betrayal as in ―Rose Mary‖ or ―The Bride‘s Prelude‖ – the lover is the traitor - 

yet it is revealed in precise gradation and sinister climax through a dialogue of two contrastive 

siblings: an innocent young brother and a lovelorn, evil sister who chooses occultism and 

witchcraft to punish her former lover Keith of Ewern who has pledged himself to her but 

married another. The anguish of Helen‘s mind and the obsession to kill her lover in a curse in 

such a way that his soul is damned as hers, is developed gradually, as the brothers and the 

father of the lover come to beg for Helen‘s mercy, yet, she remains deaf to their pleas 

interpreted by her little brother for: ―Hate, born of love, is blind as he.‖ 

When the bride of Keith of Ewern comes to plead with Helen, ―darkly clad‖ (as if in a 

funereal dress), pale, with ―golden hair,‖ ―she may not speak, she sinks in a swoon,‖ yet 

Helen feels no mercy for the lady whose ―dark steed goes alone‖ – as lonely as her 

―bridegroom‘s soul hath flown.‖  

Contrary to the other three mentioned ballads the reader finds it hard to side with 

Helen as a character; Howard claims that ―the sister-brother relationship serves in part to keep 

her human‖ (74). This statement is, however, unconvincing, because Helen is not treating her 
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little brother as she would if she kept her sense of proportion. In dealings with him she is 

captured in her pain and obsession and thus forgets about the consequences her evil act and 

involving her brother in it could have on a boy of his age; moreover, she stakes his soul also, 

because she is putting him in the position of an accomplice. She is indeed selfish and egotistic 

and her brother is practically turned into a messenger in her service who evidently suffers 

from what he sees and hears, yet cannot change it, being dependant on his older sister.   

Another polemical theme of the poem is the overall message directed towards religion: 

the demonic power in the poem is made stronger than that of God! (Similarly to ―Eden 

Bower‖ discussed above.) Helen is being sarcastic when she answers the plea that Keith of 

Ewern ―prays in torment to be dead‖ – her words are: ―The thing may chance, if he have 

pray‘d.‖ The chorus then asks: ―Shall God not hear?‖ but it is more then clear that God will 

not hear because the soul of Keith of Ewern is already in the hands of devilish Helen; unless 

she takes her curse away, Keith of Ewern cannot even die, he suffers in torment compared to 

―melting before a flame‖ in which the waxen figure is burning – thus Keith of Ewern does not 

sigh out his soul until the wax is molten – and even then, his soul remains damned, ―lost, 

between the Hell and Heaven.‖ The repetition of the part ―between the Hell and Heaven‖ 

preceded by ―O Mother, Mary Mother‖ gives the poem a rhythmical strength and intensifies 

the plot development. Each strophe adds an extra verse to the repeated parts that corresponds 

with the themes uncovered. The lines give an impression of lamentations chanted by an 

imaginary chorus of ghosts who surmise the early arrival of the condemned souls of both 

Keith and Helen among their crowd. There is no space for prayers, but psalm in the sinister 

atmosphere of the haunting poem.  

The magic number three supports the spellbound atmosphere in ―Sister Helen‖; there 

are: three waxen men, three horsemen, three distinct voices in the poem (Helen‘s, her 

brother‘s and the chorus‘) and the magic takes three days to come into effect (as it started on 

the morning of Keith of Ewern‘s marriage). The symbolism of numbers will be treated in 

more detail in ―Symbols and Details‖. 

Gabriel‘s poem could be compared to that of Christina‘s called ―Despised and 

Rejected‖. It speaks of a night suffering of a young man, who is waiting in vain for the girl he 

loves to open the door for him, yet she despises and rejects him. The sinister footprints 

marked in blood she finds in the morning (when she finally opens the door) are the only traces 

of the man‘s suffering.  Here we see clearly it is the man who languishes because of his love. 

The woman refuses him most probably because she does not trust him, because she fears he 

might want to take advantage of her.  
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In both Gabriel‘s as well as Christina‘s poem the male is the one who is dramatically 

‗wounded‘ by the woman – in Christina‘s poem through ignorance, in Gabriel‘s verse through 

occult, a woo-doo wax figure. In these two distinct ways the poets‘ life experience is 

mirrored: Christina rejected her suitors and certainly went through a period of ignorance with 

Collinson, and Gabriel inclined to believe in some phenomena of occult character, especially 

after the death of Lizzie.  

By contrast to ―Despised and Rejected‖ Christina‘s ―Death‘s Chill Between‖ expresses 

the female‘s longing for the lover who is gone (possibly dead) and whom she wishes to come 

back so that she can shelter him from cold and chill: ―Bring him in from the cold rain; / Bring 

wine, and let nothing lack. / Thou and I will rest together, / Love, until the sunny weather. / I 

will shelter thee from harm, — / Hide thee from all heaviness. / Come to me, and keep thee 

warm / By my side in quietness.‖ 

Several poems by Christina that deal with death and the underworld remind us of 

childhood ghost stories. Christina was as fascinated by them as any other child and she was 

also an avid reader of the Gothic novel where the threat of death is prominent. The macabre 

and spine-chilling atmosphere inspired by works of Radcliffe and Lewis is tangible in 

Christina‘s poem entitled ―The Hour and the Ghost‖ or in a fragment called ―A Nightmare‖. 

In ―The Hour and the Ghost‖ a Bride pleads with a Bridegroom not to let her follow a Ghost 

who lures her into the underworld. The Bridegroom tries hard to keep his beloved but the 

Ghost‘s insistency is stronger.  

The Bride leaves her beloved and the Ghost concludes the dialogue with words that 

evoke despair and futility: 

O fair frail sin, 

O poor harvest gathered in! 

Thou shalt visit him again 

To watch his heart grow cold; 

To know the gnawing pain 

I knew of old; 

To see one much more fair 

Fill up the vacant chair, 

Fill his heart, his children bear: -- 

While thou and I together  

In the outcast weather 

Toss and howl and spin. 
 

  Similarly, the occult-like fragment ―A Nightmare‖ reveals a simple plotline through 

stirring imagery that reminds us of the Gothic novel:  

I have a friend in ghostland,  

Early found, ah me how early lost! --  

Blood-red seaweed drips along that 

coastland 

By the strong sea wrenched and tost. 

 

If I wake he hunts me like a nightmare: 

I feel my hair stand up, my body creep: 

Without light I see a blasting sight there, 

See a secret I must keep. 

 

 



36 

Sisterly Love 
 

The leitmotif of betrayal is closely connected to the theme of sisterly love in several 

poems by Christina, which is of a diverse polarity, either positive, or negative. A positive 

example of a sacrificial sisterly love can be encountered in Goblin Market. The negative 

patterns occur in the already mentioned ―Noble Sisters‖, ―Sister Maude‖, and its variation can 

be found in ―Maude Clare‖ and many others. The negative type of sisterly love is usually 

influenced by jealousy if not by some ‗higher ethical claims‘ of chastity.  

 ―Sister Maude‖ as well as ―Noble Sisters‖ was composed after Christina, together 

with her sister Maria, had begun volunteering at Highgate Penitentiary (1859 -1870), a Home 

for Fallen Women founded by an Anglican sisterhood. Both poems deal with women‘s 

relationships, more specifically with sisters‘ relationships. In the ballad called ―Sister Maude‖ 

is the main character (i.e. Maude) cursed by her sister for being guilty of her sister‘s lover‘s 

death. Maude told her parents about her sister‘s love affair and thus caused the lover‘s death. 

The ―fallen girl‖ believes that she and her lover might be admitted to heaven (an idea that 

equals to the view of Gabriel‘s about even illegitimate earthly lovers being united in heaven) 

while Maude, being responsible for the act of death, will suffer for her sin. Certain scholars 

who consider this poem together with ―Noble sisters― in the context of Christina‘s work at 

Highgate are of the opinion that they reveal the shift in Christina‘s beliefs about the potential 

of women‘s communities after her experience working there. Compared to Goblin Market 

(analysed below), which was composed a few months before Christina began working at 

Highgate, we clearly see the change of views: while Goblin Market deals with friendly sororal 

relationship, ―Noble Sisters‖ and ―Sister Maude‖ uncover antagonism and competitiveness in 

the sisterly relationship. The rivalry of the two sisters relates to primacy of love to a lover, 

parents and God. In reality, a certain degree of hostility could have been spotted among 

Victorian women as they were not the ones who could choose but those who were to wait for 

the one who chooses them (concerning mainly the peak of their lives, i.e. marriage). Thus, 

influenced by the experience among fallen woman, Christina began to form a new opinion 

about the interrelationships among women of the same community. However, the deeds of the 

‗evil‘ sisters from both Christina‘s poems can be also viewed differently, not as an act of 

rivalry but as an act of succour. It was prevalent in Victorian society that a pretty girl was 

lured away by her seducer, lived a happy life of luxury for a short time, and ended up fallen 

and abandoned in the streets. Christina has probably been a witness to many such 

consequences during her work at Highgate. Hence, we can believe that the sisters meant only 
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good by driving out the seducers. They did forget about the consequences of their deeds but 

they meant to save their sisters from falling into the toils of wickedness.  

―Sister Maude‖ can be also read as polemics with Tennyson‘s ―Maud‖. Within the 

context of Tennyson‘s poem the lyrical persona kills the heroine‘s brother (i.e. Maud‘s 

brother) struggling to feel guilty or responsible for the act as he allegedly killed him in part in 

a self-defensive duel. The poet is in love with Maud and it is her death that impacts his 

psychological state in yearning for a contact with the deceased beauty. As the lyricist decides 

to join the Crimean War a parallel is drawn between the private murder and the justified 

killing of the soldiers in the war. The whole idea can be seen as cynical and ironic for 

Tennyson points at the fact that if we consider the massive killing to be heroic then private 

murder may be judged as a non-crime also. As the troubled emotions of the lyrical persona 

develop he becomes less reliable on the emotional level. What he claims has no support in 

Maud‘s opinion. We don‘t even know what she thinks about her lover‘s slaying her brother 

and if (and to what extent) she blames him while in Christina‘s poem Maude is explicitly 

blamed and found responsible for the death of her sister‘s lover. In Tennyson‘s poem it is the 

murdered brother who treasures the respect of the family; in the beginning of Part II we read: 

―He came with the babe-faced lord; / Heap‘d on her terms of disgrace, / And while she wept, 

and I strove to be cool, / He fiercely gave me the lie.‖ In Rossetti‘s poem it is the murdering 

sister who is concerned with her sister‘s disgrace. While Maud, ―sweet soul, had hardly 

spoken a word,‖ Maude is cursed by her sister for the murder. Thus, in both the poems, the 

concept of murderer and victim as well as blame and guilt are seen from two different 

perspectives; both writers are seemingly siding with love as opposed to ethics, yet they are 

hinting the opposite.  

Another poem, ―Maude Clare‖, does not deal with a sisterly relationship as such, but 

definitely belongs to this group of poems interested in the rivalrous relationships between 

women. The abandoned heroine is not viewed with much sympathy this time. Christina rather 

sides with the rival who got married to Clare‘s lover because she seems more devoted to her 

love. When it‘s Clare‘s turn to congratulate the newlyweds she cannot avoid pitying herself:  

―Here‘s my half of the golden chain 

You wore about your neck 

That day we waded ankle-deep 

For lilies in the beck (…)‖ 

She turn‘d to Nell: ―My Lady Nell, 

I have a gift for you (…) 

Take my share of a fickle heart, 

Mine of a paltry love: 

Take it or leave it as you will, 

I wash my hands thereof.‖ 
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Thus, the wife, who is more courageous than Clare, wins the battle of words by 

saying: ―And what you leave / … I‘ll take, / And what you spurn, I‘ll wear; / For he‘s my lord 

for better and worse, / And him I love, Maude Clare.‖ 

Contrary to ―Maude Clare‖ in ―Cousin Kate‖ the favour is on the side of the 

abandoned woman. This poem is also an excellent example of Christina‘s works which seem 

to be dominated by the same aesthetic and literary values (much influenced by the notions of 

John Ruskin) that make Pre-Raphaelitism the movement central to the transition from the 

sentimental moral idealism of the Victorian mainstream to the variously sceptical and ironic 

value systems that rule modern poetry. ―Cousin Kate‖ reveals the heroine‘s reconciliation 

with having been abandoned by her lover who found someone ―more fair.‖ As the following 

verses show, the heroine‘s acceptance of the situation is not one that would correspond to 

Victorian philosophy. In Victorian views of double standards the female would be found 

guilty, while the male seducer would be redeemed by marrying the virginal cousin Kate.  

O cousin Kate, my love was true, 

 Your love was writ in sand: 

If he had fooled not me but you, 

   If you stood where I stand, 

He‘d not have won me with his love 

   Nor bought me with his land; 

I would have spit into his face 

   And not have taken his hand. 

 

The heroine accepts the label of a fallen woman but refuses to feel guilty. She blames 

the male for his false love not for the fact that he ‗ruined‘ her. Nor does she hate her son as 

the consequence of her sin: ―My fair-haired son, my shame, my pride, / Cling closer, closer 

yet….‖ 

―Under the Rose‖, written in 1865 and retitled in 11872 to ―The Iniquity of the Fathers 

Upon the Children‖ deals with a similar situation but from the perspective of the child. The 

mother dares not tell the daughter of her father, an unnamed lover, whom the daughter, in her 

adulthood almost curses for the pains he caused: 

Why did he set his snare  

To catch at unaware  

My Mother‘s foolish youth;  

Load me with shame that‘s hers,  

And her with something worse,  

A lifelong lie for truth? 

 

 As the heroine in ―Cousin Kate‖ is reconciled with the blame she has to carry through 

her life, so is the daughter in ―Under the Rose‖. She decides ―not blot out my shame / With 
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any man‘s good name; / But nameless as I stand, / My hand is my own hand, / And nameless 

as I came / I go to the dark land.‖ This strict determination might be also rooted in her will not 

to follow her mother‘s fate and thus to avoid any attempts to marry that could end up in 

disappointment.  

 

Goblin Market  

Goblin Market is Christina‘s well-known narrative poem about a sisterly sacrifice.  

The fairy-tale plotline reveals the story of two sisters, Laura and Lizzie. Every day 

they hear the goblins hawk their merchandise of exotic fruit. Both girls know that the fruit is 

―forbidden,‖ but one evening Laura buys the goblin fruit with a lock of her hair. When she 

returns home, Lizzie reminds her of the fate of their friend Jeanie, who once bought the goblin 

fruit and then pined away as she could not ever get any more of that delicious goods. She 

sought the goblins every night and day but did not find them anymore, ―then fell with the first 

snow.‖ 

Laura also begins to pine away as she longs for the fruit she can never get again. The 

goblins still try to tempt Lizzie though. To save Laura, Lizzie meets the goblins one night and 

offers a penny for their fruit. They want her to eat it straight away but she refuses. They 

become crazy with anger and squeeze their fruits against her mouth to make her eat. Lizzie, 

however, does not swallow one drop of the juice and when the goblins vanish she runs home 

to offer her face to Laura who is then saved by the ―fiery antidote.‖  

This narrative poem interests many critics for its symbolism. Even though it was 

meant to be a children‘s poem, its vivid and even sexual imagery yielded the piece to adults; 

critics have interpreted it in many different ways, from an allegory about temptation and 

redemption to a commentary on Victorian gender roles. Some readers may be tempted to 

search for similarities with Coleridge‘s ―The Rime of the Ancient Mariner‖. Christina was 

well acquainted with Coleridge‘s works and both poems deal with the burden of sin and 

yearning for redemption, but Coleridge‘s piece pursues deeply the psychological suffering of 

a man who committed a sin and bears the guilt of his deed until in penance he is forgiven.  

