



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































181

Wine cup of the heavy gold,

Human hand stony and cold. (1. 241-4)

Rossetti describes the guests — children, lovers, mothers, the elderly — and suggests that their
eyes are stonily staring. A moment later, the palace has vanished, and the narrator is returned
to the wood where she began, and kneels to pray. It is an apparently straightforward moral
tale, yet it demonstrates Rossetti’s belief that the moral state will, in time, be reflected by the
physical. These statues are grotesque in their very life-likeness; it is what they are, or
represent, that is repulsive, rather than their bodies.

‘Goblin Market’ provides one of the most obvious examples of the Ruskinian
grotesque in Rossetti’s work, particularly in relation to the goblins themselves, yet the issues
are more complicated than in other poems. The poem is framed to project the goblins as the
centrepiece, not only in the title but with the opening lines, which concentrate on the goblins
and their fruits up to line 31. In the next stanza, Lizzie and Laura’s introduction into the poem
provides a normative function, since they are recognisable as figures which permeate
Victorian fiction, young girls anxious to avoid wrongdoing, and living in a familiar domestic
Space. They serve as a contrast to the exotic descriptions of fruit which precede them. The

otherness of the goblins and their wares is emphasized by the sisters® words:

‘We must not look at goblin men,
We must not buy their fruits:
Who knows upon what soil they fed

Their hungry thirsty roots?” (11. 42-5)
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Not only the fruits but the goblins themselves seem included in these lines, merging animal
and vegetable forms, which suggests grotesque images without any physical description.
Their exoticness is contrasted with the ‘blushes’ and ‘golden head’ of the girls, and presents a
sharply-defined danger, setting up the goblins as a grotesque element in the poem. Rossetti’s

description of the goblins initially depicts them as half-animal, though not yet frightening:

One had a cat’s face,

One tramped at a rat’s pace,

One crawled like a snail,

One like a wombat prowled obtuse and furry,

One like a ratel tumbled hurry skurry. (11. 71-6)

The true nature of the goblins is revealed when their desire to force their fruits on Lizzie is

thwarted, and their appearance as well as their behaviour becomes threatening:

No longer wagging, purring,
But visibly demurring,
Grunting and snarling...
Their tones waxed loud,

Their looks were evil. (1l. 391-7)

This contrast is emphasized by the illustrations which have accompanied the poem, from
Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s to Arthur Rackham’s. The girls are familiar fairy-tale figures, as are
the goblins. They occupy an expected and traditional role, a facet of the Beauty and the Beast

tale which sets virtuous young women against male evildoers. The goblins of ‘Goblin
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Market” and their function as seducers in the poem are superficially clear-cut: they are
described as bestial, at first, yet with voices ‘kind and full of loves’, and the girls have no fear
of them. When Lizzie refuses to eat the fruit, however, the domestic animals become savage;
they attack her, and eventually they run away. lllustrations of the goblins bring out these
different elements, with most showing the goblins as they attempt to lure the girls, rather than
as the vicious creatures they are to become. Nevertheless these depictions of the goblins are
grotesques, albeit more in the arabesque mode than the true grotesque — they seem powerless,
and are considerably smaller than the sisters. Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s illustrations play down
the grotesquerie of the poem, instead producing a bland fairytale scene which normalizes the
content of his sister’s poem, portraying the goblins as small furry creatures rather than as a
genuine threat to their safety.

For Rossetti, therefore, physical appearance is misleading, and to assume the
grotesque status of the goblins as opposed to the normative and virtuous appearance of the
sisters is to oversimplify the poem. Though much is made of the girls’ appearance by
illustrators, drawn from lines such as ‘Laura stretched her gleaming neck’, and ‘Golden head
by golden head’, Rossetti provides relatively little physical description of the sisters, instead

concentrating on heightening the grotesque appearance of the goblins. After Laura has

sampled the goblin fruits, there is no more description of the goblins’ appearance, but only of
their behaviour. This suggests that no physical descriptions were needed, even in their worst
excesses, since their behaviour towards the girls demonstrates what the reader needs to know.

The girls may have an expected natural beauty, but they have other attributes too,
especially ‘curious Laura’. Arguably there is a grotesquerie in the girls” behaviour which is
not entirely divorced from physical appearance. While Lizzie restrains her feelings,

demonstrating no curiosity but only fear of the goblins, which is in itself a surprising
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behaviour, Laura’s succumbing to temptation creates a grotesque figure of excess. In her

curiosity, Laura is presented as a figure verging on the grotesquely beautiful:

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. (11. 81-6)

Here, she appears allied to the natural world as the goblins are; the images Rossetti uses are
unexpected, and imply a kinship with the goblins. This is in stark contrast with Laura’s
appearance as she falls into a decline after tasting the goblin fruit. Maureen Duffy discusses
the possibility that, having tasted forbidden fruits with the goblins, Laura afterwards exhibits
what William Acton in 1857 described as the classic hallmarks of the habitual masturbator:
‘The pale complexion, the emaciated form, the slouching gait, the clammy palm, the glassy or
leaden eye, and the averted gaze, indicate the lunatic victim to this vice’.** This description of
the supposed grotesque outcome of a grotesque ‘vice’ corresponds with Laura’s behaviour
and appearance; she ‘sat up in a passionate yearning, | And gnashed her teeth for baulked
desire, and wept’ (lI. 266-7). ‘Her hair grew thin and grey’ (1. 277), and she has ‘sunken eyes
and faded mouth’ (1. 288). She is becoming a grotesque herself, after her experience with the
goblins, yet her longing for the fruit still appears symbolic; it is not the fruit itself which

destroys her, but her longing for it. Her changed nature is due to her succumbing to

> Maureen Duffy, The Erotic World of Faery (St. Albans: Granada, 1972), p. 272.
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temptation, not necessarily to the effects of the fruit. In her desire for the forbidden, Laura is
a grotesque, a moral example, and yet not one beyond redemption.

This chapter seeks to suggest, then, that for Rossetti as for Ruskin, it is the morality of
the grotesque which is its strongest characteristic; the appearance is secondary to moral
character. The goblins, grotesque though they may be, are closely allied with nature, not only
in the fruits they sell but also in their appearance, as animal-human hybrids. They appear only
in the glen, devoid of any man-made setting, and their attributes are described in terms of the
natural world. While nature may be a face of the divine, it can also be a source of temptation
and evil. Rossetti may be suggesting that the forces of evil, of temptation, are simply an
aspect of the post-lapsarian world. Moreover, one could extrapolate the moral that in the eyes
of God, all humanity is grotesque in its changed post-lapsarian state.

Several of Rossetti’s poems suggest that the grotesque surrounds us, yet she subverts
expectations neatly in a poem such as ‘The World’. Once again, there is an attempt at
seduction with natural objects such as fruit and flowers, while beauty and ugliness are starkly
contrasted.* It is ‘the world’ which attempts to seduce the righteous from their sight of

heaven, seeming lovely by day but hideous by night:

By day she woos me, soft, exceeding fair:
But all night as the moon so changeth she;
Loathsome and foul with hideous leprosy
And subtle serpents gliding in her hair.

—

s - Ly .
It is interesting to contrast this with an extract from William Morris’s long poem, The Earthly Paradise (see

Appendix 2). In this extract, Morris offers two perspectives of the earth: from God’s point of view, telling the
‘dwellers on the lovely earth’ to ‘take heed of how the daisies grow’; and from a human perspective, asking the
‘brooder on the hills of heaven’, reminding God of ‘to what a heaven the earth might grow’. Morris’s poem

figures the earth, not as fallen, but as essentially good and beautiful, though doomed by mankind’s own failures.
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By day she woos me to the outer air,

Ripe fruits, sweet flowers, and full satiety:

But through the night, a beast she grins at me,

A very monster void of love and prayer.

By day she stands a lie: by night she stands

In all the naked horror of the truth

With pushing horns and clawed and clutching hands.
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 heli? (1l. 1-14)

What seems real, beautiful, and wholesome to many people is here transformed into an object
of disgust, where Ruskin’s concept of grotesque fear certainly prevails over the playfulness.
Rather than fear of death, it seems here that Rossetti depicts a fear of life.* This is
complicated by the world’s symbolic representation of sin: ‘Loathsome and foul with hideous
leprosy’, which leads to eternal death. To simplify Rossetti’s theology, rejecting earthly life
leads to eternal life; this poem personiﬁes.the world which leads one astray as beautiful, but
deceitful in its beauty. Like a fairytale creature whose appearance is designed to mislead, the
beauty of ‘sweet flowers’ hides ‘a very monster’ with wicked intentions.

It is clear that one of the reasons that the grotesque fits into Rossetti’s work is because
her poems maximize visual content in the way she liberally uses image and symbol in her

poetry; her aesthetics thus lend themselves to the grotesque, which is essentially understood

* It is worth noting, however, that Harrison writes that the final tercet of the poem ‘enables the speaker (and
prospectively the reader) to escape the traditional dialectics — of beauty and horror, desire and destruction,

seduction and damnation’, Christina Rossetti in Context, p. 90.
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as a visual category. Like Fuseli’s ‘The Nightmare’, or the engravings of Diirer, ‘The World’
appears to be a poem of apparitions in dreams, yet the logical voice of the speaker in the final
three lines shows the grim rationale of the poem. One might go so far as to argue that
Ruskin’s picturesque and grotesque are both represented in this poem as oppositional forces
combined in one concept. The beauty of the natural world which Ruskin deems picturesque is
present in the fruits and flowers, while the grotesque, horrifying creature which haunts the
narrator is Sin, made by man at the Fall. The grotesquerie is not only in the appearance but in
the very existence of the creature, a kind of Frankenstein’s monster, created by the Fall of
humankind. This creature, ‘the world’, is a caricature of grotesque, however. The beauty with
which it is contrasted fades in comparison with the horror of its ugliness, which breathes
moral corruption, and in its explicit moral this appears to be the least subtle of Rossetti’s
grotesques examined here.

Rossetti’s grotesque, then, contains many of the elements which for Ruskin are
required in order for a grotesque to be noble, as opposed to debased and ignoble. Her
grotesque figures, with the possible exception of the crocodile, are grotesque for a reason,
appearing designed to lead the reader to a moral conclusion. Though her poems incorporate
the necessary elements of the humorous and the fearful, the balance of the two varies
considerably, and the fearful overtakes the ludicrous as her work matures. There can be no
doubt that Rossetti herself did have the serious understanding of the Christian fear of sin
which Ruskin impresses upon his readers. However, many of her poems which do not seem
to fit in with stereotypical notions of Rossetti as a devout and moralizing reader, for example,
‘Goblin Market’, and the ballads of ‘fallen women’, suggest that she also had a deep
understanding of the ‘wickedness’ which Ruskin admired. Yet in the moral aspects discussed
by Ruskin, and also Scott, Rossetti’s work certainly manifests an ennobling grotesque which

is tailored to her own religious and poetic ends. She maintains a sympathy between reader
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and writer which is testament to the efficacy of Ruskin’s commentary on architecture,
requiring her readers to work to understand the moral, and to appreciate her restrained
poetics.

However, it is of course not possible to map Ruskinian grotesque neatly onto
Rossettian poetry. There are modes of grotesque — in landscape and architecture, a visual
mode, which are Ruskin’s preoccupation; and in poetry, as an element of the wider Gothic
mode of literature. It appears that though both may concentrate on morality, and, especially in
the poetry of Rossetti, an inclination to exaggerate her fears leads the frightening to become
terrifying, and the threat to the virtue of her readers to be intensified. Ruskin’s construction of
the grotesque provides a framework in which it is helpful to situate Rossetti’s work, yet she
sometimes evades that framework. Her inclination towards the ‘monstrous’ discussed by
Paulson is a step away from Ruskin’s more restrained notion of the ideal or noble grotesque,
particularly in such poems as ‘The World’. The Rossettian approach to nature is more
complicated than Ruskin’s appears to be, seeing it both as the face of the divine, and a
temptation to mankind. The corruption secreted in the most beautiful images of the world is
sensed and feared by Rossetti, and this strengthens her approach to the grotesque, and to
Gothic. The grotesques deployed by Rossetti appear throughout her work, including in Sing-
Song, where they are designed to appeal to children; here, the illustrations heighten the

grotesquerie, and once again offer a moral perspective for the child-reader.
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Chapter Four: The Fractured Gothic of Sing-Song

This chapter will argue that there are strands of Gothic in Sing-Song, which are intricately
worked into her innovative use of language to appeal to children, and which, furthermore,
continue a strain in English literature for children which is almost unrecognisable to the
modern reader. Though recent children’s books (such as A Series of Unfortunate Events,
which advertises itself as a Gothic novel for children, and Horrible Histories, which plays
upon children’s presumed innate love of the gruesome) appear to follow this trend, they lack
the crucial seriousness which earlier children’s literature manifested.' Moreover, what
appears to be a link to Gothic in children’s literature is sometimes simply a sense of the
macabre, or use of the supernatural, yet Rossetti’s poems in Sing-Song demonstrate some
unexpected use of Gothic tropes, such as the threshold, and the construction of the child as a
hero/ine in a threatening world.

In 1851, an article published in Household Words, ‘A Witch in the Nursery’ by
Richard Henry Horne, discussed, semi-ironically, the violence of nursery rhymes and tales,
with particular reference to the well-known Halliwell’s Nursery Rhymes of England (1842).
Indeed, Halliwell’s collection was criticized for a variety of reasons, including its nonsense
language and the damage it might cause to children’s developing language skills. Horne
discusses the well-known nursery rhymes collected by Halliwell, pointing out with
exaggerated horror the bloodthirstiness and immorality of many of the poems included.
‘Little Jack Horner’ encourages young readers to believe greediness will be rewarded, Horne

claims, while ‘Cock Robin’ suggests even murder may go unpunished. Even children

! Daniel Handler, A4 Series of Unfortunate Events, 13 in series (London: HarperCollins, 1999-2006), and Terry
Deary, Horrible Histories, 23 in series (Witney: Scholastic, 1993-2009). More recently, this fascination has led

to several series of books on vampires, which combine a moral element with the supernatural.
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themselves do not go unscathed: ‘Hush-a-by Baby’ receives the commentary: ‘Bravo!
excellent fun — a smashed baby! — well done old Nursery Witch! In short, the grand staple
commodity of the nursery songs and tales of England [...] is death, or the excitement of
killing something’.2 Of course, Horne’s interest in the subject becomes clear towards the end
of his article, where he writes of his own, more wholesome books for children; but the essay
ends with a plea for reform in nursery reading, begging parents to reconsider their children’s
literary tastes, since children ‘are fascinated by what they fear’ (p. 194), and thus cannot
make wise decisions themselves. However, children’s literature in something approximating
its modern form ‘emerged as a genre largely in reaction to the popularity of the adult Gothic
romance’.’ From Jane Eyre (1847) in particular, Gothic seeps into children’s literature, such
as Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden (1911). However, poetry for children is
itself a relatively little-studied field, and Gothic in poetry even less so.*

Christina Rossetti’s book of poems for children, Sing-Song (1872), has been critically
neglected; and, when noticed, frequently dismissed. While some critics, such as Isobel

Armstrong, have acknowledged the gap in criticism of Rossetti, others suggest reasons for it.’

Peter Hunt, for example, states:

? Richard H. Horne, ‘A Witch in the Nursery’, first bublished in Household Words, 78, 20 September 1851;
reprinted in A Peculiar Gift: Nineteenth Century Writings on Books for Children, ed. by Lance Salway
(Middlesex: Kestrel Books, 1976), pp. 173-94 (p. 179).

3 Karen Coats, Anna Jackson, Roderick McGillis, eds., The Gothic in Children's Literature: Haunting the

Borders (London: Routledge, 2008), p. 1.

4 Despite this, Mary V. Jackson comments that ‘[t]he real breakthrough in imaginative and humorous or
adventurous books [for children] came in poetry rather than prose, perhaps because the latter had been so
exclusively pre-empted in the service of Church and State’ (Engines of Instruction, Mischief and Magic:
Children’s Literature in England from its Beginnings to 1839 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), p.
199).

5 Isobel Armstrong, Diary of a Feminist Reading, pp. 158-75.
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Christina Rossetti’s reputation in the history of children’s literature is a curious one;
[...][1t] is a collection of highly sentimental, not to say maudlin poems, [...] which
may have struck the temper of the times — but it is hard now to imagine that it speaks
to any childhood. The poems are largely from an adult point of view [...] and several

pieces would no doubt have drawn tears from parents.®

Hunt’s views are themselves curious; those scholars who have discussed Sing-Song generally
take the view of Marsh, who suggests that the poems for children draw on Rossetti’s own
happy childhood by invoking a ‘sense of utter security’ and echoing the rhymes and word-
games of her own family.” Other critics have seen Sing-Song as emblematic of Rossetti’s
spinsterhood and longing for children of her own, which not only provides an excessively
biographical approach but also dismisses her poetics in favour of emotion.®

Hassett, whose chapter ‘Nonsense and Wisdom of Sing-Song’ constitutes one of the
fullest discussions of these nursery poems, asserts that there is ‘very little scholarship on the
light-hearted aspects of Rossetti’s work’.® Smulders suggests that ‘Sing-Song [...] occupies a

position at the center of Rossetti’s career’ (p. 103). It is, however, not only for the reasons

® Peter Hunt, ed., Children’s Literature: An Anthology 1801-1902 (Oxford: Blackwell 2001), p. 263.

” Marsh, Biography, p. 1.

8 For example, Marya Zaturenska, Christina Rossetti. A Portrait with Background (New York: Macmillan,
1949); Thomas Burnett Swann, Wonder and Whimsy: The Fantastic World of Christina Rossetti (New
Hampshire: Marshall Jones, 1960).

? In Hassett, p. 118.
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suggested by Hunt that the book has suffered what Rossetti herself called ‘a chronic eclipse’;
the nursery rhymes are not all as light-hearted as one might expect.'

The initial reception of the collection was favourable, despite Rossetti’s views that the
book was a failure. Christabel Coleridge, writing in the Monthly Packet in 1895, praises
Rossetti’s love of nature demonstrated in Sing-Song as comparable to that of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge; Arthur Symons, in The London Quarterly Review in 1887, describes the book as
one which ‘evades analysis’ and contains ‘a careful absence of emphasis’ yet reflects ‘a
child’s moods, a child’s fancies and ideas’.'' F. J. Harvey Darton goes so far as to suggest
that in the nineteenth century, only Blake, Rossetti and Robert Louis Stevenson wrote poetry
truly meant for and appreciated by children.'? Most significantly, the work seemed to find
favour in nurseries, a fact which is often overlooked. Hassett suggests that this is largely due
to their appeal as ‘wiser, less conventional and more engaging than the uninitiated reader
might suppose, [repaying] critical scrutiny by making visible, or rather audible, the richly
sustained playfulness of Rossetti’s serious work’ (p. 118).

Recent criticism of Sing-Song tends to concentrate on its moralizing tendencies and its
occasionally gloomy subject matter, which have caused it to fall out of favour in nursery use

since the 1930s. Until then, the poems were praised for their Blakean tone, demonstrating

' Christina Rossetti to Lucy Madox Rossetti, quoted in Packer, p. 377. Despite Rossetti’s concems, the book
became much more popular, and remained so for several decades (see Lorraine Janzen Kooistra, Christina
Rossetti and Hllustration: A Publishing History (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2002) for further discussion
of this).

' Cited in Edna Kotin Charles, Christina Rossetti: Critical Perspectives 1862-1982 (London: Associated
University Presses, 1985), pp. 46-7.