In Goblin Market, by contrast, the sinner does not bear any guilt she would redeem 

with her own suffering. She is saved by a pure soul who takes on the task of redemption and 

thus sacrifices herself. The two different religious themes of penance and sacrifice are thus of 

a two-fold nature; Christina‘s piece evokes the story of Christ, the brother to all, who 

sacrificed himself for the others, staking his own life.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victorian_era
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rime_of_the_Ancient_Mariner
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Coleridge‘s poem is influenced by Romanticism, while Goblin Market is based on 

Victorian principles. The mariner trespassed on the law of nature by killing the albatross and 

thus, according to the romantic rule, self-exiled himself from the embrace of tranquility. 

Laura broke the law of society, she neglected her duty, and that was the greatest sin in the 

eyes of Victorians. Laura had suffered before she gained mercy from Lizzie, who in the poem 

represents the benignant Christian soul as well as the commanding and reproaching Victorian 

spirit:  

Lizzie met her at the gate 

Full of wise upbraidings: 

―Dear, you should not stay so late, 

Twilight is not good for maidens; 

Should not loiter in the glen 

In the haunts of goblin men (…)‖
27

 

 

Many scholars agree that the ‗forbidden fruit‘ of the goblins leads to a parable 

connected with the story of Eve. However, the biblical allusion is slightly disturbed by 

Christina‘s notion that Laura can only be saved by the same fruits which caused her downfall, 

while in the ancient Office-hymn for Passion Sunday it is clearly stated that the tree of Eden 

has brought death, while the tree of Calvary will bring salvation.  

Christina disturbed the Victorian protocol in having Laura, the sinner, saved by her 

sister – Laura herself did not pay any price for breaking the law. The indication of feminine 

sexuality meant to obliterate Victorian social mores which were different for men and women. 

While women were thought to have no sexuality, or if they had, they were supposed to repress 

it, it was normal for men to visit brothels from time to time. Thus, there was prudery on one 

hand and hypocrisy on the other hand. Laura couldn‘t resist the temptation and tried the 

forbidden fruit – this act in its allegory can be understood as follows: Laura was seduced by 

the goblins (the male element) to have a sort of sexual intercourse with them – hence she lost 

her innocence and only a pure virgin like Lizzie could have saved her.  

According to Victorian beliefs Laura should have died as Jenie, who partook of the 

goblin‘s fruits the previous year and died at the beginning of winter, because she embodied 

the ‗fallen woman‘ whose life ought to end in ‗fallen woman‘s death‘ and not in salvation. 

However ascetic and religious might have Christina Rossetti been in her life, she did not spoil 

one of her best works with prudish Victorian ending. Her poem attacks Victorian hypocrisy 

and affection, while it builds pedestal for real Christian understanding and succour.  

                                                 
27

 Emphasis added.  
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There are many other themes and motifs scholars look for in Goblin Market. 

According to Jerome McGann the poem is a criticism of Victorian marriage markets and 

conveys ―the need for an alternative social order.‖ For the feminist Sandra Gilbert, the fruit 

represents Victorian women‘s ―exclusion from the world of art.‖ Other scholars - most 

notably Herbert Tucker - view the poem ―as a critique on the rise of advertising in 

precapitalist England, with the goblins utilizing clever marketing tactics to seduce Laura.‖ J. 

Hartman, among others, has referred to ―the parallels between Laura‘s experience and the 

experience of drug addiction‖ (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goblin_Market). 

Christina‘s biographer Mrs Packer understands the fairy-story as a parable to 

Christina‘s never proven ―outlawed love for Scott‖ (Battiscombe 1981, 105). The sexual 

interpretation has been applied in an article in the magazine Playboy and discussed also by 

Maureen Duffy in The Erotic World of Faery. She reads the narrative poem as an erotic 

fantasy, a collection of sexual symbols, where the goblins ―are mostly in phallic bird and fish 

forms,‖ while Laura and Lizzie represent ―the double female image.‖ Thus the two sisters 

entwined ―cheek to cheek and breast to breast / Locked together in one net‖ represent 

―duplicate images ripe for polygamy‖ (106). No doubt this rather Freudian interpretation 

largely forgets to take into consideration the fact that Christina, even though a human being 

with sexual desires of her own, was so confined in her world of religious faith that she would 

barely have these encodings on her mind – her attitude towards the urges of the flesh was 

uncovered in ―The Heart Knoweth its Own Bitterness‖ discussed above. After all, even if she 

did try to get a message of deep erotic indication across through her writing, as in real life her 

urges were kept repressed, the often discussed Freudian interpretation of her most famous 

work would still remain merely interesting
28

, not convincing, and rather short-sighted. There 

is certainly much more in the piece than solely sexual craving.   

As for the rhythm and rhyme in Christina‘s poem, her musical ear allows her to create 

verses with spontaneous, instinctive rhymes and fitting rhythm, which Virginia Woolf 

compared to a melody by Mozart. She often uses regular rhyme schemes such as couplet (aa 

bb cc dd), enclosed rhyme (abba) or simple ―abab‖ form; in Goblin Market Christina created a 

fusion of various rhyme schemes, changing from couplets and triplets to alternative rhyme 

and enclosed rhyme:  

 

                                                 
28

 The cherries, for instance, are sometime perceived as a symbol of vagina (similarly to some ancient encodings 

and their explications.) The act of goblins who try to squeeze their fruit against Lizzie‘s closely tight mouth 

could, similarly, include carnal connotations.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goblin_Market
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Currants and gooseberries, 

Bright-fire-like barberries, 

Figs to fill your mouth, 

Citrons from the South, 

Sweet to tongue and sound to eye; 

Come buy, come buy. 

 

Laura stretched her gleaming neck 

Like a rush-imbedded swan, 

Like a lily from the beck, 

Like a moonlit poplar branch, 

Like a vessel at the launch 

When its last restraint is gone. 

 

The motif of forbidden fruit appears in a varied theme in Christina‘s ―An Apple 

Gathering.‖ It is a parable of love having been reaped before its ripe time; a girl plucks 

blossoms from her apple-tree and wears them all evening in her hair and in due season she 

finds no apples where the blossoms were. All neighbourhood mocks her and other young girls 

mortify and tease her. The poem represents Victorian society in all its cruelty – the girls 

whose ―mother‘s home are near‖ epitomize the obedient Victorian daughters who saved their 

flowers to reap fruits. They revile the ‗black sheep‘ who broke the law and remained 

abandoned by her lover as well as by the society:  

Ah Willie, Willie, was my love less worth 

Than apples with their green leaves piled above? 

I counted rosiest apples on the earth 

Of far less worth than love. 

 

Dream Connoting Love or Death: The Significant Role of Anticipation 

 

The Prince’s Progress 

Christina‘s other famous fairy-tale narrative poem The Prince’s Progress is typically 

Pre-Raphaelite in its inevitability of death that comes before mutual love can be reached. It 

tells the story of a Prince who sets off for a journey that leads him to his betrothed Princess. 

On his way he has to overcome many obstacles and therefore he arrives too late to the palace:  

 

What is this that comes through the door, 

The face covered, the feet before? 

This that coming takes his breath; 

This Bride not seen, to be seen no more 

Save of Bridegroom Death? 
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The Prince’s Progress is typically Pre-Raphaelite in its inevitability of death that 

comes before mutual love can be reached by the two young people. The poem points to the 

love affair of Dante Gabriel and Lizzie, which – as mentioned above - came to a tragic end 

just two years after their marriage. Christina‘s description of the Prince reminds us of Dante 

Gabriel before he had ruined his strength with drink and drugs: ―His curly black beard like 

silk (…) he was strong to do and dare (…) In his lusty youth and his pride, / Tough to grapple 

but weak to snare (…)‖ 

The rhyme scheme follows the aaabab pattern but the last six stanzas the pattern 

changes into aaaaa. This alternation was certainly used to enhance the emotionally intense 

atmosphere of the dramatic end. 

The poem is close to Gabriel‘s preoccupation with mystery, providence and 

predestination. The Prince and the Princess know each other just from their dreams – they 

know they belong together even though they have never seen each other. However, the Prince 

foresees the sad end when he pleads with the omniscient ‗voice‘ of the story in the fourth 

stanza: ―But tell me first, true voice of my doom, / Of my veiled bride in her maiden bloom.‖ 

The obstacles the Prince has to overcome are mysteriously holding him back against his will: 

―He would have gone, but he stayed instead (…) Loth to stay, but to leave her slack (…)‖  

While the milkmaid uncovers the Prince‘s infidelity, the caveman helps to show the 

Prince‘s lack of Christian-like reconciliation with death as he so much longs to drink the 

potion of Life with his Bride. This is again proven through the motif of drowning: ―Half he 

choked in the lashing spray: / Life is sweet, and the grave is grim (…)‖ The Prince‘s 

indecisiveness is the last of his weaknesses that bring his loss over the Fate. He proved a poor 

player with the cards the Fate brought into his way (an allusion to Gabriel‘s ―The Card-

Dealer‖ suggests itself). Thus the pre-destined doom is fulfilled through the death of his 

beloved. 

The poem could be analysed yet from another point of view and that is the one of the 

distinct roles of a man and a woman in Victorian society. While the Prince is supposed to be 

the active one, the Princess is the submissive counterpart, simply waiting for her man to 

come, not exerting any effort herself; this is a model we can clearly see in Victorian 

premarital customs – it would have to be the man courting the woman while she would have 

to wait for her suitor. The dispositions of the Prince and the Princess also remind us of the 

Victorian male and female division: ―She in her meekness, he in his pride (…)‖ 
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It took four years (from 1861-1865) until Christina finished The Prince’s Progress. 

Meanwhile she was working on her less known poem ―Songs in a Cornfield‖. The motif of a 

lover who comes late to meet his beloved remains the same, but the plotline is set into a 

cornfield where a group of girls are reaping and singing, but one of them, Marian, cannot sing 

―while her sweetheart‘s away.‖ We learn that he came ―across the green sea but for a day…to 

help with the hay.‖ The refrain ―where is he gone to‖ arouses despair and highlights the 

atmosphere of precariousness. When Marian finally sings, she sings like ―one who grieves,‖ 

and the poem closes with unmitigated verses: 

If he comes to-day 

He will find her weeping; 

If he comes to-morrow 

He will find her sleeping; 

If he comes the next day 

He‘ll not find her at all, 

He may tear his curling hair, 

Beat his breast and call. 

 

Striking is the reciprocality of dreaming or sleeping and death in Christina‘s (and 

Gabriel‘s) poems. Marian will be found weeping, sleeping - dead, or not at all – buried. 

Christina often speaks of the dead as asleep, as if they are waiting for entering the world of 

heaven as in her poem ―Dream Land‖: ―Sleep that no pain shall wake, / Night that no morn 

shall break / Till joy shall overtake / Her perfect peace.‖ Similar association can be found in 

her collection Sing-Song (discussed below), in Gabriel‘s poem ―My Sister‘s Sleep‖ (analysed 

in the same chapter as Sing-Song) and in Christina‘s ―Sleeping at Last‖ (quoted in the chapter 

―The Life and Death of Christina Rossetti‖) where the final sleep without dreams is seen as a 

deliverance from the earthly horrors.  

Similar religious undertone of waiting for entering the world of heaven can be found 

in ―Paradise: In a Dream‖ by Christina which offers a beautiful vision of Paradise shown in a 

dream: ―(…) Oh green palm-branches many-leaved / Eye hath not seen, nor ear hath heard, / 

Nor heart conceived.‖ 

The poetess expresses her deep desire to ―see these things again, / But not as once in 

dreams by night; / To see them with my very sight, / And touch, and handle, and attain.‖ The 

dream is thus seen as a mere phantasm which the lyrical persona wishes to come true so that 

she can meet her God and the saints.  

Dream in Christina‘s and Gabriel‘s writings is closely linked with erotic symbolism. 

In Gabriel‘s ―Love‘s Nocturn‖ where the unconscious is free in a dreamland which ―will not 

wait for sleep‖ and where the ―poet‘s fancies all are there‖ a sexual dream is described, 
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situated into a land of ―elf-girls‖ where ―Water‘s voice and wind‘s as one / Shed an echo in 

the sun.‖ The word ―moan‖ is repeated significantly several times in the poem and the 

symbolic reunion of lovers through ―mingling breath‖ speaks for itself. The passion in 

Gabriel‘s poem turns into fear and loathing of the sexual fornication in Christina‘s ―My 

Dream‖ where the lyrical persona depicts a dream she had about young crocodiles welled in 

―myriad pregnant waves‖ of Euphrates that obviously symbolize males in general. Among 

them is one ―kinglier‖, described as follows: ―Special terror weighed upon his frown; / His 

punier brethren quaked before his tail, / Broad as a rafter, potent as a flail.‖ The appetite of his 

grew fast, ―he battened on them, crunched, and sucked them in. / He knew no law, he feared 

no binding law, / But ground them with inexorable jaw: / The luscious fat distilled upon his 

chin (…).‖ When a swift and subtle winged vessel comes, the prudent crocodile ―shed 

appropriate tears.‖ The final lines signify the godly power that comes to punish the lustful 

crocodile – male for his (sexual) greediness.  The encodings of the dream here connote a 

warning against such acting. 

Yet another interpretation of a dream can be found in Christina‘s ―Mirage‖ and ―Day 

Dream‖ (discussed in ―Unfulfilled and Unrequited Love‖) where we encounter an accusation 

of a dream – which has caused pain. In ―Day Dream‖ it impedes the bloom of love. In 

―Mirage‖ the hope of love has wrecked and is now compared to merely a dream that caused 

the heart to break ―and now I wake, / Exceeding comfortless, and worn, and old, / For a 

dream‘s sake. (...) Life, and the world, and mine own self, are changed / For the dream‘s 

sake.‖ According to Marya Zaturenska the poem was written in 1860, many years after the 

sad affair between Christina and Collinson, when she was finally ―able to write out this 

feeling‖ of disappointment (58). 

 

Anticipation of Death – The Importance of Spring versus Autumn Imagery 

In ―Songs in a Cornfield‖ by Christina, mentioned above, we encounter the symbolic 

meanings of autumn. The girls are working on the field, merrily, but one of them cannot sing, 

anticipating the misfortune of her lover coming back too late. In the majority of Christina‘s 

poems we find the polarity of the positive connotations brought about by a joyous depiction of 

spring scenery, while the vista of autumn remains rather negative, associated with sadness and 

melancholy.  

In her poem ―Spring‖ Christina is fairly accurate in observation of the variegated 

spring life, but nonetheless melancholic in anticipating doom after the spring‘s peak; she 

distinctively sees the end of spring as death:  
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There is no time like Spring, 

Like Spring that passes by: 

There is no life like Spring-life born to  

die, –  

Piercing the sod, 

Clothing the uncouth clod, 

Hatched in the nest, 

Fledged on the windy bough, 

Strong on the wing; 

There is no time like Spring that passes by, 

Now newly born, and now 

Hastening to die. 

 

In ―An End‖ we can similarly see the coming of life linked to spring while the last 

summer days mark the end of one‘s life epoch:  

He was born in the Spring, 

And died before the harvesting: 

On the last warm summer day 

He left us; he would not stay 

For Autumn twilight cold and grey. 

Sit we by his grave, and sing 

He is gone away. 