"2 F. J. Harvey Darton and and Brian Alderson, Children’s Books in England: Five Centuries of Social Life

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 314-15.
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‘her love and veneration for innocence’.' It is true that Rossetti uses her poems to instil a
kind of nursery wisdom into childhood reading, and an element of melancholy moralizing,
such as the oft-quoted poem, ‘A baby’s cradle with no baby in it, | A baby’s grave where
autumn leaves drop sere’ (11. 1-2). Yet literature which inculcates civilizing behaviour has
been common, indeed expected, in material for adult consumption from Aristotle onwards,
and it is hardly surprising that literature for children might be expected to do the same.
Indeed, the educative powers of literature for children have become a truism in the criticism

of children’s literature. As one scholar of children’s literature, Mary Jackson, summarizes:

At every point in its early history, children’s literature was rooted in the conditions
and imperatives of the adult world and was regarded first and foremost as a tool to

shape the young to the needs of that world.'*

Jackson later suggests that as writing for children developed and became more sophisticated,
there was a ‘breakthrough’, in which ‘imaginative and humorous’ books for children began to
appear, and, significantly, that this change occurred in poetry rather than in prose initially, but
eventually spread to writers of prose (p. 197). Whilst there is no doubt that writing for
children grew to be more considerate of children’s enjoyment of literature, Jackson’s division
between instructive literature that cannot be enjoyable, and fantasy works that are not
instructive, is not constructive here. It is often difficult for the modern critic to discern if the
author’s aim was didactic in many of these works, and preferable instead to rely on the
evidence of the text. Besides, the instructive and the entertaining can and perhaps should

combine, though G. K. Chesterton, writing on Alice in Wonderland in 1932, pointed out that

13 Fredegond Shove, Christina Rossetti: A Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1931), p. 60.

' Jackson, p. xi.
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Alice had fallen into the hands of scholars, and consequently had become herself an
instrument of education: ‘She has not only been caught and made to do lessons; she has been
forced to inflict lessons on others’."® Yet by the 1850s, there was a considerable body of
children’s literature available intended to entertain as well as perform a didactic function.'®
The poems in Sing-Song, and their use as nursery rhymes, thus provide a number of problems
for the critic, the greatest of which is the intended audience of children rather than adults, and
the changing tastes in children’s literature. There seems to be a dominant assumption that
what adults (and literary scholars) see as ‘suitable’ literature for children has changed, while
the demands of children for their own reading matter has not; this seems an unstable premise
on which to predicate a reading of Sing-Song, yet it is the basis on which it has been
dismissed.

Morag Styles describes successful poetry for children as ‘simplicity without
st"upidity’.17 In tracing this simplicity, she compares Sing-Song with the nursery lyrics of Jane
Johnson, noting the gulf between ‘one of the greatest poets of the Victorian period’ and ‘an
obscure middle-class woman who produced stories and poems for her own children with no
thought of publication’. These similarities raise, Styles suggests, ‘some interesting questions

about gender, literacy and childhood’ (p. 142). Her conclusion is that poetry is one of the few

1> G. K. Chesterton, ‘Lewis Carroll’, in On Lying in Bed and Other Essays, ed. by Alberto Manguel (Calgary:
Bayeux Arts, 2000), pp. 233-40 (p. 235).

'® However, Nina Auerbach and U. C. Knoepflmacher, in Forbidden Journeys: Fairytales and Fantasies by
Victorian Women Writers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) suggest that childhood was seen as a
secure period of life, and consequently the literature written for children by women, with its potentially
subversive subtext, was not carefully scrutinized (p. 3).

"7 Morag Styles, ‘Of the Spontaneous Kind?: Women writing poetry for children — from Jane Johnson to
Christina Rossetti’, in Opening the Nursery Door: Reading, Writing and Childhood 1600-1900, ed. by Mary

Hilton, Morag Styles and Victor Watson (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 142-58 (p. 147).
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areas in which the bond of affection between mother and child can be publicly explored, as
well as a tool to enable publication of poetry by women. Similarly, Touché relates Sing-Song
to the sexual and maternal frustrations of spinsterhood. Writing of the poem ‘My baby has a

mottled fist’, she suggests:

Already the beginning of the poem raises the question of the lyrical self. Who is the
speaker that starts the poem with ‘my baby’? Is this an imagined situation or
Rossetti’s own wishful thinking? This question cannot be answered with certainty. It
has to be noted though, that the way the baby is described is of a special motherly

tenderness.'®

Though Touché writes of Rossetti’s poems in Sing-Song as a kind of poetics of childhood,
she foregrounds biographical conclusions and assumptions about maternal instincts, and thus
declines to take the poems as texts in themselves, instead relating them to preconceived ideas
of Victorian motherhood. While Styles stops short of suggesting that this book represents
Rossetti’s maternal longings, her study of the poets and poems appears to favour an
emotional reading of motherhood rather than a consideration of the poetic value of the texts.
Rossetti’s biographer, Marsh, likewise comments, ‘The true inspiration of her nursery rhymes
was surely the children she herself would not now have’.'® The book was dedicated ‘without
permission to the baby who suggested them’, which is assumed to be Charles Cayley’s
nephew Henry.?® This chapter proposes, however, that Rossetti was a poet first and foremost,

and her writing for children had less to do with the frustrations of spinsterhood and was

*® Touché, ‘The Longing for Motherhood and the Concept of Infertility in the Poetry of Christina Rossetti’.

' Marsh, Biography, p. 379.

% Christina Rossetti, Sing-Song (London: Macmillan, 1872; repr. 1907), p. vii.
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instead related to her experiments with new forms and a language usage which appealed to
children. This chapter will demonstrate that it is productive for the purposes of this argument
to consider the figure of motherhood in the Gothic genre, and how this emblem is employed

in Sing-Song.

Gothic and Poetry for Children

Rossetti’s deeply-rooted Gothic in Sing-Song is not the bloodthirsty kind deplored by Horne;
no murders or violence occur in her nursery rhymes, though there are some instances of
death. Moreover, it eschews the Evangelical characteristic of the use of overt fear and terror
to promote good behaviour in children, a feature of children’s poetry from Jeremy Taylor’s
The Golden Grove (1655) to Isaac Watts’s Divine Songs Attempted in Easy Language for the
Use of Children (first published 1715, illus. edition 1840). The line which divides Rossetti’s
work from the poems and tales criticized by Horne is one of moral seriousness. Consistent
moral lessons are apparent throughout Sing-Song — though in contrast to other critics, this
chapter suggests that the morals are couched in terms likely to appeal to a child, certainly free
of the more proselytizing aspects of Watts’s Divine Songs, for example.! While Watts’s
verses for children are perhaps more simply phrased than earlier works for children, his verse
remains dense and complicated, using images of terror to instil a fear of sin, and presenting
terrifying images to the reader. The Golden Grove, which Rossetti owned, is said by the
author to be for the ‘use of the Devout; especially of Younger Persons’. The poems include

‘A Meditation of Death’, a poem clearly designed to strike fear into the heart of any reader:

2! Dale Townshend, ‘The Haunted Nursery: 1764-1830’, in Coats et al, pp. 15-38, describes Watts’s work as ‘a
form of hell and brimfire theology informed by a sense of the child’s innate wickedness’ (pp. 26-7). He posits
that Watts offers ‘an Augustinian conceptualization of childhood: the child as heir to the doctrine of Original

Sin, or childhood as the utterly depraved receptacle to the transgressiveness of countless former generations’ (p.

27).
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Horrid Darkness, sad and sore,

And an Eternal Night;

Groans and Shrieks; and Thousand more
In the want of glorious Light

[...]

Every comer hath a Snake

In the accursed Lake,

Seas of Fire, Beds of Snow

Are the best Delights below.?

Such phrases as ‘Every corner hath a Snake’ seems likely to produce a fear of the dark in any
child (and indeed aduit), evoking the unnamed fears on which Gothic fiction often relies. The
picture of hell is vivid and unsettling, yet this poem is accompanied by many others which
inform the reader of how to avoid such torments, in poems such as ‘The Sluggard’, ‘The All-
Seeing God’ and ‘Obedience to Parents’. As a warning to children, it may be effective, since
the lessons to be learned are unequivocal, but the words sound uncomfortably harsh.

To define Sing-Song as participating in a Gothic tradition is as problematic as to
classify the book as purely children’s literature, and to dismiss it on these grounds from
serious studies of Rossetti’s work. It has been suggested that ‘[t]he Gothic was soundly
suppressed in children’s literature in favour of morally uplifting texts that suited the desires

of adults to construct an innocent child that could be trained up into a rational adult of

2 Jeremy Taylor, The Golden Grove, or, a Manuall of Daily Prayers and Letanies (London: printed by J. F. for

R. Royston, 1655), p. 128.
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Enlightened values’.”® Therefore, this chapter will suggest that Rossetti reworks Gothic forms
with which she is preoccupied in her other work, and uses them to produce a book of nursery
rhymes which is consistent with the larger body of her own work but quite different from
other poetry for children available at the time. The vestiges of Gothic are there, but this is the
Rossettian Gothic in its most fractured form.

These traces of Gothic include the use of nature as a direction to the sublime, the
contrasting of innocence and experience, and the juxtaposition of image and text to produce a
dialogic poetics between mother and child. In addition to this, a central element of the book
must be the maternal space in which the reading of nursery rhymes is presupposed to take
place, and the relationship with the mother which is crucial to the Gothic mode. Additionally,
as I shall suggest, Gothic is present at the edge of the poems, almost invisible, but not quite,
and available to the child reader. As Townshend suggests of Anna Letitia Barbauld’s
literature for children, the terror is at the margins of the work.?* Much of Rossetti’s work
seems designed to keep that terror in abeyance, but it is present nonetheless. As Sedgwick
states, writing on primary learning and poetry, ‘poetry exists on the frontier between the
known world and the world of the imagination’.>> The known world of the child may be
small, but the potential for the horrors of the imagination are exponentially greater. Sing-Song
does not increase these horrors in the manner of Gothic fiction for adults, but rather
acknowledges the fears of childhood and manages them, presenting them in a form
understandable by children.

Though Rossetti was familiar with such material as the works of Watts and Jeremy

Taylor, and indeed is likely to have drawn upon them in some of her work for adults, Sing-

3 Coats et al, p. 2.
** Townshend, p. 23.

5 Fred Sedgwick, Read My Mind: Young Children, Poetry and Learning (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 2.
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Song is closer in tone and content to poetic predecessors such as Blake’s Songs of Innocence
and Experience (1789) and Jane and Ann Taylor’s Rhymes for the Nursery (1806), whose
books appear in the Rossetti library sold after W. M. Rossetti’s death.?® This latter is the most
significant precedent for Rossetti’s nursery poems, and was reissued six years after the
publication of Sing-Song with illustrations by Sir John Gilbert. Jane Taylor, more celebrated
than her sister, was, like Rossetti, childless, yet wrote extensively for children. It has been
said that she wrote intentionally in the style of Watts and Barbauld, being almost reverential
towards them, but her work has a more childlike appeal.”’ Rhymes for the Nursery is, like
Sing-Song, an illustrated book of nursery rhymes, intended for much the same age-group as
Rossetti’s though with fewer and inferior pictures. The subject matter is broadly similar:
nature and animals, the life of the nursery, the world of the child. In some poems there is a
close affinity with Rossetti’s, in both content and tone.

The poems of the Taylors included in Rhymes for the Nursery broadly form two
contrasting groups: those which are designed to have a childish appeal to their readership,
both in language and in imagery, and those which are strictly moral in tone and have a clear
message to impart to their young readers. In the first category are poems such as ‘The Cow’,

which begins:

Thank you, pretty cow, that made

Pleasant milk to soak my bread

[..]

But the yellow cowslips eat

% For further information on books owned by the Rossettis, see Fredeman.

%7 Sylvia Bowerbank, ‘Taylor, Jane (1783-1824)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2004) <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/articlc/27039> [accessed 17 April, 2009].
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They perhaps will make it sweet.®

In many ways similar in content is Rossetti’s poem, which opens Sing-Song:

Brownie, Brownie, let down your milk
White as swansdown and smooth as silk,
Fresh as dew and pure as snow:

For I know where the cowslips blow,
And you shall have a cowslip wreath

No sweeter scented than your breath. (11. 1-6)

It does not seem too extreme to suggest that Rossetti’s poem is a reworking of the Taylors’,
yet her emphasis, style and tone are different. Though ‘The Cow’ encourages children to
understand the provenance of their breakfast milk, in Rossetti’s version the poem is presented
as a monologue to a present cow, by the milker, who will weave a wreath for it. Rossetti
encourages engagement with nature, as a part of it rather than an onlooker. This potential
activity on the part of the child is a persistent preoccupation in Rossetti’s book, as the child is
encouraged not only to observe, but to act. For example, in ‘A motherless soft lambkin’, the
poem concludes: ‘I’ll run to him and comfort him, | I’ll fetch him, that I will’ (11. 5-6).
Rossetti’s child-reader is not confined to the nursery, and is constructed as an active force for

1.29

social good, beyond mere obedience to maternal control.”” By contrast, the constructed reader

2 Ann and Jane Taylor, Rhymes for the Nursery (London: Routledge, 1878), p. 7.
% Not only is the child able to leave the nursery, but the external world, especially the natural world, is brought

into the nursery in books such as Sing-Song.
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of Rhymes for the Nursery is chided to be good, and subject to parental rules, in moral poems

such as this:

And when you saw me pale and thin,
By grieving for my baby’s sin,
I think you’d wish that you had been

A better baby. (p. 13)

The Taylors’ thymes present a distincﬂy domestic space, in which the child may engage with
nature, with siblings and with parents, but as an onlooker, largely confined to the nursery and
appearing to view the world through the nursery window. Moreover, the Taylors project adult
concepts onto the child, as in the poem above, mapping the mother to the child, or by using
tones of admonishment coming from the speaker of the poem.

A different point of view is suggested by Marina Warner in her book No Go the
Bogeyman. Discussing lullabies, she says that their purpose is ‘to settle infants to sleep, to
banish the fear of the dark’.>® In addition to this, they serve to calm the mother as well as the
child, but most significantly, lullabies ‘often situate the child — and those who care for it — in
a perspective of life’s risks; their thoughts surprisingly wander into zones of suspicion,

aggression, violence and fear’ (p. 196). This may be unexpected, but Warner ventures a

convincing argument:

[L]ullabies obsessively spell out such dangers, attempting to encompass every

possibility [...] Lullabies dip infants prophylactically in the imaginary future of

* Marina Warner, No Go the Bogeyman: Scaring, Lulling and Making Mock (London: Chatto & Windus, 1998),

p. 192,
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ordeals and perils; nightmares are uttered in order to chase them from the impending
dreamworld — a manoeuvre akin to a blessing in the form of a curse [...] such verses
name those bogeys, and as in fairy tales like ‘Rumpelstiltskin’, naming can undo evil

forces and banish them. (p. 201)

One can find several examples of such naming in Sing-Song: the ‘mournful linnets’ whose
nest was destroyed by unkind children; the child on its mother’s shoulder as she trudges,
homeless, through a storm; the dead lamb, and a plethora of dead children and parents.
Although the defiant naming discussed by Warner may not be a conscious intention of any
writer of thymes for children, it seems possible that the principle of airing one’s fears is at
play in their construction.

However, although Sing-Song can be read as consisting of the words of mothers who
are enclosed (or even trapped) in the nursery with their child, this is not the case. Smulders,
for example, posits that ‘the construct of the child ironically reconstructs the experience of
Victorian wives and mothers’ (p. 103). While to a certain extent this is true, the child is not
confined in Rossetti’s work as it appears to be in the Taylors’ book, though it is reasonable to
say that ‘the inspirational baby functions as an ideological cipher that not only yields before
feminine power in the nursery but reproduces feminine powerlessness outside the nursery’.3 !
As Smulders suggests, the mother-child relationship is essential in the structure of Sing-Song,
which is reinforced at the opening of the book and at various points throughout it, as well as

in the juxtaposition of image and text. Hughes’s first image in the book is of a mother and

child seated under a tree, surrounded by animals and with cherubs looking down upon them.

3'Smulders, Christina Rossetti Revisited, p. 104. Significantly, Auerbach and Knoepflmacher posit that though
the woman writer might conform outwardly to stereotypes, the writing of literature for children gave her the

opportunity to be psychologically free and to enact freedom through the creation of child-characters (p. 9).
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This sets the tone for the content of the book; it ‘guide[s] the reader’s reception of Rossetti’s
nursery thymes’.*?

The Gothic heroine is so frequently sequestered in a convent or prison in novels that a
child to share one’s confinement could be read as a projection of the desires of the heroine.
However, Rossetti’s child is not imprisoned in a nursery, but free to experience the outside
world. Rossetti’s poems present possibilities to a child, secure in maternal devotion but able
to encounter different lives and different worlds outside the nursery. Some poems are clearly
situated within the nursery, such as: ‘Mother’s arms under you, | Her eyes above you’ (ll. 5-
6). This supports Smulders’s comment that feminine powerlessness, encircled — or
imprisoned — by patriarchy, is reproduced in the baby, whose body in the image which
accompanies the text is virtually indistinguishable from that of the mother. Moreover, the
body of the mother becomes itself not only an extension of the baby’s body, but itself an
embodiment of the domestic space. This trope is evident in Sylvia Plath’s poem ‘By
Candlelight’, in which the mother cradles the baby in darkness, while ‘The yellow knife |
Grows tall’ and the baby appears, no longer an unseen presence but re-presented for the
reader as a ‘Balled hedgehog’.”’ Plath’s Gothic has been discussed by critics including
Botting and Christina Britzolakis, but here, as the speaker addresses the child, Gothic is
present only on the margins.** These margins are more clearly defined in Plath’s poems
which address children, perhaps in part because the poems address children as adults; there is

little attempt to present ideas in the language of childhood. In ‘By Candlelight’, the Gothic

2 Kooistra, p. 102.

n Sylvia Plath, Collected Poems, ed. by Ted Hughes (London: Faber, 1981; repr. 1989), p. 236.
* For example, Fred Botting, Gothic: Critical Concepts in Literary and Cultural Studies (London: Taylor and

Francis, 2004), p. 142, and Christina Britzolakis, Sylvia Plath and the Theatre of Mourning (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1999).
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presence of darkness creeps outwards from the centre of light, framing the mother and child
as a distinct unit warding off the encroaching night.
Similarly, some poems evoke a familiar nursery routine, simply described, though

incorporating the natural world as a part of the nursery world:

Bread and milk for breakfast,
And woollen frocks to wear,

And a crumb for robin redbreast

On the cold days of the year. (11. 1-4)

The accompanying image shows a child leaving crumbs for the birds and gazing rather
gloomily out of the window, though later poems concentrate on movement and activity rather
than this early passivity.

The domestic space in the poems is thus constructed as a secure area where a child
will be safe and loved, though a number of poems, such as ‘Bread and Milk for Breakfast’
and ‘If the moon came down from Heaven’, depict, in conjunction with Hughes’s
illustrations, the child gazing out of the window. Certainly the poems taken as a whole, with
their emphasis on nature and the outside world, encourage an outward-facing or extroverted

approach. There is some emphasis on appreciating the comforts of home, however:

There’s snow on the fields,
And cold in the cottage,
While I sit in the chimney nook

Supping hot pottage.
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My clothes are soft and warm,
Fold upon fold,
But I’m so sorry for the poor

Out in the cold. (1l. 1-8)

The child in the illustration is an Alice-like figure, eating by the fireside in a gloom which
casts the room into shadow. The child is doubly-enclosed, in the cottage and in warm clothes,
yet the poem encourages the reader to look beyond their own comfort, a notion reflected in
the enjambment of the final lines, creating a lack of division between those inside and those
outside.

To read this in terms of Gothic suggests that the poems permit the child to take on the
role of hero or heroine, able to cross thresholds without giving way to fear, and explore the
world and take on its mysteries and challenges. These challenges are central to Sing-Song.
The fear of what lies beyond a threshold is crucial to the Gothic novel, where heroines are
entombed in castles where to cross a threshold means to move from light to darkness, and to
seek the unknown. Frequently, in the novels of Ann Radcliffe, for example, to cross a
threshold means to enter a Gothic world, or to leave it.>’ For example, in A4 Sicilian Romance,
Julia leaves the castle, thus facing unknown threats but ultimately evading patriarchal

authority by doing so, and in the process finding her mother. In Sing-Song, Rossetti subverts

* This Gothic necessity of leaving a castle to find freedom is predicated in literary criticism on the
understanding that the castle is a symbol of an oppressive patriarchal regime; as Richard Davenport-Hines
explains in Gothic: Four Hundred Years of Excess, Horror, Evil and Ruin (London: Fourth Estate, 1998): ‘new
gothic forts symbolised the assertion of patrician culture over the manners, habits and ambitions of the
burgeoning middle class. The primacy of old families was [...] a matter of superior sentiments and taste. For

many men, the symbolism of castles evoked more material forces. The style of a man’s house sent eloquent

messages to his dependents, his rivals and his monarch’ (p. 69).
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this norm, ensuring that to leave the nursery is not to cross a threshold into a Gothic and
frightening space, but rather to enter the world prepared. In poems such as ‘Minnie and
Mattie’, she encourages the reader with a tale of a day ‘Out in the country’ (1. 3), exploring
the natural world. In other poems, the contrast of the domestic and natural world is explored.

In ‘A Linnet in a gilded cage’, the first stanza sets up a conventional binary:

A linnet in a gilded cage, -
A linnet on a bough,-
In frosty winter one might doubt

Which bird is luckier now. (11. 1-4)

The image of the caged bird is common throughout eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
literature, frequently interpreted as the woman trapped within the domestic space. Here, the
reader is encouraged to appreciate the warmth of the ‘cage’ during the cold weather, yet in

the second stanza it become clear to what the poem directs:

But let the trees burst out in leaf, '
And nests be on the bough,
Which linnet is the luckier bird,

Oh who could doubt it now? (1l. 5-8)

The natural world, often described by Rossetti in her poems, is contrasted with the artificial
‘gilded cage’ and shown to be preferable, yet the stanzas suggest there is a place for both in

the world, and that both are to be appreciated for their merits.
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In Gothic the thresholds can be read as metaphors for the boundaries of the self,
which is particularly pertinent when considering writing for children, who are learning about
boundaries and their relation to the world around them. At this pre-linguistic stage in its
development, the child is beginning to learn of its separateness from the mother, and to
establish its individual identity. The thresholds to be crossed at this stage, then, are many, and
Sing-Song appears structured to facilitate this movement between spaces. Not only does
Rossetti allow her protagonists (and consequently her readers) to come out of the ‘castle’ of
Gothic sequestration, but frequently they are located outside, in familiar countryside.
Traditionally, the home, the domestic centre, is seen as women’s space, but is constructed in
Gothic as an enclosed ‘other’, where dark deeds may happen. Yet the child is not restrained
or confined in a Gothic space in Rossetti’s poems; the child at the centre of her book is not
enclosed or restricted, but free to move between spaces, and indeed encouraged to do so. The
threshold, when crossed, represents a crucial moment in the development of the Gothic
heroine, as a step towards adulthood and away from parental authority. The child’s
boundaries are at first uncertain, inextricably linked with the mother, first physically and then
mentally throughout the nursery years. Hassett suggests that the nursery rhymes
‘acknowledge the distresses and trials of a child’s existence’ (p. 135), without trivializing
them, but rather familiarizing them and couching these ‘mortal shocks’ of nursery life in
language intended to reassure rather than frighten (p. 139). Many of Rossetti’s poems not
only encourage activity in the child which draws it away from mother and nursery but also
teach the child how to make these steps without fear, a concept which is reinforced by the
structure of the book as a whole, which interlaces poems set in the nursery with those in the

outside world. This moving between spaces is reflected and reinforced in the images which

accompany the text of the poems.
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The Construction of the Romantic/Gothic Child

Rossetti’s poems in Sing-Song frequently concentrate on the fears that a child — or indeed a
Gothic heroine — might have, and attempt to remove the terror, as discussed earlier. For
example, one aspect of Rossetti’s poems in Sing-Song is the insistence on the beauty and
sublime significance of nature. While this is true of not only much of Rossetti’s work but also
of poetry for children in general, it is particularly significant in conjunction with the mode of
Gothic employed by Rossetti. The natural world offers relief from the man-made construction
of manufactured threats and fears of the fallen world, which only God can destroy, Sing-Song
suggests.36 Moreover, the natural world in this theological view not only points to the
sublime, or God, but also reminds the reader of the presumed innate innocence of the child,
particularly in relation to the Romantic construction of the child developed by Wordsworth,

in particular. Judith Plotz calls this ‘the Romantic fixation’.

Paradoxical, like all heavily laden symbols, the Wordsworthian child (‘A simple
Child’) is a compound figure signifying the compensatory simplicity of what the adult
is not. The Wordsworthian child [l...] is a [...] border figure moving lightly,

unselfconsciously, and ahistorically between Nature and Spirit.*’

3 Rossetti’s poems in Sing-Song ‘provide spiritual comfort by representing nature in accordance with the
Tractarian principles of analogy and reserve. The ulterior or sacramental significance of “Brown and furry”, for
example, resides in the poet’s use of nature to impart the mystery of the resurrection {...] In “Why did baby
die?”, on the other hand, nature supplies a tacit answer to the anguished question of infant mortality’ (Smulders,
Christina Rossetti Revisited, p. 109).

37 Judith Plotz, Romanticism and the Vocation of Childhood (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), p. 45.
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This idealization makes it clear that Wordsworth was not writing for children, but about
them, for world-weary adults. Yet, as Plotz discusses, this is not an unproblematic
construction, but one which takes into account the darker aspects of childhood, of which
Wordsworth was himself aware. Moreover, Plotz cites Leigh Hunt’s essay, ‘Deaths of Little
Children’, to demonstrate that ‘the transcendentalizing of a child as ido! dehumanizes that
child’.”® Hunt suggests that the idolizing — or idealizing — of the state of childhood exists in
part due to the uncertainty of the life of a child. If all children grew up to be adults, he states,
“Girls and boys would be future men and women, not present children’.*® Instead, he
suggests, in associating the idealized child with nature, it becomes itself connected to the
sublime, more associated with God than with earth, detached from reality and a prop of the
adult world of decay, leading to ‘an aesthetically embalmed apartheid’ between adult and
child.®® This is apparent in Mary Jacobus’s comments on the children depicted by

Wordsworth in ‘We are Seven’:

Adult and child reckon the facts of their existence in a different way, and inevitably
they arrive at different answers. For one the living child runs about and the dead does
not; for the other, the child beneath the ground is no less a brother or sister. The
matter-of-factness of the child’s response — ‘I sit and sing to them’ (line 144) -
beautifully suggests the peaceful continuity which for her exists between life and

. o .. ., 41
death, in contrast to the adult’s consciousness of division and finality.

* Plotz, p. 46.

» Leigh Hunt, ‘Deaths of Little Children’, Essays of Leigh Hunt, ed. by Reginald Brimley Johnson (London:

Dent, 1891), pp. 1-7.

0 Plotz, p. 63.
“ Mary Jacobus, Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads 7798 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1976), p. 103.
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Rossetti, whilst associating the child with nature, and undoubtedly building on the Romantic
concepts of childhood, does not separate and idealize; rather, she provides a holistic approach
to childhood which places an emphasis on the presence of the mother which Wordsworth did
not, particularly in her ‘baby’ poems. In later poems, while the mother may not appear in the
text, Hughes’s illustrations include a mother-figure, appearing protectively behind the child’s
activities.

Ulrich Knoepflmacher suggests that in Wordsworth’s Prelude and more markedly still
in ‘Tintern Abbey’, the mother-figure is conflated with nature, who becomes literally ‘Mother

Nature’.*? This is clear in lines such as:

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul

Of all my moral being. (‘Tintern Abbey’, 1. 109-111)

The role traditionally expected of the mother, that of providing moral guidance, as well as a
spiritual and emotional home, is here assigned to the natural world. The sense of being
nurtured by nature, pointing the child as well as the man towards the sublime, is a popular
trope in Wordsworth’s poetry, present in poems such as ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality
from Recollections of Early Childhood’, and ‘Influence of Natural Objects, in calling forth
and strengthening the imagination in boyhood and early youth’, a poem usually collected

with his juvenilia. This poem suggests that the ‘Wisdom and spirit of the universe’ (1. 1) teach

*2 Ulrich C. Knoepflmacher, Ventures into Childland: Victorians, Fairytales and Femininity (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 13-4.
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The passions that build up our human soul;
Not with the mean and vulgar works of man, -
But with high objects, with enduring things,
With life and nature; purifying thus

The elements of feelings and of thought. (1. 7-11)

These lines are particularly suggestive of the impact nature should have, rather than
necessarily has, upon the child; the final line quoted combines the two crucial elements of the
‘purifying’ effect of nature: feelings and thought. Moreover, in this idealized image of the
child, it implies a creature of the most sensitive kind — that is, a Romantic child.
Knoepflmacher highlights the rationalism of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
women writers for children, concentrating on good behaviour above all else, commenting on
Charles Lamb’s “‘derision of writers such as Anna Barbauld and Sarah Trimmer as malignant
censors of the child’s unreason’ (p. 19). A dynamic of male Romantic writers against female
Utilitarian writers is set up by Knoepflmacher’s discussion. This, he posits, is in part due to
the female writers’ resistance to the idealization of motherhood and children due to their
proximity to these apparently hallowed states. Rossetti conflates these two inherited
positions, adopting, if not the Romanticist view of childhood, at least the idealization of

nature which accompanies it. For example, Rossetti writes in Sing-Song:

When a mounting skylark sings
In the sunlit summer morn,
I know that heaven is up on high,

And on earth are fields of corn.
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But when a nightingale sings
In the moonlit summer even,
I know not if earth is merely earth,

Only that heaven is heaven. (11. 1-8)

Rossetti here appears to take a Wordsworthian aesthetic approach in permitting the natural
world to indicate the sublime. However, rather than describing scenery with lofty grandeur,
as does Wordsworth, she takes a homely approach which is more likely to appeal to children,
rooting her spiritual meaning in familiar sights and sounds.

This approach is not only an extrapolation of Romantic ideals. It is also particularly
embedded in Tractarian thought, with its emphasis on the natural sublime as a motif
emblematic of God’s creation. Though Rossetti’s approach to nature is by no means
unproblematic, as is demonstrated by the seduction of Laura by the tainted fruit in ‘Goblin
Market’, she broadly follows the comments of Keble in Tract 89, On the Mysticism Attributed
to the Fathers of the Church, in which the relationship between the natural world and the
spiritual is explained through ‘a particular set of symbols and associations, which we have
reason to believe has, more or less, the authority of the Great Creator Himself*.** The path
from earthly to spiritual is laid out here as a typological explanation for human
understanding. It is precisely this form of extrapolation of the spiritual from the apparently
mundane which Rossetti employs in many of her poems, not only in Sing-Song but
throughout her work. These ‘familiar Tractarian evidences of God in Nature’ form the

fundament of Rossetti’s beliefs, and in particular provide her with ample material for

“ John Keble, ‘Tract 89: On the Mysticism Attributed to the Fathers of the Church’, Tracts for the Times

<http://anglicanhistory.org/tracts/tract89/section6.html> [accessed 22 May 2009].
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Christian teaching.** This is true also of the Tractarian writer Charlotte Mary Yonge, who
wrote extensively for children.

For Rossetti, the natural world and the spiritual are thus connected specifically by
mortality, suggested by a comment in Time Flies, where she links her understanding of death
to an incident with a mouse’s corpse which she had buried. All on earth is temporal, though
part of God’s creation. Time Flies contains many similar incidents, concerning spiders, birds
and flowers, for example, in which it is not the sublime side of nature but its commonplaces
which Rossetti employs to teach her young audience. In this particular passage she concludes
that we must learn not to reflect too much on the physical side of death but to consider with
joy its spiritual element. This is reflected in her treatment of death in Sing-Song, using the
natural world to accustom children to otherwise difficult or uncomfortable concepts. Distant
from Wordsworth’s approach to the natural world, the child can learn sometimes painful
truths from Rossetti’s depiction of nature. Perhaps inspired by the event detailed in Time

Flies, a poem about a dead thrush in Sing-Song familiarizes the concept of death for a child:

Dead in the cold, a song-singing thrush,
Dead at the foot of a snowberry bush,-
Weave him a coffin of rush,

Dig him a grave where the soft mosses grow,

Raise him a tombstone of snow. (I1. 1-5)

The dead bird might be read as a metaphor for the dead child which figures throughout the
book, especially given the reverence with which the dead bird is treated. Like the early

nursery thyme ‘Cock Robin’, Rossetti’s poem treats the bird’s death with respect, according

—

“G.B. Tennyson, p. 151.
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it a burial similar to that of the dead mouse. As a calm acceptance of the death of living
creatures, it is a poem to accustom the child to the realities of the natural world.
Other poems take a different yet still didactic stance. One of the most well-known

poems in Sing-Song begs the child to:

Hurt no living thing;

Ladybird, nor butterfly,

Nor moth with dusty wing,

Nor cricket chirping cheerily,
Nor grasshopper so light of leap,
Nor dancing gnat, nor beetle fat,

Nor harmless worms that creep. (11. 1-7)

This simple poem appears little more than a list, but its range and descriptive powers are
significant. Not only does Rossetti exercise a range of adjectives designed to appeal to
children (‘cheerily’, ‘dancing’, ‘fat’), she employs an alliterative mode which enables the
apparently loosely-structured poem to remain in the minds of her readers. The list begins with
insects familiar from other nursery rhymes, brightly-coloured and appealing creatures, yet
moves to those of which children (and indeed adults) are often afraid. By associating the
gnat, beetle and worm with the ladybird and cricket, Rossetti extends the range of insects of
which, she implies, small children are the natural guardians. Marsh comments that Rossetti
was always uncommonly fond of insects such as spiders, beetles and worms; here it becomes

clear that rather than associating them with death and decay, she instead places them in the
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spectrum of God’s creation, to be loved along with the rest of the natural world.*> Another

poem suggests:

Plodding toad, plod here and be looked at,
You the finger of scorn is crooked at;
But though you’re lumpish, you’re harmless too;

You won’t hurt me, and I won’t hurt you. (11. 5-8)

The accompanying illustration shows two children looking at a toad, one holding out a hand
towards it. The implication goes further than the need to treat animals kindly, carrying the
implicit moral that the appearance may be deceptive, and kindness an imperative. Certainly
Rossetti’s lesson is kinder than that of Ann Taylor, who writes of a cat injured by cruel
children in ‘The Last Dying Speech and Confession of Poor Puss’, which tells a heart-rending
tale of a cat whose ears and tail were cut off, who was beaten, starved and had her kittens
drowned.*

Indeed, Rossetti’s approach frequently places the child in kinship with small animals,

particularly lambs, an idea replete with Biblical connotations as well as familiar from Blake’s

poems in Songs of Innocence:

I a child & thou a lamb,

We are called by his name.

“In fact, Sullivan notes that in Rossetti’s work, ‘images of decay, destruction, and threat are often starkly

Juxtaposed with images of renewal, creation, and harmony’, p. 1.

“ Ann and Jane Taylor and Adelaide O’Keefe, The Original Poems and Others, ed. by E. V. Lucas (London:

Wells, Gardner, Darton, no date), p. 125.
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Little Lamb God bless thee,

Little Lamb God bless thee. (11. 17-20)

Similarly, Rossetti’s poems include ‘A frisky lamb | And a frisky child | Playing their pranks |
In a cowslip meadow’ (1l. 1-4) and ‘A motherless soft lambkin’, in which the child cares for
an orphaned lamb which seems akin to the ‘motherless baby’ of which she also writes.
Blake’s poems are, however, much darker than Rossetti’s; his constructed child of Songs of
Innocence may be ‘Infant Joy’, full of innocence and peace, but the innocence is haunted by
the experience to come. Though in ‘Laughing Song’ Blake invites the child to join the
narrator: ‘When the green woods laugh with the voice of joy | And the dimpling stream runs
laughing by’ (11. 1-2), he later limits this, writing in ‘Night’: ‘Farewell green fields and happy
groves, | Where flocks have took delight’ (11. 9-10). The Chimney Sweeper and the ‘flowers
of London Town’ are in the shadows of Blake’s poems, for which the reader has no agency to
help; while for Rossetti’s reader the darker troubles of the world are more distant, and they
are invited to alleviate suffering. The child is allowed to play an active role in a moral world
in Sing-Song, visiting ‘The dear old woman in the lane’ who ‘Is sick and sore with pains and
aches,” and offering solace: ‘We’ll go to her this afternoon, | And take her tea and eggs and
cakes’ (11. 1-4). The moral role of the child Rossetti introduces earlier in the book, of
kindness to animals and respect for the natural world, is eventually transferred to the human
world.

As previously discussed, Sing-Song examines the concept of death through the child-
friendly medium of the cycles of nature. The death of animals, such as lambs and thrushes,
features in the collection, but it has been suggested that it is the appearance of ‘dead babies’
that has caused Sing-Song to fall out of favour as a nursery book. It is possible, as Warner

suggests, that Rossetti named the fears of the mother and child in her poems. The fear of the
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death of a child is predominant, and features in several of the poems in Sing-Song. Some
poems feature the death of a bird or animal, but there are several which present the reader
with a direct truth, of the possibility of the death of a child.

Poems such as ‘A baby’s cradle with no baby in it’ depict a waiting mother,
remaining constant although the child has died. Nearly all of Rossetti’s poems which contain

child mortality suggest that the mother is unchanging:

Our little baby fell asleep

And may not wake again,

For days and days, and weeks and weeks;
But then he’ll wake again,

And come with his own pretty look,

And kiss Mamma again. (1l. 1-6)

The permanence of the mother’s love is reassuring to the child, as is the insistence on other
aspects of the child’s death, such as the hope of resurrection, and the peaceful element of
‘Baby lies so fast asleep’, which would indicate a potentially familiar scenario to children
who were likely to have siblings who died young, given that the rate of infant deaths
throughout the nineteenth century was around 153 per thousand.*’

Portraying the death of the child, therefore, while perhaps seeming inappropriate to
modem ears in the context of nursery poems, was commonplace at the time, and similar

poems feature in the books of Ann and Jane Taylor. Yet the poems offered in Sing-Song

attempt, not to explain, but to demystify, once again aligning it with nature:

—

47 Anthony S. Wohl, Endangered Lives: Public Health in Victorian Britain (London: Methuen , 1983), p. 11.
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Why did baby die,
Making Father sigh,

Mother cry?

Flowers, that bloom to die,
Make no reply
Of ‘why?’

But bow and die. (11. 1-8)

A feature of the poems in Sing-Song is a distinctive divide between subject matter and tone.
Here, for example, a simple rhyme, with few words and no adjectives, is used to sum up
death in childhood. The content may be verging on the macabre, but the poem itself is
childlike; Rossetti treats her potentially Gothic subjects here with a lightness of touch which
minimizes the fear which such motifs might engender. The dead infant is compared to a
flower or a lamb throughout the book, yet Rossetti was aware of the macabre symbol of the
child’s corpse which appears in Gothic novels from Matthew Lewis’s The Monk to Maturin’s
Melmoth the Wanderer. In the latter, Isidora’s illegitimate child by Melmoth dies whilst in
prison, possibly by its mother’s hand, and the description is grotesque. As the Inquisitors

search for her child to take it away, she draws it from her embrace:

Isidora placed in their hands the corse of her infant daughter. Around the throat of the
miserable infant, born amid agony, and nursed in a dungeon, there was a black mark
[...] By some it was deemed as the sign impressed by the evil one at its birth — by

others as the fearful effect of maternal despair. (p. 593)
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In her poem ‘Isidora’, however, Rossetti depicts a more emotional moment, in which the

doomed woman speaks to her daughter, who is now dead:

Little infant, his and mine,

Would that I were as thou art;
Nothing breaks that sleep of thine,
And ah! nothing breaks thy heart;
And thou knowest nought of strife,

The heart’s death for the soul’s life. (II. 37-42)

These darker moments of childhood from Gothic novels were familiar to Rossetti, yet it is
clear that she consciously resists the macabre in the dead children of Sing-Song, even though
it appears in other ways. The shadows of Gothic which hang heavily over ‘Isidora’ are all but
absent in the tone of Sing-Song, even where the subject matter lends itself to a Gothic
treatment.

Despite the poems on infant death included in Sing-Song, the death of the infant itself
is not the only significant loss. The death of the mother, as Carolyn Dever suggests in Death
and the Mother, opens up possibilities for the child.*® This is certainly the case in the Gothic
of Ann Radcliffe, for example, where the mother of the heroine is frequently dead or absent.
Not only does this leave the child vulnerable to both threats and opportunities, as in The
Mysteries of Udolpho, but moreover where the mother is still alive (albeit unknown to the
child) the finding of the mother can open up further possibilities. In A Sicilian Romance, Julia

finds her mother hidden away by her father in underground tunnels. The mother, presumed

48 Carolyn Dever, Death and the Mother from Dickens to Freud.: Victorian Fiction and the Anxiety of Origins

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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dead, is paradoxically the ‘ghost’ who has been haunting the castle. The symbolism of the
mother’s whereabouts is striking; in their reunion one can detect both wish-fulfilment and the
locating of the absent mother in the child’s unconscious. For the child, therefore, while its
own death may be unthinkable, the loss of the mother is hardly less so, at least in the early
stages of development, and consequently the mother must haunt not only the castle, but also
the text, as she does in Sing-Song.