 

―One Day‖ also deals with the positive aspects of spring and negative aspects of 

autumn; this time the theme of love and a motif of lovers who have to part when the fall 

comes are added together with the Christian hope that the two may meet again some day in 

Paradise. ―Grown and Flown‖ again relates the story of love which was marred by autumn; 

the couple met in spring and were in love through summer days until autumn came, when 

―one heart‘s too small / For hunger, cold, love, everything (…) Sweet sweet love was, / Now 

bitter bitter grown to me.‖ 

―Another Spring‖ then reveals a wish of the lyrical persona to ―see another spring‖ 

which is comprehended as continuity of life as an option to live life in its full vigor:  

   If I might see another Spring 

I‘d laugh to-day, to-day is brief; 

I would not wait for anything: 

I‘d use to-day that cannot last, 

Be glad to-day and sing. 

 

―The First Spring Day‖ deals with the same desire of spring to ―dawn again with 

warmth and bloom, / or in this world, or in the world to come.‖ Here then the lyrical persona 

does not mind dying as long as there is also spring to come in the next world, as long as even 

there she can ―blossom and rejoice and sing.‖ In this poem we may also notice the religious 

line of Christina‘s poetry (a separate chapter is dedicated to this influence; see below).  

The end of May in the eponymous poem symbolizes the last quiver of life as the last 

month of spring, while the following months bring only oldness, coldness and greyness.  
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Nevertheless, the futility of life does not come only after spring but practically crawls 

along one‘s path all the time during one‘s existence. Christina‘s poem ―A Pause of Thought‖ 

opens with these verses: ―I looked for that which is not, nor can be, / And hope deferred made 

my heart sick in truth: / But years must pass before a hope of youth / Is resigned utterly.‖ 

The lyrical persona might not want to resign waiting for the vague object, for the 

empty name, but as years go by, she gradually loses hope: ―Alas, thou foolish one! alike unfit 

/ For healthy joy and salutary pain: / Thou knowest the chase useless, and again / Turnest to 

follow it.‖ 

The last line ―again turnest to follow it‖ points out to the female‘s endurance. In fact, it 

is rather the woman in Christina‘s verses who is balanced, composed and courageous, ready 

to wait or ready to fight for something or someone she desires. The female element in most 

poems accepts the reality as it is, without pathetic regret, as in ―Wife to Husband‖ where the 

heroine bids her husband farewell: ―While you clasp, I must be gone / For all your weeping: / 

I must die (…) We, one, must part in two; / Verily death is this: / I must die.‖ 

Another example of an audacious living female can be found in the poem entitled 

―Twice.‖ The heroine offers her heart to a man she loves but he refuses it by saying: ―It is still 

unripe, / Better wait awhile.‖ As the title of the poem hints the heroine is strong enough to put 

her feelings at stake once more and risk offering her heart again to the one she adores. 

 

Modern subjects: The Role of Woman in Victorian Society 
 

As mentioned already in the chapter ―Sisterly Love‖ Christina‘s volunteering at 

Highgate Penitentiary inspired her poems ―Sister Maude‖ and ―Noble Sisters‖. However 

gritty her experience must have been, she does not openly speak about prostitution, only of 

forbidden love, clandestine passion, while Dante Gabriel is direct and straight in his depiction 

of this issue on his canvas (Found [12]) and in his poetry (―Found‖ and ―Jenny‖). He 

uncovers all the details of a fallen woman, yet does not pretend to have the answer to the 

matter and does not moralize, as he claims in ―Jenny‖: ―And must I mock you to the last, / 

Ashamed of my own shame, – aghast / Because some thoughts not born amiss / Rose at a poor 

fair face like this?‖ He avoids simplifications of the problem of prostitution or sentimentality, 

yet uses irony where a straight statement would lose its force. Jenny is compared to a flower, 

a symbol of beauty, yet the loveliness is spoiled by the ugliness of prostitution itself. Dante 

Gabriel does not blame the woman, though – he is aware of the Victorian double standards for 

the two distinct sexes and is conscious of the ‗supply and demand effect‘: if there were no 
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men willing to visit the women of the street, there would be no women of that kind. The germ 

of the problem lies in the society itself: ―From shame and shame‘s outbraving too, / Is rest not 

sometimes sweet to you? — / But most from the hatefulness of man (…) / Who, having used 

you at his will, / Thrusts you aside, as when I dine / I serve the dishes and the wine.‖ Yet, he 

knows that until ―the seed of Man vanish as dust,‖ Lust will remain within this world.  

―Jenny‖ describes a situation in a prostitute‘s room, where the fallen woman falls 

asleep while her visitor confronts his sympathy for her who others in his society would 

condemn as a degraded figure. The lyrical persona thinks of the room so different from his, 

―full of books‖ and work he left to go dancing, when by chance he encountered Jenny, whose 

heart, ―a rose shut in a book/ In which pure women may not look,‖ remains inaccessible to the 

hypocritical Victorians. As Jenny is compared to a ―volume seldom read,‖ her thoughts are 

hidden for the speaker and he must relate to her on purely aesthetic and emotional level as he 

views her beauty. The speaker thus occupies two worlds: one of Victorian society, where 

there is his room and his work, and another, of Jenny‘s small room, where he rests in the 

arm‘s of a woman for whom he feels sympathy and understanding. 

When he compares her to his cousin Nell, he is surprised by the similarities between 

the two: ―My cousin Nell is fond of fun, / And fond of dress, and change, and praise, / So 

mere a woman in her ways: / And if her sweet eyes rich in youth / Are like her lips that tell 

the truth, / My cousin Nell is fond of love.‖ Marvelling at the ―potter‘s power over the clay,‖ 

he comes to a conclusion that while Nell is ‗safe‘ thanks to her parent‘s money, there are 

other women like Jenny who have to earn their bread by self-degradation. The poet once 

again arrives to the idea that the whole socio-economic system constructed by man is 

responsible for the difference among women of otherwise similar natures. He even muses on 

the thought that one day Nell‘s children may fall from the ‗respectable‘ position because of a 

lack of money. Gabriel refuses to side with the society that condemns the prostitute without 

offering her any alternative.  

Found and ―Jenny‖ represent one of the not many modern subjects in Gabriel‘s 

oeuvre. A similar topic of the tabooed matter of prostitution was at the time chosen by 

Holman Hunt in his painting The Awakening Conscience [29].
29

 What makes Gabriel‘s work 

more interesting is the fact that he was not trying to moralize; Hunt portrayed the prostitute in 

an interior of the maisons damnées types where each piece of furniture symbolizes guilt 

(piano symbolizes seduction, blatant carpets represent wickedness, rosewood stands for 

                                                 
29

 Hunt claimed without proof that Rossetti had stolen the idea from his own painting – this was one of the 

causes of the artists‘ estrangement. 
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cynicism). The prostitute is the one awakened; she can see her guilt and seems ready to repent 

(she looks towards the open window and even the cat under the table is startled by the sudden 

epiphany) — the step towards Hunt‘s coming religious devotion is noticeable
30

. Gabriel‘s 

Jenny in the eponymous poem is not ready to repent and the lyric speaker does not judge her. 

He is not scorning her or trying to change her; similarly, the ‗found woman‘, the prostitute in 

the poem ―Found‖, is also not trying to redeem herself. She seems rather resistant to her 

former lover‘s effort to save her, as the last line proves when ―she cries in her locked heart: 

Leave me — I do not know you — go away!‖ 

The eponymous painting Found (1854, with Fanny Cornforth) remained unfinished at 

Gabriel‘s death almost 30 years later, when it was ‗completed‘ by Burne-Jones and Treffy 

Dunn. The theme was inspired by William Bell Scott‘s poem ―Rosabell‖, later retitled 

―Maryanne‖. The painting depicts a prostitute, lifted up from the street by a country-drover 

who recognises his old sweetheart. She cowers by a cemetery wall, a symbol of death and 

thus damnation, unless she repents. The net holding the calf symbolizes the web of sin in 

which the woman is caught.  

―A Last Confession‖ written in blank verse is by contrast a poem revealing a terrible 

act of egotistic love of a man whom the society considered a ―decent citizen.‖ It is in fact a 

monologue of a man desperately in love, now dying, confessing to the priest his life‘s sin, the 

murder of a girl he had loved and had taken care of since her childhood, yet stabbed later 

when she had left him for another man.  

―Jenny‖ and ―A Last Confession‖ are both socially self-conscious poems as they 

uncover modern-life subjects; Dante Gabriel approached the two matters from an inner 

standing point, in ―Jenny‖ as the participating lyric speaker, in ―A Last Confession‖ through a 

monologue, a dying confession of an Italian patriot mortally wounded during the 1848 

uprising against Austrian rule of the kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia. The critical insights 

developed in ―A Last Confession‖ are congruent with ―Jenny‖ – they both attack the 

Victorian-like hypocrisy and egotism, whose victim is once a prostitute, next time a girl who 

chose to love someone else than the man who loved her. As a member of the resistance the 

patriot interprets the girl‘s leaving as both amorous and political betrayal, hinting a few times 

that the man she left him for was a ―German lover.‖ Captured in his jealous illusions, he 

compares the girl‘s laughter that haunts him to that of a harlot. Even though the character tries 

hard to have the priest to whom he speaks (and the readers) on his side, the reliability of his 

                                                 
30

 He sailed for the Holy Land on 14 January 1854, determined to devote his talents to the cause of Christianity. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prostitution
http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/3-1848.raw.html
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narration can be doubted, and the audience is hardly willing to comprehend his motives of 

killing a woman he had no right to and to subscribe to them even though he is trying to sound 

as a victim of the Austrian occupation and women‘s toils.  

Typically, Gabriel uses omens to foreshadow the coming tragedy: the girl first bleeds 

when hurt by the statue of Love the man bought her. The last time she bleeds is when he stabs 

her. The statue is broken when the girl tries to hang it up – as well as her love for the man is 

broken later. Another clear omen is the change of the Madonna to whom the girl used to pray. 

In accordance with the Pre-Raphaelite aesthetics the girl‘s hair was dark and crisped, ―her 

face was ever pale (…) her great eyes, that sometimes turned half dizzily beneath the 

passionate lids, as faint…‖ 

A few allusions to the sexual relationship of the two main characters are drawn 

through the means of imagery. When the girl pierces her hand with the statue of Amor the 

man says: ―That I should be the first to make you bleed, / Who love and love and love you!‖ 

and the girl sobs ―not for the pain at all, / (…) but for the Love, the poor good Love / You 

gave me.‖ The man in fact explicitly admits the alternation in his feelings for the girl to those 

more sensual: ―For now, being always with her, / the first love / I had- the father‘s, brother‘s 

love-was changed (…).‖ However, any evidence that the girl has ever considered him as a 

lover is missing in the narrative and that leads to even more doubts of the man‘s character – 

he could have been abusing her and that might have been the reason why she left so suddenly 

without wanting him to remain close to her and acting so strangely to him when he brought 

her the ‗present‘. The man himself is not sure whether he deserves mercy for what he did 

when he says: ―But I shall hear her laugh / Soon, when she shows the crimson steel to God.‖ 

 

Lust and Sensuality 

The motif of sensual love and prostitution appears most coarsely in Gabriel‘s ―The 

Can-Can at Valentino‘s‖. He wrote this provoking poem in 1849, during his stay in Paris, in a 

letter to his brother William. It is too extremely autobiographical in its sexist prurience and 

unguardedly ‗revealing‘ to be meant for public release. According to Gabriel, while watching 

the ―ecstasy of sound and motion, I became possessed with a tender rapture and recorded it in 

rhyme (…)‖ (http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/dgr.ltr.0555.rad.html#p6). 

In the poem he successively describes the dancers, comparing them to animals and 

beasts, concluding with the following lines:  

A toothsome feast 

Of blackguardism [and whoresflesh] and bald row, 

No doubt, for such as love those same. For me, 

http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/dgr.ltr.0555.rad.html#p6
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I confess, William, and avow to thee, 

(Soft in thine ear!) that such sweet female whims 

[As nasty backside out and wriggled limbs] 

Are not a passion of mine naturally. 

[Nor bitch-squeaks, nor the smell of heated quims.] 

 

This proves, that even though, in his polemics with Robert Buchanan Gabriel tried to 

prove that his ―Nuptial Sleep‖ and other sonnets are ‗shameless‘, in Gabriel‘s verse we do 

find many examples of eroticism and explicit images of sensuality. It also occurs, and quite 

pregnantly, in the rather sentimental poem called ―The Staff and Scrip‖, based on a story in 

Gesta Romanorum, where a knight, after having returned from his pilgrimage to Palestine, 

dies in devoted service to his beloved queen he met only once in his life. She, quite 

pathetically, mourns his death for many years later until the end of her days. What follows is 

only a part of the passage which describes the hero‘s preparations for the fight: ―She sent him 

a sharp sword, whose belt / About his body there / As sweet as her own arms he felt. / He 

kissed its blade, all bare, / Instead of her.‖ 

In ―Love-Sweetness‖ (from the House of Life which will be discussed below) 

Gabriel‘s susceptibility to the physical allures is again present: ―Her tremulous smiles; her 

glances‘ sweet recall / Of love; her murmuring sighs memorial (…).‖ 

Similarly in his poem ―Love‘s Nocturn‖, already mentioned in the chapter ―Dream 

Connoting Love or Death‖, the lyric speaker prays to his master, Love, to bring him once gain 

to life, to let him physically reunite with his lover: ―Reft of her, my dreams are all / Clammy 

trance that fears the sky.‖ The sexual union is seen as a re-birth, a way to overcome death: 

―Half-formed visions that make moan / In the house of birth alone; / And what we / At death‘s 

wicket see, unknown.‖ 

Among other poems which explicitly refer to lust, libido and sexuality are ―The Kiss‖, 

―Supreme Surrender‖, ―First Fire‖, and ―At Last‖. Some of these sonnets were excluded from 

the publication in Gabriel‘s works. No doubt they were influenced by the affair between 

Gabriel and Jane. The following fragments need no commentary: 

My lady lies apparent; and the deep 

Calls to the deep; and no man sees but I. (...) 

Across my breast the abandoned hair doth 

flow, 

Where one shorn tress long stirred the 

longing ache: 

And next the heart that trembled for its sake 

Lies the queen-heart in sovereign overthrow. 

This hour be her sweet body all my song. 

Now the same heart-beat blends her gaze 

with mine (...)  

Her arms lie open, throbbing with their 

throng 

Of confluent pulses, bare and fair and strong: 

And her deep-freighted lips expect me now, 

Amid the clustering hair that shrines her brow 

Five kisses broad, her neck ten kisses long. 

(First Fire) 

(Supreme Surrender) 
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 The sensuality of love in Gabriel‘s works will be analyzed further in the following 

chapter ―The ‗New Religion‘ in The House of Life. 

 

Religion and its Influence on the writings of Christina and Dante Gabriel 

 
The tradition of life in the Rossetti home was partly Italian (mainly the cuisine) and 

partly English; though Gabriele was nominally a Roman Catholic (in fact an agnostic) he 

allowed his children to be brought up in their mother‘s faith, i.e. Anglicanism. The religious 

views of their mother influenced mainly Christina. During the years from 1843 to 1852 she 

felt frequently ill. The doctors either claimed it was angina or tuberculosis. Some academics 

are of the opinion that when she was fourteen, Christina suffered a nervous breakdown, which 

in succeeding years led to severe blasts of depression and a related illness. It was during this 

period that Christina, as well as her mother and sister became a pious believer and this 

religious devotion played a major part not only in her personal life, but also in some of her 

works. 

Both the Oxford Movement and Pre-Raphaelitism exerted a great influence upon 

Christina. She suffered the unfulfilled love and wrote of human passion and hankering. Yet, 

the Church taught her to practise asceticism - thus many artists ridiculed her for instance for 

her way of clothing; Max Beerbohm (an English caricaturist) drew a cartoon that shows Dante 

Gabriel remonstrating with his sister: ―Well, Christina, your heart may be like a singingbird, 

but why do you dress like a pew-opener?‖ [44]  

Yet, her poetry is full of colours, vivid imagery and carefully chosen details. Christina 

managed to avoid the frailties of religious cloying and pathetic piousness in most of her 

poems. She is clearly a sensitive poet who shows intelligence in dealing with matters of deep 

and intimate concerns, but her language and metaphors are brisk, heedful and vigorous, 

though not overflowing.  