While the infant cannot visualize or comprehend its own death, Melanie Klein shows
in her work on ‘Love, Guilt and Reparation’ that the child’s imaginative world constructs the
death of its mother, and restores her recurrently. Since the infant, at first, cannot distinguish
between itself and the other, when it becomes aware of its own dependency on another for
food and comfort, a fantasy world is created in which it can take revenge when food is not

immediately available:

The early phantasies which go along with the baby’s feelings are of various kinds [...]
Pleasant phantasies also accompany actual satisfaction; and destructive phantasies go
along with frustration and the feelings of hatred which this arouses. [...] If the baby
has, in his aggressive phantasies, injured his mother by biting and tearing her up, he
may soon build up phantasies that he is putting the bits together again and repairing

9
her.*

This cycle of desire for the mother, followed by destruction and restoration, forms the basis

for the adult emotions of love, guilt and reparation. In the child’s dependence, however, the

4 Melanie Klein, ‘Love, Guilt, and Reparation’, in Love, Hate and Reparation, by Melanie Klein and Joan
Riviere (London: The Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psycho-analysis, 1937; repr. 1953), pp. 57-119 (pp. 60-

61).
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death of the mother equals the death of the child; the infant imagination cannot conceive of
life without the mother. As the child grows, this realization weakens, and it is at this point
that Rossetti’s poems, of the death of child or mother, offer comfort for the child.

A book intended for use in the nursery is likely to be framed to include the mother, as
reader of the nursery rhymes to the child. This framework is clearly in place in Sing-Song,
from the first illustration which shows a mother and child under an oak tree, watched by
animals and cherubs. While the first poem shows ‘ Angels at the foot | And Angels at the
head’ (Il. 1-2), the place of the mother is already signified by the words ‘My pretty babe in
bed’ (1. 4). The mother is not ‘seen’ in any of the poems, but as narrator she is always present,
which is confirmed by the illustrations. The mother, in the poems and in the nursery, occupies
a generic space which is designed to fit the role.

Motherhood has been theorized as a recurring approach to Gothic, notably by Ellen
Moers. She suggests that though the term ‘Gothic’ is difficult to define, it ‘has to do with
fear’ — not the far-reaching and cathartic fear of tragedy, but with provoking and allaying
physiological terror, much as Ann Radcliffe discusses in her essay on Gothic (p. 90). In
particular Moers construes Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein as ‘a birth myth, and one that
was locked in the novelist’s imagination’ (p. 92). She describes the ‘revulsion against
newborn life, and the drama of guilt, dread, and flight surrounding birth and its
consequences’ which characterize the novel (p. 93). Moers reads this element of the novel
biographically, considering Shelley’s own maternity as linked to the powers of her
imagination, which is both irrelevant and unhelpful in the case of Rossetti. She describes the
notion of birth as ‘a hideous thing’ in Frankenstein closely linked with fear and death, as well
as with the elements of guilt and love which are considered to be the normal elements of

motherhood. The uncontrollable and destructive child-monster that Victor Frankenstein
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creates implies both a projection of the fears of the mother, and of the unconscious of the
child.

The work of psychoanalysts who have considered the child-mother relationship
frequently focuses on the mutual desire and rejection which complicates this relationship; the
mother “is the referent toward whom all rhetorics and all desires tend’.*® This is clearly
relevant to Shelley’s novel; Sing-Song, however, represses the fear of birth and the child in
order to allay the dormant fears of the mother as well as the child, not unlike fairytales and
lullabies where situations are enacted symbolically as a form of exorcism of fear. Moreover,
the poems in Sing-Song, and others in the same tradition by women writers, provide the
mother with the opportunity to facilitate the role of ‘good-enough mother’ outlined by D. W.
Winnicott in his book Playing and Reality. Winnicott suggests that the adaptable, or ‘good-
enough’ mother, at first permits the new-born infant the illusion that she is herself a part of
the infant, but in time the mother’s task becomes disillusionment, of causing the child to
identify the me and not-me and to begin the task of ‘reality-acceptance’ (which Winnicott
suggests is never fully completed even in well-adjusted adults). This disillusionment
‘continues as one of the tasks of parents and educators’.”! The poems in Sing-Song take on a
new resonance when examined from this angle: the educative poems, from the pragmatic
about ‘How many seconds in a minute?’ to the more philosophical, such as ‘What is heavy?
sea-sand and sorrow’, form a continuing part of the very young child’s disillusionment, as the
magical aspects of the world are replaced with the pragmatic.

While the second poem in the text demonstrates the protective power of maternal
love, both asking the infant for its love, with the words ‘Love me, my baby’ (1. 2), and

providing a space of security in the mother’s arms: ‘Mother’s arms under you, | Her eyes

% Dever, p. 40.

3! Winnicott, p. 13.
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above you’ (Il. 5-6), the next poem begins to move towards the possibility of the absent

mother:

My baby has a father and a mother,
Rich little baby!

Fatherless, motherless, I know another
Forlorn as may be:

Poor little baby! (11. 1-5)

Death in Sing-Song does not thus only happen to children and animals; it can also deprive the
child of its mother. This poem offers a sense of security for the child with its present mother,
but simultaneously raises awareness of the possibility of the mother’s absence. Though there
are more poems in the text which consider the death of a child, it becomes clear that, from the
‘motherless soft lambkin’ to the ‘motherless baby’, the poems are teaching that life is finite.

The effect of this is mitigated through a protective God:
Motherless children —
Cared for from their birth
By tender angels. (11. 3-5)

and also by social common-sense:

Motherless baby and babyless mother

Bring them together to love one another. (1. 1-2)
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The fact of death is considered more generally in other poems, so that the child would
develop an awareness of the impermanence of life. Yet the fear has been raised, and Rossetti
conscientiously endeavours to soften the blow with poems such as these.

While in many of the poems the mother is present only by presumption — that she is
speaking the poems of love and play to the child — there are others in which she is either
absent or irrelevant, where the child’s adventures take place without her. The position of the
mother, and particularly the absent mother, is a complex and often ambiguous one in
nineteenth-century literature. Despite the Victorian idealization of the role of motherhood,
mothers are, as Dever points out, often more productive in their absence than in their

presence:

It is paradoxical that the predominant generic template of the nineteenth century
British novel blatantly undermines these ideologies of the family it is commonly
thought to uphold [...] the narrative will pursue the story of a child or adolescent

protagonist who, motherless, is left to decode the mysteries of the world [...] alone.*?

This absence of the mother in permitting the infant to begin to establish independence is
crucial for the development of the child, according to Melanie Klein. Although Rossetti
demonstrates in her personal life a great respect for the figure of the mother, and although her
depiction of the mother in Sing-Song is largely traditional and loving, paradoxically these
poems explore the possibilities offered by freedom from the maternal influence. Poems such

as ‘Minnie and Mattie’ see three children exploring the countryside, discovering flowers and

52 Dever, pp. 1-2.
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animals by themselves.”® The mother-fi gure does feature in the poem, though only in the

animal world:

Cluck! Cluck! the mother hen
Summons her chickens
To peck the dainty bits

Found in her pickings. (li. 17-20)

This example of motherhood appears to serve more as a reminder of the absence of their own
mother, perhaps with a note of guilt at the children’s enjoyment of freedom from her
presence. Indeed this could be read as a call to return to the home, which Minnie and Mattie
ignore. The poem encourages this exploring, suggesting that they ‘Don’t wait for roses |
Losing today’ (11. 29-30), but rather free themselves from the nursery to enjoy the wider
world instead.

Moreover, the ‘advice’ in the book which endeavours to instil virtue suggests an
inculcation of values in the nursery which would make it more likely that an orphaned child
would be able to negotiate the world successfully in the permanent absence of parental
guidance. Certainly the death of the mother while the child was young was not unlikely, since
‘in the second half of the nineteenth century maternal deaths in childbirth averaged between
four and five for every thousand births’.** Even a temporary absence has a strong effect on

the very young infant, however. Dever uses Freud’s ‘fort-da’ theory, ‘in which the boy

%> As Samuel Pickering argues in Moral Instruction and Fiction for Children 1749-1820 (Athens, OH:
University of Georgia Press, 1993), ‘[t]o counteract the tendency of education to produce narrow, calculating

children, some children’s books celebrated high spirits’ (p. 155). This was particularly true of stories for boys,

but is equally applicable to Rossetti’s poems.

5 Wohl, p. 13.
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constructs his mother’s symbolic departure and return’, to demonstrate how the child must
renounce the mother in order to overcome feelings of abandonment or betrayal.>® The child
must build up the ability to stand alone and begin to see for itself, a development which is
reflected progressively in the text of Sing-Song. The poems appear to move through cycles,
covering death, nature and aspects of childhood such as sibling relationships, yet they return
constantly to the comforting poems of maternal reassurance which underpin the text as a
whole. Dever argues that ‘A culture’s superego, the mother’s influence, is ideally strong even
— or especially — in her absence. A culture’s ghost, the mother lurks unseen but powerfully
heard in the recesses of the Victorian conscience’ (p. 9). The mother’s presence is not explicit
throughout the intensively child-focused text of Sing-Song, but is therefore no less significant
in the text for her absence from it. Sing-Song appears both to substantiate and to undermine
this ideology. The text itself stands in for the mother-figure, for although there is some
mention of physical affection in the poems, even this is necessarily reduced to words on the
page which fulfil the functions of a purely textual or hypothetical maternity. The reading of
the poems in a nursery by a mother can thus be read as a fulfilment of the cipher, but it is not
a pre-requisite; the poems themselves do not demand maternal input. The figure of the
mother stands on the margins, in the shadows; she is implicit throughout the book, both in the
text and as the conduit by which the child hears the poems read.

Moreover, Klein suggests that the desire to explore, be it foreign countries, nature, or
creatively, is inspired by the infant’s desire to know, to discover and to possess the body of
its mother. In ‘Love, Guilt and Reparation’ she discusses Keats’s sonnet ‘On First Looking
into Chapman’s Homer’ as an indication of this unconscious desire for exploration in

connection with the body of the mother. Klein explains that:

5 Dever, p. 3.
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In Keats’s perfect poem the world stands for art, and it is clear that to him scientific
and artistic enjoyment and exploration are derived from the same source. [...] The
exploration of the unconscious mind [...] shows that [...] the beautiful lands stand for
the loved mother, and the longing with which these lands are approached is derived

from our longings for her. (p. 106)

This theory of the desire to recreate the maternal body is extensively applicable to artistic
creativity, as Klein and Winnicott, among others, have demonstrated. The poems in Sing-
Song explore the world from the child’s perspective, covering areas which might seem
mundane to the adult but are still mysteries to be explored by the child, such as numbers, time
and nature. Spirituality, love and death also feature in many of the poems, and, as already
discussed, the child-reader of (or listener to) the poems in the book is encouraged to cross
thresholds, to explore and develop their acquaintance with the world, and moreover to
establish an identity separate from that of the mother.

For the more sophisticated child, who has learned the rules of nature, Rossetti’s
poems also include several nonsense rhymes, which provide a very different form of
exploration: that of the imagination. Some of these poems provide an opportunity for the

child to learn why these poems are in fact nonsense, such as:

When fishes set umbrellas up
If the rain-drops run,
Lizards will want their parasols

To shade them from the sun. (1l. 1-4)
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Critics such as Hassett have commented on the ‘proximity of logical syntax and surreally

disconnected images’ in such poems, yet find a logic which the child will relate to:

[O]ne has the impression of discerning or making some kind of sense about the social
conditioning of desire: if some have the resources they want when they want them

(umbrellas), others will want comparable benefits (parasols). (p. 143)

Other poems are clearly intended to stimulate the imagination, exploring, for example, their

own wishes and desires alongside the flowers in the garden:

I am a King,
Or an Emperor rather,
I wear crown-imperial

And prince’s-feather; (11. 1-4)

The poem goes on to assign roles of councillors and court to other plants in the garden, and
the child’s view of himself at the centre of his universe is established, but within the safe
domestic bounds of the garden. The exploration of the internal and external world is taking
place away from mother and nursery, yet still within her sight; the separation of child from
mother has begun, but is controlled.

Such poems may delight and inform, yet others display a barely-repressed fear which

is characteristic of many of the poems in Sing-Song:

If hope grew on a bush,

And joy grew on a tree,
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What a nosegay for plucking

There would be!

But oh! in windy autumn,
When frail flowers wither,
What should we do for hope and joy,

Fading together? (1l. 1-8)

It is possible to trace this linking of pleasure (particularly in the natural world) and dormant
fear of the loss of ‘hope and joy’ throughout Rossetti’s work, but in Sing-Song it has the
quality of a talisman, asking the questions rhetorically, perhaps in the hope that they need
never be answered. The ‘logical syntax’ of this poem suggests that, since hope and joy are not
seasonal and do not grow on trees, the child need never fear the joyless and hopeless winter.
Yet the question is asked, and the fear is not completely allayed. Sing-Song remains outside
the conventional bounds of Gothic writing, both in its intended audience of children and its
genre as poetry, but in its treatment of fears and opportunities for the child-reader the Gothic
is perceptible. Moreover, there are aspects of the nursery thymes, particularly the reflection

of the sublime in the natural world and the encouragement to the reader to cross thresholds

and enter different worlds, which anticipate Rossetti’s later prose works.
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Chapter Five: Shadows of Heaven: Rossetti’s Prose Works

“There is one dangerous science for women — one which they must indeed beware how they

profanely touch — that of theology’ !

Late in her life, having already established herself as a poet, Rossetti produced six volumes of
devotional prose, which combined biblical exegesis with poetry and excerpts from scripture.
Annus Domini: A Prayer for each day of the year, founded on Holy Scripture (1874), Seek
and Find: A Double Series of Short Meditations on the Benedicite (1879), Called to be
Saints: The Minor Festivals Devotionally Studied (1881), Letter and Spirit: Notes on the
Commandments (1883), Time Flies: A Reading Diary (1885) and The Face of the Deep: A
Devotional Commentary on the Apocalypse (1892) must be Rossetti’s least-studied works
today, despite their publication in facsimile in 2003. Yet as Maria Keaton points out:
‘Recovering Rossetti’s religious prose allows the reader of her poetry to understand some of
the foundations of her poetic experience, because these prose texts are largely devoted to
correlating her spiritual and philosophical ideas with her aesthetics’ 2 Keatons comment
relates to Rossetti’s tendency to demonstrafe spiritual truths by reference to the natural world,
and to her deep absorption in biblical texts. This chapter will suggest that it is in her faith that
the roots of Rossetti’s Gothic lie, and that these Gothic threads can be traced in her prose
works. For this purpose, the most significant volumes are Letter and Spirit and, particularly,

The Face of the Deep, which will be discussed in detail in this chapter. These two texts

! John Ruskin, ‘Of Queens’ Gardens’, in Sesame and Lilies, Cook and Wedderburn , xvi, 5-187 (p. 127).
2 Christina Rossetti, Called to be Saints: The Minor Festivals Devotionally Studied, ed. by Maria Keaton
(London: SPCK, 1881; repr. Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2003), p. vi. Subsequent references will be noted as CS

in the text.
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demonstrate the way in which Gothic interacts with the Christian faith in Rossetti’s works,
particularly with reference to some of the topics that have been discussed in previous
chapters. It is through these later devotional works that the root of Rossettian Gothic becomes
apparent.

This chapter will therefore examine Rossetti’s prose works in the light of the aspects
of Gothic covered in earlier chapters, particularly with reference to her depiction of women
and the use of thresholds and boundaries to denote the crossing or transgressing of a barrier,
be that literal, as is often the case in Gothic novels, or social or spiritual. For example,
particularly in this latter instance, I suggest that it becomes clear on reading The Face of the
Deep that Rossetti locates the often rather vague and generalized Gothic trope of the
threshold specifically in the Book of Revelation, where the final crossing of the barrier
between earth and heaven is achieved. As this chapter will discuss, this crossing of thresholds
is further reflected in the reading experience offered by Rossetti’s texts. Throughout the
prose, moreover, her aesthetics, from the grand sweep of the mountains to the tiny
decomposing body of a mouse, appear to refer to the Gothic genre, when in fact they relate
most closely to biblical sources. From this, it is possible to infer the extent to which Gothic

may derive from the Bible, especially the Book of Revelation.

Although the prose works tend to be considered as a homogenous group, in fact they
are remarkably different in many ways, though a range of similarities emerges. Rossetti’s
departure from writing mostly poetry to producing such extended works of theology was in
many ways due to the strengths of her faith, but also to her desire to write in prose, and
experiment in different genres. Called 0 be Saints, for example, examines saints of the
Christian year, offering biographical detail, scriptural reference, a relevant prayer and a
commentary on a living creature, semi-precious stone and a plant associated with each of the

twenty-one saints. Tractarianism revived Anglican interest in the lives of the saints, such as
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those by Tractarian writer J. M. Neale, whose book Annals of Virgin Saints (1846) Rossetti is
known to have read, and, later, Sabine Baring Gould’s sixteen-volume The Lives of the Saints
(published 1914). Neale’s work in particular considers the devotional benefits for his readers
of an understanding of hagiography. In our falls, he implies, we are comforted by the saints.
Yet Neale’s text is clearly aimed at women, not only in his choice of female ‘virgin saints’,

but also in his discursive prose, which addresses women directly:

you are, in a double degree, indebted to her [the Holy Church]. To woman she has
given even more than to man; — more in a spiritual sense she could not; more in a
temporal sense she could and did bestow. Before that Blessed above woman had been
privileged to reverse the curse of Eve, so that as death came by a woman, by a

Woman should also life come.’

Addressing unmarried women in particular, Neale is clear about the benefits of
Christian faith, and the examples of this set by the martyrs. Clearly Rossetti also intended
scriptural readings and reflections on their lives to serve as a devotional aid to her readers, yet
her work is far less gender-specific than Neale’s. In this volume, she also defends her

exegetical work:

But if one object that many of my suggestions are exploded superstitions or mere
freaks of fancy without basis of truth; and that if I have fancied this another may
fancy that, and another again that, till the whole posse of idle thinkers puts forth each
his fresh fancy, and all alike without basis; I frankly answer, Yes: so long as with

David our musings are on God’s works, among the chief whereof is His sinful Saint

3 Neale, p. xxxii.
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made perfect; and so long as with St. Timothy our meditations are on charity, faith,
purity, which array the Saints of Christ in a robe more excellent than the glory of

Solomon or the loveliness of a lily. (CS, p. xiv)

Only a few years before Dean Burgon’s 1884 sermon against the admission of women
to Oxford colleges, in which he expressed some doubt about the advisability of educating
women to the same level as men, Rossetti’s erudite published discussions of scripture
demonstrate the validity of women’s religious writings.® Her stalwart defence of her work in
Called to be Saints affirms the significance of exegetical writing with no reference to gender,
but rather to the necessary purity of the heart which writes, a theory familiar from Ruskin’s
earlier writings. This defence not only evades the gender debate, but opens the way for
Rossetti to discuss aspects of Christian life and faith in her own idiosyncratic way. Many of
the issues on which she touches in these volumes, including the Fall and the nature of evil,
are controversial, yet, couched in Rossetti’s careful prose and scrupulously linked with
biblical references, controversy appears to have been largely avoided. Although
contemporary reviews of her prose are scarce, the sales were good, and, as D’ Amico points
out, ‘Certainly, both men and women were buying and reading these works. Possibly,
Anglican vicars read Rossetti and occasionally drew upon her teaching for their sermons”’.’
Unlike many of her contemporary female writers of Christian prose, Rossetti does not choose

to concentrate upon advice on Christian life for women, but rather exercises her interest in

* For example, Burgon stated: ‘Inferior to us GOD made you: and our inferior to the end of time you will
remain’; and ‘If you set about becoming Man’s rival, or rather if you try to be, what you can never become,
Man’s equal [...] you have in a manner unsexed yourselves, and must needs put up with the bitter consequence.’
Edward Meyrick Goulburn, John William Burgon, late Dean of Chichester: a Biography, with Extracts from his

Letters and Early Journals, 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1892), 1i, 236-7.

3D’ Amico, Faith, Gender and Time, p. 148.
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theology much more widely, and indeed much more boldly, despite the apologies for her
work which she offers in several of these volumes.® Roe argues that, in its structure and form,
‘her devotional prose work was written with a Christian female audience in mind, and much
of its content is geared toward the female experience of reading the Bible’ (p. 97). Yet when
reading Rossetti’s prose it is rarely evident that she aimed primarily at a female reader.
Indeed, Julie Melnyk makes a clear distinction between religious and theological
prose produced by women in the nineteenth century, arguing that ‘Women’s writing on
religious topics — those related to devotion, conduct, worship — was tolerated and even
encouraged’ while ‘this encouragement of women’s religious work and literature did not
extend to theological writing. While Victorian religious discourse was gendered neutral or
even slightly feminised, theology [...] remained a clearly masculine discourse’ (p. xi). Yet, as
Melnyk goes on to explain, clearly the theological activity among some women writers was
seen as enough of a threat for Ruskin to comment vehemently upon it in Of Queens’ Gardens

(1865).” Despite such tirades, women including Rossetti felt drawn to write exegetical prose.

¢ Examples of contemporary women writers’ religious prose include Yonge’s Womankind (1876), while more
theological prose was produced by writers such as Josephine Butler (The New Era (1872) and Hour Before the
Dawn (1878). Mark M. Freed also argues that with tl.xe publication of Robert Elsmere (1888), ‘Mary Ward
became a high-profile player in Anglican theological debate’: ‘The Moral Irrelevance of Dogma: Mary Ward
and Critical Theology in England’, in Women s Theology in Nineteenth-Century Britain: Transfiguring the
Faith of Their Fathers, ed. by Julie Melnyk (New York: Garland Publishing, 1998), pp. 133-47 (p. 134).

7 The sentence quoted as epigraph to this chapter continues: ‘There is one dangerous science for women—one
which they must indeed beware how they profanely touch—that of theology. Strange, and miserably strange,
that while they are modest enough to doubt their powers, and pause at the threshold of sciences where every step
is demonstrable and sure, they will plunge headlong, and without one thought of incompetency, into that science
in which the greatest men have trembled, and the wisest erred. Strange, that they will complacently and
pridefully bind up whatever vice or folly there is in them, whatever arrogance, petulance, or blind

incomprehensiveness, into one bitter bundle of consecrated myrrh. Strange, in creatures born to be Love visible,
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Called to be Saints

Called to be Saints draws upon the lives of the saints in the Anglican liturgical calendar, all
of whom, with the exception of the Virgin Mary, are male. Though Rossetti had an interest in
hagiography generally, it appears that she chose to focus expressly on the saints of the
Anglican Church. Each saint is examined exhaustively: much scripture relating to each one is
quoted, and some additional biographical material provided. Rossetti’s narratives are
generally fairly brief, due, she admits, to a lack of information in many cases. The book
opens with a chapter entitled ‘The Key to my Book’, in which she explains: ‘Much of my
material can only be drawn from uncertain traditions’ (CS, p. xvi). Scrupulous as ever, she
emphasizes that her work is based on the Authorised Version of the Bible, and that she will
provide scriptural references so that her readers can trace the original sources, but the
information about the saints may be based on legend: ‘nor have I hesitated partly to construct
my so-called ‘Memorials’ on a legendary foundation’ (CS, p. xvi). Her belief that legend,
rather than fact, will suffice, points to the purpose of the book: it is not a history of the saints,
but rather an exposition designed to aid the reader’s devotions. Her free use of myth is
perhaps a writerly trait which is prepared to favour a story, especially a moral tale, over facts

obscured by time. The devotional aspect of the volume is emphasized by Rossetti’s inclusion

that where they can know least, they will condemn first, and think to recommend themselves to their Master, by
scrambling up the steps of His judgment throne, to divide it with Him. Strangest of all, that they should think
they were led by the Spirit of the Comforter into habits of mind which have become in them the unmixed
elements of home discomfort; and that they dare to turn the Household Gods of Christianity into ugly idols of
their own;—spiritual dolls, for them to dress according to their caprice; and from which their husbands must

turn away in grieved contempt, lest they should be shrieked at for breaking them.’ John Ruskin, ‘Of Queens’

Gardens’, pp. 127-8.
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of prayers and, particularly, the natural imagery of gemstones, plants and animals associated

with saints. As Keaton suggests in her introduction:

The use of natural objects as symbols for the spiritual is present in Rossetti’s Christian
tradition from its inception, but with the Tractarian movement and its revival of the
use of many kinds of sensory symbols, the idea that nature itself provided the first and
most available way by which human beings might both know and explain more about

the divine gained considerable currency within the Anglican Church. (CS, p. x)

It is impossible to ignore the importance of natural imagery in the Bible, which may have
secured its centrality in poetry in the Christian tradition. Tractarianism, however, restores a
theological significance to the use of natural imagery, moving it away from the pantheistic
poetry of the Romantics, for example. Certainly in Tract 89, On the Mysticism Attributed to
the Fathers of the Church, Keble discusses the relevance of the natural world to the divine, as

reminders in this world of the next:

But the one great and effectual safeguard against such idolizing of the material world,
or rather of our own minds acting upon it, is the habit of considering it in that other
point of view, to which Christian Antiquity would guide us, as earnestly as it would
withdraw us from the speculations of the mere natural philosopher. I mean the way of
regarding external things, either as fraught with imaginative associations, or as
parabolical lessons of conduct, or as a symbolical language in which God speaks to us
of a world out of sight: which three might, perhaps, be not quite inaptly entitled, the

Poetical, the Moral, and the Mystical, phases or aspects of this visible world.
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Of these, the Poetical comes first in order, as the natural groundwork or rudiment of
the other two. This is indicated by all languages, and by the conversation of
uneducated persons in all countries. There is everywhere a tendency to make the
things we see represent the things we do not see, to invent or remark mutual
associations between them, to call the one sort by the names of the other.

The second, the Moral use of the material world, is the improvement of the poetical or
imaginative use of it, for the good of human life and conduct, by considerate persons,
according to the best of their own judgment, antecedent to, or apart from, all revealed
information on the subject.

In like manner, the Mystical, or Christian, or Theological use of it is the reducing it to
a particular set of symbols and associations, which we have reason to believe has,

more or less, the authority of the Great Creator Himself.

Keble indicates a precise trajectory of association from the earthly to the spiritual, ranging
from the loose transcendence of the ‘Poetical’ to the ideal exactness of the ‘Mystical’. It is
difficult to pinpoint the use of natural imagery by individual writers on Keble’s scale, and
indeed each of these elements builds upon the previous, so that it is possible, in fact, to see all
of these in Rossetti’s work: all nature gives a ‘poetical’ image of the divine, a hint of the
supernatural, yet the moral and Christian uses to which she puts her associations, especially
in biblically-derived work, are notable. Such reminders of the divine provide access to the
sublime, and aim to uplift and transport the reader. This use of natural imagery features
throughout Rossetti’s work, and of course throughout many works of the period. Yet for
Rossetti, it is clear that such signs of the divine in the earthly have specific meaning: not only
do they relate to the theology of the Tractarians, but they also feature as a kind of access to

the spiritual or sublime in many Gothic novels, especially those of Ann Radcliffe, where the
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heroines frequently reflect upon their awe-inspiring surroundings and connect these directly

both to God and to a sense of earthly fear which reflects their coming trials in the novel.®

Time Flies

This aesthetic of Gothic and deployment of Gothic tropes and imagery characterizes Time
Flies more than any structural incorporation of Gothic. This ‘reading diary’ is fragmentary in
its nature, being a day-by-day book of devotional readings incorporating a wide range of
styles, including poems, commentary, notes on saints’ days and verses of scripture. It is, as
such books tend to be, an aid to daily devotion and a source of solace in the trials of a fallen
world. Its format thus permits Rossetti to vary the style and imagery of her writing and to
employ diverse means of provoking the thoughts of the reader. As Roe points out, ‘these
“entries” are very intimate and personal, written in a plain, simple style, yet containing
worlds of complexity’ (p. 131). Once again the surface appears straightforward, but conceals
a wealth of spiritual depths which the reader is expected to plumb. Rossetti uses personal
anecdotes to provide insight, illustrating her points with descriptions of a variety of living
creatures including a mole, earthworms, spiders, millipedes, jackdaws, frogs and a snake; all
creatures associated with darkness or decay, and which she uses to suggest a moral.

Additionally, she employs scenery which is again reminiscent of the Gothic novels of Ann

8 For example, in The Mysteries of Udolpho, the following passage describes the journey of Emily, Valancourt
and St Aubert through the Pyrenees: ‘The ruggedness of the unfrequented road often obliged the wanderers to
alight from their little carriage, but they thought themselves amply repaid for this inconvenience by the grandeur
of the scenes; and, while the muleteer led his animals slowly over the broken ground, the travellers had leisure
to linger amid these solitudes, and to indulge the sublime reflections, which soften, while they elevate, the heart,
and fill it with the certainty of a present God! Still the enjoyment of St. Aubert was touched with that pensive
melancholy, which gives to every object a mellower tint, and breathes a sacred charm over all around.’

Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho, p. 28.
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Radcliffe, for example, such as the ‘mass and loftiness’ of mountains,” a turreted bedchamber
infested with insects, or a castle (7F, p. 111). The visual motifs of decay and enclosure create
an atmosphere of Gothic, such as the entry for October 4, in which a mourning narrator is

inspired by a glimpse of the sublime:

Life is a losing game, — with what to save?

Thus I sat mourning like a mournful owl,
And like a doleful dragon made ado,

Companion of all monsters of the dark:

When lo! The light shook off its nightly cowl, (TF, p. 192)

Images which conjure the atmosphere of Gothic are packed into these few lines, where the
contemplative and brooding narrator appears as a monster or ‘doleful dragon’, returned to
human life by the light, adorned in a ‘cow!l’. Here Rossetti may use the language of Gothic,
but she reverses its expectations: it is not that the narrator can hear an owl, but in fact is
herself like one. Nor is she terrorized by monsters, but is their ‘companion’. And while a
ghostly monk, perhaps, might remove his cowl and frighten a Gothic heroine, here it is the
beauty of daylight, dispelling the terror of night, which is revealed when the habit is
displaced. Time Flies in this way both deploys the imagery of Gothic whilst undermining it,
to a purpose which becomes clearer in The Face of the Deep. Similarly, the uncanny imagery

of a room of waxworks is described, and the uncomfortable sensation which it inspired, yet

9 Davenport-Hines discusses a shift in attitude towards mountain scenery as the result of the writings of Thomas
Burnett (1635-1715), whose work ‘identified mountain scenery in all its horror as product and symbol of the

. T ’
Fall: such terrain was punitive of desire, a reminder of how God obliterates the perverse and the transgressive’,

p. 25.
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Rossetti adds, ‘looking back I laugh at my own absurdity’ (7F, p. 36). Unlike Emily’s
response to the wax model of a decaying body in The Mysteries of Udolpho, Rossetti’s
instinctive reaction of fear is laughed off. Her anecdotes themselves are thus structured to
demonstrate the passing of time, and the benefit of hindsight; unlike a Gothic heroine (except
perhaps Catherine Morland), Rossetti projects herself as a narrator who can laugh at herself
and demonstrate the wisdom of age.

Time, and its passage, is an obvious theme of the reading diary, embedded in its form.
There are frequent reminders of the rapid passage of time and the need to use one’s time
wisely. The entry for January 28 concludes, ‘From sudden death, Good Lord, deliver us’ (7F,
p- 23). Several entries indicate the problems of ‘mortal frailty’ and warn of the passing of
time (7F, p. 90). Perhaps the most significant of these describes her own ‘first vivid

experience of death’ in ‘early childhood’:

I lighted upon a dead mouse. The dead mouse moved my sympathy: I took him up,
buried him comfortably in a mossy bed, and bore the spot in mind.

It may have been a day or two afterwards that I returned, removed the moss coverlet,
and looked...a black insect emerged. I fled in horror, and for long years ensuing I
never mentioned this ghastly adventure to anyone.

(]

Only now contemplating death from a wider and wiser view-point, [ would fain
reverse the order of those feelings: dwelling less and less on the mere physical

disgust, while more and more on the rest and safety; on the perfect peace of death,

please God. (TF, p. 45)
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Not only does the confessional tone of this entry vivify the moral tale, but the dual aspect of
death is emphasized; the physical, relating to the memento mori of The Castle of Udolpho, or
the crypt scene in The Monk, for example, and the fear which these are designed to engender;
and the metaphysical, or spiritual, in which there is, for Rossetti, eternal hope. The
appearance of the corpse, be it man or mouse, becomes irrelevant when compared to the
soul’s rest after death.

The Gothic novel has a complicated relationship with the symbiosis of inner and outer
beings, or character and appearance, in repeated motifs. Examples of the misleading
disjunction between the appearance and personality include the appearance of Melmoth, able
to make Isidora fall in love with him despite his satanic secret; Zaira, in Women, is possessed
of remarkable beauty but her soul is not as spotless as the equally beautiful Eva’s. Beauty, in
literature not only of the Gothic genre but of many kinds, is both an indicator of the pure
heart and happy temperament, and simultaneously not to be trusted, being only a surface
which may not match the depths. Perhaps the most striking example in Gothic literature of
the untrustworthiness of appearance features in Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and
Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824). Gil-Martin, whom the reader is expected to
recognize as an incarnation of Satan, exposes the fallacy of appearance in the Gothic novel,

in particular by his remarkable ability to change his appearance to suit his purposes:

‘I beg your pardon, sir,” said I. ‘But, surely, if you are the young gentleman with
whom I spent the hours yesterday, you have the chameleon art of changing your
appearance; I never could have recognised you’.

‘My countenance changes with my studies and sensations,” said he. ‘It is a natural

peculiarity in me, over which I have not full control. If I contemplate a man’s features

seriously, mine own gradually assume the very same appearance and character. And
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what is more, by contemplating a face minutely, I not only attain the same likeness

but, with the likeness, I attain the very same ideas’. 10

The shape-shifting nature of the stranger alerts the reader to his evil status, but Hogg’s
nuanced depiction of Gil-Martin goes further than that. Not only can this personification of
Satan take on the physical characteristics of a potential victim, but he can also assume their
thoughts. Yet this is not to assume that he becomes another person. He may be able to read
the mind of another man but he remains himself, essentially evil. The figure of Gil-Martin
does not change in essence during the course of the novel, despite his remarkable abilities.
Nonetheless, at moments of anger, Gil-Martin’s appearance becomes too terrible to behold,
suggesting that in some way his personality is reflected in his fagade. This affinity, or
disjunction, between the inner and outer person has been examined in the chapter on the
grotesque, where the duality of body and spirit is discussed. In Time Flies, Rossetti instead
constructs a dual space, of fallen and unholy earth and of pure heaven, with Christ as the
intermediary. It is in human inability to comprehend God’s truths that the fear and mystery of
Gothic truly lies, partly through God’s desire to protect our limited human minds from what
we cannot comprehend, and partly through our own sin-obscured vision. How we best live on

earth, with the celestial world in mind, is the true subject of her books.

Letter and Spirit
Letter and Spirit provides a very different reading experience. Unlike Called to be Saints,
into which the reader may dip at random, Rossetti’s exegetical discussion of the

Commandments is a more sustained effort at theological writing, with fewer passages of

'0 yames Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, ed. by John Carey (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1969; repr. 2009), p. 86.
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scripture and more commentary. The title is presumably taken from the text ‘Who also hath
made us able ministers of the new testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter
killeth, but the spirit giveth life’ (2 Corinthians 3. 6). The phrase is familiar, with the most
common usage referring to the ‘letter and spirit of the law’; for example, in The Merchant of
Venice, where Shylock, insisting on the letter of the law, is proved to be a mean-spirited
villain. Similarly, Romans 2. 29 reads: ‘But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and
circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men,
but of God’. The significance of the spirit, that is, of true obedience to God, rather than empty
obeisance to a rule, is the implication of Rossetti’s writing.

In Letter and Spirit, the meaning is made clear in its usage. Given Rossetti’s extensive
use of typology, it is likely that the ‘letter’ is represented by the Old Testament — that which
sets examples, explaining the laws of Christianity, while the ‘spirit’ is the New Testament, in
which the connotations of the Old Testament are carried forward and enacted or interpreted.
Letter and Spirit aims to demonstrate the importance of interpreting the spirit of the Ten
Commandments rather than becoming obsessed with the letter of the law, like the Pharisees
in the New Testament, who observe ritual but discard true faith: ‘Woe unto you, scribes and
Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have omitted the
Wweightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought ye to have done, and
not to leave the other undone’ (Matthew 23. 23).

Rossetti examines the Ten Commandments closely, using the types of the Old
Testament and the anti-types of the New Testament. Her text consists of a juxtaposition of the
theological elements of the Commandments interspersed with a more devotional reading of
scripture which encourages personal holiness in a manner typical of Tractarian writing. For

example, Rossetti emphasizes the spiritual need to examine oneself for wickedness, selecting
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as her text what appears to be a conventionally Gothic image of a light shining in darkness."’
Quoting Proverbs 20. 27, she then writes: ‘The spirit of man is the candle of the Lord,
searching all the inward parts’. This verse provides an image of a tiny light in darkness,
seeking out wickedness. Moreover, implicit in this verse (and Rossetti’s discussion of it) is
the notion of boundaries. The self — physically and metaphorically - contains this darkness.
Rossetti’s constructed self is thus inherently separate from the rest of the world, with an inner
darkness but also potentially filled with the spirit of God. Christian faith provides for
Rossetti’s writing the possibility of an inner and outer unity. Notably, in the passage
concerning the Pharisees in the Gospel of Matthew, it is the disjunction between the inner and

outer being that is criticized:

Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited
sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men’s
bones, and of all uncleanness.

2Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye are full of

hypocrisy and iniquity. (Matthew 23. 27-8)

" For example, in Melmoth the Wanderer, a faint light from the moon illuminates and then vanishes from the
scene of Isidora and Melmoth’s wedding ceremony, casting the sinister rites into a gloom that is not just
physical but spiritual: ‘At that moment the moon, that had so faintly lit the chapel, sunk behind a cloud, and
everything was enveloped in darkness so profound, that Isidora did not recognize the figure of Melmoth till her
hand was clasped in his, and his voice whispered, “He is here — ready to unite us”.” Maturin, Melmoth the
Wanderer, p. 394. A different approach can be seen in The Romance of the Forest, where the light shining in
darkness has a transcendent and spiritual effect: “The first tender tints of morning now appeared on the verge of
the horizon, stealing upon the darkness; — so pure, so fine, so ethereal! it seemed as if Heaven was opening to

the view’. Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest, ed. by Chloé Chard (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1999), p. 30.



245

The imagery is striking in these verses, which emphasize the problems of excessive concern
with appearance whilst paying no attention to the cleanliness of the soul. The visual imagery,
particularly of verse 27, is itself anticipatory of Gothic in its apparent macabre aesthetic
appeal, concealing decay within. In Time Flies, with its exhortations to search oneself
inwardly, and its insistence on the transitory nature of human life, this concentration on the
permanence of God as opposed to the ephemeral existence of humanity becomes particularly
prominent.

Unity and duality are matters which recur throughout Rossetti’s religious prose, and
are a particular concern of Letter and Spirit. The First Commandment, Rossetti states, ‘is
characterized by unity’. Moreover, ‘within this unity is bound up the entire multitude of our
duties; out of this one supreme commandment have to be developed all the details of every
one of our unnumbered obligations’ (LS, p. 8). Rossetti’s conception of unity, therefore, is
that it can encompass many aspects of one thing; there is no requirement to separate the
multitudinous facets of one concept, but rather to understand them (in the spirit rather than
the letter, perhaps) as being intrinsic to one another. The complexities of this argument are
further problematized by the concept of the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, consisting
of three individual parts, separate yet indivisible. As biblical scholars have long pointed out,
this is a concept which is beyond human understanding; the combined unity and separateness
is not something fallen humanity can comprehend. Yet aside from its theological
implications, the nature of the Trinity also usefully indicates shifting boundaries; the Trinity
is both utterly one and yet quite separate, with no defined boundaries or sense of where one

begins and another ends.
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It is possible, therefore, through Rossetti’s insistence on unity in Letter and Spirit, to
trace an interest in boundaries and their dissolution. One way of crossing these boundaries is
in fact through typological readings; Rossetti suggests in Letter and Spirit that it is because of
the Trinity that God created humankind, and that therefore corresponding archetypes exist: ‘If
[...] God is not to be called like His creature, whose grace is simply typical, but that creature
is like Him because expressive of His archetypal Attribute, it suggests itself that for every
aspect of creation there must exist the corresponding Divine Archetype’ (LS, p. 13). Such
interpretations encourage reading back and forward through the Old and New Testaments,
unifying the biblical text by considering it holistically. The boundaries between the earthly
and the divine, therefore, are not where we might think; if not only the natural world but also
humanity reflect God Himself, the boundary between the two is elided. Moreover, Rossetti
adds that: ‘And even as our God is One, so does He summon us to become one in His service.
The powers and passions of our complex nature must be concentrated in one only love of
Him alone: His many gifts to us must be returned to Him in one self-exhaustive gift of all we
are and all we have’ (LS, p. 13-4). Not only the Trinity, but also humanity, are both separate
and unified.