However, there are works of hers that remain almost purely Christian. Thus, 

Christina‘s fame after publishing the two peaks of her oeuvre, Goblin Market in 1862 and The 

Prince’s Progress in 1866 was gradually fading away. The early 20
th

 century brought 

Modernists‘ backlash, defined by its step away from Romanticism, rejection of rather 

optimistic religious Victorian sureties and move towards an individual search of identity and 

sense in an urban society. The language of religious ecstasy made way for the language of the 

imaginative dimension of the artist. Disillusionment and a breakdown of social and moral 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
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norms displaced the proclaimed and sought Victorian moral values. Christina remained rather 

unnoticed and unread until the 1970s when feminist scholars rediscovered her work.  

After the publication of the charming collection of poems for children called Sing-

Song (1872; illustrated by Arthur Hughes) Christina turned almost exclusively to devotional 

writing. Her religious poetry acknowledges her unfulfilled desires to have a child and a 

husband. After her disappointments, she turned to the love of God (we can find a similarity 

here between her life and the life of Emily Dickinson – the comparison of their poetry follows 

below - who also transferred her earthly longings onto a transcendental lover). Christina‘s 

poem ―L.E.L.‖ subtitled ―Whose Heart was Breaking for a Little Love‖ clarifies this thought 

by the following lines:  

Perhaps some saints in glory guess the truth, 

Perhaps some angels read it as they move, 

And cry one to another full of ruth, 

―Her heart is breaking for a little love.‖ (…) 

Yet saith a saint: ―Take patience for thy scathe;‖ 

Yet saith an angel: ―Wait, for thou shalt prove 

True best is last, tru life is born of death, 

O thou, heart-broken for a little love. 

Then love shall fill thy girth, 

And love make fat thy dearth, 

When new spring builds new heaven and clean new earth.‖ 

 

The last verses speak of the Judgement Day, which shall reward the suffering woman 

with the most perfect love – the love of God. The following analysis will help us track 

Christina‘s religious philosophy.  

 ―A Bruised Reed shall He not Break‖ gives an allusion to biblical verse 3 of Isaiah 42, 

which says: ―A bruised reed shall he not break, and the smoking flax shall he not quench; he 

shall bring forth judgment into truth.‖ Christina sees the Saviour as somebody willing to carry 

the burden of one‘s choice: ―For thee I hung upon the cross in pain, / How then can I forget? / 

If thou as yet dost neither love, nor hate, / Nor choose, nor wish, — resign thyself, be still / 

Till I infuse love, hatred, longing will. — / I do not deprecate.‖ 

She believes that God is merciful, understanding and forgiving. In ―A Better 

Resurrection‖ the lyrical persona compares the coming of Jesus to the coming of spring: 

(…) My life is like a faded leaf, 

My harvest dwindled to a husk, 

Truly my life is void and brief 

And tedious in the barren dusk; 

My life is like a frozen thing, 

No bud nor greenness can I see: 

Yet rise it shall - the sap of spring, 

O Jesus, rise in me (…) 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1970
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The lyricist begs and expects Jesus to bring forth new life in her. She offers Him her 

love and devotion. However, some scholars are of the opinion that this love was not only 

meant in a spiritual but also in a physical way – as we encounter it in other Pre-Raphaelite‘s 

writings, mainly in Dante Gabriel‘s. While Dante Gabriel uses mystical language to talk to his 

mistresses (even prostitutes), Christina uses it to address God, who at the same time embodies 

her earthly lover. The poem subscribes to this point as it concludes with the female offering 

herself, ―a broken bowl,‖ to Christ, who should ―melt and remould it, till it be / A royal cup 

for Him….‖  

The lusting for Jesus becomes even more evident in the poem called ―Like as the 

Desireth the Water Brooks,‖ which opens with the following lines:  

My heart is yearning: 

Behold my yearning heart, 

And lean low to satisfy, 

Its lonely beseeching cry, 

For Thou its fullness art. (…) 

 

In ―Long Barren‖ the lyrical persona feels barren and asks Jesus to give her strength 

―to bring forth fruit‖ to Him. In the final stanza the lyric speaker echoes the biblical ―Song of 

Songs‖ (―Thou Rose of Sharon, Cedar of broad roots…‖) and hence the poem shifts into a 

love song to Jesus. It concludes with a plea to Jesus to ―feed her feeble shoots‖ which 

represent her being. 

Christina‘s belief in God‘s mercy goes as far as contrasting it with human impatience 

and pointless vengeance. In ―Symbols‖ the lyrical persona reveals how she broke a bough 

with a rosebud when it has not born flowers for a long time and crushed three bird‘s eggs 

when the two old birds flew away. However, when she did so, the dead branch and the eggs 

spoke to her: ―Because we failed dost thou complain? / Is thy wrath just? And what if God, / 

who waiteth for thy fruits in vain, / Should also take the rod?‖ 

In ―The Three Enemies‖, the Flesh, the World, and the Devil abet a Christ‘s follower 

to vice and indulgence by pitying her, flattering her, and promising her power and glory. 

However, the strong follower refuses all of it and remains focused on Christ. 

Similarly in ―The World‖ the lyric speaker gives up the earthly pleasures for the life 

after death. The world is seen as ―soft and fair‖ during the day but ―loathsome and foul with 

hideous leprosy‖ in the night. That‘s why the lyricist asks: ―Is this a friend indeed; that I 

should sell / my soul to her, give her my life and youth, / Till my feet, cloven too, take hold on 

hell?‖ 
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―The One Certainty‖ speaks of vain earthly things, which cannot feed the hungry eye 

or ear. Thus, ―till all things end in the long dust of death, is man tossed to and fro by hope and 

fear.‖ 

In ―Sweet Death‖ the poetess even admits death as something pleasant, as redemption. 

It is no more a cruel instrument of fate that steals a woman from her man; it turns into God‘s 

means of bringing His followers to the place of eternal bliss: ―And youth and beauty die. / So 

be it, O my God, Thou God of truth: / Better than beauty and than youth / Are Saints and 

Angels, a glad company; / And Thou, O Lord, our Rest and Ease, / Art better far than these.‖ 

Similar thought appears in ―Lie and Death‖: ―Life is not good. One day it will be good 

/ To die, then live again; (…) Asleep from risk, asleep from pain.‖ 

In ―If Only‖ the lyrical persona intensifies her hankering to die: ―If I might only love 

my God and die! / But now He bids me love Him and live on, / Now when the bloom of all 

my life is gone (…).‖ She perceives only the sadness of the world; all the grief and sorrow 

descend on her. She does not feel strong enough to live when ―the pleasant half of life has 

quite gone by.‖ Again, autumn links to the twilight of life, while spring is associated with the 

coming of Christ and joy.  

―They Desire a Better Country‖, which first appeared in Macmillan‘s Magazine, in 

March 1869, alludes to Hebrews 11:16 which says: ―But now they desire a better country, that 

is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed of them, to be called their God, for he has 

prepared a city for them.‖ Accordingly, Christina‘s poem speaks of an ―unknown land‖ where 

―one exile holds us both, and we are bound / To selfsame home-joys in the land of light.‖ The 

vision of Paradise is also greatly depicted in ―Paradise: In a Dream‖ discussed in the chapter 

―Dream Connoting Love or Death‖.  

Christina also injects her religious philosophy into the collection of poems for children 

called Sing-Song.
31

 Although Sing-Song does not contain any direct reference to God or 

biblical stories as would comply with the Victorian style of inserting Christian stories into the 

reading intentionally dedicated to children, God‘s presence can be sensed in some of the 

poems, like ―Who has seen the wind?‖ Another poem, ―Rushes in a watery place‖, depicts the 

splendour of God‘s creation, which enables blossom to turn into fruit. 

Christina‘s Christian belief that ―death is not the end‖ can be also traced in Sing-Song, 

especially in those poems that deal with infant mortality like ―Our little baby fell asleep‖ or 
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 The poems in the collection are called by their incipit.  
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―A baby‘s cradle with no baby in it‖ (this one might actually seem a bit too morbid – 

especially because of the title and the ―body‖ left behind): 

Our little baby fell asleep,    A baby‘s cradle with no baby in it, 

And may not wake again    A baby‘s grave where autumn leaves drop sere; 

For days and days, and weeks and weeks; The sweet soul gathered home to Paradise, 

But then he‘ll wake again,   The body waiting  here. 

And come with his own pretty look, 

And kiss Mamma again.  

 Death is described as ―falling asleep‖ which indicates that the death was calm without 

suffering. The writer hints that after death there is another life where the child meets his 

mother again. It is the heavenly place of reunion, where the pure souls will wake up again and 

re-unite, ―never to part again‖ as in ―Goodbye in fear, goodbye in sorrow‖. 

Similar theme may be found in Gabriel‘s ―My Sister‘s Sleep‖, an impressive poem, 

effective in its realism and severe emotional restraint which is the more taking aback as the 

whole tragic event is viewed by the sister‘s little brother: in his perspective the sleeping sister 

and the worried mother are focused on as well as the whole Christmas Eve‘s atmosphere 

tangibly depicted. As the poem progresses, we realize that the sister is not sleeping, but ‗lying 

dead‘ — as the hour of Christ‘s birth approaches, the mother and the brother both know the 

child‘s only relief from pain became an eternal sleep. The final: ―Christ‘s blessing on the 

newly born!‖ can be seen almost as an oxymoronic blame of Christ-God who took the child 

away. The striking of the clock is depicted in all its determination which changes the lives of 

individuals from minute to minute. The contrast of the feast of the Nativity (which is often 

connected with the foreshadowing of the death of Christ) with the child‘s death brings a 

striking and dismal shade of bleakness to the whole poem.  

While in Christina‘s poems we sense certain reconciliation with the death of a child as 

it was taken to a better place, in Gabriel‘s work no comfort is offered. The tale is told in stark 

and moving simplicity, wrapped in the sound of silence that intensifies the dramatic effect of 

the plot: ―I but hid my face, (…) / and spoke no word: / There was none spoken; but I heard / 

The silence for a little space.‖ Similar absorption in silence can be found in Christina‘s poem 

―After Death‖ already discussed above: ―The curtains were half drawn, the floor was swept 

(…) / He leaned above me, thinking that I slept / And could not hear him; but I heard him say: 

/ ―Poor child, poor child‖: and as he turned away / Came a deep silence, and I knew he wept.‖ 

In her ―Rest‖ we encounter the same motif of serenity and stillness: ―O Earth, lie 

heavily upon her eyes; / Seal her sweet eyes weary of watching, Earth; / Lie close around her; 
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(…) She hath no questions, she hath no replies (…) / Darkness more clear than noon-day 

holdeth her, / Silence more musical than any song; / Even her very heart has ceased to stir.‖ 

In Christina‘s as well as in Gabriel‘s poems ‗silence‘ is usually connected to death or a 

death-like atmosphere and sleep associates with decease.   

The picture presented in ―My Sister‘s Sleep‖ is thoroughly Pre-Raphaelite: ―(…) there 

was a cold moon up, / Of winter radiance sheer and thin; / the hollow halo it was in / Was like 

an icy crystal cup. // Through the small room, (…) the fireshine drove / And reddened. (…) 

The mirror shed a learness round. // Twelve struck. That sound, by dwindling years / Heard in 

each hour, crept off, and then / The ruffled silence spread again, / Like water that a pebble 

stirs.‖ The mingling of colours and shadows in the depiction of the scene (tuned in gold and 

red, glistening and dark) reminds us of the Pre-Raphaelite detailed and veridical portrayals.  

Angels in Sing-Song are pictured as guards of children as in ―Angels at the foot‖ or 

―Three little children‖, where the angels take care of ―motherless children.‖ According to 

criticism, Sing –Song teaches a certain ethic of behaviour.  

 

Some Didactic aspects of Sing-Song 

In ―The dear old woman in the lane‖ children are asked for a Christian kind of charity, 

as the poem describes the pleasure of caring for an elderly lady. In ―Hurt no living thing‖ the 

message is clearly to respect all forms of life and to treat them with care‖ (Julia Touché, 

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/touche3.5.html). 

The dear old woman in the lane 

 Is sick and sore with pains and aches, 

We‘ll go to her this afternoon, 

 And take her tea and eggs and cakes. 

We‘ll stop to make the kettle boil, 

 And brew some tea, and set the tray, 

And poach an egg, and toast a cake, 

 And wheel her chair round, if we may. 

One of the greatest contributions of the book lies in its explicitness about 

contemporary problems, one of them being the already mentioned infant mortality. In 

Victorian times births were often fatal for both mother and child, because of the poor hygienic 

conditions. In fact, most working- and even lower-middle class children were at a constant 

risk for their lives throughout their childhood because of filth, hunger and overwork. Poverty 

caused not only hunger but also disease.
32

  

Christina is trying to make children compassionate with the suffering of others. The 

poem called ―There‘s snow on the fields‖ uses the method of contrast of a warmth inside of a 

house with a chimney, where there is enough clothes and food, with the coldness outside the 
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 In 1883, as a matter of fact, the infant son of William Michael died. 
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house, where the poor dwell. Through these poems Victorian children were familiarized with 

the conditions of children who lived in the streets or had to earn their living in mills and 

factories. Comparing their much better position in life with that of their coevals, they became 

thankful for what they had. The poem entitled ―A Diamond or a coal‖ underlines this thought 

by comparing the two objects in favour of coal as it ensures the immediate survival in winter.  

The third problem Rossetti speaks of is orphanage. In ―My baby has a father and a 

mother‖ a baby is considered rich because it has both parents, who will support it throughout 

its life both emotionally and financially. Orphaned babies are described as ―forlorn‖ because 

neither security nor stability is guaranteed to them.   

 Sing-Song was partly written in remembrance of Rossetti‘s own childhood which was 

a happy one. The four children were educated by their mother; some of the poems clearly 

echo the Victorian rules of refusal the children were taught:  

Seldom ‗can‘t‘, 

Seldom ‗don‘t, 

Never ‗shan‘t,  

Never ‗won‘t. 

 

Children were only allowed to use expressions ―can‘t‖ and ―don‘t.‖ However, they 

were only to be used rarely. Usually, children where expected to be obedient and do what they 

were told to do.  

Sing-Song contains a lot of rhymes that are supposed to acquaint children with the 

world they live in, explaining the change of seasons, teaching them the time, the colours, the 

alphabet and how to count. Christina apparently looks back on the happy holidays she and her 

siblings spent in their Grandfather Polidori‘s home Holmer Green in Buckinghamshire, where 

the children spent whole days discovering the landscape around them and the animals that 

lived there. 

―Dancing on the hill-tops‖ expresses the joy of Christina‘s childhood. ―Little Alice‖, 

her alter ego in the poem, spends her days singing, dancing, laughing and exploring the 

countryside; she feels free and connected to the nature.  

The poem called ―Fly away, fly away over the sea‖ sounds like a wish to return to 

those days of joy when Christina felt connected to the nature and could imitate the animals‘ 

sounds.   

Several poems in Sing-Song focus on lambkins, a symbol often depicted in the Pre-

Raphaelite paintings. The writer associates them with children as they too are innocent and 
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need to be cared for and protected. Similar ideas can already be spotted in William Blake‘s 

―The Lamb‖.  

Contrastively, there are ‗evil‘ children in the world who long to do harm as in ―Hurt 

no living thing‖ where the linnets grieve because their nest was destroyed by a cruel boy just 

for fun. 

The same theme is used for ―If the sun could tell us half‖. As Julia Touché has 

noticed, both of these poems evoke a similar scene in Anne Brontë‘s novel Agnes Grey, in 

which the protagonist, a governess, in vain tries to stop her pupils from destroying a bird‘s 

nest and is appalled by their cruelty  

(http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/touche3.1.html). 

 

Spiritual Love and Devotion  

As has been shown, Christina often combines human and divine love. She is not a 

mystic (whereas Gabriel is) but human love in her perception bears the connotation of divine 

love as it is in the last stanza of the poem mentioned above   (in ―Unfulfilled and Unrequited 

Love‖) ―The Heart Knoweth its Own Bitterness:‖ 

 

Not in this world of hope deferred,  

This world of perishable stuff:-- 

Eye hath not seen nor ear hath heard  

Nor heart conceived that full ―enough‖:  

Here moans the separating sea,  

Here harvests fail, here breaks the heart:  

There God shall join and no man part,  

I full of Christ and Christ of me.

 

While Christina worships Jesus, Gabriel pays more attention to Virgin Mary – in his 

paintings (The Girlhood of Virgin Mary, Annunciation), as well as in poems. He praises the 

mother of the Holy Child in his ―Ave‖ for she is the one who gave birth to the Redeemer. The 

poem concludes in a prayer: ―Hear us at last, O Mary Queen! / Into our shadow bend thy face, 

/ Bowing thee from the secret place, / O Mary Virgin, full of grace!‖ 

He focuses on ―Mary‘s Childhood‖ in his poem (accompanied by a painting) as well 

as on her election by God in Annunciation. He also chooses ―Mary Magdalene‖ for the 

heroine of his poem (and his painting called Mary Magdalene at the Door of Simon the 

Pharisee). He speaks of the Holy Family in the poem and drawing The Passover in the Holy 

Family but Mary Virgin, whom he considered the highest ideal of female virtue, and Mary 

Magdalene, the fascinating contrast, the repentant sinner, more sensual than spiritual in 

Gabriel‘s eyes, occur in his works much more often than Christ, who, on the other hand, is the 

main Holy Figure (except for Father God) in Christina‘s religious works. This may be rooted 
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in the fact that Gabriel as a man prefers women as his religious characters, while Christina as 

a woman chooses Christ, the bridegroom of the patient soul.   

  The devotional trace appears in Gabriel‘s early writings and paintings, while in 

Christina‘s poems it occurs in the later years after the rejection of Cayley. In these years of 

her life, Christina turned to devotional writings. Among them we find also a book of thoughts 

and poems for each day presented in the format of a diary or journal called Time Flies: A 

Reading Diary (1885), The Face of the Deep: a Devotional Commentary on the Apocalypse 

(1892) and many others (Seek and Find: A Double Series of Short Studies of the Benedicite, 

Called to be Saints) In Seek and Find she expressed her thought that the body is a burden, yet 

she could not hide her fear of death in her real life. Many of her friends and relatives noticed 

that, especially in her declining years, she suffered from unsubstantiated anxieties of self-

presumed sinfulness. One of the reasons why she gained this feeling might have been her 

reserved attitude towards Lizzie and the criticism she once received from her friend who told 

her that she ―seemed to do all from self-respect, not from fellow feeling with others or from 

kindly consideration for them‖ (Battiscombe 1981, 50). Many other people were liable to 

misjudge Christina‘s shyness for a form of pride. Christina‘s poem ―Is and Was‖ shows 

clearly how pre-occupied she was with this criticism: ―Now she is a noble lady / With calm 

voice not over loud; / Very courteous in her action, / Yet you think her proud; / Much too 

haughty to affect; Too indifferent to direct / Or be angry or suspect; / Doing all from self-

respect.‖ 

 
Absolute Time, Prefiguration 

Both as a painter and a poet Gabriel drew upon biblical typology, employing one event 

to prefigure a second, similar event in history. We may surmise that he believed that 

prefigurative symbolism provides a means of perceiving order and causality in human events. 

Although Gabriel, contrary to Christina, was far from a devoted believer, admitting that Christ 

cannot serve as a centre to human history, he drew allusions to the biblical characters and 

places, associating them with the contemporaneous history. A typical example can be found in 

the poem ―The Burden of Nineveh‖ which reminds us of the pride and subsequent fall of the 

great Assyrian city. Rossetti understands the ancient kingdom as a prefiguration of Victorian 

England. That, naturally, makes us think about the possible downfall of Victorian England, 

unless it heeds the warning of the predecessors. Such conclusions about one‘s own time were, 

after all, common among seventeenth-century Puritans and nineteenth-century evangelic 

Protestants. Yet, Gabriel moves farther: the lyrical persona encounters workmen hoisting in 

http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/1-1850.raw.html
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the Assyrian bull-god (the spirit of its era) just as he is leaving the British Museum, where he 

was admiring the Greek art. Now, finding himself once more in the noise of modern London, 

he meditates upon time, thinking of the distant era. An idea crosses his mind that some future 

archaeologists will one day excavate London as Layard had excavated Nineveh. When they 

discover the massive idol in the ruins of a once proud city, the explorers might assume that 

the English had worshipped such gods: ―O Nineveh, was this thy God, / Thine also, mighty 

Nineveh?‖ Some scholars believe that the stone image of the bull-god is skilfully rendered in 

the final image of the poem – the pride in empire and building and the spiritual blindness 

reign in London as once in Nineveh. 

The sense of ‗absolute time‘ (Doughty 1963, 19) can be followed throughout the 

poem; only in the endless flight of time we may encounter one historical event again, though 

under different circumstances. The idea of eternal lapse of time also occurs in ―The Sea 

Limits‖ where rhyme and rhythm are employed to evoke the eternal moan of the sea: 

―Consider the sea‘s listless chime: / Time‘s self it is, made audible, — / The murmur of the 

earth‘s own shell. / Secret continuance sublime / Is the sea‘s end (…) Gather a shell from the 

strown beach / And listen at its lips: they sigh / The same desire and mystery, / The echo of 

the whole sea‘s speech. / And all mankind is thus at heart / Not anything but what thou art: / 

And Earth, Sea, Man, are all in each.‖  

This purely humanistic view, through which even the ―continuance sublime‖ is 

connected to something earthly, yet amazing, flirts with the idea of pantheism, yet stays 

within the limits of non-sacredness. The optimism and a certain belief in humankind are 

palpable. An allusion to John Donne and the metaphysical poets could be drawn in the matter 

of an individual affiliation to the whole humankind. While Christina sees the connection of 

humans only through the light of Christianity, Dante Gabriel believes that it is the human 

nature itself that creates the bond between people. At heart we have similar hopes and 

longings, regardless of the flow of centuries and civilizations.  

The poem was written in 1849 and first published in The Germ in 1850 under the title 

―From the Cliffs: Noon‖. Again, we notice Gabriel‘s obsession with the fullness of time.  

In Christina‘s poetry the idea of ‗absolute time‘ also occurs, but only in connection to 

the religious views of the thousand-year-kingdom and Redemption through Christ. Hence, for 

many readers today Gabriel‘s creed seems more appealing, timeless and unbiased than 

Christina‘s. T.S.Eliot was certainly influenced by this poem by Gabriel when writing The Dry 

Salvages and found his poetry generally ―very important at an early phase of his 

development‖ (Doughty 1963, 20). 



62 

Another example where Gabriel‘s sense of the timeless and repetitive appears is the 

impressive ―Sudden Light‖, instinct with the polarity of Love and Death: ―You have been 

mine before,— / How long ago I may not know (…) And shall not thus time‘s eddying flight / 

Still with our lives our love restore / In death‘s despite (…).‖ 

Rossetti‘s ―The Cloud Confines‖ speaks of the genuineness of the natural world and of 

the human limitations. Both the sea in ―The Sea Limits‖ and the sky in ―The Cloud Confines‖ 

express the essentiality of living. Certain prefiguration is again present in the poem: ―The Past 

is over and fled; / Named new, we name it the old; / Thereof some tale hath been told, / But 

no word comes from the dead.‖ The refrain of the poem is concerned with death and the 

‗confines‘ of this world: ―Strange to think by the way, / Whatever there is to know, / That 

shall we know one day.‖ This refrain in the last stanza changes to a rather sceptical one: 

―What thoughts to think by the way, / What truth may there be to know, / And shall we know 

it one day?‖ 

Generally, this poem, focused on demise, rather than existence, seems somewhat 

pessimistic. Yet, the bleakest poem connected to the ―time eddying flight‖ is certainly ―Sunset 

Wings― and more then to the experience of humankind it refers to that of an individual: ―Even 

thus Hope‘s hours, in ever-eddying flight, / To many a refuge tend (…) / And now the 

mustering rooks innumerable / Together sail and soar, / While for the day‘s death, like a 

tolling knell, / Unto the heart they say seem to cry, Farewell, / No more, farewell, no more! 

(…) / O dying day, / Even as thou goest must she too depart (…).‖ The allusion to Poe‘s ―The 

Raven‖ is apparent – the melancholic torture caused by the knowledge that the past cannot 

return that death is a crossing line is strengthened by the rhythmical effect and the repetitions. 

―On Refusal of Aid to Hungary by the European Powers‖ (also called ―On Refusal of 

Aid between Nations‖) connects with the poems mentioned above in the aspect of an explicit 

contemporary reference; similarly to ―The Burden of Nineveh‖ it carries forward the 

argument that immediate history recapitulates both ancient and mythological history. Gabriel 

represents the political issue as an image of selfish behaviour and, moreover, as a general 

cultural despondency: ―No man not stricken asks, ―I would be told / Why thou dost thus;‖ but 

within his heart whispers then, / ―He is he, I am I.‖ By this we know / That the earth falls 

asunder, being old.‖ 

 

The „New Religion‟ in The House of Life 

The Pre-Raphaelite woman, the ‗stunner‘, breeds the idea of ‗a new religion‘ which is 

supported by Gabriel‘s collection of sonnets and songs The House of Life published partially 

http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/6-1849.raw.html
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in 1870 in the Poems of D.G. Rossetti and partially in 1881 in The Ballads and Sonnets. 

Rossetti described the sonnet form as a ―moment‘s monument‖, implying that it sought to 

contain the feelings of a fleeting moment, and to reflect upon their meaning 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dante_Gabriel_Rossetti). Gabriel was attempting to write a 

‗document of the heart‘ similar to Dante‘s La Vita Nuova. However, while Dante set his 

poetry among prose passages (functioning as an explanative background), Gabriel employs 

only poetry.  

The collection is permeated with the longing for love union, which is sometimes 

expressed as joyful, other times as melancholic or even gloomy when the sense of being alone 

prevails the happiness of the time the lovers spend together.  

The work was influenced largely by Gabriel‘s affair with Jane Morris. She was 

worried that the public might learn that the sonnets are not truly addressed to Gabriel‘s dead 

wife, but to her, a married mistress, and expressed her opinion to Gabriel, who, together with 

his brother, assiduously removed all clues to Jane‘s identity, and took some of the sonnets out 

completely (as mentioned in the chapter ―Lust and Sensuality‖). 

In many sonnets from The House of Life we sense not only happiness of loving, but 

also the sleepless nights of vain questioning of the past and the future, which Rossetti 

experienced during the years in Cheyne Walk. ―Lost Days‖ for example expresses a 

conscience-stricken regret related to Elizabeth‘s death. Certain futility is apparent and might 

be almost linked to that we find in Christina‘s poems. The futility in Christina‘s perspective 

is, however, derived from her Christian beliefs, while that of Gabriel is influenced mainly by 

the lacerating personal experience, which led him to doubt his past with a feeling of 

culpability:  

The lost days of my life until today, 

What were they, could I see them on the street 

Lie as they fell? Would they be (…) 

Drops of blood dabbling the guilty feet? (…) 

I do not see them here; but after death 

God knows I know the faces I shall see, 

Each one a murdered self, with low last breath. 

 

The lovers in Dante Gabriel‘s sonnets often give a rather nostalgic, melancholic, 

unhappy expression of wanderers who lament over the lost or frustrated past, feeling 

lonesome. This can be clearly seen in Gabriel‘s last love sonnet ―Ardour and Memory‖ 

written in 1879, which reveals, through the use of images drawn from nature, the loneliness of 

the poet caused by the absence of the beloved: ―(...) when flown / All joys, and through dark 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dante_Gabriel_Rossetti


64 

forest-boughs in flight / The wind swoops onward brandishing the light, / Even yet the rose-

tree's verdure left alone / Will flush all ruddy when the rose is gone (...).‖ 

 Another sonnet, ―The Dark Glass‖, is one of the happier ones. The title draws an 

allusion to I Corinthians 13:12: ―For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: 

now I know in part; but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.‖ The 

poem speaks of the knowledge of earthly existence and the value of love; in the beginning the 

lyric speaker admits: ―Not I myself know all my love for thee.‖ As the poem progresses he 

ponders over the Love‘s attitude towards him: ―What am I to Love, the lord of all? / One 

murmuring shell he gathers from the sand, — / One little heart-flame sheltered in his hand.‖ 

He concludes by realizing that the knowledge of love can only be reached through a mutual 

spiritual relationship with the beloved: ―(…) through thine eyes he grants me clearest call / 

And veriest touch of powers primordial (…).‖ Love is the power that can transcend the 

limitations of the ―hour-girt life.‖ The motif of the dark glass and the mystery of life also 

appear in Christina‘s ―Mirrors of Life and Death‖ which begins with the famous lines: ―The 

mystery of Life, the mystery / Of Death, I see / Darkly as in a glass; / Their shadows pass / 

And talk with me.‖ Once again, while Gabriel speaks of the power of earthly love which 

transcends the limitations of life, for Christina the power lies merely in gaining the entrance to 

a place, where the ―long-awaited light‖ is shining. 

Gabriel‘s absorption in the central love theme, the emotional frankness and the 

combination of realism and idealism is something we barely encounter in Christina‘s poetry 

which is somehow more varied in its themes and motifs centred in just one poem and which 

messages often seem multifarious. Her lyrical personae in the love-poems (apart from those 

purely Christian ones where a love for God and Jesus is expressed) appear to be rather distant 

and moderate in exposing their feelings. This might be caused by the fact that Christina‘s love 

poems are rarely concerned with mere exaltation of love or beauty.  

Gabriel‘s sonnets and songs overwhelm their readers with pathos. As Gabriel once 

said: ―I do not wrap myself up in my imaginings, it is they that envelop me from the outer 

world whether I will or no‖ (Hunt 1968, 96). The lack of control over his imagination can be 

seen also in some of his ballads or poems like ―The Stream‘s Secret‖, mentioned in the 

chapter ―The Blessed Damozel‖. Sadly, this is one of the aspects that might discourage 

today‘s readers; the paucity of austerity (which we often find in his sister‘s writings) and a 

lack of climax force the reader to be satisfied only with the poet‘s deep introspection. While 

Christina works with the imagery rather tentatively, does not assail the reader‘s senses and 

avoids being cloying, Gabriel‘s sonnets specifically are too intense and drown the reader in 
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words of affected imagination. Many critics believe that one of the reasons why Gabriel‘s 

image is neither totally precise nor utterly vague is the blurring of initial precisions by the 

addition of some emotional colouring. Among other difficulties of reading and judging 

Gabriel‘s works is the increasing isolation and authority of the individual mind; his poetry is 

sincere, personal – more personal than his sister‘s – sometimes even recondite and obscure in 

its complexity, other times shrouded in mystery derived from Gabriel‘s complicated 

personality. For Gabriel common things and objects were full of ‗personal expression‘. 