Following this assertion of unity, however, Rossetti immediately divides the self
which must love God with an undivided heart into four aspects: heart, soul, mind and
strength, and presents biblical examples of characters who have erred in each of these areas.
These preoccupations with unity and division, with the dimly-perceived crossing of
boundaries both physical and spiritual, have resonance for a study of Gothic in Rossetti’s
work. As earlier chapters have discussed, Gothic is frequently preoccupied with issues of
physical and emotional space, and the passage between them, which Rossetti translates into

the spiritual. The perceived boundaries between earth and heaven, the spiritual and the
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material, represented in Tennyson’s poem ‘Crossing the Bar’, are the concomitant thresholds

in Rossetti’s devotional works, but she indicates a surprising bridge:

Looking back for a moment at what the Tenth Commandment seems to indicate as
the wife’s position, we observe that the clause which forbids coveting the house is
repeated word for word on behalf of the wife; not so, as regards aught else specified;
whence she appears to stand as connecting link, akin to both, between what the man
is and what he has; even as Christ’s sacred humanity, bridging over the severing

gulf, unites the Godhead to the Church. (LS, p. 193)"*

Rossetti is evidently concerned to remove any indication that the woman is the property of
her husband, alongside his servants and animals. Yet the unexpected leap from the nature of
the wife’s position to the ‘sacred humanity’ of Christ demonstrates Rossetti’s desire to place
women at the heart of Christianity. Her Tractarian interest in the Incarnation constructs an
image of Christ as a bridge between this world and the next, but she extends the metaphor to
apply it in other circumstances. Like the heroine of the Gothic novel whose function as
character is to move between the sheltered domestic world of home and the terrors of the
unknown, the ‘wife’ figures as a character both possessed of free will and yet also bound by
the cultural rules of the society in which she is placed, subject to patriarchal laws.
Womanhood alone, it appears, provides sufficient power to cross thresholds, and, by

implication, to do so for the benefit of others.

">The Tenth Commandment reads: ‘Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, thou shalt not covet thy
neighbour’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor any thing that is thy

neighbour’s’ (Exodus 20. 17).
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The Face of the Deep

Such concerns with thresholds and the ‘place’ of women are yet more evident in The Face of
the Deep, a detailed discussion of the Book of Revelation, taken verse by verse, combining
the exegetical with devotional and reflective discussion, and interspersed with poems. Robert
Kachur suggests that ‘female devotional authors [...] were attracted to the Apocalypse
precisely because it allowed them to begin to articulate arguments with controversial
implications’.'3 Kachur’s argument is that since it was more acceptable for women to write
devotional works, a number of theologically-minded women produced works that were
ostensibly devotional but in fact contained a considerable proportion of ‘original biblical
exegesis’ (p. 15). Though he gives only a few lines to The Face of the Deep, this comment is
as pertinent to Rossetti’s work as to other texts; Kachur’s suggestion that the Book of
Revelation appealed to a few women as a subject for theological work is in part due to its
diverse reception history, which permitted further works, even by women, particularly those
which appeared to take a devotional line. Hassett posits that Rossetti’s work may also have
been inspired by Isaac Williams’s devotional works.'* An examination of Williams’s book
The Apocalypse, with Notes and Reflections (1852) suggests that this is highly likely; for, at
least in concept and construction, Rossetti’s work is very similar to Williams’s, using every
verse of Revelation with exegetical discourse, though, as closer examination will

demonstrate, Rossetti’s content and analysis take a more personal approach. Like Rossetti,

13 Robert M. Kachur, ‘Envisioning Equality, Asserting Authority: Women’s Devotional Writings on the
Apocalypse 1845-1900°, in Melnyk, pp. 3-36 (p. 15).

¥ Hassett, p. 213.
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Williams also emphasizes in his introduction the ‘divine simplicity’ and ‘deep and hidden
analogies’ of the book."’

It is not possible to consider in any detail the theology of Rossetti’s extensive work on
the Apocalypse, though it is worth noting that her approach falls into what Kachur determines
the ‘spiritual-allegorical’ category, in which ‘the Apocalypse must be approached as
allegory,” operating on the understanding ‘that the book describes timeless spiritual realities
rather than specific historical events’ (p. 9). My consideration of The Face of the Deep is,
however, predicated on the assumption that Rossetti was at least in part attracted to the Book
of Revelation for its Gothic affinities. In its depiction of the end of the world and the coming
of a new world order, the book of the Apocalypse is saturated with endings and beginnings,
depicted in grotesque visual imagery that is often violent and extreme. It is full of
‘mysteries’, in the Christian as well as the secular sense of the word, which many have
attempted to unlock, though Rossetti’s work tends to concentrate on a devotional and
explanatory interpretation of the book rather than a literal or historical exegesis. Yet in the
threat that the Apocalypse offers to the world as it exists, and its promise of a better world
which will appear through suffering, Revelation’s potential influence upon Gothic is
remarkable. In terms of the Apocalypse, it is useful to note Julia Kristeva’s suggestion that
the ‘horror of being’ consists of ‘the abyss of abjection’ which is ‘the other facet of religious,
moral, and ideological codes’. It is, she states, the resurgence of repressed abjection which
creates a human apocalypse.'®

It is notable that the threshold between heaven and earth will be dissolved upon the

realization of St. John’s revelation, and that it thus predicts an end to the boundaries and

5 Isaac Williams, The Apocalypse, with Notes and Reflections (London: Rivington, 1852), p. iii.
16 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia

University Press, 1982), pp. 208-9.
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thresholds which preoccupy Rossetti’s work. Roe discusses the problem of contradiction in
Revelation and Rossetti’s response to it, suggesting that ‘Rossetti posits God as the answer to
contradiction, and heaven as the place where all contradictions will be resolved’ (p. 176).!” In
the meantime, however, Rossetti’s writing concentrates on ‘man’s fallen relationship to God’
— that is, how one forms and maintains a relationship across the threshold between earth and
heaven.'®

The title The Face of the Deep itself suggests the existence of surface and depth and,
significantly for a metaphoric reading of Revelation, the sign and its signified. The phrase is
taken from Genesis 1.2, ‘And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon
the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters’. The ‘face of
the deep’ is the earth, covered with darkness before the creation of light. Rossetti emphasizes
the necessarily superficial nature of her work, which can only hint at the spiritual depth,
saying ‘Only should I have readers, let me remind them that what I write professes to be only
a surface study of an unfathomable depth: if it incites any to dive deeper than I attain to, it
will so far have accomplished a worthy work’ (¥D, p. 365). This is significant not only for its
theological implication that an exegesis of biblical work can still only remain on the surface,
requiring further study, thought and prayer, but it also resonates with nineteenth-century

devotional reading practices, particularly those of the Tractarians, who encouraged deep and

17 Furthermore, Barbara Garlick, in her essay ‘Defacing the Self: Christina Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep as
absolution’, in Tradition and the Poetics of Self in Nineteenth-Century Women's Poetry, ed. by Barbara Garlick
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002), pp. 155-75, states that Rossetti ‘gestures towards a possible transcendent moment,
a stepping through the mirror to confront the beatific vision, not through mystical union in the afterlife, but
through language’ (p. 158). Not only in heaven, but in her own written glimpse of heaven, can the threshold be
crossed.

% Roe, p. 173.
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thoughtful reading, and aimed to provoke further thought, relating writer and reader in a two-
way relationship that was operative through faith.'

It is clear, therefore, that the metaphorical ‘face’ is what is presented and can be seen,
while the ‘deep’ is what is hidden from view. Once again there are thresholds to be crossed,
as the two are divided by a lack of understanding, though a glimpse of the divine presence is
available in the Eucharist, or in prayer, which George Herbert refers to as ‘heaven in
ordinary’.? This is crucial to an understanding of Rossettian Gothic; we do not understand
because we cannot understand, as fallen humans; yet we also do not understand because we
are blinding ourselves by ignorance and lack of faith. Yet it is important to remember that for
Rossetti, as Roe points out, it is heaven that is real, while earth is transitory (p. 170). It is the
absence of human understanding which Rossetti, with her theological writing, intended to
address.

Rossetti’s theological Gothic examines and questions the nature of unity and division,
and it seems probable that this may be related to concerns about the position of women. In
her reflections on the nature of the Book of Revelation, Rossetti necessarily considers the

future for Christians, and her ultimate conclusion is regardless of gender. Kachur’s

¥ Eve Kosofsky-Sedgwick, in The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (London: Methuen, 1986), offers some
pertinent comments on the necessity of the linking of surface and depth. Stating that the surface or aesthetics of
Gothic are ignored at the risk of losing the meaning, she stresses the inextricable nature of surface and depth,
discussing as an example markings on flesh and veils which serve as signifiers. She suggests that surface is in
fact all that a writer can present; the meaning comes from the reader (pp. 140-67).

“Heaven in ordinary, man well dressed,

The milky way, the bird of Paradise,

Church bells beyond the stars heard, the soul’s blood,

The land of spices, something understood. (1. 11-14)

‘Prayer’, by George Herbert, in Helen Gardner, ed., The Metaphysical Poets (London: Penguin, 1957), p. 124.
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interpretation of many women’s theological writings on the Apocalypse is that ‘its emphasis
on the redeemed’s unification as one body under God provided a way for women [...] to
justify their vision of an egalitarian community’ (p. 6). Such a view of future unity of the
body of Christ, the Church, is reflected in the Anglican liturgy, deriving from 1 Corinthians
10. 17: ‘For we being many are one bread, and one body: for we are all partakers of that one
bread’. The notion of faith promotes the concept of unity and division, of individuals which
are part of a larger body, and of the oneness and separateness of Trinity. Rossetti provides a

highly visual description of this:

Multitude no less than Unity characterizes various types of God the Holy Spirit.
Water indefinitely divisible, and every portion equivalent in completeness to the
whole. Fire kindling unlimited flames, each in like manner complete in itself. Dew
made up of innumerable drops: so also rain, and if we may make the distinction,
showers. A cloud as a cloud is one, while as raindrops it is a multitude. And as in
division each portion is a complete whole devoid of parts, so equally in reunion all
portions together form one complete whole similarly devoid of parts: let drops or let
flames run together, and there exists no distinction of parts in their uniform volume.

(FD, p. 15)

Rossetti’s construction of ‘God the Holy Spirit’ demonstrates a potential collapsing of
boundaries, resonant of the future indicated in Revelation in which, post-Apocalypse, the
boundaries and limitations currently imposed on fallen humanity will be dissolved and
replaced with a unity between Christ and his Church.

It would perhaps be natural for nineteenth-century women to be drawn to a vision of

an entirely equal society which makes no distinctions based on gender, which many
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theologians have seen as suggested by Matthew 22. 30: ‘For in the resurrection they neither
marry, nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven’. This unification, in
which all are equal, if not the same, is indicative of an idealized unity of believers reflected
by the more specific unity of Christ with his Church. Such unity, of course, eliminates
thresholds, representative of fear and danger as well as adventure and possibility in Gothic,
and points to a New Jerusalem in which the complexities and latent evils of Gothic become
redundant. For Rossetti, gender differences are not to be eliminated by the Apocalypse, but
rather celebrated. Though much of her writing in The Face of the Deep does not appear to
have a specifically gender-based appeal, she concentrates at times upon positive images of
women, including the figure of the Church as the Bride of Christ.

The book of the Apocalypse presents issues which feminist theologians have
struggled to overcome. It is in many ways an ‘especially misogynist text’.?! The figure of the
prophetess Jezebel in Revelation 2 and the Whore of Babylon in Revelation 17-18 are
viciously presented and suffer horrible fates, which, as Tina Pippin has suggested, ‘would be
totally unacceptable to biblical scholars’ if this violence was perpetrated against a male,*

whatever the circumstances.?’ Rossetti’s comments on Jezebel are restrained and, without

emphasizing her womanhood, indicate that it is for her licentious and corrupting behaviour

2 Kachur, p. 5.

2 Tina Pippin, Apocalyptic Bodies: The Biblical End of the World in Text and Image (New York: Routledge,
1999), p. 94.

3 Revelation 2. 20-23: ‘“®Notwithstanding I have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman
Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess, to teach and to seduce my servants to commit fornication, and to eat
things sacrificed unto idols. ' And I gave her space to repent of her fornication; and she repented not. ’Behold, I
will cast her into a bed, and them that commit adultery with her into great tribulation, except they repent of their
deeds. 2And I will kill her children with death; and all the churches shall know that I am he which searcheth the

reins and hearts: and I will give unto every one of you according to your works.’
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that she is condemned, since she was ‘an abandoned woman and a witch, [...] a nursing
mother of idolatry. But whatever witch she may have been, there appears about her no trace
of the genuine prophetess’ (FD, p. 76). However, Rossetti goes on to argue gender difference
in favour of the masculine, which suggests that in fact Balaam’s responsibility must therefore

be the greater:

As Balaam in comparison with Jezebel, so men in comparison with women may
usually be expected to exhibit keener, tougher, more work-worthy gifts. Therefore if
Jezebel the woman, going about to establish her equality with Balaam the man, poses
as prophetess to his prophet, nothing is more likely than that she will have to eke out
and puff up her pretensions by a whiff of imposture, conscious or unconscious

imposture. (FD, p. 76)

Hassett suggests that The Face of the Deep ‘elides what terrifies’ in Revelation, remarking
that this may be due to the recent death of Rossetti’s atheist brother, Dante Gabriel Rossetti
(p. 200). In fact, Rossetti’s result was to create an aid to devotion which does not require an
elucidation of the threats hidden in Revelation; these are already explicit in The Face of the
Deep through the inclusion of verses of scripture, thus allowing the apocalyptic terror to
speak for itself. However, what she does endeavour to minimize is the negative treatment of
womanhood. In her commentary on subsequent verses (Rev. 2. 21-22) she writes of the need
for repentance, describing it as a ‘space’ which cannot be neutral: ‘Empty space, neutral
space, is impossible; it must be occupied by accumulating guilt or by repentance unto
progressive amendment’ (FD, p. 76). This space, then, in which the reader can repent, is the
liminal space of human life, in which sins occur and repentance must follow in order to

obtain God’s forgiveness. This repentance, theologically speaking, begins the process of
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dissolving the barriers between heaven and earth. In contrast, Isaac Williams’s response to
these same verses concerning Jezebel is more specific, and indeed harsher, though he
comments that ‘it is her sufferance, not her active participation, which is reproved’.
Moreover, he posits that ‘allusion is made not to any women, but to a heresy’, taking the
figure of a woman entirely as a metaphor for a heretical church (p. 35).

The Whore of Babylon, or the Great Harlot, of Revelation 17-18, receives rather
different treatment at the hands of Rossetti and Williams.”* While Williams concentrates on
explaining what he understands to be the fate of Babylon, identifying the Harlot with ‘a
Christian Church’, he is more concerned with facts than with extrapolating moral lessons (p.
314). Clearly he is comfortable with the identification of Babylon with a harlot, adding that
the term ‘adulteress’ would be insufficient, since ‘the impure Church barters and prostitutes
her faith to Christ for the advantages of the world’ (p. 315). Northrop Frye illuminates the
biblical language used for this figure, suggesting that ‘The word ‘whoredom’ in the Bible
usually refers to theological rather than sexual irregularity’ > However, Williams, it appears,
is keener to identify the figure of the woman with sexual than with religious sins. In The Face
of the Deep, however, Rossetti, perhaps less comfortable with labels concerning women’s
morality after her work in the Mary Magdalene Penitentiary for Fallen Women, is vociferous

concerning ‘the vileness and ruinousness of idolatrous defection’, thus clearly associating the

% Revelation 17. 3-6: *So he carried me away in the spirit into the wilderness: and I saw a woman sit upon a
scarlet coloured beast, full of names of blasphemy, having seven heads and ten horns. *And the woman was
arrayed in purple and scarlet colour, and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup
in her hand full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication: *And upon her forehead was a name written,
MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND ABOMINATIONS OF THE
EARTH. ®And I saw the woman drunken with the blood of the saints, and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus:
and when I saw her, I wondered with great admiration.’

% Northrop Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982), p. 141.
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‘harlot’ figure with the city of Babylon rather than womanhood (FD, p. 396). Yet it is
therefore surprising that she later advocates that this imagery is to be taken as a warning to

women, specifically, for the penalties for female sins:

As it seems possible to study the sun-clothed exalted Woman (ch.xii) as a figure of
the all-glorious destiny awaiting the Virtuous Woman, so now I think this obscene
woman may (on the surface) be studied as illustrating the particular foulness,
degradation, loathsomeness, to which a perverse rebellious woman because feminine

not masculine is liable. (FD, p. 400)

Scrupulously fair, if the best of women’s destiny can be extrapolated from the positive
images of woman, then the reverse must also be true; Rossetti is never an apologist for her
sex. Indeed, she characterizes Babylon as a femme fatale, who ‘proffers filthiness in a golden
cup’ (FD, p. 400). Not unlike her figure of ‘The World’ in a much earlier poem, this woman
‘tyrannizes by influence’, dissembling and hiding her true nature under her assumed beauty.
Once again this Gothic figure of the dangerous woman — Madame Montoni, Zaira, Matilda de
Villanges — poses a threat, though here it is a global rather than a personal menace.
Furthermore, this woman is grotesquely united with a ‘beast’; ‘by a foul congruity [they]
seem to make up a sort of oneness’ (FD, p. 399). This grotesque image, half woman and half
beast, is reminiscent of the Gothic heroine’s fear of unity with an unknown other.

Rossetti provides an imaginative poetic illustration of Babylon, demonstrating the

seductive beauty which comes with familiarity, and the face of evil hidden behind it:

Foul is she and ill-favoured, set askew:

Gaze not upon her till thou dream her fair,
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Lest she should mesh thee in her wanton hair,
Adept in arts grown old yet ever new.

Her heart lusts not for love, but thro’ and thro’
For blood, as spotted panther lusts in lair;

No wine is in her cup, but filth is there

Unutterable, with plagues hid out of view. (FD, p. 406)

The poem, opening with the incontrovertible ‘Foul’, attempts to reveal the hidden
loathsomeness of the depiction of Babylon, which, as one becomes accustomed to it, may
come to seem ‘fair’. This woman’s femininity is accentuated by her ‘wanton hair’, and her
panther-like inexorable move towards her victim is reflected in the slow and steady pace of
the alliterative consonants. As she seeks her prey and longs for blood, she is akin more to the
vampiric Lucy Westenra than the typical femme fatale of earlier Gothic, although her
‘plagues’ are concealed beneath a dissembling exterior. The connection of the evil woman
with a dangerous animal more than with humanity suggests both that she is beneath contempt
and also that she poses a serious threat. Another poem, ‘Standing Afar Off for the Fear of her
Torment’ again demonstrates the woman’s ‘pride’ and ‘foulness’, yet here she is alone, in the
flames as Babylon burns, indicating the consequence of her sins. As the wicked in the Gothic
novel receive justice and are punished, so in Revelation, where the ultimate punishments, of
which all others are shadows, are finally seen.

The Face of the Deep is also concerned with the positive images of women in the
Book of Revelation. The Church as the Bride of Christ receives less attention than might be

expected, though the figure is clearly equipped with ideal feminine virtues in Rossetti’s
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commentary.”® Chaste and arrayed in splendour, the Bride and Bridegroom are depicted as
the sun and moon, united in eternal love and glory. Such union, ‘longed for, toiled for, Self-
sacrificed for, bought with a great price’ is the finale to the struggles for unity which are
reflected on earth, in which journeys must be undertaken, thresholds crossed and fears faced
(FD, p. 481). All earthly conception of unity, including the sacrament of marriage, which is a
pale reflection of heavenly union, reaches its apotheosis for Rossetti in the vision of woman
restored to her rightful place as the Bride of Christ.