 

The balladic undertone that we can sense from Christina‘s poems was inspired by the 

work of Dante Gabriel who also acquainted his sister with the form of sonnet. Although his 

sonnet series The House of Life is very different from Christina‘s sonnets, we may find some 

similarities; with Dante Gabriel‘s four linked sonnets entitled ―Willowwood‖ in mind 

Christina wrote a sonnet of her own called ―An Echo from Willowwood‖. Georgina 

Battiscombe believes that Christina‘s sonnet is ―more slight, much less mannered, less 

sensual, telling the same tale in terms of a real-life occurrence, and yet with the same passion‖ 

(1970, 35). Nonetheless, it expresses a very similar frustration of the two lovers over whose 

meeting spreads the heavy fear of impending separation. 

 

Two gazed into a pool, he gazed and she, 

Not hand in hand, yet heart in heart, I 

think, 

Pale and reluctant on the water‘s brink, 

As on the brink of parting which must be. 

Each eyed the other‘s aspect, she and he, 

Each felt one hungering heart leap up and 

sink, 

Each tasted bitterness which both must 

drink, 

There on the brink of life‘s dividing sea. 

Lilies upon the surface, deep below 

Two wistful faces craving each for each, 

Resolute and reluctant without speech: — 

A sudden ripple made the faces flow 

One moment joined, to vanish out of reach: 

So those hearts joined, and ah! were parted 

so. 

(Christina Rossetti) 

 

 

I sat with Love upon a woodside well, 

Leaning across the water, I and he; 

Nor ever did he speak nor looked at me, 

But touched his lute wherein was audible 

The certain secret thing he had to tell: 

Only our mirrored eyes met silently 

In the low wave; and that sound came to be 

The passionate voice I knew; and my tears 

fell. 

And at their fall, his eyes beneath grew 

hers; 

And with his foot and with his wing-

feathers 

He swept the spring that watered my 

heart‘s drouth. 

Then the dark ripples spread to waving 

hair, 

And as I stooped, her own lips rising there 

Bubbled with brimming kisses at my 

mouth. 

(Gabriel Rossetti) 
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Dante Gabriel wrote ―Willowwood‖ in 1868, the year in which he painted a portrait of 

Jane Morris in Cheyne Walk. In the sonnet ―he described in Dantesque symbolism the mutual 

admission of a long-suppressed passion‖ (Doughty 1963, 25). 

Christina‘s rhyme scheme follows the Petrarchan sonnet with the exception of lines 9-

11 where the scheme should be ―cde‖ or ―cdc‖ instead of ―cdd‖. Dante Gabriel‘s sonnet 

surprises us with its irregular rhyme scheme, but the regularity of rhythm guarantees balance 

and equableness of the poem. Most of his sonnets follow the pattern of 8+6 lines and with 

their (even though irregular) rhyme schemes also resemble the Italian sonnets, moreover, the 

dolce stil nuovo.
33

 

Christina also practised the rondeau form, a sixteenth-century style that was (among 

others) popularised by another Pre-Raphaelite, A.C. Swinburne. Rondeau is a poem with two 

rhymes; the opening words recur twice as a refrain. ―Sleeping at last‖ (quoted in the chapter 

―The Life and Death of Christina Rossetti‖) is an example of rondeau. 

Gabriel‘s Willowwood is, however, longer than Christina‘s quoted sonnet and it is 

divided into four parts, the last one finishing: ―Only I know that I leaned low and drank / A 

long draught from the water where she sank, / Her breath and all her tears and all her soul: / 

And as I leaned, I know I felt Love‘s face / Pressed on my neck with moan of pity and grace, / 

Till both our heads were in his aureole.‖ 

Here, in Love‘s ‗aureole‘ we encounter an example of Gabriel‘s tendency to use 

religious, sacred language to address Love or the beloved women in his poems. In 

―Lovesight‖ Gabriel calls the face of the beloved the ―altar‖ for the eyes of the lyrical 

persona. In ―The Kiss‖ (mentioned already in the chapter ―Lust and Sensuality‖) we read: I 

was a child beneath her touch,—a man / When breast to breast we clung (…) / A spirit when 

her spirit looked through me, — / A god when our life-breath met (…) till love‘s emulous 

ardours ran, / Fire within fire, desire in deity.‖  

Similarly in his sonnet ―The Portrait‖ (which conveys Rossetti‘s affections for Jane 

Morris) the sacredness of the language used to express his desire to possess the beloved 

woman is stunning; he puts Jane on a pedestal as a new goddess, after Lizzie: ―Her face is 

made her shrine. Let all men note / That in all years (O Love, thy gift is this!) / They that 

                                                 
33

 Dolce Stil Novo (Italian for ‗The Sweet New Style‘) is the name given to the most important literary 

movement of 13th century Italy. Influenced by both Sicilian and Tuscan poetry, its main theme is Love (Amore) 

and Gentilezza (Noblemindedness). The name was used for the first time by Dante (Canto 24, Purgatorio). 

(www.wikipedia.com) 
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would look on her must come to me.‖ The sonnet is accompanied by Portrait of Mrs William 

Morris in a Blue Silk Dress [45] (which resembles the one of Mariana [46]). 

However, in his longish poem also titled ―The Portrait‖ the lyric speaker expresses a 

longing for reunion with his beloved, now dead mistress. Apparently, while Gabriel dedicated 

the sonnet to Jane Morris, his poem, written before 1850, sticks to the Dantesque theme of 

love stricken by death. The protagonist of the poem had painted a picture of his now dead 

paramour and finds it strange that he ―shrin‘d her face…‖ while she is gone. He describes the 

portrait while contemplating his memory of her and his grief. The poem concludes with the 

lyricist‘s hope for reunion with his dear.  

While Gabriel‘s poem and sonnet portray a woman he adores, Christina‘s similarly 

titled poem, ―A Portrait‖, is a strictly religious poem that worships God and mirrors the 

conventional spousal Christian imagery of Christ the bridegroom. The female believer gives 

up her beauty, youth, joy and all pleasant ways for love of Jesus Christ. She is a faithful 

servant who ―her own self learned to forsake‖ and ―with calm will she chose and bore the 

cross.‖ When she dies her self-denial bears its fruits: ―Heaven opens; I leave these and go 

away; / The Bridegroom calls, - shall the Bride seek to stay?‖ Here, typically, Christ 

represents the ideal lover - only through Him can one achieve fulfilment to which all earthly 

love is inadequate. 

In many Gabriel‘s sonnets also the word ‗bower‘ is raised to the level of a shrine of 

love, both emotional and carnal as in ―The Song of the Bower‖, alternatively titled ―Bocca 

Baciata‖ (―kissed mouth‖, a quotation from Boccaccio‘s sonnet), according to the eponymous 

painting it accompanies (with Fanny Cornforth being its model) [19], which could be also 

considered a representative of the cycle ‗La Donna della Finestra‘. The poem is practically a 

lament of a lost love; according to Doughty the poem expresses Gabriel‘s fear of separation 

from Fanny (1963, 24): ―Say, is it day, is it dusk in thy bower / Thou whom I long for, who 

longest for me? (…) Nay, but my heart when it flies to thy bower, / What does it find there 

that knows it again? (…) What were my prize, could I enter thy bower, / This day, to-morrow, 

at eve or at morn? (…) What is it keeps me afar from thy bower, — / My spirit, my body, so 

fain to be there?‖ According to John Dixon Hunt the ‗bower‘s‘ function is in line with the 

passing of time as it associates with a ―welcome and farewell‖. He believes that Gabriel‘s 

source for semi-divine women lies in Tennyson‘s ―Adeline‖: ―Mystery of mysteries, / Faintly 

smiling Adeline, / Scarce of earth nor all divine, / Nor unhappy, nor at rest, / But beyond 

expression fair / With thy floating flaxen hair; / Thy rose-lips and full blue eyes / Take the 

heart from out my breast. / Wherefore those dim looks of thine, / Shadowy, dreaming 
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Adeline?‖
34

 The fifth, last stanza of Tennyson‘s poem also uses attributes like ‗lovelorn‘ and 

‗spiritual‘. Adeline is connected with the Pre-Raphaelite, or broadly Victorian, flowers: 

cowslip, rose and lily. Another great source of imagery for Gabriel was also Keats and his 

Moneta in Hyperion (184). 

In Gabriel‘s ―Love‘s Redemption‖ we uncover some of Gabriel‘s attitudes towards 

‗life after death‘. In the poem he ponders over the idea of what is going to happen with love 

after death and arrives to the conclusion that the mistress‘s eyes will bring him redemption 

when they ―draw up my prisoned spirit to thy soul!‖ While for Christina, redemption - if there 

is any to be found - is only to be reached through Christ, Gabriel goes as far in his ―Love‘s 

Divine‖ as to claim that salvation is to be achieved through love. His vision of the place after 

death is not the one of heaven but resembles rather the ancient land of Hades: ―(…) when the 

whole / Of the deep stairs thou tread‘st to the dim shoal / And weary water of the place of 

sighs (…).‖  

Yet, the same Christian belief that Gabriel and his sister share is the one of the 

mortality of flesh and immortality of soul as Gabriel‘s ―The Heart of the Night‖ proves: 

―Alas, the soul!—how soon must she / Accept her primal immortality, — / The flesh resume 

its dust whence it began?‖ 

Soul for Christina has yet stronger religious overtones than for Gabriel. They both 

believe in life after death but for her the perishable life before death is a mere vanity (as 

―Vanity of Vanities‖ and many other prove) while for him it is an experience of great beauty 

and happiness as well as pain and suffering. His lyrical personae live for love while hers more 

often refuse it for the true life and love ―born of death‖; Christina‘s alter-egos want to be 

―asleep from risk, asleep from pain‖ (―Life and Death‖); they wish to avoid ―sweet love‖ 

which could ―grow bitter.‖ In ―Later Life‖ she maintains: ―I am sick of where I am and where 

I am not, / I am sick of foresight and of memory, / I am sick of all I have and all I see, / I am 

sick of self, and there is nothing new.‖ The final effect of such words is that to which she 

referred in one of her letters to her brother: ―If only my figure would shrink somehow, for a 

fat poetess is incongruous
35

, especially when seated at the grave of buried hope‖ (Zaturenska 

1949, 216). She self-inflicts herself with wounds of ‗tainted birth‘ that breeds pessimism, 

which she so dramatically applied onto her own life. The futility of life and its bleakness as 

Christina sees it also appears in her short stories collection Commonplace. The terrible deaths 
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 The bold parts denote the similarities with the Pre-Raphaelite (or Gabriel‘s) aesthetics. 
35

 Because of her ruined health and aging she became stout in her later years.  
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and misfortunes that happen to the heroes and heroines of the stories are used to emphasize 

some moral or devotional conclusion.   

In line with ‗love‘s redemption‘ in The House of Life appears the most important 

example of Gabriel‘s concern with time; the collection ends with the writer‘s acceptance of 

time and death; but before arriving at that conclusion he attempts to conquer the temporal 

painful destructions, the awareness of transience, which makes him desperate. Thus he, as a 

secular poet, replaces Christ with the beloved one, as mentioned above; however, the 

seemingly divine woman is not immortal; she cannot liberate the poet from his grief and 

cannot be the Saviour into whose position he tends to situate her. That is why sudden 

moments of apprehension of transience are still tangible in some of the sonnets, notably in the 

already quoted ―Lovesight‖: ―O love, my love! If I no more should see / Thyself, nor on the 

earth the shadow of thee, / Nor image of thine eyes in any spring,— / How then should sound 

upon Life‘s darkening slope / The ground-whirl of the perished leaves of Hope, / The wind of 

Death‘s imperishable wing?‖ 

Gabriel‘s growing awareness of the power of Change and Fate is associated with his 

use of seasonal images that remind us of the life‘s cycle and its nearing towards death. The 

perception of the evanescence of time is clearly seen in ―Pride of Youth‖: ―There is a change 

in every hour‘s recall, / And the last cowslip in the fields we see / On the same day with the 

first corn-poppy.‖ The symbolic meaning of the life‘s beginning and end is conveyed through 

the images of the two contrasting flowers.  

 

Monna Innominata – A Sonnet of Sonnets 

Similarly to Gabriel Christina also chose the theme of love in her short collection of 

sonnets written some time in the sixties. Her absorption in the theme is comparable to that of 

her brother‘s yet the surrounding motifs are different, mainly linked to religion. The sonnet 

sequence was born of the wretched relationships between Christina and her two lovers; the 

clash between earthly and spiritual love is apparent. Even though some shades of the sonnets 

might point towards Romantic tendencies, the overall impression the cycle gives is that of the 

religious Victorian triumph over the fleeing and volatile earthly emotion. Yet, the final 

embitterment hints regret about the triumph.  

 Each sonnet is introduced by a line from the work of Dante and Petrarch, the two 

poets well-known for their exaltation of Beatrice and Laura, respectively. These heroines of 

world-wide fame were according to some scholars preceded by a group of unnamed ladies 

(‗donne innominate‘) extolled by a school of less conspicuous poets. Monna Innominata gives 
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voice to these females who were bereft of their individual personalities when placed on the 

pedestal. Through the change of the traditional perspective finally the female voice can speak 

of the male beloved. This shift of focus also enabled Christina (unlike her brother) to protect 

herself from an overt show of autobiography.  

The well-controlled structure of each sonnet is much more mannered than that of 

Gabriel‘s. She elaborates on the structure of Italian sonnet with logic and charm. As the title 

suggests Christina intended to form the whole sonnet sequence as one macro-sonnet which 

develops from the feeling of happy, yet naive love to the confrontation of this love with the 

claims of religion and finally to the acceptance of the unhappy love, loneliness and trusting 

one‘s self to the God‘s hands.  

The sonnets are simple, yet passionate; they mirror the dreamy melancholy of girlhood 

as well as the hopeless resignation of adulthood. The first sonnet where the lyrical persona  

invites her lover to come back to her is a clear example of the girlhood‘s voice: ―For one man 

is my world of all the men / This wide world holds; O love, my world is you.‖ Yet, even in 

this sonnet we already encounter a note of sadness: ―Because the pang of parting comes so 

soon / My hope hangs waning, waxing, like a moon (...).‖ 

In the second sonnet the speaker wishes to recall the hour when she met her lover; 

again a sign of regret is palpable as if the love is now gone. This idea is supported in the third 

sonnet, where the favoured motif of dream connoting love (see the eponymous chapter) 

reappears. The speaker wants to dream on instead of waking, not to ―find with dreams the 

dear companion gone.‖ The Shakespearean motif of night to day change through love occurs 

in the middle of the sonnet: ―In happy dreams your smile makes day of night.‖ In the end the 

dream of love is compared to a dream of death: ―If thus to sleep is sweeter than to wake, / To 

die were surely sweeter than to live / Tho‘ there be nothing new beneath the sun.‖ The last 

verse that draws an allusion to the biblical Ecclesiastes may be seen almost as ironical.  

In the fourth sonnet the strife of the male‘s and the female‘s feelings is indisputable. 

The initial optimism is lost and in the fifth sonnet the religious claims become more apparent: 

―God be with you, / Keep you in strong obedience leal and true / To Him (...).‖ The final: 

―Since woman is the helpmeet made for man,‖ alludes to the biblical creation of Eve and thus 

the submissive role of a woman. Many feminist scholars who believe that Monna Innominata 

represents the voice of the suppressed poetical heroines praised for their visual beauties and 

not for their personalities refuse to accept this typically Victorian standard of a domestic 

female role. However, it is well-known that Christina was not a feminist herself; in her letters 

to Augusta Webster, one of the first leaders of the Suffrage Society, she wrote: ―Dos it not 
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appear as if the Bible was based upon an understood, unalterable distinction between men and 

women, their positions, duties, privileges? (...) I do not think the present social movements 

tend on the whole to uphold Xtianity (...).‖ (Zaturenska 1949, 188). Evidently, because of her 

faith she could not possibly participate in the feminist efforts although she admitted to 

Augusta that ―in contradicting you I am contradicting one I admire.‖ (189) 

Sonnet 6 represents the peak of the secular and religious clash: ―I love, as you would 

have me, God the most; / Would lose not Him, but you, must one be lost; (...) / I cannot love 

you if I love not Him, / I cannot love Him if I love not you.‖ The speaker becomes confused 

in the priorities of her feelings. She still wants to believe that ―love is strong as death‖ (sonnet 

7) and wishes to ―take my life so in my hand,‖ as Esther did (sonnet 8) and feels ―ready to 

spend and be spent for your sake‖ (sonnet 9). Nonetheless, as ―time flies, hope flags,‖ the 

female voice becomes more favourable to the all-embracing spiritual love (sonnet 10): ―A 

little while, and age and sorrow cease; / A little while, and life reborn annuals / Loss and 

decay and death, and all is love.‖ 

The eleventh sonnet is the most successful of the sequence. The now adult female is 

reconciled with her decision and faces the reality with admirable determination:  

 

Many in aftertimes will say of you  

`He loved her‘ -- while of me what will they say?  

Not that I loved you more than just in play,  

For fashion‘s sake as idle women do.  

Even let them prate; who knows not what we knew  

Of love and parting in exceeding pain,  

Of parting hopeless here to meet again,  

 (...)  

I charge you at the Judgment make it plain  

My love of you was life and not a breath. 

 

Even though the speaker knows that there are still many earthly days to endure until 

the heaven ‗comes to view‘, she is ready to suffer the pain of slender, loneliness and 

lovesickness.  

The next sonnet is then a typical example of the ‗sacrificial love‘ we encountered in 

―Remember‖ and ―When I Am Dead, My Dearest‖: 

(…) since the heart is yours that was mine own, 

Your pleasure is my pleasure, right my right, 

Your honourable freedom makes me free, 

And you companion‘d I am not alone. 
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Sonnet 13 expresses the speaker‘s surrendering to the hand‘s of God, while the last 

one gives a clear illustration of ―the longing of the heart pent up forlorn:‖ ―Youth gone and 

beauty gone, what remains of bliss? (...) Leave youth his roses, who can bear a thorn, - / I will 

not seek for blossoms anywhere, / Except such common flowers as blow with corn.‖ The 

speaker laments over the ―silence of love that cannot sing again.‖ This final pessimistic line, 

in fact the whole sonnet, is probably the most autobiographical of the collection.   

Even though The House of Life and Monna Innominata differ in their concerns and 

motifs and despite the fact that Gabriel writes about sensuous love where Christina writes 

about its Platonic counterpart, the two sequence resemble each other in their vivid imagery, 

honesty of feelings, hints of autobiographical context and the happy and unhappy polarity of 

love.  

The Theme of Isolation and Separation 

According to John Dixon Hunt, the Pre-Raphaelites also offered some examples of 

explorations of the mind which may be considered ―anticipators of the vogue for 

psychological description in the nineties. In Christina‘s poem ―The Lowest Room‖ there is an 

analysis of a mind to a contemporary background of ladies‘ embroidery, marriage and garden 

walks‖ (239). The younger sister, who enjoys embroidery and gathers flowers in her garden 

walk is keen on life and gets married to a nice man to whom she bears a child, while the older 

sister, Christina‘s alter ego, does not feel happy in the world and resigns on love and full 

living, comforting herself with the Christian belief that from the lowest place she will once 

get to the highest: ―While I? I sat alone and watched; / My lot in life, to live alone / In mine 

own world of interests, / Much felt, but little shown. (…) Yea, sometimes still I lift my heart / 

To the Archangelic trumpet-burst, / When all deep secrets shall be shown, / And many last be 

first.‖ 

 A similar poem called ―The Lowest Place‖ aptly fits to Christina‘s life‘s creed and 

thus, no wonder, we may find its lines engraved on the place of her eternal rest: 

Give me the lowest place: or if for me 

That lowest place too high, make one more low 

Where I may sit and see 

My God and love Thee so. 

 

As mentioned earlier, Christina‘s poetry is often compared to that of Emily Dickinson, 

because of its overwhelming sense of melancholy, moments of sadness over broken things, 

unhappy love and most importantly – death. However their lives of seclusion and verse of 
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wide emotional range seem similar, they are of a diverse nature. Christina‘s orthodoxy both in 

her life and poetry is much more profound than that of Emily Dickinson.  

In Dickinson‘s poem ―Because I Could Not Stop For Death‖ and in Rossetti‘s 

―Uphill‖ the reader step by step realizes that both poems conclude at a cemetery. While Emily 

Dickinson‘s protagonist ―surmised the Horses‘ Heads were toward Eternity‖ and thus is 

disappointed with the non-Christian idea of ‗Death and nothing after‘, Christina‘s child-like 

hero seems satisfied with the comfort of ―beds for all who seek.‖ Another clash of points of 

view of these two writers can be seen when focusing on the motif of a deathbed and deathbed 

behaviour. 

In ―After Death‖ Christina painted a picture of a woman who is reconciled with her 

death only because it represents a certain revenge on the hated male character she lived with, 

while in Dickinson‘s ―Ample make this Bed‖ the ―judgement break‖ must come after a 

reconciliation with the end of the earthly existence if it should bring a positive result. ―Emily 

Dickinson had been schooled in what Johnson terms a ‗science of the grave‘ by her 

upbringing in the Calvinist community where deathbed behaviour was taken as one of the 

barometers by which one could measure the rise or fall of the individual soul. If such 

behaviour was characterized by calm acceptance and Christian composure, the chances were 

good that the soul (…) was destined to join the saints; if the dying person railed against death 

and abjured a hope of heaven, eternal hellfire and brimstone seemed equally imminent‖ 

(http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/setting.html). 

Thus Emily wishes the bed was made ―ample‖ and ―with awe‖ so that the Judgement 

Day could come ―excellent and fair.‖ We can therefore conclude that in these two poems the 

authors differ in their perception of death as well as in the message they want to get across. 

While for Emily it is necessary to reconcile with the earthly life to be able to welcome the 

Judgement Day with awe, for Christina the earthly life is just a prelude necessary to be 

experienced to enter some other world. However, in Christina‘s later production influenced by 

her devotion to faith we recognize a broad shift in the perception of death itself as well as the 

life after death. As mentioned already throughout this chapter, she fears death physically, but 

from the perspective of her sense, sensibility and devotion, she longs for it and is ready to 

reconcile with her living on earth if that means the transition to the better life of no regrets 

and reunion with the godly power after.   

Christina finds Death harsh but desirable as can be proved in a pair of sonnets entitled 

―Two Thoughts of Death‖ which illustrates Christina‘s diverse and very individual attitude 

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/crossetti/setting.html
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towards death: the first sonnet with its decadent horror-like imagery is triumphed over by the 

second one, joyful and hopeful: 

 

I. 

Her heart that loved me once is rottenness 

Now and corruption; (...) 

Foul worms fill up her mouth o sweet and 

red; 

Foul worms are underneath her graceful 

head; 

Yet these, being born of her from 

nothingness; 

These worms are certainly flesh of her 

flesh. 

 

II. 

(...) 

Then my heart answered me: Thou fool, to 

say 

That she is dead whose night is turned to 

day, 

And no more shall her day turn back to 

night. 

As mentioned already, Gabriel merely accepts Death as an escape from isolation, a 

lead to love‘s reunion – that is why he is often considered ‗love mystic‘. In his poems the 

sense of sympathy with the isolated, alienated characters, prevails (most significantly in ―The 

Blessed Damozel‖) as well as the awareness of the opacity of universe and human life itself 

(most notably in ―The Dark Glass‖).  

The theme of separation is vividly depicted in Gabriel‘s ―Dante at Verona‖, which 

speaks of the late years of life of exiled Dante. Separated from Florence and from Beatrice he 

finds life bitter and harsh. Verona is a secular place, which Dante perceives as hostile to spirit. 

To let the spirit win, he resists the temptation to return home and accomplishes his work, 

leaving Verona, yet remaining ‗exiled‘, i.e. estranged from the world, but not from himself. 

The inner integrity is the strength stressed by Gabriel also in his Hand and Soul (see the 

chapter ―Woman as Femme Fatale or Redeemer‖). 

 

Symbols and Details 

 
Rossetti based the portrait of Lady Lilith [14] on his poem ―Body‘s Beauty‖ (already 

mentioned in the chapter ―Woman as Femme Fatale or Redeemer‖), also called ―Lilith‖. This 

work formed a pair with another painting - Sibylla Palmifera – (posed for by Alexa Wilding) 

based on yet another Rossetti‘s sonnet, ―Soul‘s Beauty‖. Similar theme of Adam‘s first wife - 

a personification of femme fatale, lust and seduction - also appears in ―The Eden Bower‖. 

Fanny Cornforth sat for the portrait of Lady Lilith, but Rossetti later replaced her face with 

that of Alexa Wilding, as mentioned above (an act that infuriated Fanny). 

On the picture, Lilith is actually combing her serpent-like hair; this gesture explicitly 

points to the late nineteenth-century iconography of woman‘s hair being interpreted as the 
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representation of woman‘s demonic and devouring sexual force. This attitude prefigures 

Freud‘s famous interpretation of the ancient meaning of Medusa: he understands Medusa‘s 

serpentine hair as a symbol of ―male terror of the female genitals and a threatening reversal of 

phallic imagery appropriated to female hair as mitigating this male neurosis of fear‖ 

(http://www.victorianweb.org/painting/prb/edwards12.html). 

While Waterhouse‘s Mermaid, also combing her hair, seems unaware of her beauty 

and sexual lure, Lilith‘s face shows extreme self-awareness and thus becomes much more 

provocative.  

Gabriel makes the devouring quality of the femme fatale perhaps the most explicit in 

―Eden Bower‖. ―Lilith‘s description of sexual love alludes to an image fusing Adam, herself, 

and the serpent, causing Adam to lose his masculine identity and sex, becoming ensnared in 

the simultaneously feminine and serpentine embrace. (…) Lilith takes on the snake‘s shape as 

she becomes its lover; as the serpent enters her, she herself takes on a phallic shape and force‖ 

(http://www.victorianweb.org/painting/prb/edwards12.html). 

The symbolic power of women‘s hair does not appear only in Gabriel‘s (or broadly in 

Pre-Raphaelite) paintings. It occurs also in the verbal art, e.g. in the description of Lilith in the 

eponymous poem: ―That, ere the snake‘s, her sweet tongue could deceive, / And her 

enchanted hair was the first gold. / And still she sits, young while the earth is old, / And, 

subtly of herself contemplative, / Draws men to watch the bright web she can weave.‖ As 

mentioned in the previous chapters, in ―Eden Bower‖ Lilith‘s mightiness is also depicted 

through her hair, and similarly we find it in the description of Rose Mary and other female 

characters in ―Troy Town‖ or even Jenny (see the depth analysis of the poems). Serpent-like 

image can thus also stand for other phenomena, from ‗lust‘ and ‗destruction‘ to ‗sin‘. 

Gabriel speaks of Medusa explicitly in his poem entitled ―Aspecta Medusa‖, where he, 

by drawing allusion to the ancient myth of Perseus and Andromeda, warns the reader: ―Let 

not thine eyes know / Any forbidden thing itself, although / It once should save as well as kill: 

but be / Its shadow upon life enough for thee.‖ With the idea of ‗forbidden‘, he reminds us of 

Christina‘s Goblin Market and the forbidden fruit. While Christina chose a fairy tale for the 

illustration of the moral, Gabriel – in his manner – decided for an ancient story.  

The power of female hair has its place also in Christina‘s poetry, most notably in The 

Prince’s Progress, the prince is seduced by an alluring, ―wave-haired milkmaid, rosy and 

white;‖ who ―twisted her hair in a cunning braid / And writhed it shining in serpent-coils, / 

And held him a day and night fast laid / in her subtle toils.‖ 

http://www.victorianweb.org/painting/prb/edwards12.html
http://www.victorianweb.org/painting/prb/edwards12.html
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The mightiness of hair is, however, vulnerable: it can disappear as it does when Laura 

(from Goblin Market) sells the golden curl of her hair to the goblins for the fruit. When ―she 

clipped a precious golden lock / She dropped a tear more rare than pearl,‖ apparently realizing 

the act of disloyalty to her own self. Because of the hinted venality, she gradually lost her 

strength and ―her hair grew thin and grey.‖ When Lizzie came to the goblins to sacrifice for 

her sister, they ―twitched her hair out by the roots,‖ trying to steal her power away – though in 

vain.  

 

Flowers, Numbers, Colours 

Pre-Raphaelite women are usually associated with the symbolism of flowers. The 

following meanings of flowers frequently used in the works of Christina and Gabriel (as well 

as other Pre-Raphaelites and the Victorian writers in general) were inspired by various web 

pages which offer several reprinted entries from Flower Lore by Miss Carruthers of 

Inverness, published in 1879 and P.F. Collier‘s Cyclopaedia of Commercial and Social 

Information and Treasury of Useful and Entertaining Knowledge, which appeared in 1882. 

Some of the explications are subjective, interpreted by the author of this paper.  

White poppy stands for the funeral flower of eternal sleep, the death-like association 

connected to the dark lady, while red poppy symbolizes consolation; roses in Pre-Raphaelite 

imagery represent beauty, love, hope and soulfulness (it is an attribute of Virgin Mary), 

sometimes even passion; thus, for instance Lilith‘s flowers are ―the rose and poppy‖ (―Body‘s 

Beauty‖). Lily demonstrates purity (that is why in ―Jenny‖ we read: ―What, Jenny, are your 

lilies dead?‖) and eternal life (it is an attribute of Angel Gabriel), but also forgiveness; 

cowslip associates with spring, hope, new beginning and grace; marigolds variously with pain 

and grief, vulgar minds and jealousy, or prediction; hyacinth stands for unobtrusive 

loveliness; apple-blossom for preference; pansy for thoughtfulness; ivy for memory, 

immortality, friendship and fidelity; and willow branches are a symbol of melancholy and 

dreaminess as in Gabriel‘s Water Willow with Jane Morris and his sonnet ―Willowwood‖ or 

in Christina‘s ―Mirage‖: 

I hang my harp upon a tree, 

A weeping willow in a lake; 

I hang my silenced harp there, wrung and snapt 

For a dream's sake. 
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Probably the most famous poem of Gabriel to deal with flower-imagery is his ―The 

Woodspurge‖
36

, where the lyric speaker undergoes a sudden intensification of his sense 

perception because of his heightened inner pain and grief. The lyrical persona walks through a 

melancholic nature scenery when his sight notices wood spurge cups among weeds and his 

mind is lifted up. The poem creates the peak of Gabriel‘s romantic poetry.   

From perfect grief there need not be 

Wisdom or even memory: 

One thing then learnt remains to me, – 

The woodspurge has a cup of three. 

  

Significant are also the interpretations of flowers that appear in Gabriel‘s ‗combination 

from Sappho‘ entitled ―One Girl‖ or sometimes ―Beauty‖, where the apple on the topmost 

bough stands for a rare fruit ―for none could get it,‖ while the wild hyacinth represents an 

unobtrusive flower tread upon by many. Some scholars believe that Gabriel chose this 

translation as it reminded him both of Lizzie and Jane, his two distinct loves.  