The book of the Apocalypse is noted by theologians for its imagery of doubleness.
The notion of the double incorporates both unity and division, as the two parts appear to form
one whole, yet are divided, often by apparently insuperable barriers. For example, the
structure of the book poses the earthly Babylon, represented by the ‘Great Harlot’, as the
polar opposite to the New Jerusalem, depicted as the Bride of Christ. These two women, or
cities, are divided by their places, in heaven and on earth, but also by the gulf created by their
different characteristics. Theologian Richard Bauckham indicates the oppositional, yet

parallel, characteristics of these cities, of which a few examples are cited below:

(1) The chaste bride, the wife of the Lamb (21. 2,9)
v. the harlot with whom the kings of the earth fornicate (17. 2)
(2) Her splendour is the glory of God (21. 11-21)
v. Babylon’s splendour from exploiting her empire (17.4; 18. 12-13,16)

(3) The nations walk by her light, which is the glory of God (21. 24)

% Revelation 21. 2: ‘And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven,

prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.’
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v. Babylon’s corruption and deception of the nations (17. 2; 18. 3,23; 19. 2)27

When the attributes of the Harlot and the Bride are placed side by side, the gulf between
them, as well as the similarities, becomes increasingly apparent. The dividing line of the
threshold of heaven cannot be crossed; these two characters are mirror images, one evil and
one holy, a prototype for the figure of the doubled woman in literature, such as Una and
Duessa in Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590-6), Zaira and Eva in Women, and indeed Laura
and Lizzie in ‘Goblin Market’. As Tennyson suggests in ‘Merlin’, in Idylls of the King, ‘For
men at most differ as heaven and earth | But women, worst and best, as heaven and hell’
(812-3). These extremes are repeated ad infinitum in both Gothic and Victorian literature.
The unity as well as the separateness of these figures is emphasized by Auerbach, who
suggests that ‘The Victorian queen is not the anti-type of the Victorian victim, but the release
of the victim into the full use of her powers’.28 The implication is that the unity of these two
apparently oppositional figures — the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ woman — is stronger than one might
expect. Certainly in Gothic literature these figures are often literally related or physically
similar. In literary terms, the space between these women is minimal, though morally and
theologically it may be an unbridgeable gulf. Auerbach’s argument, unsurprisingly, is that the
masculine is thus afraid of the hidden power of the feminine, perhaps hidden under a
beautiful face, and consequently attempts to repress all feminine power. Such stereotypes
have evolved from biblical sources such as Revelation, as Gothic may also have done.
Though Rossetti concentrates on the female virtues of both these figures, it is notable

that, as with the Maturin characters, it is the ‘wicked’ figures about whom she writes poetry;

?7 Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993),

p. 131.

2 Auerbach, Woman and the Demon, p. 39.
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the virtuous women are more highly prized, one senses, but seem to provide less poetic

inspiration. The ‘woman clothed with the sun’ is described in intense language as:*

weakness made strong and shame swallowed up in celestial glory. For thus the figure
is set before our eyes. Through Eve’s lapse, weakness and shame devolved upon
woman as her characteristics, in a manner special to herself and unlike the
corresponding heritage of man.

And as instinctively we personify the sun and moon as he and she, I trust there is no
harm in my considering that her sun-clothing indicates how in that heaven where St.
John in vision beheld her, she will be made equal with men and angels; arrayed in all
human virtues, and decked with all communicable Divine graces: whilst the moon
under her feet portends that her some time infirmity of purpose and changeableness of
mood have, by preventing, assisting, final grace, become immutable; she has done all

and stands; from the lowest place she has gone up higher. (FD, p. 309-10) *

This is the closest one can get to a form of Rossettian feminism; she will not entirely excuse
Eve’s weakness, but she sees that the grace of God can redeem womankind, and make her
‘equal with men and angels’; she depicts this with confidence that it will come to pass,
remaining convinced not only that women will be made equal to men, but that Eve herself

‘will stand before the Throne’, despite her sins.*' This is certainly not a possibility in

¥ Revelation 12. 1: ‘And there appeared a great wonder in heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon
under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars.’

30 Hassett suggests that ‘A favourite figure [of Rossetti] is the half-moon’ (p. 213). The moon features in poems
such as ‘A Face of Plaintive Sweetness’, clearly symbolic of as yet unredeemed womanhood.

3! Such complete final redemption is not to be assumed; usually it is a hope rather than a conviction:



261

Williams’s commentary, in which he is somewhat grudging in his admittance of the feminine
characteristics of these positive female figures.’” Rossetti understands the nature of Eve’s sin

and Mary’s purity, however, and sets them up against each other in a direct comparison:

Eve exhibits one extreme of feminine character, the Blessed Virgin the opposite
extreme. Eve parleyed with a devil: holy Mary ‘was troubled’ at the salutation of an
Angel. Eve sought knowledge; Mary instruction. Eve aimed at self-indulgence: Mary
at self-oblation. Eve, by disbelief and disobedience, brought sin to the birth: Mary, by

faith and submission, Righteousness. (D, p. 310)

The use of femininity as ciphers of such apparent strength of good and evil in
Revelation reinforces the stereotypical dichotomy of woman as Madonna/whore, and Rossetti
apparently does little to diminish this. Certainly not only nineteenth-century thought but also
Gothic novels have a tendency to promulgate this split. However, she refuses to see
femininity in such extreme terms, and instead problematizes traditional femininity in her
discussions of Eve. Though in biblical tradition Eve is the opposite of the Virgin Mary, the

originals of the dual images of women in the early church, and though Rossetti acknowledges

‘As elaborated in Augustinian theology, the condition of fallenness derives from the act of original sin. But
although fallenness traces to an act of will, no amount of remorse or repentance enables us to transcend our
fallen state through our own resolution. One can hope for a divine, uplifting act of grace, but such a dispensation
will come only if one is among the predetermined number of the elect’. Anderson, p. 3.

2 Williams’s response is of his time; other responses to the female figures of Revelation have been unequivocal
and even extreme, such as D. H. Lawrence’s response to Revelation 12. 1: ‘She has brought into the Bible what
it lacked before: the great cosmic Mother robed and splendid, but persecuted. And she is, of course, essential to

the scheme of power and splendour, which must have a queen’. D. H. Lawrence, Apocalypse (London: Martin

Secker, 1932), p. 155.
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this once throughout her body of work, quoted above, she otherwise refers to Mary relatively
little, bypassing the elements of Mariolatry which appear in some Tractarian writings and
instead focusing her attention on Eve, who, without Mary to throw her into relief, has the
potential to appear as a more human and believable character. It seems that the dividing line
between the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ woman is dissolved and united in the character of Eve, whom
Rossetti refers to as ‘Eve the beloved first Mother of us all. Who that has loved and revered
her own immediate dear mother, will not echo the hope?’ (FD, p. 310-11) However, the
position of the ‘daughters of Eve’ is made abundantly clear in her poem ‘A Daughter of Eve’,

in which the narrator mourns her own foolishness:

A fool I was to sleep at noon,

And wake when night is chilly
Beneath the comfortless cold moon;
A fool to pluck my rose too soon,

A fool to snap my lily. (1l. 1-5)

Rossetti’s desire to inspire compassion for Eve is partially undermined in her work by her
determination not to excuse her. Poems such as this relate to Rossetti’s many fallen women
poems and ballads.

A significant way in which the influence of Gothic manifests itself in Rossetti’s work
is through the depiction of women, specifically transgressing or ‘fallen” women. Many critics
have dealt with ‘Goblin Market’ as a parable of sexual sin, referring to Jeanie ‘in her grave, |
Who should have been a bride; | But who for joys brides hope to have | Fell sick and died’ (11.

312-315), or arguing that the ‘precious golden lock’ which Laura offers the goblins as
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payment is in fact pubic hair.>* The tone of the poem is undeniably sensual, but it is possible
that Rossetti’s depictions of fallen women centre on the idea that they have suffered, not
necessarily a carnal lapse, but one in the original sense, of Eve’s sin of disobedience to God.
Consequently, one could argue that many of her devotional poems also reflect the fallen state
of the speaker, on behalf of womankind. For example, ‘A Better Resurrection’ depicts the
speaker as a broken vessel: ‘My life is like a broken bowl, | A broken bowl that cannot hold |
One drop of water for my soul’, echoing Ecclesiastes 12. 6, ‘the golden bowl be broken, or
the pitcher be broken at the fountain’.

Some of her poems reflect the fall of Eve directly, such as ‘Shut Out’ and ‘Eve’,
which use the character of Eve, while others use the contrast of innocence and experience in a
representative manner.>* ‘Goblin Market’ can be read in this way, particularly with reference

to typological readings, as D’ Amico does:

The list of similes in which Lizzie is compared to a lily, a rock, a beacon, a
blossoming fruit tree, and a royal town can all be read within the context of Christian
symbolism.... The obedient maiden, who first knew when to flee evil, now also
proves herself to be a maiden who can face and resist evil for another’s sake. In other
words, she becomes a figure of self-sacrificing love, and thus she becomes a figure of
Christ Himself. Rossetti underscores Lizzie’s Christ-likeness, in her call to Laura,

which recalls Christ’s words to his apostles at the Last Supper. (pp. 74-5)

* Duffy, p. 272.

* Waldman, however, discusses ‘Shut Out’ with reference to the figure of Eve, but without directly linking the
narrator who is ‘shut out’ with Eve herself. Instead, it is figured as a Gothic poem which ‘provides a warning

that the subject must carefully discriminate between different opportunities for submission’ (p. 38).
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Such readings seem convincing in the context of Rossetti’s beliefs, but they also permit a
consideration of her use of Gothic. The fall of Laura is indeed described in sexual terms, but
the fact that she is tempted by luscious fruits proffered by sub-human species clearly allies
her temptation to that of Eve. In succumbing, Laura’s fall is moral, not sexual. When Lizzie
exposes herself to the same temptation to save her sister, the goblins attack her in a scene
which can be compared to rape, but it is the attack on her morality and senses which is
paramount here. It would be convenient to read Laura as the weaker side of Lizzie, to see
them as two sides of one character, but to do so would negate the implication behind the
poem, that salvation is both external (through Christ) and internal (through repentance).
Further, by broadening the boundaries of ‘fallenness’, Rossetti achieves a certain
classlessness, since from her experience of working in the penitentiary, a sexual fall would
most likely be found among the working classes, unlike a moral fall. Rossetti is thus not only
doubling the fallen and the unfallen, but also twins the working and middle-classes. This is
linked to the dual nature of women which is also underlined in the novels and poems, since
the virtuous woman is frequently only half of the whole; the fallen woman with her different
attributes completes the picture. Rossetti’s preoccupation with the figure of Eve provides a
useful point of reference.

Rossetti demonstrates an interest in Eve in several of her poems and much of her
prose, in particular, discussing the theologically complex problem of Eve in her prose. Her
earliest work on Eve is ‘Shut Out’, which reverses the Gothic trope of the enclosed woman in
a domestic space by configuring Eve in exile, mourning after her expulsion from the Garden
of Eden. At first, Eve is able to look through the ‘iron bars’ (1. 2) of the door which excludes
her from Eden, but there is a ‘shadowless spirit’ (1. 9) at the gate to prevent her from re-
entering. Having once crossed that threshold, there is no return — and yet Eve retains hope

that she will return, begging fruitlessly to ‘bid my home remember me | Until I come to it
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again’ (1. 15-6). The spirit builds a wall to prevent any further sight of Eden, which places
Eve in the position of being imprisoned in the world, locked out of Eden. Forced from her
home, she becomes a figure for pity despite her sin, and she is forced into the situation of a
Gothic heroine, facing an uncertain future in an apparently inhospitable world. The unspoken
irony is that these threats derive from her own actions, yet the image of Eve ‘Blinded by
tears’ (1. 22) anticipates Rossetti’s hope in The Face of the Deep that Eve too will be

redeemed. In ‘Eve’, the anti-heroine is placed upon the threshold:

While I sit at the door
Sick to gaze within
Mine eye weepeth sore

For sorrow and sin: (11. 1-4)

It is noteworthy that Rossetti situates Eve on the brink of two worlds to speak her
narrative in this poem; her act of eating the apple is barely past as we see her grief for what
she has lost. The abbreviated lines give a sense of disjointed emotion which the speaker can
barely control; this emotion, one suspects, is exacerbated by passing through the gate which
will exile her from her home. As the chapter on Maturin has discussed, the image of Eve in
‘Shut Out’ and ‘Eve’ is foreshadowed by Rossetti’s early poem, ‘Immalee’, in which the
innocent island girl of Melmoth the Wanderer can be read as a cipher for pre-lapsarian Eve.
The sympathy of nature with Eve’s plight as she gazes into a lost Eden presupposes that
Eve’s sin which precipitated the Fall was a ‘natural’ sin, of curiosity as well as disobedience,
which paves the way for Rossetti’s unusual exegetical approach in her devotional prose.

Rossetti exploits verbal ambiguities in her interpretation of scripture to present an

unusual case for Eve; for example, in Letter and Spirit Rossetti considers the Fall, and her
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conclusion suggests that language may be at the root of it, similar to Milton’s argument in

Book IX of Paradise Lost:

Adam and Eve illustrate two sorts of defection (I Tim 2:14). Eve made a mistake,
‘being deceived’ she was in the transgression: Adam made no mistake: his was an
error of will, hers partly of judgment; nevertheless both proved fatal....By birthright
gracious and accessible, she lends an ear to all petitions from all petitioners. She
desires to instruct ignorance, to rectify misapprehension: ‘unto the pure all things are
pure,” and she never suspects even the serpent. Possibly a trace of blameless infirmity
transpires in the wording of her answer, ‘lest ye die,” for God had said to the man
‘...in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die:’ but such tenderness of
spirit seems even lovely in the great first mother of mankind; or it may be that Adam
had modified the form, if it devolved on him to declare the tremendous fact to his
second self. Adam and Eve reached their goal, the Fall, by different routes. With Eve,
the serpent discussed a question of conduct, and talked her over to his own side: with
Adam, so far as appears, he might have argued the point forever and gained no

vantage...’ (LS, p. 17-8)

Either Eve misunderstood the command from God (which may even be Adam’s fault), or else
the language of the serpent deceived her, since she did not know that anyone might try to
mislead her. Both interpretations rely on the slipperiness of language; and both also at least
partially exonerate Eve. This is comparable to Milton’s treatment of the fall of Eve in
Paradise Lost, where Eve tells the serpent that ¢...God hath said, Ye shall not eate | Thereof,
nor shall ye touch it, lest ye die’ (Book IX 662-3). Milton’s Eve’s greatest sin, it seems, is to

be ‘credulous’ rather than intrinsically wicked, though Rossetti’s version goes further in
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vindication of Eve. Leaving the theology of this aside, Rossetti’s disquisition highlights the
interpretative nature of her beliefs and the significance of language for her religion as well as
her poetry.

It thus seems possible that the dual and oppositional figures of the fallen/unfallen
woman, in their personified guises in Revelation, in the Gothic novel, and in Rossetti’s own
poetry, are resolved through the figure of Eve. Rossetti’s conscious association of Eve with
the figure of the ‘woman clothed with the sun’ is not necessary to the text on which she is
commenting, yet she chooses to draw our attention to Eve at this point, forcing the reader into
a consideration of woman’s supposedly dual nature, and also emphasizing the redeemability
of any fall. No longer an outcast figure, Eve has overcome her liminality, through the grace
of God, and stands in the New Jerusalem along with the rest of her sex. Having passed over
the threshold of Eden after the Fall, she may be permitted to return after the Apocalypse. It is
this sense of returning home which allows Rossetti to develop a sense of closure to the Gothic
tropes of exile and boundaries. Milbank describes the movement of women as an important
trope which tracks their progress, in Gothic and sensation fiction, physically rather than

mentally, where the:

portrayal of the heroine charts her progress across a spatial field of forces as she
crosses domestic boundaries, rather than the development of her mental processes
over time. To cross boundaries, to plot, is the only way in which the woman can
register on the narrative of events. The ‘fallen woman’ is a favourite character in
sensation fiction for this reason, but the interest is not in her existence as a social
problem, [...] but as a transgressor, in the literal image of the word. She ‘errs’ in
moving between domestic house and market-place; her dissimulation as a plotter

hides her private motive behind her public ‘face’. In moving back into the private
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sphere for her own advancement, the errant woman creates a false mediation by

revealing the private house as itself a market-place.®

To read Eve as a fallen women thus makes sense; for Rossetti to maintain complete
confidence in her ultimate redemption and salvation is to be expected. Milbank’s critique of
the patriarchal society enacted in the novels of Radcliffe, for example, demonstrates that the
crossing of boundaries requires the heroine to transgress, yet Rossetti reverses this in the
final, triumphant scenes of Revelation.

In chapter 21 of Revelation, where ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (21. 1) are
revealed to John, the city of the New Jerusalem, apostrophized as the Bride of Christ, is
described in resplendent detail. In particular, its appearance from the outside is seen, set with
gemstones and blazing with ‘the glory of God’ (21. 11). Its walls and gates — presumably as
the parts which John can see in his vision — are depicted, and Rossetti’s commentary

discusses these walls and gates:

Wherefore ‘a wall’ and wherefore ‘gates’? ‘Thou shalt call thy walls Salvation and
thy gates Praise.” Isaiah writes walls, St. John a wall. New Jerusalem standing
foursquare possesses under one aspect four walls; yet these being continuous and all
four corner-stoned into unity seem to be one at least as indisputably as to be four. And
(if so I may take the sense) Isaiah’s walls reappearing as St. John’s wall, sets forth the
universal salvation as being from the alone Will, Might, Love of God: whilst the gates
are twelve, because multitudinous mankind offering praise for so great a gift uplifts an

innumerable voice. (FD, p. 497)

35 Alison Milbank, Daughters of the House: Modes of Gothic in Victorian Fiction (Basingstoke: Macmillan,

1992), p. 17.
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The wall is therefore constructed as inclusive, no longer the unpassable boundary but one
which has many gates through which the Church can pass. False divisions are dissolved and
thresholds unnecessary as all can enter. Moreover, ‘those gates are of ingress not of egress,
for none who enter thereby shall go out any more’ (FD, p. 497). This city provides ‘a genuine
home’ from which there is no need to leave; all wants will be supplied within, and no-one can
be ejected (FD, p. 498). To trivialize the drama of Revelation, Rossetti’s commentary
provides, structurally speaking, a Gothic ‘marriage plot’, in which, despite travels, trials and a
Fall, the Bride is reunited with her Beloved, and together they form a domestic centre from
which there is no further transgressing of boundaries and no separation. The mysteries of the
plot by this stage have been discovered — Rossetti states that knowledge that was once
forbidden will now be available; a family is reunited, and the future is secure, headed by the
‘Great Householder Whose house is the universe’. The happy ending is reinforced by the
fulfilment of desires: ‘All holy desires shall be fulfilled, — nor shall even mere blameless
desires be nothing accounted of” (FD, p. 498).

The commentary takes pains to describe and discuss the gates of the holy city, which
are beautiful objects in themselves, inlaid with pearls and other precious jewels. However, ‘a
gate is to be passed through, not resided in’ (#D, p. 511). There is, therefore, no need to
hesitate on the threshold, though ‘The open gates bear permanent witness to human free will,
still free even when made indefectible’ (FD, p. 516). The exercise of free will, which caused
the fall, is in Rossetti’s version of the New Jerusalem enshrined in the very walls. Moreover,
unlike the gates of Eden, these gates will never shut. Though much of this material is in the
Book of Revelation, much is also Rossetti’s exegetical and descriptive discourse; there is no

doubt that she adds considerably to the biblical account of the walls and gates of heaven in

Revelation 21. 10-21.
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In Rossetti’s poetry and prose, it is the world we know which figures as Gothic.
Images of enclosure, such as in ‘The Convent Threshold’ and ‘An Immurata Sister’, feature
as atmospheres which stifle growth and belief, while in nature, humanity is at its freest and
closest to God. Rossetti configures the world in which we live as Gothic, because of the very
nature of its fallenness. Many Gothic novels deal with what the characters perceive to be the
end of their world — their own death or attack, death of a loved one, or the discontinuation of
lineage; The Face of the Deep enacts for the reader the genuine apocalypse, of which Gothic
plots are a faint shadow. This seems quite probable if one accepts Kristeva’s argument that
‘all literature is probably a version of the apocalypse’ (p. 207). Rossetti is renowned for her
poems of patience and suffering, which enact this life as a waiting period for the next, in

poems such as:

Long and dark the nights, dim and short the days,
Mounting weary heights on our weary ways,

Thee our God we praise.
Scaling heavenly heights by unearthly ways,
Thee our God we praise all our nights and days,

Thee our God we praise. (FD, p. 17)

The ultimate goal for Rossetti and her readers is finally to cross the threshold and enter the
heavenly world which awaits; Death is not to be feared since ‘Death is the gate to that City’.>
Critics have written of the significance of Gothic ‘atmosphere’, in which fear prevails,

suffering is great and, moreover, the world seems dark, lit by only occasional glimpses of the

3 Arthur Quiller-Couch, The Poet as Citizen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1934), p. 22.
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sublime.*” This atmosphere is frequently populated by symbols that are a reminder of the
grave, such as insects, which are an often-used trope in Rossetti’s work, and her work reflects
1 Corinithians 13. 12: ‘For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now |
know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known’. Life on earth is thus a Gothic,
grotesque, fallen reflection of life in heaven, and of the world as God intended, and this is
reflected in Rossetti’s fractured and fragmented work, particularly in the prose works which
are collections of scripture, commentary, personal thoughts and poems. This fractured life is
therefore a natural state of the human condition, from which we can escape only through
Christ. Furthermore, Rossetti implies that the fractured way of seeing is the only way that is

possible:

Doubtless a thread of perfect sequence runs throughout Divine Revelation, binding it
into one sacred and flawless whole. But not so do feeble eyes discern it. I can but
study it piece by piece, word by word, unworthy even to behold the little I seem to
observe. Much of this awful Apocalypse opens to my apprehension rather a series of
aspects than any one defined and certified object. It summons me to watch and pray
and give thanks; it urges me to climb heavenward. Its thread doubtless consists

unbroken: but my clue is at the best woven of broken lights and shadows, here a little

and there a little. (FD, p. 174)

David Punter in his essay on poetry and the uncanny, suggests that in ‘The Ancient Mariner’,

the tension of the poem is in waiting to cross a threshold which we know cannot be crossed.