Gabriel‘s ―The Honeysuckle‖ deals with sexual symbolism as well as devoted 

affection. The lyric speaker  ―plucked a honeysuckle where / The hedge on high is quick with 

thorn. (…) And by the thorns and by the wind / The blossom that I took was thinn‘d, / And 

yet I found it sweet and fair.‖ Later though, the protagonist found a ―richer growth (…) 

nursed in mellow intercourse,‖ where the honeysuckles were ―all virgin lamps of scent and 

dew.‖ Henceforth he threw his flower away, ―yet plucked not any more of them.‖ 

The flower is an allegory of a woman; first a mistress the male ―plucked‖ after great 

exertion and as she became spoiled by life‘s troubles threw away, then a lot of young 

beautiful maidens, yet merry and untroubled by life‘s pangs. However ungrateful the 

protagonist might be, he refused to pluck more of the beauties, realizing they would meet the 

same miserable end. His devoted affection to the ―thinn‘d‖ flower is broken at the moment of 

seeing ―better ones.‖ The message of the poem is that of human inconsistency and implicitly 

also the march of time which mares beauty and loveliness through the life‘s struggle.  

Some scholars believe that the poem signifies the beginning of Gabriel‘s questioning 

of his intentions to marry Lizzie.  

Christina‘s favourite flowers are roses, lilies, violets and hyacinths. Many of these can 

be found in ―Oh Roses for the Flush of Youth‖ where the roses represent beauty, while the 

laurel stands for the glory of the prime, the ivy for memory, and the violets with bay for the 

death in youth and in prime respectively.  

                                                 
36

 A European species of herb with greenish yellow terminal flower clusters.  



78 

Oh roses for the flush of youth, 

   And laurel for the perfect prime; 

But pluck an ivy branch for me 

   Grown old before my time. 

Oh violets for the grave of youth, 

   And bay for those dead in their prime; 

Give me the withered leaves I chose 

   Before in the old time. 

The Pre-Raphaelites had a certain fondness also for mystical numbers. Often we find 

these: three, seven and five, the last one being the ‗perfect‘ number (according to Christ‘s five 

wounds). The numbers usually co-occur, as in ―The Blessed Damozel‖: ―She had three lilies 

in her hand / And the stars in her hair were seven.‖ 

Curiously, on the painting created twenty-five years after the first version of the poem 

was published, we only see six stars in the hair of the Damozel – the last is probably meant to 

be hidden behind her head. The seven stars here signify the Seven Sacraments and the three-

flowered lily the Holy Trinity and purity.  

Number three has a spell-bound character in ―Sister Helen‖, mentioned in ―Sinful 

Love, Punishment and Betrayal‖. Number nine is the mystic number which Dante associated 

with Beatrice as the hour of her death on 9 June 1290 – in Beata Beatrix.  

 

In the works of Christina and Gabriel we also find the symbolism of colours. Usually, 

according to the Pre-Raphaelite fashion, red stands for love, passion or suffering (the colour 

of blood), green for spring and hope, purple for pain and despair and grey for contemplation.  

  

Many of these symbols occur in Beata Beatrix (there exist at least five replicas of the 

painting, the original one unfinished): first, there is a bird carrying in its beak a full-blown 

poppy, the funereal flower of sleep. Eyes are shut in a deathlike trance, the hair is ample, 

coppery-golden. The city and the bridged river are dim and veiled in mist as if to symbolize 

only the view from a window where the woman is sitting. The embodiment of Love carries 

the heart in flames, looking sadly at Dante. The light is subdued, except for the part where the 

sundial is placed, which shows nine o‘clock.  

Gabriel claimed that the picture is not ―at all to represent death, but to render it under 

the semblance of a trance, in which Beatrice seated at a balcony overlooking the city is 

suddenly rapt (…) She, through her shut lids, is conscious of a new world‖ (Hunt 1968, 143). 

 Poppy as a symbol of death also appears in Christina‘s The Prince’s Progress. The 

head of the Princess, while still alive, is decorated by lilies and roses: ―By her head lilies and 

rosebuds grow;‖ yet, as she is waiting for the Prince ―the lilies droop,‖ while ―red and white 

poppies grow at her feet.‖ When the Princess dies, the flowers alternate: ―Now these are 

poppies in her locks, / White poppies she must wear…‖ 
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Christina‘s symbolism is less dream-like than that of Gabriel, but it is not less 

suggestive; sometimes it achieves even a higher effect than the vague and blurred symbolism 

of her brother. 

In her poem called ―A Triad‖ three women represent three modes of love and loving: 

―One shamed herself in love; one temperately / Grew gross in soulless love, a sluggish wife; / 

One famished died for love. Thus two of three / Took death for love and won him after strife 

(…).‖ 

Her famous verses ―Uphill‖
37

, ―Shut Out‖ and ―The World‖ are parables and 

allegories: ―Uphill‖ is a dialogue between a naïve person and his or her counterpart who 

speaks about the place after death with a calming effect;  ―Shut Out‖ is a complain of the lyric 

speaker who wishes to be in her garden in heaven, yet, as it is not the time to ―come home 

again‖ she is shut out ―For nought is left worth looking at / Since my delightful land is gone;‖ 

―The World‖ expresses rejection of the horrors of erotic sin embodied in a woman who 

changes in the night into a naked monster: ―Loathsome and foul with hideous leprosy / And 

subtle serpents gliding in her hair.‖ Hear again we encounter the already mentioned 

symbolical, monstrous power of female hair. ―My Dream‖ mentioned in the chapter ―Dream 

Connoting Love or Death‖ is yet another great example of Christina‘s skilfully rendered 

symbolism.  

 

Postures and Light 

As a painter Gabriel tends to depict the characters of his poems in an emphasized 

manner of visual art. Postures help him to express the inner states of the protagonists. In ―The 

Bride‘s Prelude‖ for example the states of the two sisters are contrasted through their 

postures; Amelotte looks in the mirror ―tall and free,‖ while Aloÿse sits, ―her arms laid along 

her lap / With the hands open.‖ The posture of self-assertion and balance of Amelotte is 

clashing with that of hopelessness of Aloÿse. As she progresses in her speech she ―turns in her 

chair, and hides / Her face against the back.‖ Often she keeps her eyes shut in contemplation. 

In ―Sister Helen‖ the bride‘s ―clasp‘d hands stretch(ed) from her bending head‖ symbolize her 

complete despair as she had just lost her husband to-be. ―She may not speak, she sinks in a 

swoon,‖ and the father of Keith of Ewern has to be ―rais‘d from his knee‖ – as he gave way 

under the helpless wretchedness caused by the loss of his son.   

                                                 
37

 Mentioned above in connection with the differences between the poems of Christina and Emily Dickinson.  
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When describing the harlot in ―A Last Confession‖ Dante Gabriel uses almost 

naturalistic detail of a posture and motion depiction:  

A woman laughed above me. I looked up 

And saw where a brown-shouldered harlot leaned 

Half through a tavern window thick with vine. 

Some man had come behind her in the room 

(...) He munched her neck with kisses, while the vine 

Crawled in her back.
38

 

The main female character of the poem is described (at the time of the murder) as 

proud and haughty: ―Her neck unbent not, neither did her eyes.‖ 

In Christina‘s The Prince’s Progress almost no postures are to be found; it is 

physiognomy much more likely that she offers to help us understand the inner nature of her 

characters; the man in the cave who mixes the potion of life is described as follows: ―With 

grimy fingers clutching and crooked, / Tight skin, a nose all bony and hooked, / And a 

shaking, sharp, suspicious way.‖ The words chosen with their alliterations enhance the image 

presented.  

In Goblin Market though we find examples of postures which point at the characters‘ 

intentions; when Laura and Lizzie heard the goblins‘ shouting, this was their distinct reaction:  

Evening by evening 

Among the brookside rushes, 

Laura bowed her head to hear, 

Lizzie veiled her blushes. 

 

Shortly before Laura tries the forbidden fruits, she breaks her restraints in a pride-like 

motion: ―Laura stretched her gleaming neck / Like a rush-imbedded swan, / Like a lily from 

the beck, / Like a moonlit poplar branch, / Like a vessel at the launch / When its last restraint 

is gone.‖ The multiple comparisons portray the single motion with an even deeper effect.  

We may surmise that Christina, though not a painter, reached the same visual efficacy 

and accomplishments as Gabriel in her poems, not as much by using postures only, but with 

the help of the entire physiognomy, motions and the virtues of figures of speech and tropes as 

shown in the analyses in the chapters above.  

It would be wrong, though, not to admit that Christina also tried to draw and paint. 

Some of her sketches of her brothers [47] or little animals she saw in the zoo prove that she 

might have done well in this field had she continued in her efforts. Even though her painting 

had not been preserved, we know from Christina‘s notes for the work called ―My Dream‖ that 

for some time she thought quite seriously about painting; yet, she terminated her attempts 

                                                 
38

 Emphasis added.   
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because she could not reach the spontaneity she achieved in her poems and because of Gabriel 

who discouraged her from painting, fearing that she could become a better artist than Lizzie: 

―You must take care however not to rival The Sid, but to keep within respectful limits‖ 

(Zaturenska 1949, 80).  

 

Both Christina and Gabriel have the painter‘s eye for light. In Gabriel‘s ―The Bride‘s 

Prelude‖ the exposure to light can be either positive or negative, depending on the mood in 

which the character finds oneself; thus Amellot loves the light, ―suns her breast‖ in it and her 

―eyes seek the sun,‖ whereas Aloÿse seeks the dimness: ―And even in shade was gleam 

enough / To shut out full repose.‖  

Similarly in Christina‘s imagery light may be connected with favourable or 

unfavourable. The milkmaid is related with sneaky glimmer: ―Was she a maid, / or an evil 

dream? / Here eyes began to glitter and gleam.‖ Her hair is ―shining.‖ On the other hand, at 

the moment of the Prince‘s drowning he sees a hopeful light: ―A flash of light, a shout from 

the strand: / ‗This way—this way; here lies the land!‘‖ And it is a calming ―moon face in a 

shadowy place‖ that saves him ―from waters that seek the sea.‖ 

The distinction between the light and the darkness is closely merged with the time 

imagery. The atmospheric heaviness of darkness connects with the lateness of the hour: the 

little sister in ―My Sister‘s Sleep‖ dies in the night; in The Prince’s Progress the main hero, 

nearing his aim asks: ―Is the time late? Does the day grow dim?‖  

Noon and midnight as the fullness of time dominate with certain mystical power the 

breaking points in the poems: the ‗prelude‘ takes place at noon, Urscelyn, the Bride‘s groom 

to be, began his plot in the ―autumn noon,‖ Aloÿs‘s child was born at noon; in The Prince’s 

Progress ―the moon‘s at full‖ when the Prince sets up for his journey ―in truth.‖  

Time can pressure the hero (as it does the Prince) or it can run unbearably slowly (as it 

does for the Princess who is waiting for her Prince). If we search for an autobiographical trace 

in The Prince’s Progress we may see that Christina places herself in the position of the 

Princess who is waiting for the Bridegroom, metaphorically Christ himself, who takes his 

time. Thus in the Princess‘s perspective ―the long hours go and come and go‖ as she ―keeps 

watch through glare and through gloom,‖ while to the Prince ―time is short, life is short.‖ 

Christina‘s general sense of time conforms to the natural law of circulation as the 

following line proves: ―At the death of night and the birth of day.‖ 
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Summary  
 

As demonstrated in this thesis, during his artistic career Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

proceeded from Catholicism and Dante‘s influence to the medieval Arthurian subjects 

(inspired by Malory and Tennyson, and confined to the period of 1855-58) and eventually to 

‗modern‘ subjects (e.g. Found - ―Jenny‖ and ―A Last Confession‖), concluding with his 

highly decorative paintings of women and his poems which worship women‘s beauty and 

love, only shortly digressing backwards to Catholicism in the theme of Mary Magdalene  in 

his outstanding drawing and the accompanying poem ―Mary Magdalene at the Door of Simon 

the Pharisee‖. We find more biblical allusions in his works, for instance in the apocryphal 

Lady Lilith - ―Eden Bower‖, ―Body‘s Beauty―. Ancient paganism is captured most 

significantly in ―Troy Town‖ and the painting Helen of Troy (represented by Annie Miller). 

 Christina Rossetti by contrast proceeded from such characteristically Pre-Raphaelite 

topics as unrequited and unfulfilled love (The Prince’s Progress) with their fairy-tale 

colouring (Goblin Market), through modern Victorian subjects influenced by her work at the 

Highgate penitentiary (―Noble Sisters‖, ―Maude Clare‖, ―Sister Maude‖) to her religious 

poems culminating in her crucial work Monna Innominata. 

 Focusing on the conception of love in both Christina‘s and Gabriel‘s writings, the 

following generalizations can be made: the theme of forbidden love is viewed in Gabriel‘s 

poems rather romantically, with sympathy for those who sinned (as in ―Jenny‖), whereas in 

Christina‘s poetry the perspective is mostly Victorian, i.e. implying criticism (as in Goblin 

Market). However, we sometimes also find traces of Romanticism in her verses, as in ―Maude 

Clare‖.  

 The theme of sisterly love is more characteristic for Christina‘s works and it oscillates 

between rivalry and jealousy (e.g. ―Noble sisters‖, ―Maude Clare‖) and sacrifice (most 

prominently in Goblin Market).  

 Other frequent topics such as lovers speaking from the underworld occur in both 

Christina‘s and Gabriel‘s writings: in Gabriel‘s verses the woman speaking from the 

underworld, represented most significantly by ―The Blessed Damozel‖, yearns for a love 

reunion; in Christina‘s poems the voice represents either a reproach (as in ―After Death‖, ―At 

Home‖) or a sacrifice (e.g. ―Remember‖, ―When I am Dead, My Dearest‖).  

 The spiritual or devotional type of love is of a physical and sensual nature in 

Gabriel‘s poems, while it is spiritual and platonic only in Christina‘s verses. The most 
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important collections concerned with religious themes are House of Life and Monna 

Innominata.  

 Sensual love does not only appear in Gabriel‘s religious poems where he worships 

women, using a mystical language of adoration, but also in his verses concerned with 

forbidden love, like those that relate to the modern theme of prostitution  (―Jenny‖). Sensual 

love in his works has a reviving and a ―dooming‖ character, either murderous (―A Last 

Confession‖), or devastating (―Troy Town‖), or even spiteful (―Eden Bower‖).  

 The conception of death, closely linked to the conception of love, is either Christian 

oriented in Christina‘s poetry (―Uphill‖, Sing-Song, Monna Innominata) – in which case 

death is perceived as the redemption in Christ, or – under the influence of the Gothic novel – 

viewed as threatening (―The Hour and the Ghost‖, ―A Nightmare‖). Symbolically, death in 

Christ is often depicted through the imagery of spring, whereas the autumn bleakness and 

melancholy surrounds death as a threat (―One Day‖, ―Another Spring‖). Also Christina‘s 

lyrical personae speaking from the underworld express either a tranquil Christian 

reconciliation with death, or a threatening reproach born from a disquieting life and harsh 

death.  

Gabriel‘s concept of death by contrast has a twofold nature: redemptive (for the 

reunion of two lovers separated by death is only possible through death again, as in ―The 

Blessed Damozel‖) or threatening, similarly to his sister‘s attitude (―Sister Helen‖, ―Rose 

Mary‖),  in which case it usually shows traits of the Gothic novel, pagan legends, witchcraft 

and occultism.  

 

The Pre-Raphaelite concept of beauty, passion, melancholy, morbidity and the cult of 

intensity, all influenced the subsequent poetry in the following centuries, mainly the Aesthetic 

Movement of the 1890‘s, and Modernism in early 20
th

 century.  
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