This is because:

—

¥ For example, Isidora’s moments of transcendence in prison in Melmoth the Wanderer, or Julia’s brief

exhilaration after the ball in Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance.
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according to myth, [...] within each threshold lives a small god; and such a god is
capable of changing us, as we cross from the outside to the inside or vice versa, into
something completely different, such that our very memory will be burned away,

erased, will become the substance of erasure.’®

Though Punter’s comments relate specifically to Coleridge’s poem, they are strangely
applicable for the Rossettian Gothic in The Face of the Deep. We ‘know’, with human
understanding, that we cannot cross the threshold between earth and heaven, and yet it is
finally proved, in Revelation, that through the grace of God we can. Moreover, that
transformation to which Punter refers takes place in the Apocalypse. Theological beliefs
about the exact nature of the resurrected in heaven vary, but Punter’s description gives a
reasonable (if unintentional) view of it. This final threshold can be crossed, permanently, and

the shadows and fears of the Gothic world dismissed.

Shadows to-day, while shadows show God’s Will,
Light were not good except he sent us light.
Shadows to-day, because this day is night

Whose marvels and whose mysteries fulfil

Their course and deep in darkness serve him still.
Thou dim aurora, on the extremest height
Of airy summits wax not over bright;

Refrain thy rose, refrain thy daffodil.

% David Punter, ‘Shape and Shadow: On Poetry and the Uncanny’, in 4 Companion to the Gothic, ed. by David

Punter (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 193-205 (p. 196).



Until God’s Word go forth to kindle thee

And garland thee and bid thee stoop to us,

Blush in the heavenly choirs and glance not down:

To-day we race in darkness for a crown,
In darkness for beatitude to be,

In darkness for the city luminous. (FD, p. 166)
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Conclusion

Christina Rossetti’s poems have an intricate relationship with Gothic conventions and
practice. From her earliest poems, which demonstrate a direct interaction with the novels of
Maturin, to her mature prose works, which engage with some of the tropes of Gothic and
draw particularly on the Book of Revelation, her work offers a range of complex possibilities
for a study of Gothic. Rather than suggesting that Rossetti’s work is the result of the direct
influence of Gothic, this thesis has aimed to provide a framework for exploring the numerous
ways in which Rossetti produced a unique mode of Gothic. Moreover, my argument has been
predicated upon the concept that Gothic is a multi-stranded and sprawling collection of
tropes, aesthetics, ideas and styles which cannot be easily contained by the word ‘Gothic’.
The ‘Gothic’ which I have traced in Rossetti’s work originates only partly in her reading of
Gothic literature; it is similarly indebted to Dante, to Pre-Raphaelitism, and most of all to her
Christian faith and the Bible.

The introduction proposed that this thesis would approach Rossetti’s work from an
unusual angle. Since the reputation of Rossetti’s poetry has in many ways suffered from
being read as devotional, or has been neglecied in favour of a multitude of readings of
‘Goblin Market’, the approach of this thesis has been to examine her work by considering her
use of Gothic. This does not imply that she is not a deeply religious poet; it is impossible to
understand her writing fully without considering Tractarianism, as several recent studies have
shown. Yet, as McGann has suggested, much of her work is still marginalized or neglected,

possibly due to its reputation as primarily religious.* Such a focus on her faith may imply that

! McGann argues in ‘The Religious Poetry of Christina Rossetti’ that this a problem for most Christian poetry,
which suffers from its apparent ‘thematic uniformity’ in which theological differences and the poetics and

approach of different poets ‘tend to disappear into a basically congruent economy of Christian thought’ (p. 127).
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Rossetti was not engaged with contemporary culture, or with literature other than the Bible.
This thesis, therefore, has argued that this is not the case. Other critics already discussed have
examined the relationship between Rossetti’s work and Dante, or Pre-Raphaelitism, for
example. Gothic, frequently read into Victorian novels such as those of the Brontés and
Wilkie Collins, provides a means to remove Rossetti from her familiar context of Victorian
women poets and examine her poetry and prose against a wider backdrop of emerging
nineteenth-century Gothic. A study of Gothic in Rossetti’s texts also permits a reading of
some of the elements which make up a fractured Gothic which appear in Rossetti’s work,
which are not usually discussed in studies of her work.

The exploration of these elements has included an examination of the possibilities
which spectrality, a theoretically-inflected approach for examining work in the field of
nineteenth-century literature, can offer. Theories of spectrality are further-reaching than
phantoms. This theoretical framework offers the space to consider work on the writer as
spectral, linked to the interaction between writer and reader which is significant for both
Gothic and Tractarianism. Most significant, though, is the portrayal of death and the afterlife
which Rossetti’s ghost-poems offer. The use of spectres is often controversial in Gothic,
whether they prove to be genuine phantoms or can be explained rationally, and it is true that
there are many spectres in Rossetti’s work, although they do not always conform to the
ghosts of Gothic novels. Rossetti’s spectres are always genuine, and offer a voice from
beyond the grave and inside the mind, which is complicated by Rossetti’s theological
position. In this chapter a persistent situation emerges, that of the threshold to be crossed. A
feature of Gothic novels, with the implication of imprisonment on one side and freedom on
the other, the threshold between death and life proves to be crucial for Rossettian Gothic.

Though Rossetti read a range of Gothic novelists, there is no doubt that her deepest

literary engagement related to the works of Maturin. Her early monologues have been little
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studied and are now rarely re-published other than in complete collections of her poems, but a
close examination suggests that they are indicative of a wide field of engagement with
Gothic. The poems take moments of drama and conflict in the novels and offer a perspective,
usually that of a heroine, which provides an interiority rarely seen in Maturin’s novels,
though more common in the work of Radcliffe. These poems have Gothic roots of which
traces remain, fractured in their removal from their context of Maturin’s narrative, but
retaining what D’ Amico refers to as ‘motifs’ of Gothic which persist throughout Rossetti’s
writing life. Some of the tropes which are explored in this chapter are not commonly
considered to be an element of Gothic, such as a preoccupation with knowledge, related to
the Fall in Eden; the use of language to deceive; and the self-sacrificing heroine. Rossetti is
rewriting Gothic in these poems, transforming manipulated heroines into emblems of
integrity, answerable to God rather than to mankind. Once again, Rossettian Gothic returns to
matters of Christianity.

The grotesque, though rarely considered as an aspect of Gothic, offers a perspective
on Rossetti’s work which is akin to Ruskin’s approach to the grotesque, as a moral dynamic
in art and literature. Rossetti’s poems demonstrate the effects of immorality and vice in the
grotesques of ‘The Dead City’, a poem strohgly reminiscent of Ruskin’s Venice, for example.
Though Rossetti is known as a poet of restraint, her grotesques demonstrate her unique use of
disfigurement and distortion as a technique of contrast. My inference is that the post-lapsarian
world is peopled with grotesques in Rossetti’s eyes. Many of her poems use this distorted
excess to demonstrate a contrast between the ideal perfection of heaven and the gross
irreverence and blasphemy of earth. Taking Christ as an example of perfected humanity, all
other figures appear grotesque in contrast. From the hideous goblins and their evil fruit in
‘Goblin Market’, to the master of the dancing bear in ‘Brother Bruin’, and encompassing the

wickedness of human nature in her devotional poems, Rossetti’s grotesques pervade her
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work. Moreover, they complicate the relationship between the internal mind and external
body, emphasizing the untrustworthiness of appearances and the disjunction that can occur
between outward beauty and inward ugliness, though in some poems the physical appearance
begins to reveal the horror of the immoral soul. Fear, in Gothic, is often essentially a fear for
one’s soul, and it is this fear which the Rossettian grotesque manifests.

Rossetti’s book of poems for children offers a range of moral lessons, transposing the
message of her adult poems into ones more suitable for the child reader. These are, overall,
kindly taught, and, despite their preoccupation with the death of the child, offer a positive
perspective on the world. In seriously considering the poems in Sing-Song, 1 have examined
how features of her adult poems, such as the threshold to cross and the typological
significance of nature, reappear in a different form. The conclusion reached is that Sing-Song
is, in many ways, less Gothic than previous works for children; certainly it is less terrifying,
and milder in its lessons. Yet it offers the child an opportunity to free itself from the terrors of
the world, explaining death and sin in allegories, and providing the child with the prospect of
leaving the nursery world without fear. Though these poems are not, on the whole, religious,
they offer a Christian perspective without excessive moralizing, and create an idealized space
in which the child can explore the world without the terrors of Gothic, which remains at the
margins of the text.

Sing-Song provides an example of Rossetti’s moral instruction to children; the final
chapter of this thesis explores her devotional and exegetical texts which offer Christian
edification to adults, My discussion of these texts, particularly The Face of the Deep,
provides some potential answers to the questions raised by Rossetti’s Gothic, of origin and
purpose. Its roots lie deeper than the Gothic novels which she read as a child, reaching back
to her absorption in biblical texts, especially the Book of Revelation. All her-prose works

appear preoccupied with the boundaries between life and death, between earth and heaven,
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and between the fallen and grotesque earth and the perfection of heaven. This becomes
increasingly apparent in a close reading of The Face of the Deep, which contrasts the terrors
that the Apocalypse will visit upon humanity with the unsurpassed splendour of heaven. In
her discussion of the women depicted in the Book of Revelation, Rossetti offers a perspective
on the doubled figure of femininity which haunts Victorian culture, and provides a potential
solution not only to the horrors of the Gothic world but also to the ‘problem’ of women,
brought about by Eve’s disobedience. Eventually, death offers humanity the opportunity to
escape the Gothic world and move into a place free from terror. The final chapter of this
thesis, exploring this relationship between Gothic and the Bible manifested in Rossetti’s
prose works, provides a conclusion in itself to the roots of Rossettian Gothic.

Gothic, I conclude, fractured and incoherent from its earliest manifestations in
Walpole, is closely related to Christian belief, drawing upon its traditions and biblical texts.
One of the many threads constituting the fabric of Gothic is Christianity; early Gothic novels
are undoubtedly produced within a framework of Christian belief, and Rossetti’s poems
extend this, setting her poetic narratives in a fallen world that she expresses as Gothic. The
two terms, ‘religious’ and ‘Gothic’, seem to collide, but they demonstrably fit together in
Rossetti’s work, from the Maturin poems through to her prose works. Rossetti combines her
faith with darker elements drawn from Gothic, producing poetry and prose which refigures
the world around her as dark and full of terrors, and apparently irreconcilable to its maker, a
problem which will be resolved at the Apocalypse. For Rossetti, then, Gothic is absorbed into
her work, sometimes so deeply that it is barely apparent, but its attributes serve as a vehicle
for her beliefs; she expresses the world and her anxieties in terms of Gothic tropes. To read
Rossetti purely as a religious poet, then, is to miss the implications of her mode of expressing
her faith; her work is caught up in a web of intertextuality, subtle influences and overtly

expressed theology which constitute an original mode of Gothic.



Appendix 1: ‘Look on this picture and on this’

(12 July 1856)"
I wish we once were wedded, — then I must be true;

You should hold my will in yours to do or to undo:

Butl now | hate myself iiva when I look at you.?

You have seen her hazel eyes, her warm dark skin,
Dark hair — but oh those hazel eyes a devil is dancing in: -

You my saint lead up to heaven she lures down to sin.

[Listen Eva I repent, indeed I do my love:
How should I choose a peacock and leave and grieve a dove? —

If I could turn my back on her and follow you above.]

[No it’s not her beauty bloomed like an autumn peach,
Not her pomp of beauty too high for me to reach;

It’s her eyes, her witching manner — ah the lore they teach.)

[You are winning, well I know it, who should know but 1?
You constrain me, I must yield or else must hasten by: ~

But she, she fascinates me, I can neither fight nor fly.]

' Deleted stanzas appear in square brackets.

2 X ,
W. M. Rossetti’s MS alteration.
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She’s so redundant, stately; — in truth now have you seen
Ever anywhere such beauty, such a stature, such a mien?

She may be queen of devils but she’s every inch a queen.

If you sing to me, I hear her subtler sweeter still
Whispering each tender cadence strangely sweet to fill

All that lacks in music all my soul and sense and will.

[If you dance, tho’ mine eyes follow where my hand I gave
I only see her presence like a sunny wave

I only feel her presence like a wind too strong to rave!)

[If we talk: I love you, do you love me again? —
Tho’ your lips speak it’s her voice I flush to hear so plain

Say: Love you? yes I love you, love can neither change nor wane.]

But, you ask, ‘why struggle? I have given you up:
Take again your pledges, snap the cord and break the cup:

Feast you with your temptation for I in heaven will sup.’ -
Can [ bear to think upon you strong to break not bend,
Pale with inner intense passion silent to the end,

Bear to leave you, bear to grieve you, I my dove my friend? -

[One short pang and you would rise a light in heaven



While we grovelled in the darkness mean and unforgiven

Tho’ our cup of love brimmed sevenfold crowns of love were seven.]

[What shall I choose, what can I choose for you and her and me;
With you the haven of rest, with her the tossing miry sea;

Time’s love with her, or choose with you love’s all eternity. —]

[No,? you answer coldly yet with a quivering voice:
That is over, doubt and struggle, we have sealed our choice;

Leave me to my contentment vivid with fresh hopes and joys.]

Listening so, I hide mine eyes and fancy years to come:
You cherished in another home with no cares burdensome;

You straitened in a windingsheet pulseless at peace and dumb.

[So I fancy — The new love has driven the old away;
She has found a dearer shelter or dearer stronger stay;

Perhaps now she would thank me for the freedom of that day.]

Open house and heart barred to me alone the door;
Children bound to meet her, babies crow before: -

Blessed wife and blessed mother whom I may see no more.
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' D’ Amico’s ‘Maturin Poems’ includes this poem in its complete format, but opens this stanza with ‘Nay’, as

does the 1904 edition of her poems, while the MS has ‘No’.



Or I fancy — In the grave her comely body lies:
She is 'tiring for the Bridegroom till the morning star shall rise,

Then to shine a glory in the nuptials of the skies.

No more yearning tenderness, no more pale regret,
She will not look for me when the marriage guests are set.

She joys with joy eternal as we had never met.

I would that one of us were dead, were gone no more to meet,
Or she and I were dead together stretched here at your feet,

That she and I were strained together in one windingsheet.

[Hidden away from all the world upon this bitter morn;
Hidden from all the scornful world, from all your keener scorn;

Secure and secret in the dark as blessed babe unborn.]

[A pitiless fiend is in your eyes to tempt me and to taunt:

If you were dead I verily believe that you would haunt

The home you loved, the man you loved, you said you loved - avaunt.)

[Why do you face me with those eyes so calm they drive me mad,

Too proud to droop before me and own that you are sad?

Why have you a lofty angel made me mean and cursed and bad?]

How have you the heart to face me with that passion in your stare
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Deathly silent? weep before me, rave at me in your despair —

If you keep patience wings will spring and a halo from your hair.

[Yet what matters — yea what matters? your frenzy can but mock:
You do not hold my heart’s life key to lock and to unlock,

The door will not unclose to you tho’ long you wait and knock.]

[Have I wronged you? no not I nor she in deed or will:
You it is alone that mingle the venomous cup and fill;

Why are you so little lovely that I cannot love you still? — ]

[One pulse, one tone, one ringlet of hers outweighs the whole
Of you, your puny grace puny body puny soul:

You but a taste of sweetness, she an overrunning bowl.]

[Did I make you, that you blame because you are not best?
Not so, be wise, take patience, turn away and be at rest:

Shall I not know her lovelier who is far loveliest?]

See now how proud you are, like us after all, no saint;
Not so upright but that you are bowed with the old bent;

White at whiteheat, tainted with the devil’s special taint:

[Sit you still and wring the cup drop after loathsome drop:

You have let loose a torrent it is not you can stop;
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You have sowed a noisome fieldful, now reap the stinging crop.)

[Did you think to sit in safety, to watch me torn and tost
Struggling like a mad dog, watching her tempting doubly lost?

Howl you, you wretched woman, for your flimsy hopes are crost.]

[Be still, tho’ you may writhe you shall hear the branding truth:
You who thought to sit in judgment on our souls forsooth,

To sit in frigid judgment on our ripe luxuriant youth.]

Did I love you? never from the first cold day to this;
You are not sufficient for my aim of life, my bliss;

You are not sufficient, but I found the one that is.

[The wine of love that warms me from this life’s mortal chill:
Drink with love I drink again, athirst I drink my fill;

Lapped in love I care not doth it make alive or kill.]

Then did I never love you? — ah the sting struck home at last;
You are drooping, fainting, dying — the worst of death is past;

A light is on your face from the nearing heaven forecast.

Never? — yes I loved you then; I loved: the word still charms: —
For the first time last time lie in my heart my arms,

For the first last time as if I shielded you from harms.
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[I trampled you, poor dove, to death, you clung to me, I spurned;
I taunted you, I tortured you, while you sat still and yearned: —

Oh lesson taught in anguish but in double anguish learned.

For after all I loved you, loved you then, I love you yet.
Listen love I love you: see, the seal of truth is set

On my face in tears — you cannot see? then feel them wet.

Pause at heaven’s dear gate, look back, one moment back to grieve;
You go home thro’ death to life; but I, I still must live:

On the threshold of heaven’s love, O love can you forgive? —

Fully freely fondly, with heart truth above an oath,
With eager utter pardon given unasked and nothing loth;

Heaping coals of fire upon our heads forgiving both.

One word more — not one; one look more — too late too late: —

Lapped in love she sleeps who was slashed with scorn and hate;

Nestling in the lap of love the dove has found a mate.

Night has come, the night of rest; day will come, that day:
To her glad dawn of glory kindled from the deathless ray:

To us a searching fire and strict balances to weigh.
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The tearless tender eyes are closed; the tender lips are dumb:
I shall not see or hear them more until that day shall come:

Then they must speak, what will they say — what then will be the sum? —

Shall we stand upon the left and she upon the right —
We smirched with endless death and shame, she glorified in white:

Will she sound our accusation in intolerable light?

[Be open-armed to us in love — type of another Love —
As she forgave us ones below will she forgive above,

Enthroned to all eternity our sister-friend and dove? —



Appendix 2: Excerpt from The Earthly Paradise (1868-70) by William Morris

O dwellers on the lovely earth,

Why will ye break your rest and mirth
To weary us with fruitless prayer;
Why will ye toil and take such care
For children’s children yet unborn,
And garner store of strife and scorn
To gain a scarce-remembered name,

Cumbered with lies and soiled with shame?

And if the gods care not for you,

What is this folly ye must do

To win some mortal’s feeble heart?

O fools! when each man plays his part,
And heeds his fellow little more

Than these blue waves that kiss the shore
Take heed of how the daisies grow.

O fools! and if ye could but know

How fair a world to you is given.

O brooder on the hills of heaven,
When for my sin thou drav’st me forth
Hadst thou forgot what this was worth,

Thine own hand had made? The tears of men
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The death of threescore years and ten,

The trembling of the timorous race —

Had these things so bedimmed the place

Thine own hand had made, thou could not know
To what a heaven the earth might grow

If fear beneath the earth were laid

If hope failed not, nor love decayed. '

' Morris, William, The Earthly Paradise, 3 vols (Boston: Roberts, 1869), pp. 463-4.
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